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Jews and Converts in Late Medieval Castile examines the ways in which Jewish-Christian relations evolved in Castile, taking account of social, cultural, and religious factors that affected the two communities throughout the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries.

The territorial expansion of the Christian kingdoms in Iberia that followed the reconquests of the mid-thirteenth century presented new military and economic challenges. At the same time the fragile balance between Muslims, Jews, and Christians in the Peninsula was also profoundly affected. Economic and financial pressures were of over-riding importance. Most significant were the large tax revenues that the Iberian Jewish community provided to royal coffers, new evidence for which is provided here. Some in the Jewish community also achieved prominence at court, achieving dizzying success that often ended in dismal failure or death. A particular feature of this study is its reliance upon both Castilian and Hebrew sources of the period to show how mutual perceptions evolved through the long fourteenth century. The study encompasses the remarkable and widespread phenomenon of Jewish conversion, elaborates on its causes, and describes the profound social changes that would culminate in the anti-converso riots of the mid-fifteenth century.

This book is valuable reading for academics and students of medieval and of Jewish history. As a study of a unique crucible of social change it also has a wider relevance to multi-cultural societies of any age, including our own.

Cecil Reid completed his PhD in 2018 at Queen Mary, University of London. He was formerly a medical researcher and Honorary Senior Lecturer in Clinical Haematology at Imperial College, University of London.





Studies in Medieval History and Culture


Recent titles include

The Triumph of an Accursed Lineage
Kingship in Castile from Alfonso X to Alfonso XI (1252–1350)
Fernando Arias Guillén

Franks and Lombards in Italian Carolingian Texts
Memories of the Vanquished
Luigi Andrea Berto

The Bible and Jews in Medieval Spain
Norman Roth

The Cursed Carolers in Context
Edited by Lynneth Miller Renberg and Bradley Phillis

Women in the Medieval Common Law c.1200–1500
Gwen Seabourne

Jews and Converts in Late Medieval Castile
Breaking with the Past
Cecil Reid

Mobile Saints
Relic Circulation, Devotion, and Conflict in the Central Middle Ages
Kate M. Craig



For more information about this series, please visit: https://www.routledge.com/Studies-in-Medieval-History-and-Culture/book-series/SMHC






[image: ]





Jews and Converts in Late Medieval Castile


Breaking with the Past

Cecil Reid

[image: ]




First published 2021

by Routledge

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge

52 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2021 Cecil Reid

The right of Cecil Reid to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Reid, Cecil D., author.
Title: Jews and converts in late medieval Castile : breaking with the
past / Cecil D. Reid.
Description: First edition. | New York : Routledge, 2021. |
Series: Studies in medieval history and culture | Includes
bibliographical references and index.
Subjects: LCSH: Jews—Spain—Castile—History—To 1500. |
Christians—Spain—Castile—History—To 1500. | Jews—
Conversion to Christianity—Spain—Castile—History—To
1500. | Castile (Spain)—Ethnic relations. | Judaism—Relations—
Christianity—History—To 1500. | Christianity and other
religions—Judaism—History—To 1500.
Classification: LCC DS135.S75 C3363 2021 (print) | LCC DS135.S75
(ebook) | DDC 946/.3004924009023—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020048366
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020048367

ISBN: 978-0-367-47007-4 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-0-367-72028-5 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-03278-6 (ebk)

Typeset in Times New Roman
by codeMantra




for Ruth





Contents


List of figures and tables

Acknowledgements

Abbreviations, transliteration, transcription, and translation



Introduction

1 For the greatest good: Jews in the service of the King

2 Demand and supply: Jews and taxes in fourteenth-century Castile

3 Neighbours in a century of strife

4 The disruption of civil war: prelude to a tragedy

5 Portrayal and self-portrayal of the Jew in Castilian and Hebrew literature

6 Pathways to conversion

7 Identity and power: the rebellions of 1449



Conclusions



Bibliography

Index





Figures and tables


Figures

Frontispiece: Privilege of Alfonso X to Aguilar de Campóo, 1276

1.1 Privilege granted by Alfonso X to Aguilar de Campóo, 20 June 1277

3.1 Town plan of fourteenth-century Segovia

3.2 Town plan of Ávila with superimposed boundaries of the juderías in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries

4.1 Chronology of the civil war 1354–1369

5.1 Cantiga §3 showing Teófilo being counselled by the Jew

5.2 Cantiga §108. The boy with his head backwards clings to Merlin

6.1 Lineage of Juan Sánchez de Sevilla (Samuel Abravaniel)

6.2 Toledo juderías 1380–1422

Tables

2.1 Revenues in maravedís (mrs) of the Jewish aljamas and the yearly martiniega taxes of the Christian communities in the Bishopric of Osma, 1292

2.2 Revenues (mrs) from Christians and Jews in the tax record (Cuaderno) of Enrique II (1378)

2.3 Comparison of annual accounts (mrs) of Jewish aljamas 1290–1292 versus 1378

2.4 Stability of the Christian martiniega tax (mrs) in the fourteenth century

2.5 Collection by the Crown of a proportion of bad debts (entregas) owing to the Jews (mrs) compared with total Jewish capitation revenues in 1292





Acknowledgements


This book is based upon research that I conducted for a PhD thesis completed at Queen Mary University of London (QMUL) in November 2018. In that work entitled ‘A Society in Transition: Jews in the Kingdom of Castile from Re-conquest to the Toledo Riots (1248–1449)’, I was supervised by Professor Miri Rubin and Dr Rosa Vidal Doval in the faculties of History and of Iberian and Latin American Studies, respectively, at Queen Mary. I am deeply indebted to both of them for their guidance and encouragement and for their patience with someone who was rather more accustomed to the rigours of a scientific and clinical discipline. I learnt a huge amount from them, enjoying both their friendship and their tutelage for which I am immensely grateful. I would also like to thank Dr Eyal Poleg in the History faculty at QMUL. As mentor and third supervisor of my doctoral programme, his was a reassuring presence, always on hand with advice and useful steers towards some of the less accessible Hebrew sources. If there are errors in Hebrew transcription or translation, however, I hasten to add that they are entirely mine.

Before undertaking the PhD, I completed a MA in Medieval and Renaissance Studies (MARS) in the Faculty of History at University College London. I have drawn on some of the research undertaken for my dissertation ‘The Conflicting Influences of Church, Crown and of Communal Pressures on the Structure of Jewish Society at the Spanish Frontier of the Thirteenth to Fourteenth Centuries’ in the first chapter of this book. I would like to thank Professor David d’Avray, Dr Antonio Sennis, and Dr John Sabapathy, all of UCL, for their invaluable teaching and guidance. They provided me with the firm foundation needed for later doctoral studies and set me on the path that has led to this present work. Additional thanks are due to Professor Jim Bolton of Queen Mary for his expert advice about the money supply in Iberia. Also, thanks to Señora Caridad López Ibañez of the Archivo General de la Fundación Casa Medina Sidonia in Sanlúcar de Barrameda. Through her I had access to the original thirteenth-century manuscript of privileges granted to the tax farmer Zag de la Maleha that is described here in Chapter 1.

Wandering the narrow lanes of the judería in the small hill-top Andalusian town of Vejer de la Frontera first kindled my enthusiasm for the study of Iberian Jewish history. That inspiration would not, however, have borne fruit without the constant encouragement and boundless forbearance of my wife, Ruth. It is to her that I owe the biggest debt of gratitude: but for her support, I’m quite sure I would never even have got started.





Abbreviations, transliteration, transcription, and translation



	ACA

	Arxiu de la Corona d’Aragó

	ACM

	Actas Capitulares Murcia

	ACS

	Archivo de la Catedral de Sevilla

	ADMS

	Archivo de los Duques de Medina Sidonia, Sanlúcar

	AHN

	Archivo Histórico Nacional, Madrid

	AJS

	Association for Jewish Studies

	AMHB

	Archivo del Monasterio de las Huelgas de Burgos

	Arch. Colegial de Cov.

	Archivo Colegial de Covarrubias

	Arch. Vat. Suppl.

	Archivos del Vaticano Supplicationes

	BAE

	Biblioteca de Autores Españoles

	BNP

	Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris

	BRAH

	Boletin de la Real Academia de la Historia

	MHE

	Memorial Historico Español



All translations from Hebrew, Latin, Castilian, or Catalan appearing in the text and footnotes are my own unless otherwise stated.

Transcriptions and spellings of Old Castilian or Judeo-Castilian are as they appear in the published documents. The transliteration of Hebrew words uses the convention of ḥ to represent the letter ח and the (') for the letters א or ע. Other conventions are used where citations have been taken from other sources.

The spelling of individual names corresponds to how they appear in the documents cited; thus, for example, Abenxuxen may appear as Aben Xuxen or ibn Susan in order to remain faithful to the original transcribed record.

In the interests of brevity, I have included only a minority of the original texts of the Castilian or Latin citations in the endnotes. However, I have included most of the original Hebrew citations. This is because I believe these sources to be less readily accessible to scholars wishing to further their own research.





Introduction


The millennium of Jewish settlement in the Iberian Peninsula ended with the expulsion in 1492 and it continues to fascinate students of Jewish history and of medieval societies. The uninterrupted presence of the Jewish communities there was in contrast to France and to England from where Jews had been banished at the end of the thirteenth or at the beginning of the fourteenth century.1 Even more remarkable was the extent to which the Iberian Jews were able to thrive and to contribute to the economy, to the administration, and to the cultural life of the kingdoms.

There were several seismic changes in the fabric of Iberian society throughout the Middle Ages. Visigothic rule was followed, in the eighth century, by 600 years of Muslim domination. From the early thirteenth century Christian hegemony expanded rapidly to include the provinces of Valencia, Murcia, and most of Andalusia. Finally, in 1492, with the capture of the Kingdom of Granada in 1492 the whole of the Peninsula came under Christian rule.

This book focuses on just the last 200 years of Jewish life in the Spanish kingdoms that followed the thirteenth-century Christian reconquests. The historical literature on Jewish Iberia is very extensive and there have been a number of excellent publications in the last few decades, since Yitzhak Baer’s classic and comprehensive two volumes that dealt with the Jews of Christian Spain.2 This volume, however, diverges from recent treatments of the subject in its endeavour to highlight the way in which the lives of many Jews were dramatically transformed over the two centuries that preceded expulsion. My intention has been to trace the transition of Iberian Jewry from a relatively homogenous social group that clung to its faith and tradition to one that was fractured not just by violence but also by doubt and despair. The special interest of this period, I argue, lies in this transition and in the resulting social changes that were unparalleled in the history of European Jewry.

By drawing on both Jewish and Christian sources, my aim has been to document the course of these changes as they affected the economic, cultural, and religious lives of the Jewish communities. Aragon and Castile were separate kingdoms until the latter part of the fifteenth century and the majority of this book deals with the Jews of Castile. Addressed in the first chapter, however, are the lives of a small Jewish elite at the court of Aragon; the lives of these administrators, scribes, and diplomats show similarities but also differences to those of their counterparts in Castile, though the heyday of their activity was of much shorter duration. The privileges they received and the offices they performed attest to the special economic and political circumstances that prevailed in Aragon at the end of the thirteenth century.

In documenting change, the records of individual interactions of Jews within and outside of their own communities, of their economic welfare, and of their faith and religious doubt all have a bearing. Social attitudes shifted over time and this was the case not only of Christians towards the Jewish minority but also of Jews to each other, to their faith, and to the wider society in which they lived. In this regard, the examination of polemical and secular literature of poetry, ballad, and performance is integral and is considered in the later chapters of the book.

* * *

The acquisition of the Muslim provinces meant that many more Jewish communities were now incorporated into the Christian realms. The rapid southward expansion accomplished by Jaime I of Aragon and by Fernando III and his son, Alfonso X of Castile, has been rightly characterised as a major catalyst to the social integration of the Jews.3 The historical record supports this contention and it is for this reason that the mid-thirteenth century is the point of departure for this volume. In Castile this period coincided with the reign of Alfonso X (El Sabio), a monarch whose political priorities and legal codifications would have a long-lasting impact on the lives of his Jewish subjects. The final chapter of the book concerns the rebellion in Toledo in 1449 and its consequences. This event, although it was not the final chapter of Iberian Jewish history, was a turning point that was freighted with significance for both the Jewish and Christian communities. It was an uprising that was accompanied by violence and rhetoric not against Jews but against those who had converted from Judaism, the conversos and their descendants, and it was unprecedented in the Peninsula.

The turmoil of 1449 marked a novel social awareness of difference between New and Old Christians and it was transformative for the Jews as well as for wider society. It was, after all, a harbinger of the Inquisition and of the eventual expulsion of the Jews that would end a millennium of their existence in Iberia. The objective here has been, through a fresh appraisal of the two centuries that separated the reconquest and the rebellion, to reach an understanding of the choices that faced Jews, as individuals and as members of their close-knit communities, the aljamas. Their dilemma, at its starkest, was framed by the choice between death and survival and between submission to baptism and tenacious adherence to the faith of their fathers. More subtle and largely unperceived at the time was the dilemma of how to engage with a permeable cultural frontier, a permeability that held benefits but also risk for the individual and his family. The benefits were material but the risk was to the preservation of the religious and cultural identity of the individual and of the group. The nature of this predicament and its resolution are central to virtually all that is described here and both are visible at many points throughout the chapters that follow.

* * *

For modern historians, the concept of convivencia has been fundamental to the discussion of cultural interactions between the three faith communities which populated medieval Iberia.4 The concept first proposed by Américo Castro seventy years ago has come to be understood as depicting a relatively harmonious social interaction between Muslim, Christian, and Jew that fundamentally influenced Spain’s later social and cultural development.5 In the 1950s Claudio Sánchez-Albornoz denied the cross-cultural influences inherent in convivencia: his emphasis was on the persistence of the Visigothic legacy that ran as a thread throughout the Peninsula’s history.6 Although this latter approach has not found general acceptance, Castro’s original representation of convivencia has been much criticised and refashioned by more recent scholarship as being too simple and idealistic. Yet, however it may be viewed today, it is a concept that still provides a valuable context for much of what occurred and for the events that are depicted throughout this book.

Of course, the connotations of convivencia were just as important in the history of Muslims in Christian Spain (mudéjares) as it was for Jews, though it is only the Jews who are the subject of this study. Thomas Glick emphasised the more stratified nature of Jewish society that permitted some individuals to ‘step out of their ethnic roles’ in a way that was less feasible for the Muslim minority.7 His analysis contrasted Castro’s perception of social evolution with a largely immutable ‘temperamental inheritance’ as posited by Sánchez-Albornoz. Rejecting this latter biological model, he provided a useful elaboration of the concept of convivencia that posited a ‘struggle between cultural norms’ and stressed the role of conflict as well as of harmony between groups in cultural exchanges. Tolerance and susceptibility to minority cultural influence, he believed, were affected by the fluidity of peninsular politics up to the twelfth century. His view was that a gradual crystallisation of Castilian identity followed the reconquest. This resulted in a greater resistance to cultural exchange and a growing intolerance that characterised late medieval Castile.8

The term convivencia means literally no more than ‘living together’. Modern historical literature has either been inclined to discard the term altogether or else has sought to unpick from it those elements of social interaction helpful in understanding the cultural pluralism prevailing in the medieval Iberian kingdoms. Although the more neutral term coexistencia has been proposed as a substitute, this does little to advance understanding of complex communal relationships.9 Two present-day historians, Maya Soifer Irish and Jonathan Ray, have criticised the binary definitions of tolerance and intolerance as concepts inappropriate for the late Middle Ages.10 Convivencia, they argue, was an idealised construct, better replaced by a modern understanding of acculturation and cultural diffusion. Tolerance was predicated on a perception of mutual benefit, primarily by the Crown, and a king might be disinclined to curtail Jewish privileges if that were not in his best interest. Such enlightened self-interest is repeatedly seen in a close study of the historical record; the documentation presented in later chapters of this book amply justifies this more sceptical understanding of communal relations in the late medieval period.

It has been particularly helpful to distinguish clearly between the processes of integration, acculturation, and assimilation of social groups. In what still remains a major contribution to an understanding of the situation of minorities in Iberia, Glick and Pi-Sunyer proposed a stabilised pluralism. That pluralism may have safeguarded the discreteness of the minority communities; yet it was not stable over time.11 Where the cultural boundaries between communities were permeable, as was the case of the Jews in Iberia, acculturation and eventual assimilation to the majority culture, they argued, would become inevitable.12 Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that the nature of relations between the communities was homogenous at all times. Social polarisation reflected different levels of dialogue between the three cultures. On the one hand, as suggested by Ron Barkai, this could result in an intellectual and even spiritual closeness and, on the other hand, in a rejection based upon hatred of difference.13

Yet, as will be seen from the evidence presented in many of these pages, economic, political, and environmental pressures cannot be ignored in this equation. In times of crisis and unstable royal regencies, it has been proposed, hatred of the Jews and later of conversos would inevitably increase and result in persecution and violence. Moreover, some have argued that the economic decline of the early fourteenth century together with the attempts by the Crown to increase its authority over the municipalities (concejos) only served to increase anti-Jewish sentiment.14 Whether this was actually the case can be judged from what follows. Did the civil war that erupted in the mid-fourteenth century mark the beginning of a new hostility to the Jews; was this a ploy of the rebellious Enrique Trastámara in his bid to replace his brother Pedro on the throne of Castile?15 These and other related questions will be re-addressed here in the light of the very different circumstances that prevailed as the fourteenth century drew to its close.

* * *

As many historians have suggested and as I will argue here, the Jews of late medieval Castile were not an ‘alienated minority’. They did not only prosper or suffer at the whim of royal decree or murderous pogrom as Kenneth Stow so memorably characterised the fate of the Jews of Latin Europe.16 The distinction between the status of Jews in Iberia and those in England, France, and the Holy Roman Empire has been made by Norman Roth and more recently by Ray. Roth’s contention was that we lack evidence for popular animosity against Jews on account of the privileged status they mostly enjoyed in Iberia. This, however, is hard to reconcile with Nirenberg’s portrayal of an endemic culture of violence against and between the Jewish and Muslim minorities in Aragon.17 Yet another interpretation holds that the problem for Jewish community leaders in Iberia was not so much that of exclusion but rather of acceptance. Ray has depicted a particularly permissive society in Iberia, one that allowed acculturation to occur relatively unhindered, but that thereby constituted a threat to social cohesion.18

Until 1391, pogroms were uncommon or were small-scale in Iberia in comparison with the Rindfleisch (1298) and Armleder (1338) massacres in Franconia, or with the murders following accusations of well-poisoning in the wake of the Black Death.19 But even if widespread violence were not a quotidian feature of Jewish life in Iberia, there was always hostility. Nirenberg has described a background ‘static’ of violence between Christians, Muslims, and Jews in the Kingdom of Aragon. This was often ritualised, as during Holy Week, and there was a chronic fear of miscegenation, a crossing of sexual boundaries that had both religious and racial overtones.20 Nirenberg believes that the ever-present tension between hostility and coexistence was integral to the maintenance of convivencia. In a similar vein, group interactions may be viewed as ‘entanglements’ that may have reflected both connection and social separation. The complexity of these interactions could result in both hostile and tolerant encounters and Elisheva Baumgarten has proposed a synthesis whereby convivencia may incorporate acculturation, cultural overlap, and hybridity.21 A simpler model has also been proposed, wherein Jews might adopt norms of the majority culture without sacrificing their identity as Jews. Ivan Marcus has termed this ‘inward acculturation’ in opposition to ‘outward acculturation’ that blurred the individual’s affiliation to the group and which may be viewed as a prelude to full assimilation.22

The debate by historians over a terminology that seeks to define or set limits on the behaviour of individuals or groups reveals the usefulness but also the limitations of this approach. As will be shown, both Jews and Christians sought to minimise or to prevent the crossing of group boundaries. There were many stages, however, between completely separate development and the full assimilation of conversion.23 Moreover, disagreement could occur about where the demarcation between one social group and another was to be determined. The most damaging manifestation of this was the conflict between the Old Christians and the descendants of Jewish converts to Christianity, outlined in the final chapter of this book. The Toledo rebellion provides an example of how a cultural boundary was redefined by one of the parties (Old Christians) in response to the new social reality of widespread conversion. Although on one side of the conflict, those descended from converts (conversos) saw themselves as fully assimilated into Christian society, the rebels opposing them thought otherwise.

The Jews of Sepharad should be viewed as owners of more than a single identity, and they were not solely defined by their religious affiliation.24 They were artisans, shop-keepers, even possessing small agricultural plots and vineyards. As is discussed in Chapter 3, they had close commercial contacts with their Christian and Muslim neighbours. They paid their taxes and owed their allegiance to the Crown of either Aragon or Castile, though even this could be mutable.25 In some cases their dues were paid to the Church: in others their primary loyalty was to the local lordship, as Thomas Barton has elegantly shown to be the case of the Catalonian Jews of Tortosa in the thirteenth century.26 There is also evidence, albeit mostly indirect, of social interactions of Jews with Christians whilst at the same time remaining faithful and religiously observant members of their communities. Jews were not confined within a ghetto but often lived and worked alongside both Christians and Muslims. They had identities that belonged to the localities in which they lived and were able to travel, not being subject to restrictions on their movements around the kingdom.27

A favoured few moved within the King’s court as an intellectual elite. The fate of such men is discussed in the first chapter: in some cases, they were proficient in Arabic as well as in Hebrew and the vernacular. They formed alliances with the nobility or were recipients of extensive privileges that involved them in affairs of state or of a particular locality. The need for Jews to manage the money economy of the kingdom is a reflection of the poorly developed royal administration, especially so in thirteenth-century Castile. Castilian society was ‘organised for war’, whether in continual campaigns against the Muslims or against the other Peninsular kingdoms.28 Only with the efforts of Alfonso XI to establish a clerical class of educated, literate administrators (letrados) in the fourteenth century would the preeminent position of Jews at court be threatened: henceforth they would begin to be supplemented and eventually supplanted by Christian or, later, by converso appointees.29

* * *

With the main focus of this book being on the economic and cultural aspects of Jewish life, the legal status of the Jews is not considered here in great detail. However, the civic status of Jews following the reconquest is pertinent to their perceptions of their rights, their freedom to move, to trade and earn a living, and to obtain justice. Alfonso VIII’s fuero granted to the town of Cuenca in 1189–1193 stated that Nam judei servi regis sunt et semper fisco regio deputati (‘The Jews are servants of the King and always belong to the King’s treasury’).30 Roth has dispelled the notion that servi implied that the civic status of Jews in the kingdom was anything other than that of free citizens, vecinos.31 The meaning was not pejorative, but rather reflected the ambiguity of a frontier society, whereby Jews ‘could easily combine servitude (to the King) with citizenship’. The freedoms extended to the right, granted by Alfonso X in the Siete Partidas and confirmed by subsequent monarchs in the Leyes del estilo, to have autonomy in judging legal actions between Jews in their own courts and according to Jewish law. Only in cases that were between Jews and Christians was it necessary for judgements to be made in a Christian court and even then, by a judge appointed specifically for this purpose by the Crown, an alcalde apartado.32

The municipalities (concejos) resented the King’s prerogative to interfere in local affairs through the appointment of these judges. However, despite frequent interventions by the concejos, the legal status of Jews in Castile changed little over the centuries before the expulsion. Confirmation of this comes from a Hebrew record of a convention of the leaders of the aljamas in Valladolid in 1432. They met in order to discuss and codify many aspects of communal administration and their deliberations over the collection of the kingdom’s taxes are considered in more detail in Chapter 2. This document shows that the rabbis also debated the appointments of Jewish judges (dayanim) and that local juridical autonomy was conserved in the Jewish communities well into the fifteenth century.33

* * *

Juridical independence and the high-level appointments of Jewish officials to the court are but two aspects of Jewish coexistence in Castile. The contribution that was made by the Jews to the Crown’s revenues has usually been considered to be disproportionate to their numbers, but it has been insufficiently studied. Baer’s view of the Jews of Aragon as a ‘sponge to be squeezed dry’ is an oversimplification of the situation, both there and in Castile.34 There is ample evidence in both kingdoms of the high value placed by the Crown on maintaining the integrity and financial autonomy of its Jewish communities. The particular challenges of warfare and a poor agrarian economy made the exchequer reliant to an extraordinary degree on its income from the Jews.35 Just how great was this income from the aljamas is revealed in Chapter 3.

The comprehensive publication of taxation records by Francisco Hernández has now provided invaluable information about the late thirteenth-century tax revenues for Castile. It has facilitated an exploration of the relative revenue contributions of all the three faith communities in Castile in greater detail than has hitherto been possible.36 Understanding this reliance is critical to an explanation of the protection afforded to the Jews by successive monarchs in Castile. The revenues of the Jews also had wider implications for the extent and manner of financial self-administration that was permitted to the aljamas, and this aspect of community self-governance will also be considered.

The day-to-day relations between Jews and their Christian neighbours are not easy to gauge from the records. On the one hand we may study the documentation of settlement in order to infer the degree of separation or of physical closeness that prevailed in any defined community. On the other hand, there is the highly speculative issue of popular imagery and a consideration of how much weight should be given to the views of Jews to be found in literature, recital, or display. In Chapter 3, the demographic of Jewish and Muslim dwelling in two large Castilian towns, Ávila and Segovia, is contrasted with that of a small settlement in the Rioja region of north-east Castile: the record shows how disparate these relations could be. They were certainly not uniformly cordial; yet personal interactions in the market, in the street, even in a neighbour’s home would potentially have moderated (or possibly aggravated) relations between the communities.37

* * *

The prosperity of the aljamas, indeed of any of the communities of Iberia, depended at the very least on periods of relative peace and the absence of violence. As has already been mentioned, a common view of historians has been that hostility to the Jewish minority was linked to economic decline and civil unrest. On this view the anti-Jewish stance adopted by Enrique Trastámara in the civil war in mid fourteenth-century Castile led to an altered perception of Jews; this, it has been argued, radically transformed their status vis-à-vis the Crown and in the eyes of the population.38 These assumptions are challenged in Chapter 4. That the communities suffered physically and financially throughout the first half of the fourteenth century is not in doubt; it is reflected in the diminished revenues from these communities evident in a cuaderno de cuentas provided to Enrique II following the civil war and detailed in Chapter 2. However, the rhetoric and civil disturbances must be viewed within the political and economic context of that period. This shows that the Jews suffered together with all of the wider population from famine and violence. What is clear is that the Jews, as the wealthiest sector of the population, suffered the greatest financial loss and one from which many communities never fully recovered.

The relations between communities would not have been improved by the negative perceptions that each had of the other, disseminated by legend, ballad, or public performance. These may have been as influential on the townsfolk as any political propaganda by one side or the other of the warring parties.39 It is possible to discern a change in tone from the Cantigas de Santa María and Berceo’s Milagros de Nuestra Señora of the thirteenth century to later popular balladry and the verses of Ayala’s Rimado de Palacio or the self-mockery of late fourteenth-century converso poetry.40 This literary progression is traced in Chapter 5. It is apparent how the tales of Satanic Jews and of the redemptive power of conversion in the earlier canon were to be replaced by more worldly, though equally negative, stereotypes of Jews throughout the fourteenth century.

It is impossible to know for certain whether changes in popular perceptions of Jews by the Christian population contributed to the violence and mass conversions of 1391. It is not difficult, however, to understand how the stark choice between martyrdom and conversion would have appeared to the Jewish victims. Rather overlooked in the past, desperate and courageous sacrifices of self and of family are well documented and are discussed in Chapter 5. Martyrdom, al kiddush ha-shem (sanctifying God’s name) was not, it seems, the rarity among Iberian Jewry that has sometimes been portrayed in modern historiography.

A greater challenge for historians, however, has been to explain the tide of conversions which started even before the disturbances and gathered pace in the following decades. The procurement of conversions by the friars-preacher from the thirteenth century onwards may have been less successful than had previously been thought and scepticism of the Jewish population towards the friars is well documented.41 Nevertheless, the threat of apostasy was considered a serious challenge by rabbinical leaders as was illustrated by their passionate debate discussed in Chapter 6.

How Jewish scepticism to Christian missionising changed to a submission to baptism in the early decades of the fifteenth century is examined from a number of standpoints in that chapter. Assumptions have been made previously about differences in the mental outlook of Ashkenazi Jews in the north of Europe and the Sephardi Jews of Iberia. The view of some historians has been that the simple religiosity and rightness of belief amongst Ashkenazi Jews that generally favoured martyrdom over baptism were not shared by the Jews of Sepharad.42 However, this judgement has been challenged recently, notably by David Malkiel and by Paola Tartakoff. Citing records of conversion amongst Ashkenazi Jews, both sincere and venal, Malkiel has suggested that apostasy amongst them was a ‘part of everyday life’.43 Even though a re-assessment of long held opinions has highlighted a more than negligible incidence of Ashkenazi conversion, the evidence for the many thousands of conversions in Iberia is incontestable; they point us to conversion on a scale that still lacks a full explanation.

The polemical background to the wave of conversions is reviewed, drawing on the works of Jewish missionising apostates and of those faithful Jews who opposed their vision. It is reasonable to assume that individuals who converted of their own volition and who integrated successfully into society would have set an example to others in their communities. The few well documented cases of such conversos that are examined in Chapter 6 provide an insight into how the lineages of these families were established, often achieving a prominence that was denied to them before their conversion. Yet, even such ambition cannot have accounted for the large tide of conversions attributed to the preaching of the Dominican Vincent Ferrer in the early decades of the fifteenth century. His sermons and the attempts by the Crown, under his influence, to segregate the habitations of Jews, conversos, and Old Christians were further disturbing signs of the rupture of convivencia in the kingdoms of both Castile and Aragon.

* * *

The resulting establishment of a completely new stratum of society of New Christians in the first decades of the fifteenth century represented the absorption of a large sector of the minority culture into that of the majority. The rebellion in Toledo discussed in the final chapter raises the issue of identity of these assimilated ‘New Men’.44 Just as their religious affiliation was challenged by their opponents, so modern historians have disagreed as to whether their conversion constituted a perfect assimilation to Christian society, or even a new and hybrid identity of ‘Jewish Christians’.45 A brief overview of the converso literature that sprang from the events of 1449 and which ends the book still leaves the issue unresolved. Nevertheless, the contested identity of the protagonists that it portrays would acquire overwhelming significance in the following decades of Inquisition and expulsion.
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1 For the greatest good
Jews in the service of the King


The expulsion of Jews from Iberia occurred two centuries later than was the case in either France or England. We might consider at least two possible reasons for the continuing presence of the Iberian communities in the Peninsula when Jews had for so long been excluded, temporarily or not, from these two kingdoms. It could have resulted from a difference in temperament or of disposition of the Iberian monarchs with regard to their Jewish minorities. Or because their usefulness as financial assets in the particular social and economic circumstances in the Kingdoms of Aragon and Castile at the end of the Middle Ages made them indispensable. As will become apparent, both suppositions are correct and are supported by the evidence: furthermore, neither was completely independent of the other. They were indissolubly linked and each played a part in ensuring the continuing royal protection of the communities that was vital to their prosperity and therefore to their survival.



Pragmatic kingship


Neither in France nor in England did Jews achieve the prominence at court or in administrative positions that they did in Iberia. Moreover, their ability to earn their livelihoods from money-lending became increasingly restricted. In England, towards the end of the thirteenth century, this was as a result of Edward I’s repressive measure in the Statutum Judaismo of 1275 that issued a total ban on usury.1 In France the repeated captiones whereby the King seized both the interest and principal (catallum) of Jewish loans impoverished the communities and diminished their economic value to the King.2

The benefit of the Jewish population to the English Crown arose largely from Jewish money-lending since the heavy tax burden imposed on them constituted a lucrative form of ‘indirect taxation’ on those who borrowed. By 1260, however, the level of taxation on the wealthiest Jewish lenders had reached an exorbitant level of 50 per cent.3 A consequence of this was that by the time of the expulsion in 1290, the estimated taxation revenue to the English Crown from its Jews was just £22,000. This, according to Robin Mundill, was hardly significant in relation to overall royal expenditure. Jewish wealth in England was concentrated in very few hands though it amounted in 1240 to perhaps a third of all circulating coin.4 There was an attempt by Jews thereafter to switch to other activities including commodity trading and some small loan transactions did continue despite the ban. However, the resulting impoverishment of the community meant that by 1290 Jews played only a modest role in the English economy.5

In addition to the loss of income that resulted from financial repression, some have attributed the attitude and the actions of the Crown to the profession by the French and English kings of their Christian faith. In this view, the expulsions suited their ambitions for political harmony within a purified Christian nation. It was characteristic of the French monarchs that they portrayed themselves and were portrayed by others as the most Christian of Kings (rex Christianissimus).6 This sentiment was expressed in the bull (1311) Rex glorie of Clement V: ‘the kingdom of France as a peculiar people chosen by the Lord to carry out the orders of Heaven, is distinguished by marks of special honour and grace’.7 Edward I may have had a similar vision of his reign as an ‘Israel of the spirit’ but it has also been argued that both in France and in England, royal policy to the Jews did not just result from religious antipathy. Its purpose was also political, to silence opposition and to strengthen a sense of national unity.8 The expulsions may ultimately have failed as propaganda, finding favour neither with the church nor with contemporary chroniclers. Whatever view one takes of these policies, however, their end result was the dismantlement of the Jewish communities in both kingdoms: although expulsions were sporadic in the case of France, the 1292 exclusion of Jews from England was to last for a further four centuries.9

There is a contrast between what has been characterised as the ‘unsacred monarchy’ of Castile and that of Edward I of England and the French kings.10 Not only was the Castilian church subservient to the Crown throughout the later Middle Ages, but it is telling that the ritual that accompanied the coronation of the kings in Castile most often did not include ecclesiastical anointment. Indeed, the King crowned himself or, as in the case of Alfonso X, was ‘raised up’ on a shield, rather than receiving kingship at ecclesiastical hands.11 In Aragon, too, Alfonso IV displayed his independence from the Church by himself placing the crown upon his head at his coronation in Zaragoza in 1327.12 Ruiz has argued that a monarch who started his reign in this fashion was one who would continue to display a pragmatism that tended to side-line the wishes of the Church in responding to the material challenges that he faced.13

As will be seen, Jewish officials played a large part in the royal administration of both Aragon and Castile. There was vehement papal criticism of this policy and grave warnings of the spiritual danger of unrestricted Christian contact with the Jews. Papal displeasure at such contacts elicited rather different responses, however, from Edward I of England than it did from Alfonso X of Castile. In 1286 the Pope, Honorius IV, wrote to the English archbishops referring to the ‘accursed and perfidious Jews that have done unspeakable things’, and warning that ‘they attempt to entice the minds of the faithful to their pestilent sect’.14 In his Statutum Judaismo of 1275, Edward I had already forbidden all usury and desired that Jews ‘practice trade, to live by their labour and for those purposes freely to converse with Christians’.15 His statute echoed the French ordinance of Melun issued by Louis IX in 1230, quod vivant propriis laboribus, although neither in France nor in England was this objective ever realised.16 Whether or not in direct response to the Pope’s complaint, Edward I expelled the Jews from Gascony in 1287 (this had already been demanded at the Council of Lyons in 1274) and then, in 1290, from his entire kingdom.17

In 1279 a gravamina was sent by Pope Nicholas III to Alfonso X. In the light of subsequent royal policy in Castile, the reaction to it there is seen to be freighted with symbolism. Peter Linehan has shown how the response of Alfonso and of his son, the Infante Sancho, reflected no more than a superficial regard for papal censure. The papal legate delivered the Memoriale secretum, a lengthy letter of accusations against the King that included complaints about his use of Jews in positions of authority over Christians.18 The King passed the Memoriale to his son, the Infante Sancho, together with a partial Castilian translation, intending that he should answer the papal charges on his behalf.

As in Honorius’ letter thirteen years earlier, chief among the evils imputed by the Memoriale to the King’s Jewish appointments was their corruption of Christians:


The Jews are placed over the Christians […] from which many bad things follow […] and they are corrupted by their traditions and evil rites.19



Linehan has argued that the papal letter portrayed the monarch as ‘a barely Christian tyrant manipulated by Jewish counsellors’. The charges against the King’s ecclesiastical policies were also extensive and could have attracted the sanction of excommunication.20 Sancho consulted the canons of Burgos Cathedral, who expressed support for the Pope’s position, lo que el Papa dizie que verdat era e derecho: they despaired at the path followed by both the King and his designated heir.21

A Latin extract from Sancho’s reply to the Memorial provides an indication that Alfonso may have indeed feared excommunication as had recently been suffered by his neighbour, Afonso III of Portugal:


The king replied that he had not been able to do anything formerly however he proposed to set things right in the future.22



Unlike his English counterpart, Alfonso was not prepared or rather was not in any position to rid himself entirely of his Jewish population. Nevertheless, a year after the issue of the gravamina the King took the uncharacteristic measure of ransoming all the Jews of his kingdom, extracting from them a captio of more than four million maravedíes. Perhaps the by now ailing Alfonso feared for the fate of his immortal soul and was fearful also of the threat to his throne posed by Sancho. He had recently met with Philip III of France and it is possible that the latter’s anti-Jewish policies might have been influential in prompting Alfonso’s repressive measure against the Jews.23

There is no evidence, however, that papal criticism of Jewish appointments at the court had any immediate effect on subsequent royal policy. Alfonso’s heirs would continue with such appointments as it suited them, even in the teeth of continuing admonishments by Pope and the Church in the fourteenth century.




Reconquest, the economy, and the authority of the Crown


Both Aragon and Castile faced severe economic and social challenges that arose from their acquisition of swathes of new territory in the reconquests of the mid-thirteenth century. In Castile, the land area increased by 50 per cent; yet the population increased by only 10 per cent as many Muslims, most of them agricultural labourers, fled to Granada. Depopulation was a serious problem for the kingdom and was a contributory factor in its delayed economic development. Vicens Vives provided highly speculative figures for population numbers in the mid-thirteenth century based on extrapolations from a fifteenth-century census. He arrived at an approximate figure of four to five million inhabitants in Castile by the middle of the thirteenth century of whom he estimated 300,000 were Muslims.24

The concerns of the Castilian monarchy throughout the late thirteenth and first part of the fourteenth century were fourfold: to establish royal authority over rebellious nobles and other members of the ‘patrician’ class, to secure both revenue and men-at-arms for the intermittent conflict that continued on their southern border with Muslim rulers, and to maintain law and order. Frequently at odds with his bishops, the King strove to hold the clergy in check while still maintaining his aura of a Christian monarch.25 These ambitions were interrelated and they were all served by maintaining an effective, central royal administration.

In Aragon the conquest of the province of Valencia by Jaime I in 1238 presented the particular problem of a large residual Muslim majority even though many had been expelled following the revolt of 1248.26 There, Muslims numbered 100–200,000 and Christians just 30,000, raising issues for the Crown not only of hostility but also of the necessity of a common language, Arabic, in which to communicate royal decree. The assertion of royal authority, as in Castile, required power to be exerted from the centre and the King was confronted by a nobility that challenged that authority, a challenge which ultimately proved more successful than was the case in Castile.

The Kingdom of Aragon was far less uniform in character than was Castile: not only was there the problem of a large arabophone population in Valencia but Catalonia was (and still is) linguistically distinct with large towns and with a strong emerging maritime trade whilst Aragon itself was predominantly rural in character.27 Whilst Castile was to be preoccupied for more than a century with military excursions against Granada and the Muslims of the Maghreb, France remained a dangerous adversary for Aragon and the kingdom was rapidly extending its hegemony across the Mediterranean to the Balearics, Sicily, southern Italy, Sardinia, and Corsica.

The historical record for this period is more complete for Aragon than it is for Castile. For Castile, so much of the court record has been lost that historians need to rely heavily on copies in cathedral or municipal archives. A principal reason for the sparse documentation may have been the lack of a fixed royal archive. In its absence documents were carried around the country as the court moved from place to place and this was so even under an administration recently reformed by Alfonso XI in the fourteenth century.28 Although by Alfonso’s mandate of 1329 records were to be held in one of four notarial houses, the systematic conservation of documents including revenue accounts did not occur until the reign of Juan II in the early fifteenth century.29

As Pedro III of Aragon (1276–1285) endeavoured to impose a new structure on his administration and in particular his chancery, he turned to an elite cadre of Jews to fill many of the offices of state. One reason for this may have been their knowledge of Arabic. It seems likely that some of them may have been recent subjects of Muslim rule in Valencia and could serve as useful interpreters, scribes, and in diplomatic missions on behalf of the Crown. So in 1229 Pedro’s father, Jaime I, had received the surrender of Mallorca from the Muslims through his lieutenant Don Nuño. Jaime I relates in his chronicle how, at the side of Don Nuño, stood Bahiel, his Jewish interpreter. Elsewhere he refers to Selomo (Bahiel’s brother) as the scribe who drew up the terms of surrender with the Saracens of Minorca and to En Astruc, the Jew and Arabic interpreter and secretary, who was present at the surrender of Murcia. The King further describes how Don Bahiel informed him of the treasonable actions of his lieutenants at Jativa in 1240 and within the chronicle refers to the men as ‘my alfaqim’.30

The precise meaning of the title alfaqim remains uncertain. Prominent in its depiction of Jewish officials in many of the documents of the Aragonese court, it was virtually absent in equivalent Castilian privileges awarded to Jews. This highlights a distinction between the ways in which Jewish court officials were perceived in the two kingdoms. The word is derived from the Arabic hakim and has been interpreted either strictly as a physician or more widely as personal secretary, scribe, interpreter, or emissary.31 The usage of this term of address by the King to his Jewish officials is so frequent as to be of more than semantic interest. In Jaime I’s chronicle it clearly refers to someone versed in Arabic and there is no evidence from the sources that Bahiel or any of the many others so addressed were working solely or even primarily as physicians. It rather conveys the significant fact that many of the educated Jews knew, spoke, and could write Arabic. Herein lay a talent most useful to a monarch who had so recently acquired a very sizeable minority mudéjar (Muslim) population in Valencia, Murcia, and Mallorca and also needed reliable men as envoys to the Muslim rulers of Granada and North Africa.32

The knowledge of Arabic and the ability to use this in the service of the King seem to have been passed down through generations of a single family. This is exemplified by the descendants of Abrahim Bonnemaiz whose family name was variously transcribed subsequently as Abmanaxim, Abenmenasse, or Abenamies.33 Romano’s conclusion that the family originated in Muslim Valencia and continued to reside there seems well founded. Pedro’s privilege granted to Samuel Abenmennase (son of Abrahim Bonnemaiz) in 1279 indicates that the title of alfaqim was honorific, a sign of respect for wisdom and knowledge and did not specifically denote profession; he was to be the King’s alfaqim, his Arabic scribe as well as physician to the royal household.34 Samuel’s brother, Jahuda, took over the function of Arabic scribe when Samuel travelled with the King to Sicily in 1282. Another scion of the family would prove useful to Pedro’s heir, Jaime II, as ambassador to the Muslim kings. Solomon ben Menasse was the son of Jahuda and proved indispensable as Çulema turçimayn nuestro to the King in his negotiations and failed alliances with Castile and Morocco against Granada (1310–1317).35 It is notable that the honorific alfaqim was no longer applied and that Solomon appears in the letters simply as a translator (turçimayn or judio turciman nuestro).

Bahiel Alconstantini and his brother, Selomo, mentioned earlier and who had conducted Muslim surrenders on behalf of Jaime I are further examples of how both power and privilege were retained within families. Though first employed as interpreters and scribes another member of this family, Moses Alconstantini, would later acquire more extensive powers as a bailiff appointed by the crown.36 The father of Jaime I, Pedro II, had already had Jewish alfaqim and advisers: however, Jaime I and his son Pedro III were to appoint Jewish officials during their reigns on a scale hitherto unknown. Shneidman estimated that between 1265 and 1283, more than forty-five bailiffs or treasurers were appointed.37




A precarious patronage


Although there is an occasional mention of Jewish alfaqim, escribanos (scribes), or trujamanes (translators) being involved in the financial affairs of Aragon, this was not their primary role.38 Of comparable or even greater importance in both Aragon and Castile was the part that educated and numerate Jewish officials played in the administration of the money economy. The titles of the posts that they occupied were various and sometimes only loosely defined their position in the administrative hierarchy and their closeness to the court.

The question of why the kings relied so heavily on Jews in the administration of their kingdoms was most succinctly answered by Shneidman more than fifty years ago. Quite apart from their linguistic and intellectual abilities, he argued, the monarchs sought to free themselves from domination by an often rebellious nobility and from feudal restraints. The Jews were the property of the King and were unlikely to rebel against him.39 For the Jews themselves, the protection afforded by the Crown shielded them from a hostile world.40

Hussein Fancy has proposed a different explanation for the royal prerogative of appointing Jews in this way, one that unusually places Jews and Muslims within a similar ‘privileged exception’.41 Pedro III recruited Muslim horsemen, jenets, from Granada and North Africa to fight alongside his own troops against the invading French.42 Fancy has proposed that this was not evidence for religious toleration by Pedro. Rather, the immunity from legal proscription granted by the Crown to Muslim mercenaries just as to his alfaqimus, Abenmenasse, was an assertion of the King’s supremacy; they ‘belonged to the King alone but were otherwise outcasts’. In an additional twist, Pedro had sent Abenmenasse as an envoy to Granada for the very purpose of procuring the jenets for his cavalry.43

An account in the treatise Dotzè del Crestià by the Catalan theologian Francesch Eximeniç (1330–1409) provides an insight into how the medieval mind viewed the relationship between Jews, money, and their usefulness to the Crown. In the context of an apocryphal discussion between Jaime I of Aragon, his noble vassal En Guillem Ramon de Moncada, and his courtiers, the pros and cons of appointing a Jew as treasurer to the King are listed. He is well suited, claims Moncada, because of his avarice and reluctance to squander money and also because of his cowardly nature and his fear of the King. The courtiers, on the other hand, contend that such a position places him above the hated Christians whom he wishes only to harm and he would naturally treat Christians more harshly than his fellow Jews.44

* * *

Those who farmed the Kings’ taxes were the bailes (bailiffs) in Aragon and the arrendadores in Castile. These titles, especially that of baile, might denote only a regional mandate but they could also be held by officers close to the court and with kingdom-wide responsibility for the collection of an extensive array of revenues. Of these, direct taxation, known as the pecho en cabeza (capitation tax), the martiniega in Castile or the peita in Aragon, would be only one. The many other duties collected were fines, indirect levies on sales, import, export, and transportation of goods around the country, and sporadic revenue demands such as the servicio or forced loans (emprestitos) in Castile.45

The arrendadores submitted their accounts to an almoxarife in Castile. This post was often held by a Jew and the remit was extensive or, in the case of the almoxarife mayor, was kingdom-wide: later in the fourteenth century, the office became synonymous with that of tesorero (treasurer). The tesorero, in turn, answered to the supreme controller of the royal exchequer, the mayordomo mayor.46 In Aragon, the maestre racional was in overall control of the kingdom’s financial affairs in the late thirteenth century, as Pedro III modelled his chancery along the lines of his new Sicilian territories.47 Jews at one time or another held all of these offices save that of mayordomo mayor or maestre racional. In some cases the record indicates that in their closeness to the King and his family and in the breadth of their responsibility their status at the court was actually greater than their title would suggest.

Those officers with the closest relationship to the King of Castile, his close family or nobles, are named frequently in the chronicles as privados. In the case of Jewish privados this term seems almost exclusively to have been applied in Castile from the fourteenth century rather than in Aragon, perhaps indicative of a closer relationship there of a small Jewish elite to the Crown. The word implies particular royal favour, but it is notable that it most often appears with a negative connotation in the record, freighted with envy and disrespect both for the holders of that office and, by implication, for the King or his closest associates.48 Although the designation did not itself specify a particular office or duty, it was a clear sign that the King relied on the individual as a close and trusted advisor in the implementation of unpopular financial policies. The privados were perceived by the townsfolk as evidence of the efforts of the King further to extend his authority over his nobles and the local officers of the municipalities (concejos).

It is telling in this context that, in the mid-fifteenth century, the rebels of Toledo would direct their fury at fourteen named Jewish converts (conversos) and demand their dismissal as privados on pain of execution:


For we declare them to be privados and we depose them from all offices they hold in this town […] and we command to those conversos who live and dwell in this territory […] that they henceforth do not hold these offices either openly or in secret […] under pain of death.49



The Jewish administrators of the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were, as will be shown, men loyal to their faith and to their communities, who served their sovereign with a distinction that earned favour as well, sometimes, as disgrace. How they came to be replaced by a caste of New Christian privados in the fifteenth century will be considered later in Chapter 7 of this book.

* * *

The prosperity and the position in society of Iberian Jews at the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth century were such that the nineteenth-century historian Amador de los Rios defined the period as their edad de oro. However, he qualified this and asserted that the Golden Age for the Jews was also one that contained the seeds of their eventual decline.50 His rosy view of the period was echoed more recently by Assis, who went so far as to claim for the Jews of Aragon that they entered ‘one of the most productive chapters in medieval Jewish history’.51 It is not hard to justify this assertion and it will become clear that the relative security of the communities was procured in two ways: through their provision of substantial tax revenues to the treasury and by their supply of a few educated men who were capable of overseeing and managing the many and varied financial needs of the Crown.

The harsh caveat expressed by Amador de los Rios was elaborated upon by Yitzhak Baer. Referring to the Jewish courtiers, he saw a conflict between the demands of their religion and the requirements of office. He believed that ‘the descendants of these highly cultured aristocrats were to betray both their faith and their people’; much of his monumental two volume work is based on this pessimistic view of an inevitable decline in Jewish values owing to the permissive social ambience of late medieval Iberia.52 The justification for his interpretation and especially for his argument that the pervasiveness of a looser, rational approach to Judaism characterised Iberian society has not been uniformly accepted.53 How far Baer’s view is verifiable from the historical record may be judged from both this and subsequent chapters of this book.

There is a wide literature on Jewish financial officials in both Castile and Aragon. Because of their successes and failures, their talents and flaws, their individual histories throw an important light on a chapter of Peninsular Jewish history. Treading a fine line, they crossed social boundaries and thereby risked alienation from their own communities. At the same time, their receipt of royal favour made for a precarious existence since their appointments provoked frequent opposition from the Church, from sectors of the nobility, and from the townsfolk. Yet the records suggest that much of the animosity they faced was not just because of their affiliation to a despised minority. The records strengthen the perception of them as valued elements of the centralising agenda of the Crown. As the King sought to modernise and extend his authority over nobility and municipal councils (concejos), both felt threatened by the erosion of their power and authority. The King’s Jews risked becoming a target for the animosity of both classes, and suffered on that account.




The bailiffs (bailes) of Aragon


Of the many bailes in Aragon, the career of Astruc Jacob Xixó provides perhaps the best example how disputatious such appointments could be. As a royal appointee and as a Jew he faced opposition from both the nobility and his own community, though for different reasons.

He was appointed baile of Tortosa by Jaime I in 1263 and his position was re-confirmed as being life-long in 1265.54 The earlier letter permitted him, if he wished, to delegate the collection of revenues either to a Christian or to a Jewish baile, so illustrating not only the hierarchy of local administration but also that this office could encompass both Xixó and any tax collector he might appoint. It also hinted at a potential collaboration between Jewish and Christian administrators in the execution of the King’s mandate.

Xixó had a further relationship with the King; he provided two large loans to Jaime I in June 1263 with a total value of 29,000 solidos. In recompense the King granted him, as security for the loan, the castle and village of Peñiscola together with its revenues and those due from its salt mine.55 In 1270 he also received from the King a concession to construct bath-houses in Valencia which he himself or any other person he wishes might use whenever they wished.56 Christians, Muslims, and Jews all used the same bath-houses, generally outside the city walls. Some were owned by the Templars later passing to the care of the municipality but others were privately owned like that of Xixó.57 The usage to which he might put his bath-houses is not specified in the charter. It is not known whether they were intended solely for his own use, for other Jews of the aljama, or if they would be open to all. However, decreed as a facility open to the wider community it might have been quite a lucrative enterprise for the bailiff, earning him up to 1,150 solidi per annum.58

The King’s mandate to his Jewish baile to collect Jewish and Christian taxes in Tortosa ran counter to a previous agreement he had made with the seigneurial authority of the town in 1247. That authority resided in the Knights Templar and the noble family of the Montcadas. In 1228 their authority over the Jewish call (community) was manifested through their offer of protection to the Jews, just as was the case for the Crown in its own, royal domains. Perceiving Xixó’s royal mandate to be a threat to their historic jurisdiction over the town, they mounted a legal action against him. Even though this may have come to nothing, the record demonstrates an antagonism between Crown and nobility over their authority in which the Jewish official was centre stage.59

There is no evidence that anti-Jewish sentiment played a part in the seigneurial opposition to Xixó’s appointment. This was just one aspect of drive to modernity by Jaime I (and later by his son Pedro III) that included modification of older legal codes such as the twelfth-century Usatges de Barcelona and the local laws of custom, the Costums de Tortosa.60 The better organisation of the chancery was also germane to improved record keeping and to the establishment of a more effective administration. In this scheme the Jews and later, in the Castile of Alfonso XI, a class of well-educated letrados played a crucial role.61

In Tortosa, it was not only Xixó, but the whole Jewish community too, who were able to capitalise on the uncertain power arrangements between the lords and the Crown. This applied especially in the different judicial arrangements, royal, seigneurial, and municipal that prevailed at that time.62 Xixó retained some concern for the well-being of the Jewish community since he was an advocate for the building of a new synagogue in Tortosa – a project that was ultimately rejected by the Templars.63

Yet there was undoubted friction between the baile and the Jews. The animosity had two likely sources. As collector of the town’s taxes in September 1263, he was commanded by the King to compel the Jews to pay him 9,000 solidos under threat of seizure of their persons and their assets.64 This was the precise sum pledged to Jaime I by Xixó in June of that year and for which, in gratitude, he had received title to the castle at Peñiscola.65 Moreover, to the probable chagrin of his own community (and no doubt others), he and his family were considered important enough to benefit from Crown exemption from burdensome taxation. A 1266 privilege exempted him and all his possessions from taxes on transportation, tolls on merchandise, bovatge (pasturage tax), and the monaticum imposed on all moveable goods.66

How severely this measure must have antagonised members of his community can be inferred from a prohibition issued by the King: there was to be no retribution made by the community against Xixó and his family. No aljama was to question or infringe these exemptions under penalty of a fine and the Jews were forbidden from imposing any ban (vet).67 However, the appearance of a caveat, ‘lest it be the excommunication (herem) of the informer’, is very telling. It means that the baile was not exempt from charges of informing (malshinut), the crime so greatly feared by the Jewish communities.68 This was no idle threat. A century later a treasurer and privado of Juan I of Castile was summarily murdered by his fellow Jews who falsely accused him of malshinut.69

Jahudah de la Cavalleria had been appointed baile of Zaragoza by Jaime I in 1258.70 In 1260 he was promoted by the King, who appointed him as tax farmer of the whole Kingdom of Aragon. Tasked with collecting all revenues and supervising expenditure it was made explicit that all revenues and taxes would be submitted only to him or to his designated official.71 Although Jahuda was liberally rewarded with grants of land and services, like Xixó, his position was precarious. In his case, however, the accusations and attempts to topple him from his favoured position with the King came both from rivals inside his community and from allegations of sacrilege and blasphemy.

Valencia was still frontier territory thirty years after its conquest. Wealthy and influential Christians and Jews were encouraged to settle and in 1263 Jahuda, though still nominally baile in Zaragoza, was granted ‘a portion of our irrigated lands which is in Valencia’.72 It is clear from the grant that his land was fertile and abutted that of the city’s justiciar and of the King himself in what was a neighbourhood of the rich and powerful. The relative fertility of Valencia owed much to the irrigation systems built by the previous Muslim landowners and the King’s concern to preserve the quality and yield of these lands is manifest in another letter to his baile. Although it granted him permission to build a trench on his land, it stipulated that a good supply of running water should be maintained.73

Not only did Jahuda live far from his own community in the aljama but there is an indication that he acquired customs and dietary habits of the Gentile community. Remarkably, a privilege granted to him by the King in 1263 authorised him to maintain a huntsman for life ‘be he Jew, Christian or Saracen’. He might catch edible game in the mountains just so long as this did not exceed fifteen braces of partridge daily.74 This dispensation flouted Jewish dietary law. Hunting and eating wild game must have appeared highly offensive to his fellow Jews and reflects just how readily his court position had distanced him from his heritage and from the norms of Jewish behaviour.

Despite or perhaps because of his closeness to the King he was to be challenged on at least two occasions. In 1266 Jaime I received notice of blasphemy committed by Jahuda, his wife, and daughter and son-in-law. Accused of hiding a copper cross and crucifix within a book in his home he and his family were also claimed to have been seen mocking and deriding the saviour. The King absolved them completely from all charges.75 The source of this accusation is unknown but considering how summarily the King dismissed this apparently serious accusation may indicate that baseless charges of this sort were comparatively common.

There existed intrigue and rivalry for the lucrative royal commissions that conferred favoured status on the incumbent and his family: these threatened the communal harmony of the aljamas throughout Aragon and Castile in the late Middle Ages. Five years after his acquittal for blasphemy, Jahuda was embroiled in a complicated power struggle with the sons of the alfaqim Bahiel Alconstantini who had served Jaime I so well in Mallorca.76 The issue was not that of revenue collection but of who should oversee the administration of Jewish justice in Zaragoza and in Valencia. Moses Alconstantini together with his brother Salomon accused Jahuda and other Jews of Zaragoza of proposing to usurp the powers of justice previously passed to them by their uncle Salomon. According to a copy of a royal privilege of 1257 invoked by Moses in his petition, he had been appointed in place of his uncle by the King as leader and judge of the community.77 It was Jahuda’s wish, however, that two other named men should join Salomon in judgement and he proposed that the copied privilege was fraudulent. When pressed to produce the original charter Moses simply vanished. The King condemned him in absentia and confiscated half his belongings as a punishment.

Notwithstanding this disgrace, Moses Alconstantini bounced back and in 1276 was appointed baile of Zaragoza in place of Jahuda after the death of the latter.78 He and his family had benefitted from large land grants from the King in Murviedro in Valencia but he was disreputable and unpopular and a grave disappointment to his royal patron.79 Letters from the court demonstrate graphically what the King expected from his officials and that those servi regis who failed their commitment to their lord could expect little mercy. Alconstantini’s concession in 1278 to supervise the collection of taxes and regulate income and expenses in all Aragon and Valencia was remarkably explicit. It detailed the 20,000 solidos annually that the King expected as a return over a five-year term.80

But the baile’s relation with the King quickly soured. The following year a curt letter to Alconstantini was signed by Jucef Ravaya, a Jewish official who had risen to the highest rank in Pedro’s chancery. He terminated the baile’s contract on the grounds that he had not fulfilled his quota.81 In his place, Moses Ravaya (a brother of Jucef) was delegated to the task.82 The ever resourceful Alconstantini, however, quickly found guarantors for the sums demanded and his concession was restored to him. In his desperation to restore his financial credentials with the crown he seized property and goods unjustly from Abinafia in Valencia.83 Later the baile and another man were arraigned for beating a co-religionist who had informed on them to the King.84

By 1282 Alconstantini was in prison and one year later was condemned to death. The authorities had not dared to execute him but the King’s letter stressed that a Jew should suffer the same penalty as any soldier or other Christian.85 The prisoner eventually promised to pay a large fine and surrender his property and goods to procure his freedom. Upon release he was ordered to pay 8,000 solidos monthly to a total of 50,000 solidos. Having moved in and out of favour and of office he died six years later.86

There were other Jewish bailes in Aragon who served the King and whose primary responsibility was to fulfil the pledges they had made to deliver revenue to the royal coffers.87 The extensive privilege conferred on Jucef Ravaya was, however, an exception. He had served Pedro as Infante before his accession in 1276: thereafter his responsibilities widened to a major post in the chancery as baile general for the whole of the kingdom and finally as tesorero when he accompanied the King on his expedition to Sicily in 1282.88 One of his first tasks, acting together with his brother Mossé who was the baile general in Catalonia, was to raise 30,000 solidos from the aljama of Barcelona. The objective was to finance a naval expedition against the Muslims and it was achieved by cancelling the aljama’s previous royal exemption from the bovatge tax.

Pedro had established both Arabic and Jewish sectors within his reformed chancery and Jucef Ravaya’s signature appeared on 213 documents; in at least one case this was accompanied by that of the King’s chief notary, the Christian Pere de Sant Climent.89 But Ravaya’s elevated status in the kingdom proved to be the apogee of Jewish influence in Aragon at the end of the fourteenth century. Shortly after his return from Sicily, the King was forced to accede to the demand of his nobles, curbing further Jewish appointments to his administration, thus putting an end to a brief, though lustrous, episode of Jewish preferment.




The nobles’ challenge to Jews in authority


In early 1283 Pedro III faced a dual threat: invasion by the French and lack of support and, subsequently, open rebellion by his nobles who were disaffected over his recent adventure in Sicily. Pedro III had usurped the rule of Charles of Anjou through his capture of Sicily and had incurred the anger of Charles’ ally, the Pope. At the urging of Pope Martin IV, preparations were made for a French campaign against Aragon.90 In addition to their anger over Sicily, Pedro’s nobles felt that their traditional liberty and customs enshrined in the Usatges were threatened by the introduction of Roman law.91 Having formed a Union with the townspeople, the Aragonese nobles issued ordinances swearing ‘not to hold Pedro for king or to obey him’.92 Faced simultaneously with this unrest and with the threats of a French ‘crusade’, Pedro was forced to compromise. The Jews were the targets of the nobles’ animosity, if only by virtue of their close association with the King.

The result of this challenge was the granting of the Privilegio General in Zaragoza in October 1283. Its 31 articles had wide ranging significance for the economy, for administration and justice, and sought to limit the powers invested in the monarch. The charter provided for the convening of the Cortes on an annual basis and just one of its articles directly mentioned the Jews.


We the magnates and all of the above, demand that neither in the kingdoms of Aragón or of Valencia nor in Ribagorza or Teruel should there be any bailiff who is a Jew.93



The pledge by the King not to appoint anymore Jewish bailiffs simply re- iterated his father’s ordinance of 1228.94 Indeed the charter did little more than re-confirm long-standing rights and customs although it was ‘the first attempt legally to establish the relationship between the monarch and his citizens’.95 The concessions in Aragon were followed swiftly by similar commitments upholding the traditional liberties in Catalonia and of the existing privileges in Valencia.

The institution of new laws (or the revival of old ones) that would curb Jewish influence would appear primarily to have been a concession to the demands of a disgruntled nobility. Though it has been argued that anti-Jewish sentiment per se had become an important factor in the legislation, this is not universally accepted.96 Throughout this period, in both Aragon and Castile, it proves problematic to differentiate between antipathy based on race or religion and the constant struggle between competing claims to authority in the kingdom. It was, after all, just the bailes and not other Jewish notables such as physicians, or ambassadors at the court, who were affected by the new legislation.97 Pedro himself showed no other evidence for anti-Jewish feeling and if this was a first turning point in Jewish fortunes it seems it was not one resulting from popular ill-will against the Jews or religious scruples.

Despite Pedro’s concessions in the Privilegio, he and his successors continued to use Jewish officials although their numbers dwindled. It is, however, notable that the letters no longer addressed Jewish officers by the title of baile. They now operated exclusively in the service of the royal household rather than openly as agents of government.98 In a letter of 1289 to Abraham Elgonet, Alfonso III addressed him as ‘my Jew’ and in 1294 Jaime II refers to Samuel only as his alfaqim in his capacity as envoy to the King of Morocco.99 Well into the mid-fourteenth century, the reign of Pedro IV could still be described by one historian as a ‘brilliant chapter in Spanish civilisation’ on account of the King’s support for Jewish science and scholarship.100 In spite of a deteriorating economic and political climate, Pedro IV maintained a good if sometimes uneven relationship with the Jewish community and continued to employ the services of Jewish counsellors and as assistants in the royal treasury.




The Jewish arrendadores and privados of Castile


The appointment of Jews in Castile to high positions in the Crown’s administration continued for considerably longer than in Aragon: the rise and fall of these individuals speak eloquently to their virtues and their weaknesses. For the history of Peninsula Jewry their relevance lies still more in the interplay of political intrigue, lay and ecclesiastical opposition, and Jewish communal ambivalence to men whose lives crossed frontiers of custom and tradition.

In contrast to Castile, late thirteenth-century Catalonia had a literate mercantile class that was expanding maritime trade across the Mediterranean. This class of men was capable of reducing the reliance of the King on educated Jews for the management of the kingdom’s financial affairs.101 It was, perhaps, one reason why Pedro III acceded to the demands of his nobles in the Privilegio General: in Castile, however, the King was inclined to disregard the clamour of the Cortes against his Jewish officials. The records of the fourteenth-century Cortes are full of demands by its representatives, the procuradores, that the King should cease to employ Jews in positions of authority over Christians. Yet, the realisation by the Castilian kings of the value to them of a Christian literate class (letrados) to manage chancery affairs would come only later in the mid-fourteenth century with the reforms of Alfonso XI.

In Castile, a few Jews rose to higher positions than they ever had in Aragon. In some cases, their elevation brought them so close to the King, his family, or to his nobles that they would become victims of the intrigues and rivalries of the medieval court. An early example of this in the late thirteenth century was that of the arrendador, Zag (or Çag) de la Maleha. His duties and his ultimate fate are well documented in both letters of privilege and contemporary chronicles. He may not have been especially close to the King but the record testifies to disgrace and execution that resulted from his unwitting betrayal of the King with his son and heir, the Infante Sancho. A particularly instructive aspect of the letters of Zag’s appointment as arrendador is the detail they provide of the types of revenue collections that Zag supervised. They shed light on how revenues or fines were estimated, the huge sums involved, and of the arrendador’s relationships with his collaborators in the revenue process.

The privileges awarded to Zag and his colleagues are found in a cuaderno, a bound booklet of parchment leaves issued by the chancery and given to the recipients of a privilege for them to keep as a record.102 Consisting of six distinct letters, the original cuaderno is a much degraded duodecimo held together by silk thread and written in a cursive script of the thirteenth or fourteenth century.103 The main charter is a royal privilege to the town of Aguilar de Campóo, granting retroactive exemption from certain taxes and fines and specifically from those relating to the damage to the sheep trails (cañadas rompidas) and pasturage (dehesas) as well as ‘other matters that followed’, las otras cosas que se siguen deste fecho. Perhaps the people of Aguilar de Campóo needed a copy to hand of the gamut of las otras cosas, the other taxes that had previously been demanded by the Crown. Indeed, the beginning of the King’s letter is vague in that he states that he excuses the town dwellers from all his demands up until now, except for ‘those items that are recorded that I should retain’. It is noteworthy that only the charter itself bore a notarial signature indicating its origin in the chancery and there is no seal attached.

The royal charter is dated 20 June 1277 and refers to three arrendadores: Zag de la Maleha, Roy Ferrandez de Sant Fagund (Sahagun), and Abraham Aben Xuxen. Just two of these were Jews and the third was a Christian (see Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1 Privilege granted by Alfonso X to Aguilar de Campóo, 20 June 1277: A.D.M.S. legajo 1307, ff.1r-12v, f.1


Intercalated within this charter are the five other letters written in the first person by Zag. They are dated between 2 October 1276 and 3 January 1277 and refer also to Zag’s other arrendador colleagues, his brother Yucef, and brother-in-law, Aben Xuxen. Both Zag and his brother are recorded several times as sons of the treasurer (almoxarife) Don Mair; Aben Xuxen is described as the son-in-law of Mair (yerno del Almoxarife Don Mayr).104

Zag boasted in the last of these five letters that his pledge to the King exceeded that of his erstwhile Christian associate ‘(He) has pledged 60,000 maravedis. and I will give you 70,000 maravedis’.105 Such competitive bidding between tax farmers was also common between Jewish tax farmers as was the case of Abraham el Barchilón, the distinguished arrendador for Sancho IV and others mentioned later in this chapter.106

There has been controversy in the literature over the precise identity of the tax farmer who is sometimes named in the documents only as Zag (Isaac) and whether more than one such individual is referred to. This is of importance historically when considering the arrendador’s ultimate violent fall from the King’s favour. Zag de la Maleha was a native of Seville and Baer described his short and lustrous career in Alfonso’s service as well as his ignominious end.107 According to Roth’s more recent assessment, Baer confused Zag de la Maleha with another Zag who was the son of Solomon ibn Sadoq.108 Roth denies that Isaac ibn Solomon ibn Sadoq was the man who appears in the letters of privilege. In this he contradicts all other authorities before and after Baer who have repeated this version of the story.109 A close reading of the cuaderno would seem to dispel the confusion. It is clearly specified therein that Zag and his brother Yucef were sons of Mair ibn Susan, who had also acted as almoxarife at the court.110

Only in the main document, the King’s privilege to the town of Aguilar de Campóo, and in the two of the five intercalated charters of arrendamiento is the appellation ‘la Maleha’ used. It seems improbable, however, that the subsequent letters in the first person (yo Don Zag) would have been penned by someone else or that the concessions, both of which were for the collection of fifteen years of taxation arrears and dated just eleven days apart, would have been given to two different people with the name Zag.

In one passage the document cites the demand made by Alfonso in October 1276 that all arrears of taxes ‘be collected from the time of the conquest of Niebla (1261) up to the present time (1276)’.111 This ordinance is a clear indication of the financial crisis facing Alfonso in 1276 and also his belief that defaults of payment were common and needed to be rectified. Detailed analysis of the sums promised to the Crown by Zag has estimated an amount totalling 1,670,000 maravedíes (mrs.).112

The very fact that such a demand for arrears could be made and that the arrendadores were prepared to attempt this undertaking indicates that a procedure to ascertain any default and to force the payments would have been available to them. Copies of municipal registers (padrones) existed in which were recorded the details of those townsfolk from whom taxes would be due. Although it has been noted that these registers came into common use only later under Fernando IV, their mention in these charters means that the tax farmer and his team of collectors (cogedores) did have access to them.113 In his own letter of 2 October 1276, Zag wrote that by the King’s command, ‘they would give me the copies of the register from which were taken all the pechos that had been demanded since the war of Niebla’.114

A legal mechanism to investigate cases of civil abuse existed just as there was for the investigation of criminal cases.115 The pesquisa or procedimiento inquisitivo originated in León in the tenth century and became a prominent part of all legal procedure in the thirteenth century. The pesquisidores were independent officials appointed by the King who were deployed ad hoc and under oath to report to him over matters both civil and criminal. Zag needed their help and wrote: ‘Furthermore that they undertake all the inquiries (pesquisas) of the tax collectors (cogedores) that you commanded to be done and that those that have been carried out, that they deliver them to me’.116 Though the pesquisa is mentioned only once, so frequent are the references in the documents to the avoidance of taxation and to fraud that it seems that much of Zag’s evidence for the imposition of fines must have derived from these inquiries.

The unpopularity of the arrendador has often been cited as a cause for anti-Jewish resentment. Yet, it cannot be assumed that an official like Zag would have had much contact with individual taxpayers or even with the municipalities (concejos) themselves. As arrendador he was positioned within a hierarchy of officials to whom the accounts were rendered, as Zag indicates: ‘so that the cogedores give me what they receive’.117 The cogedores were accountable to Zag and would have been directly involved at a municipal level, probably using the figures entered for each hearth (hogar or fuego), in computing the amount of direct taxation owed. After that, Zag’s task was to deliver to the almoxarife (treasurer) of the curia the sums he had pledged. This latter position was frequently taken by Jews and in this period was occupied by either Solomon ibn Sadoq or by Mair ibn Susan (both of whom have variously been cited by historians as the father of Zag de la Maleha).118 Just as was the case of the bailes and tesoreros of Aragon, these positions were quite frequently held by members of the same family.119

It is hard to discern whether Alfonso intentionally attempted to develop a directed economy as a remedy for Castile’s financial predicament. His protectionist agenda was only partially successful and included the control over exports from the kingdom of the embargoed goods (cosas vedadas).120 In the document dated 18 December 1276, there is an extensive itemisation of goods such as cloth and silver and of animals and sheep illegally removed from the kingdom.121 In some of these cases there may be seen an understandable anxiety to preserve a fragile agrarian economy, while in others a further instance of the King’s need to exact yet further tributes to boost his struggling finances.

Zag’s career and his favour with the King were short-lived. According to the Crónica de Alfonso X, in 1279 the King had entrusted a large sum to Zag to deliver to his troops who were at that time besieging the port of Algeciras against the Banu Marin of North Africa. The money never reached the men for whom it was destined but was seized by Alfonso’s son Sancho who diverted it to his mother, the queen Violante, so that she might return to Castile from her exile in Aragon. Learning of this, the King was furious at the deception of his son and at Zag’s part in a diversion of funds that resulted in the defeat of his naval blockade. The chronicler described vividly the privations suffered by the troops, which must have included scurvy through lack of fresh provisions.122 The siege was abandoned and a year later Alfonso took vicarious revenge on his rebellious son, executing the faithful arrendador and his brothers in the central square of Seville. It seems that Sancho was a witness to this and had wanted to save Zag but was counselled against this. The chronicler is explicit in his view that Sancho:


Remained angry with the king on account of the death of this Jew for all that he had done and the service he had given.123



In the same chapter, after a digression about the King’s dealings with Philip III of France, the chronicle relates that Alfonso issued an order in great secrecy, commanding:


That all the aljamas of the Jews be imprisoned on a Saturday. And once imprisoned to demand from them 12,000 maravedíes daily of the current coinage.124



The details of this extraordinary event seem unusual for a monarch who had hitherto good and fruitful relations with his Jewish subjects. He was however fearful for his throne, angry with his son, and by this time a sick man. Roth has suggested that a reference in the chronicle to Alfonso’s recent dealings with Philip III might have been influential in view of that kingdom’s repressive policies towards the Jews.125

* * *

Once Sancho was king, he faced the demands of the procuradores in the Cortes of 1295 that no Jew should be appointed to posts such as that which Zag had occupied until his death. But looking carefully at the text, their complaint may not have simply been an expression of anti-Jewish sentiment. Thus, the King should appoint only:


Good men of the respective locality […] so that there should be no Jews or any other troublemakers, and that they may not be tax farmers.126



So, Jews were lumped together with trouble-makers. The demand that only local people carry out these tasks also reflects a royal ordinance of accountability that required royal appointees to reside within the district and to remain there for a defined period after the completion of their duties. So, not only was this a rejection of central appointments made by the Crown but it was a plea that reflected the Roman law of residencia, a period of fifty days to remain within the locality for the lodging of any possible complaint against an official. The King’s subjects were aware of the anomaly and objected to it.127 The ordinance must surely have been disregarded in the case of a man like Zag.

A few years later Alfonso’s grandson, Fernando IV, responded plaintively to the objections of the Cortes:


I am requested not to farm my taxes to certain people, and that neither Jew nor Moor might collect these. But they know full well the state of my revenue, and the pressure upon me, and the news that arrives daily from the frontier, and to this end I will examine the matter, if God wills it, that the frontier shall be safe and I shall be served, and that it may be the greatest benefit and security possible.128



Alfonso’s employment of Jews in his service should be seen from this same standpoint of expediency. The execution of Zag and the extortion of the Jews that followed remind us that neither friendship with nor affection to the arrendador or to his people was probably ever a factor in the King’s relationships with either of them. Antonella Liuzzo Scorpo has defined the nature of friendship in Alfonso’s Castile as conditional: it was ‘destined to perish when the original motivations and interests binding the involved parties were either satisfied or expired’.129

Yet, relationships were perhaps not always entirely without emotional content. As already seen, the chronicle appears to indicate that the Infante Sancho felt remorse for Zag’s predicament. The pragmatic attitude of Sancho IV and later monarchs to the employment of Jewish court officials would be demonstrated repeatedly with the appointments of men such as the arrendadores Abraham el Barchilón and of Juçaf de Écija in the next century. Their powers and the favours they received exceeded those even of Zag de la Maleha; this, however, would not protect them either from scandal or from imprisonment by their patron.

* * *

As has already been described, the tesorero Jucef Ravaya rose to prominence under the patronage of Pedro III of Aragon, having previously served him when still Infante. An ‘apprenticeship’ to a noble or an Infante prior to a royal appointment was not uncommon, and this was the case for at least three of the four privados whose careers are worthy of further study. Following in Zag’s footsteps, their service at the court bore similarities insofar as their royal patronage was blighted by either aristocratic intrigue or subterfuge from within their own community that would prove fatal for all but one of them.

Abraham el Barchilón received the position of arrendador from Sancho IV of Castile in 1287, eight years after the execution of Zag de la Maleha. The lengthy text of the privilege awarded to Barchilón made clear Sancho’s aim; this was to assert royal authority throughout his realm and to brook no interference from either the Cortes or dissenting nobility. The published version of the cuaderno issued to Barchilón at Burgos on 1 June 1287 lacks its first folio. However, the surviving document commenced with a recommendation for his appointment that the King had received from the noble Lope Díaz de Haro and others:


On advice of the Infante Don Juan my brother, of Don Lope de Haro and Don Diego López de Salzedo.130



The chronicle of Sancho’s reign shows how the Jewish arrendador become a surrogate in a power struggle between two powerful noble houses, those of Haro and Lara. In 1278, the succession controversy between the Infante Sancho and his father had resulted in the flight of Alfonso’s presumptive heir, his grandson Alfonso de la Cerda, to France. There he was joined by the brothers Nuño González and Juan Nuñez de Lara who were bitter opponents of the house of Haro and opposed to Sancho’s accession to the throne.131 Sancho became increasingly reliant upon the Conde Lope Díaz de Haro who was a rival of the Laras and who had supported the Infante in his rebellion against his father in 1282.132

The situation was further complicated in that Lope Díaz was father- in-law to the Sancho’s brother, Juan. In this light, the appointment may have been a cunning ploy by the Conde to arrogate powers to himself through his surrogate Jew with a view to the eventual succession of his son-in-law.133 In 1286 Lope Díaz had petitioned Sancho for the title of Conde de Vizcaya and with it, the gift of office of mayordomo (chief steward). In return, he promised:


He would sort out the salaries of the knights and would ensure peace in all his kingdom and furthermore would grow his exchequer year upon year.134



His advice to Sancho that he appoint Barchilón was a sensible move in light of this vow to the King. The lengthy letter of privilege to the Jewish arrendador included a large number of concessions. One of these, the right to mint new gold coin for a period of two years in the whole kingdom fulfilled a promise about the coinage that the King had previously made as an encouragement to his nobles when he was still Infante.135 The debasement of the coinage under his father was unpopular and Sancho had repeatedly promised to provide new money at the Cortes at Palencia (1286) and at Haro (1288). He further promised that the value of his new coinage would remain stable throughout his lifetime.136 There were five royal mints in the recently united kingdoms of León and Castile, Seville being one of the most important.137 The charter does not indicate whether Barchilón’s privilege extended to all five mints or just to the one. Control of the mint was certainly a position that could cause damage to the economy if abused.

Barchilón was charged with the collection of the taxes on pasturage and transhumance.138 Included also were revenues from the aljamas, those of the chancellery, and the dues and fines on forbidden exports. The terms of the contract differed little from those granted to Zag de la Maleha by Alfonso ten years earlier. One clause reveals Sancho’s centralising agenda which would have conflicted with the wishes of the townsfolk and the concejos. The King wished for Barchilón to oversee the replacement of local tax officials (entregadores also sometimes termed cogedores) by men of his own court:


For I ordain that he appoint good men of my own household as entregadores and that they swear to do justly.139



The King anticipated resistance to Barchilón’s execution of his commission:


I also firmly order that no one dare to act contrary in any way whatsoever to what I command, nor to hinder don Abraham nor those who help him with the revenue collection. Those who do so incur my anger.140



Ultimately, however, the real danger to Barchilón came from another direction that directly implicated him in his patron’s ambitions at the court.141 The Conde de Haro faced the suspicion of Sancho’s powerful wife, María de Molina, who became fearful of the influence he was having upon her husband and her family:


She […] perceived how the King was coming under the power of the Conde and of his privados and because she knew of all that he was doing that was dishonouring the King and damaging her and her sons.142



The chronicle records, too, the concerns of the magnates and the nobles (ricos omes e caballeros): Lope Díaz had secured a contract that empowered him and threatened their authority and that of the King.143 The arrendador seems to have been remarkably insouciant of the mounting tension at the court that could threaten his own position. After bidding unsuccessfully for a royal privilege against another Jewish official, Samuel de Bilforado, Barchilón complained to his patron. The Conde, perceiving this to be a slight to himself, accosted the bishop who had chosen Samuel over his own man and gravely insulted him.144

Such a rivalry between Jews at the court would become damaging later, as will be shown in the case of two almoxarifes of Alfonso XI. The episode shows that Lope Díaz truly saw the arrendador as his surrogate in his ambitions to control or even to supplant Sancho with his royal relative, the Infante Juan. In 1288, after a further confrontation with Sancho, the King executed the Conde and imprisoned his brother, the Infante Juan.145 We know that Barchilón, himself, was not disgraced despite the fall of his patron. Perhaps Sancho was mindful of Alfonso’s punishment of Zag de la Maleha that resulted from his own rebellion against his father. It is also likely that Barchilón was just too valuable to the King and it is recorded that he remained active in the service of the Crown at least until 1294.146

Throughout the fourteenth century Jewish administrators continued in the service of the Castilian Crown. Because they lived beyond the cultural boundaries of their own communities they were, however, vulnerable not only to royal whim but also to envy and accusation from their fellow Jews. Of particular interest are the few individuals whose lives and misfortunes left an enduring legacy in legend, literature, or ballad, narratives that excoriated or exalted their careers in equal measure.

* * *

Juçaf de Écija appears at first to have been almoxarife to the Infante Felipe, who had acted as regent to his nephew, Alfonso XI, towards the end of his thirteen-year minority (1312–1325). His recommendation of Juçaf to the newly enthroned King was a supreme example of the political ambiguity that characterised the employment of Jews at the court, against both secular and ecclesiastical opposition. According to the chronicle:


At that time it was customary in the household of the kings of Castile to have Jewish almoxarifes, and thus and also because he had been asked by his uncle Don Felipe, he (i.e the king) took as almoxarife a Jew called don Juçaf de Écija who had […] great power in the kingdom.147



Yet previously, at the Cortes of Valladolid in 1322, Felipe had presented his credentials as the new regent, seeking to mollify the procuradores and promising to rectify the disorder left by the King’s previous tutors:


Should I not wish to eject these clerics and Jews from the chancellery, then I will no longer serve you (i.e the King) as tutor.148



Felipe lumped Jews and clerics together as undesirables: as already mentioned, it was the ‘foreignness’ or the unaccountability of these individuals that was rejected by the procuradores and not the Jews simply on account of their religion. As Salvador de Moxo has emphasised in his study of Alfonso, the young King was to be a true innovator in the organisation of the Castilian administration.149 Felipe may have been thus emboldened in his recommendation, aware that his nephew would be concerned only for the effective supervision of the economy.

There is no doubt that Juçaf’s primary role was the supervision of tax collection throughout Castile. The records available to us of his life are exceptional since they derive from both Hebrew and Castilian sources. He initially found great favour with the King and the Gran Crónica described him as being in the privanza y en el consejo del rey:150


He had a great estate of many knights and foot soldiers who were his guards and was a man who had the ear of the King and in whom the King had great trust.151



In Shevet Yehuda, a text composed in Hebrew in late fifteenth-century Castile but published a century later, the Jewish chronicler Ibn Verga gave a similar account:


All the King’s work he did from beginning to end in righteousness, he was a man of understanding, a musician and very handsome and God was with him […] He was second in command to the King and great amongst the Jews […] and a chariot was prepared for him and horses and fifty men to run before him.152



That he truly was a privado, a confidant of the King in more intimate matters, is clear from a curious episode that nearly cost Juçaf his life. In 1328 he was sent by Alfonso to Valladolid in order to escort the Infanta Leonor to join her brother, the King. A vividly dramatic account of the ambush of Juçaf by a mob, inflamed by a false rumour against him, is found in the chronicle which also recounts his rescue by Leanor. The mob was not concerned that the King’s envoy was a Jew: their belief was that his mission concerned a hated noble, Alvar Núñez, who the townsfolk understood was to be married to the Infanta.153 Neither this humiliating episode nor a condemnation of Juçaf for exploiting his position as almoxarife was recorded by Ibn Verga.

The chronicle for 1329 claims that on account of complaints about irregularities and because of the great wealth accumulated by Juçaf, he was dismissed from his post and from the court, never again for any Jew to be admitted to the council of the King or be appointed almoxarife.154 This turned out to be empty rhetoric, since another Jewish privado, Samuel Ibn Wakar, took over Juçaf’s commission one year later.

Ibn Wakar was Alfonso’s physician and in 1330 he acquired the revenues of the frontier that had belonged to his predecessor. Juçaf, becoming envious of his rival’s advantage, tried to regain the favour of the King by making a competitive bid:


The other Jew Juçaf de Écija, […] seeing what great profit that don Samuel had from those revenues […] in order to have some part of it, and in order once again to have the favour of the king, bid for the revenue collections of the frontier which belonged to that Don Samuel.

And don Samuel, seeing this, spoke secretly with the king telling him to cancel these exports with the Moors and he did this in order to damage don Juçaf.155



Alfonso, unaware of the damage this could cause to his shaky truce with the Moors, gave his approval to Ibn Wakar’s suggestion.

The chronicles have no more to say about Juçaf’s fate. However, we can be fairly certain that both he and Ibn Wakar died in prison. In Shevet Yehuda Ibn Verga attributed Juçaf’s downfall to the machinations of a noble favourite of the King, Gonzalo Martín. Martín had been elevated by Alfonso to Maestre de Alcántara for his military services at the Frontier and took over the financial administration of the kingdom:


(He) had great favour from the king who had great trust in him. For all things were directed by him alone, and all the revenue of the kingdom was in his hands and in his power.156



Gonzalo Martín later committed treachery and was killed in a bloody confrontation with Alfonso’s army.157 There is no mention here of a campaign against the Jews. But Ibn Verga, with a strong reference to the biblical story of Esther, cast the Maestre as a Haman who advises the King to imprison both of his Jewish almoxarifes and also to plunder the treasure of the whole Jewish community.158 According to Shevet Yehuda the death in prison of Juçaf and of Ibn Wakar angered the King. Confirmation of their deaths in captivity can, however, be found in the contemporary elegiac Hebrew poetry of Samuel Ibn Sasson:


The great Josef is left behind. Another in his wisdom Took from his greatness

He was delivered to prison, clapped in chains, And good was lacking, the prince of beautiful face departed.159



The poet’s admiration for Juçaf was probably based on more than just his elite status at court. A bequest made in June 1332 in Seville shows that the erstwhile privado dispensed generously of his wealth to his own community of Écija. His grant of 5,000 mrs. to the rabbi and to the town’s religious school and students shows his concern for the religious education of the young men of his birth-place.160 ‘Truly great among the Jews’, his office inevitably resulted in crossing cultural boundaries; yet his career may be thought of as an acculturation to the society in which he lived rather than as a full assimilation.

Whether or not Alfonso XI was responsible for the deaths of his privados, a letter testifies to the King’s regard for Juçaf and for the loyalty of his Jewish communities. It was sent by the King to Pope Clement VI in 1342, just two years after the deaths of the privados:


Since the city of Seville was taken from the hands of the Moor […] because of its great size many residents were needed, many Jews and indeed Moors were admitted in order to populate that city, wherefore Jews were especially needed for they contributed to the needs of the city even sometimes going out with the Christians against the Moors and they faced death without fear; […] a once powerful Jew by the name of Juçaf de Écija, who served the said king in no small measure, constructed at that time a house to serve for the worship of the Jews as a synagogue.161



Alfonso’s letter went on to request the Pope’s dispensation for the use of the synagogue as recompense for the services to him by the Jews, and of Juçaf in particular. The tone was unusually emotive and seems to display respect, if not actual affection, both for Castile’s Jews and for Juçaf himself.

* * *

The stellar career of Samuel ha-Levi (died 1360) surpassed even that of Juçaf de Écija although it ended in much the same way. As treasurer (tesorero) and privado to Pedro the Cruel (1350–1369), Samuel ha-Levi left a legacy of his status and of his contribution to his own community in the El Tránsito synagogue, commissioned by him in Toledo. Still visible today, the Hebrew and Arabic inscriptions in the synagogue show him to have had a high opinion of both himself and his patron, the King. Especially significant is the heraldry; one coat of arms has been attributed to Samuel himself and reflects his ambition to be seen as of long and noble Jewish lineage. This, together with the accompanying inscription in Arabic, attests to a view held by certain elite Jews in Sefarad, that theirs was a noble and uninterrupted line that reached back to Jerusalem, even to the Babylonian exile.162

Samuel had come into the King’s service as tesorero mayor in 1351 through the recommendation of Juan Alfonso de Alburquerque, Pedro’s chief minister.163 There was nothing extraordinary about this and it certainly does not argue for any special sympathy of Pedro for the Jews. There are many references to the privado in Lope de Ayala’s Crónica del rey don Pedro, some of which testify to the chronicler’s talent for reported speech and for his portrayal of the machinations of Pedro’s court.164

Ayala described the promises the tesorero, Samuel ha-Levi, had made to Pedro in regard to the revenues of his kingdom. He provided in vivid detail their jocular conversation, held whilst the King was playing dice with his followers:


For, in a short time, I shall obtain for the treasury in whatever manner you shall determine, more than the 20,000 doblas that you claim you will have from the game of dice.165



Samuel’s hubris was short-lived. Five years later in 1360, he was seized by the King together with a great quantity of treasure. He and members of his family were imprisoned and tortured to death. According to the chronicle:


He suffered great torture at the hands of the King to discover if there were more treasure and in the end he died due to the torture.166



However there was more to this than the familiar story of ambition, greed, and disgrace. Samuel was drawn into a sordid episode that dominated the court and that may have helped to trigger the fratricidal conflict of Pedro with his half-brother, Enrique Trastámara, which culminated in civil war. The supposed part played by the Jewish privado in this episode later found its way into ballad and legend.

By 1354 Pedro had left his wife, Blanca de Borbón, for his mistress, María de Padilla.167 The disgust of his close advisors at the court implicated, amongst others, the Jewish privado:


Having left your legitimate wife the queen Doña Blanca you follow a separate path […] but this is the doing of your counsellors who are with you and so counsel you, one of whom is Juan Fernandez de Henestrosa and of Don Simuel el Levi and others; it will be good if you separate from these men.168



The manner in which Pedro had treated his queen and her later murder were scandals that gave rise to legendary accounts that implicated the Jews in a conspiracy. The demonic nature of Jewish influence on the King and on his relationship with Blanca is found in a French account of the life of Pope Urban’s predecessor, Innocent VI (d.1362). The Latin text comes from the seventeenth-century lives of the Avignon popes by Ètienne Baluze (1693):


At this time (1353) Peter king of Castile took Blanca daughter of the Duke of Bourbon as a wife: who at first he loved tenderly, and honoured […] eventually through the work of the devil he found her amazingly unpleasing and hateful; and this was, so it is said, because of a certain woman who the king had formerly been passionately in love with: she seeing herself despised and completely abandoned by this king devised this hatred. And this with the help of one Jew who furthermore had particularly plotted against that queen […] for he and many others of this faith surrounded the king, and they received many favours and honours in his court.



The tale continued with the bewitching of a golden belt, the Queen’s gift to her spouse.


The Jew got hold of that belt and cast a spell so that on a solemn festival, while the king girded his waist, just as all his court were present, it was observed by him and by all that a great and terrible serpent appeared.169



Because of this, he henceforth hated her and never wanted to see her again or to live with her. Samuel ha-Levi was not named here as the demonic Jew. However, a century later in his El Victorial, Díaz de Gámez identified the Jewish privado as possessed of magical powers and accused Pedro of being susceptible to these powers:


He had as privado a Jew called Samuel Levi […]. This Jew, furthermore, showed him how to know of those things that were to come, through sorcery and through astrology.170



This fantastical account of a golden belt is almost certainly based on a popular ballad that may have been composed in the late fourteenth century. It is found in the seventeenth-century compendium the Romancero General and concerns the Queen in her final imprisonment in Medina Sidonia. It tells the bitter tale of a spell cast on the belt by a Jew and by Doña Maria, a woman ‘who got whatever she wished for’:


Doña María […] gave it to a sorcerer, one of the unpleasant Hebrew race. He caused snakes to appear, those things dear to the soul Were then lost, fortune and hope.171



Whatever the precise circumstances, Pedro’s abandonment of Blanca had put Samuel in opposition to the Queen. Conflict between the tesorero and Blanca and the noble faction loyal to her came to a head in 1354. This was at a time when the inhabitants of Toledo had rallied around her and against the King.172 According to a letter of 20 August 1355, the King accused the Toledans of having rebelled against him and of being in league with Blanca. This was because they had followed her instruction in raiding the home of Samuel and looting the treasure he kept there on behalf of the King.


Toledo has rebelled against me, in league with my wife, Doña Blanca, she together with the Toledans, seized all our treasure […] held in the house of my treasurer Samuel Levi and great quantity of maravedíes from my juderías.173



It is fairly certain that Blanca de Borbón died in 1361. Where she died and the manner of her death are matters for speculation and accounts differ. Whether she died in Jerez or in Medina Sidonia, and whether she was murdered at the King’s behest or suffered a natural death cannot be verified. What is of more interest here is what people’s perception of the truth might have been at the time and what part, if any, the Jews may have had in her death.

There are two ballads in the Romancero del rey don Pedro which tell of the queen’s murder. In one, a prophetic shepherd appears to Pedro and informs him that, should he not return to his legitimate spouse, he will lose his kingdom. The King, angered by the prophecy, believes that the queen is involved in this and has her killed.174 The other ballad accused María de Padilla, Pedro’s mistress, of being the cause of the queen’s misfortune.175 No mention of Jewish complicity is found in the ballad or in Ayala’s recording of her death in the Crónica. However, the French Carmelite friar Jean de Venette (d. 1370), who was the continuator of the chronicle of Guillaume de Nangis, was the disseminator of the accusation of Jewish involvement in her murder. His account combined two anti-Jewish accusations. First, that another woman, reputed to be Jewish (María is not directly cited), was responsible for the queen’s murder. Second, that the whole of Spain was full of Jews through whom Pedro governed his kingdom.


The chaste, pure, holy and honest wife of royal French line, was killed and suffocated without cause, it is said by a Jew […] and likewise the King Pedro, he himself and his household ruled through the Jews of whom there was a great abundance in Spain: and through them, he governed the whole of his kingdom.176



The chronicle records that Samuel was seized by the King together with a great quantity of treasure. Whether this reflected Pedro’s paranoia or an actual misappropriation of funds by his tesorero is unknown. He, together with his family, was imprisoned and tortured to death.


He suffered great torture at the hands of the King to discover if there were more treasure and, in the end, he died due to the torture.177



Samuel’s successor at the treasury was a Christian, Martín Yáñez, whose fate would be no better than that of his predecessor. In 1367, when Pedro was in dire need of funds, he was captured by Enrique Trastámara together with a wagon full of Pedro’s treasure. Later captured again, this time by Pedro, he was brought to Seville where the King had him executed, ‘saying that because of him he had lost all his treasure’.178 Pedro’s cruel treatment of Samuel, like that of Yañez, was primarily inspired by an insatiable need for money, not because he was a Jew.

The similarity between the life of Samuel ha-Levi and that of Juçaf de Écija is inescapable. The details of Samuel’s downfall are much better documented, although it is uncertain whether he really had embezzled from the Crown. The whole affair may have been contrived, though Samuel and his family would certainly have profited handsomely from his position at court. Ayala in the final chapter of the chronicle refers to Pedro’s greed and to the huge quantity of treasure found in his various palaces after his death, although the amounts cited are probably exaggerated.179

* * *

The Jewish communities suffered badly throughout the Civil War of 1355–1369, as will be described in Chapter 4. Pedro’s half-brother, Enrique Trastámara, emerged victorious from the protracted struggle and would continue to appoint Jews to administer his finances despite the depredations he had inflicted on the aljamas during the war. The Jewish privado, Yuçef Pichon, was a native of Seville and his chequered career in Enrique’s service still leaves us in some doubt as to whether he was a villain or a much-loved hero.

The first available record of him is from 1367 in a letter in Catalan sent by the Infante Juan, the son of Pedro IV of Aragon and addressed to his father. In the letter he refers to jeheu castella appellat Juceff Pitcho recently arrived in Barcelona from Mallorca and requesting safe-passage through the kingdom. Juan’s query was over a claim from the Castilian King’s chief scribe that the Jew had embezzled 15,000 dobles either from Enrique or from his treasurer and that he should be seized by the justices.180 Presumably safe-conduct was granted since, in 1369, he was named by Enrique as almoxarife mayor of Castile and in 1371 as contador mayor (treasurer) ‘dealing with the revenues from my entire kingdom’.181

Having regained the King’s favour, he took possession of properties that had previously belonged to Samuel ha-Levi and by the time of his death in 1379 he was a wealthy man. A sale of his properties included estates, corn fields, olive groves, vineyards, stocked cellars, and olive presses.182 It is astonishing that a man of Pichon’s stature should have obtained such grace from the King despite an earlier charge of theft that had resulted in his imprisonment. But herein lies the nub of a profound malaise that afflicted the Jewish communities, that of envy and malicious accusation. The clue to this is to be found in the chronicle of 1379, the year of Enrique’s death and the succession of Juan I. Referring to Pichon, it states:


Pichon, a native of Seville, […] was honoured among the Jews of […] and some of the Jewish elders wished him ill and accused him in King Enrique’s reign and had him seized in Seville; after paying 40,000 doblas he was released and he then accused these other Jews.183



He may or may not have been guilty of doubtful financial dealings but the key feature of the accusation was that it came from the Jews themselves. However, far worse was to come. Early in his chronicle of Juan I’s reign, Ayala gave an account of Pichon’s murder, summarily executed by his own people as an informer (malsin) after Enrique’s death. This occurred on the day of Juan’s coronation and the circumstances, related in some detail in the chronicle, illuminate the circumstances of such an action.


Some Jews from the aljama came before the king (Juan), telling him […] that amongst them there was a Jewish informer (malsin) and requesting a warrant (albala) for his constable (alguacil) so he might be executed. They said it had always been their custom to kill any Jew who was an informer.184



The King granted the warrant as was the custom in such cases (que lo facian como siempre ovieran por costumbre). The Jews together with the constable went to Pichon’s house, drew him from his bed-chamber by a deception, and then slit his throat. When the King heard of this he became angry at having been tricked into granting the warrant of execution without knowing the subject; ‘a Jew so honoured, an official in the King’s household who had served his father and himself’.

Ayala further recorded that the King ordered the Jews’ execution, though sparing his constable, who pleaded his innocence in the matter. As a consequence, Juan I revoked the rights of judicial execution by the aljamas, which had until then been permitted to the quasi-autonomous Jewish communities in Castile.185 Pichon provides us with an example of a legal tradition within European, and especially Iberian, Jewry that sought the ultimate penalty for treachery.186 No less an authority than Maimonides had recommended summary execution without trial for the informer; yet Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel of Toledo (1305–1328) expressed his astonishment at the extensive powers of criminal jurisdiction (dinai n’fashot) that he found in Iberia. A native of Cologne, he found these to be far greater than any he had known elsewhere.187

If the seventeenth-century Spanish historian Ortiz de Zúñiga (1636–1680) is to be believed there were to be dire consequences of Pichon’s death. In his Annales ecclesiasticos Zúñiga claimed that the affection of the people for Pichon was such that his death inflamed their hatred for the Jews: ‘the people of Seville who loved him greatly, developed a great hatred of the Jews to whom he belonged’.188 Their fury, he believed, led directly to the anti-Jewish preaching of Ferrand Martínez, the archdeacon of Écija, which, in turn, provoked the Peninsula-wide massacres of the Jews in 1391 to be described in Chapter 4. There is no evidence for this claim: it shows, however, that the historical memory of the ‘Pichon affair’ and of the Jews’ supposed involvement in it was still vivid three centuries later.




Conclusion


Following the thirteenth-century reconquests, the Crowns of both Aragon and Castile found that educated Jews were indispensable to their administrations. This was despite the opposition to the principle of Jews holding offices over the Christian population which came equally from popes and bishops, nobles, and the townsfolk. In the case of the former, that opposition derived from a clear and ancient theological imperative. The deicidal Jews should for ever be subservient to their Christian masters, even if they were to be tolerated to live among them. As Alfonso X had emphasised in his law code, the Siete Partidas:


The reason that the church, the emperors, kings and other princes suffer the Jews to live among the Christians is this: that they live as if in eternal captivity and as a reminder to the people that they are descended from those that crucified our Lord Jesus Christ.189



Yet there were economic pressures that mitigated against the ecclesiastical precept of the ‘perpetual servitude’ of the Jews. Casting aside religious scruples, Alfonso himself found Jews willing and able to collect his taxes. In Aragon, in addition to the appointment of Jewish bailes, Arabic speaking Jews were useful intermediaries in the royal administration of territories that still retained a large Muslim population. Above all, there was evidence in both kingdoms of a pragmatic attitude of the monarchs to the delegation of their authority; this pragmatism prevailed over their desire to please God and the Church. In Castile, the constant skirmishes with the Muslims on its borders and the unfinished business of the crusade against the infidel threat from North Africa would have given its rulers sufficient sense of a Christian mission to defy papal strictures.190

The kings mostly did not give reasons for saying one thing and doing another with regard to their appointments. On at least two occasions, however, it was made explicit. As alluded to earlier, Fernando IV pleaded in mitigation that the state of his revenue and safety of the kingdom were his highest concern. In 1367 Enrique II made a similar plea to the Cortes in Burgos; he had no choice but to appoint Jews to these posts and anyway a Christian would only collect his taxes less efficiently.191 Considerations of expediency and the welfare of the realm had to be grudgingly accepted by the Cortes. The special nature of the Jews as servi regis who were likely to be immune to the machinations of the King’s enemies was not, however, advanced in justification of his appointments. As has already been discussed, his choice of members of a despised minority may have further served as implicit proof of the King’s power to exert his authority in whatever way suited him best.

The opposition by the nobles and the municipalities to Jews yielding power over Christians was nuanced. One unifying principle was the opposition to the growing authority of the King. Seen most clearly and with greatest effect in the Privilegio granted by Pedro III in Aragon, its expression in petitions to the Castilian Cortes subsumed the issue of the Jews with other non-local appointments; these included clerics and others, the trouble-makers perceived to be inimical to local interests. In addition to this, however, there were many instances of Jews becoming embroiled in political intrigues not of their making. This being an almost inevitable consequence of a life lived so close to the court, the ad hominem threat it presented was often instrumental in their downfall.

Yet perhaps of equal importance for the future of the Jews in Iberia was the enmity these men sometimes engendered from within their own communities. There was jealousy and ill-feeling towards men who, together with their families, benefitted from exemptions from taxes and from repressive laws on conspicuous consumption and dress that affected their fellow Jews. The Crown, as has been shown, was aware of this and of the danger of social exclusion this held for its favoured few. Crossing outside the social boundary of the aljama was anathema to the rabbis and leaders of the community, as will be shown in Chapter 6. It would be one cause for the division and disillusionment that increasingly affected the Jewish communities through the fourteenth century.

The alfaqim and bailes the arrendadores and privados whose lives and duties have been described are only a small sample of the many who served the King and his court.192 Yet the administrators, important though they were to the Crown, were just one aspect of the value that the Jewish minority had for the economy of the kingdom. The huge tax revenues remitted by the communities underpinned royal protection. Details of this and of the substantial financial autonomy enjoyed by the communities are available for late medieval Castile and will be considered in the next chapter.
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2 Demand and supply
Jews and taxes in fourteenth-century Castile


The reliance that Alfonso X of Castile placed on his taxation revenue was not solely in order to support the precarious state of his economy. His ambition to secure the title of Holy Roman Emperor involved him, according to at least two medieval sources, in enormous expenses that needed to be recouped. In the early fourteenth century the chronicler Fernán Sánchez de Valladolid summed up the situation:


And as he wished his fame was great in other lands, but this and other like things that he did, greatly impoverished the kingdoms of Castile and León.1



This was also the contemporary view, expressed by Jofré de Loaysa in the Crónica de los Reyes. He wrote in Castilian though only the Latin version survives:


This same King, through favours to Germans […] incurred huge and extraordinary payments and costs, because of which it was necessary to demand services (servicios) from the people of his land and to impose unaccustomed taxes.2



The first detailed record of royal taxes dates from the reign of Alfonso’s son, Sancho IV, two years after the death of Alfonso in 1286. However, we know that in 1280 Alfonso had demanded a daily ransom of 12,000 maravedís (mrs.) from the Jews.3 This punitive sum was reduced by his son Sancho to 7,000 mrs. and then to 6,000 mrs. daily in the Partición de Burgos of 1287.4 This last amount approximates to a yearly revenue from the Jews of over 2,000,000 mrs. The sum is close to a true figure for the annual totals of Jewish taxes in Castile between 1280 and 1290 as set out in Repartimiento de Huete and other registers to be considered in more detail below.5

How this figure compares with the total tax revenues of the kingdom is considered later in this chapter. Before doing so, however, it is helpful to understand the complexities of an ever-changing currency as successive rulers manipulated the coinage to serve their own advantage.



The maravedí as a currency of account


The examination of financial records requires an understanding of both the money that was in circulation in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and how the various sums recorded in the registers equated to that coinage. The royal registers of income and expenses, ingresos y gastos, were almost entirely recorded in maravedís throughout the period under study. Many different species of gold, silver, or billon (bi-metallic) coins were minted in Castile and there were constant changes in the coinage as the Crown issued new money and withdrew older issues. There were also repeated devaluations of the base currency, the maravedí, the value of which had fallen by 1500 to less than one-sixtieth of its worth in 1300. It was the least stable of all the European currencies, as shown by Spufford’s study in which he compared this (and other currencies) with the Florentine florin over a span of nearly two centuries.6

The frequent minting of new coin of lesser value resulted in an increase in the amount of circulating money and a rise in prices, that is, monetary inflation.7 This instability affected wages and the cost of living, both of which fuelled social discontent.8 An appreciation of the nature and value of the coinage is important not only in comprehending the income to the Crown through taxation (ingresos) but also the disbursements to the municipalities and to designated individuals (gastos). These disbursements frequently appeared in the registers alongside the revenues, often accounting for the larger part of the recorded tax income.

The maravedí coin had its origin in the gold morabitino of the Almoravid dynasty. As the maravedí de oro, it continued to be issued in the kingdom of Castile only until the middle of the thirteenth century. It seems to have been withdrawn from circulation at the end of Fernando III’s reign and was replaced by the silver coin termed the moneda blanca (the silver maravedí).9 The type of coin in the pockets of the traders, merchants, or of those purchasing in the shops or markets must have changed repeatedly. As noted by María del Carmen Carlé, it is likely that the lower value sueldo, five of which were equivalent to a maravedí, were in common use: she has stressed, however, that the changes and the uncertain value of the many currencies available make an evaluation of prices and salaries very difficult.10

The Castilian doblas were gold coins first minted by Alfonso X before 1272. Circulating only in small numbers, they were originally worth ten maravedís de la guerra, but later issues by Alfonso XI and Pedro the Cruel bore values that fluctuated between 15 and 35 maravedís.11 The persistence of this gold coinage throughout our period is relevant here since, as we shall see, many of the Hebrew records refer to zehuvim coins (gold coins) when relating disputes over taxation. It is likely that these were doblas, so that the sums mentioned should be converted to maravedís at a rate that depended on the date of the transaction.

The silver maravedí was, in fact, only in circulation for a short time. Thereafter, and certainly from the reign of Sancho IV, it was used solely as a money of account (moneda de cuenta). Because of the diversity of coinage in the kingdom, this accounting convention is very convenient for the historian when studying Crown revenues (las rentas del rey). A problem arises, however, because it has sometimes been unclear from the records to which species of maravedí, gold or silver, this currency of account refers. The maravedí de oro corresponded to six silver mrs.12 Gil believed it was the gold maravedí that constituted the currency standard for accounts; yet according to Spufford, it was the lesser silver coin, worth ten ‘small Castilian dineros’, that occupied this position.13

The silver maravedí’s worth was plainly stated to be ten dineros by Fernando IV in the Cortes of 1298.14 Despite this, there has been a lack of clarity about both the maravedí and the dinero in much of the older historiography. Hence, historians of the nineteenth and earlier centuries have sometimes confused the issues, resulting in unjustified assumptions about taxes and about the people who paid them, the pecheros. Amador de los Ríos was perhaps the first modern historian to attempt an estimate of population numbers for the Jews based on a false understanding of their individual contributions of thirty dineros to the Crown. Correctly equating this to three maravedis paid by each individual pechero and taking their total tax to be over two million maravedis, he arrived at a Jewish population of 854,501 at the end of the thirteenth century.15

The nineteenth-century historian had made two errors that led him to this huge overestimate of population size. He believed that the maravedí cited in the Repartimiento de Huete register of accounts was the gold and not the silver coinage: furthermore, he had misread the much earlier accounts of Morgado and Asso y del Rio, and took the thirty dinero tribute paid by the Jews to be their revenue to the Crown.16 In fact, and as the older authors had stated, this tribute was disbursed as the ecclesiastical diezmo to the Church and would have been additional to the capitation owed directly to the Crown (cabeza del pecho de los judeos).17

Baer’s assessment of the medieval population was more conservative, wishing to avoid the ‘fantastic estimates such as still appear in the modern literature’.18 On the basis of the tax rolls of 1290, he estimated that no more than 3,600 families lived under the Castilian Crown. He arrived at this approximation by a comparison of the revenues from different aljamas, using as a referent the town of Ávila with a known Jewish population and recorded tax revenue.19 Using a modification of Baer’s approach to population statistics, it is possible to speculate rather more accurately as to numbers, albeit still arriving at only a very broad approximation owing to a number of imponderables.




Population and revenue


There have been other extravagant claims for the numbers of Jews living in Castile in the late thirteenth and the fourteenth centuries. Fr. Gil de Zamora, a scholar at the court of Alfonso X, wrote about the Jews of Toledo and, according to Baer, gave a figure of 70,000 Jewish taxpayers there, not counting men, women, and the poor.20

This may be a misinterpretation by Baer of Zamora’s Latin text:


In haec urbe LXX milia judeorum tributa solvencium, absque parvulis et mulieribus et pauperibus, nostris temporibus sunt inventa.21



Another translation would be: ‘In that city the tribute of the Jews of 70,000 was paid except by the young, the women and the poor’. According to the fourteenth-century chronicler Lope de Ayala, 1,200 Jews were slaughtered in Toledo in 1355 during the civil war, but this represented only a small proportion of the total population.


They began pillaging a separate judería called Alcaná and robbed and killed up to twelve-hundred persons, men and women big and small. But they could not take the main judería.22



Other than the erroneous citation by Amador de los Ríos of a rate of individual taxation for the Jews, there has so far been no attempt to estimate how much might have been paid in taxes by the individual Jewish pechero, not to compare this directly with their Christian and Muslim neighbours. Yet even a crude assessment of how much the aljamas provided, and how much of a burden this was for the individual household, would be instructive for an understanding of the long and continuous protection by the King of his Jewish subjects. The method adopted by Baer, of comparing communities with respect to their tax revenues with what is known of their population numbers, is still a valid one. There would be a way, however, to cross-check such calculations if one had any concept of the average individual head tax, the cabeza del pecho, itself.

A method for doing so is presented by the records of the Cortes of Valladolid in 1312 where Fernando IV made the following complaint. Because of its significance, the original Castilian version is provided in the endnote:


I have been informed that the Jewish aljamas of my kingdom used to pay taxes to my grandfather don Alfonso and to don Sancho my father at a rate of six thousand mrs. every day and no Jew was excused from this. But they have paid me one fifth and because more than five thousand of the richest Jews of my kingdom are exempt.23



If the King had lost four fifths of his Jewish revenues (4,800 mrs. daily) through the exemption of 5,000 wealthy Jews this would mean that those pecheros owed him, on average, almost one maravedí daily which would be 350–400 maravedís of capitation yearly.

There are many suppositions involved in this calculation, not least faith in the accuracy of the King’s own figures. His quoted sum of 6,000 mrs. daily amounts to 2,190,000 mrs. annually, which is close to a true figure for the total Jewish taxation burden in 1280–1290 as set out in Repartimiento de Huete and other registers.24 The preamble to this last document is of great importance as it definitively settles the issue of gold versus silver coinage as the money of account:


And the King (Sancho IV) through his mercy reduces their contribution by one thousand ‘mr de la guerra’ each day from the vii thousand mr which they paid previously.25



Hernández has understood the significance of the moneda de la guerra referred to here. This was a silver coinage and not the maravedí de oro to which Baer had referred and which was six times more valuable.26 As proposed by Spufford, all the subsequent registers of accounts used this referent rather than the older gold coinage.

Baer concluded that there were likely to have been around fifty Jewish households in Ávila according to a register compiled there in 1303.27 The revenue recorded in the tax roll for Ávila in 1290 was 59,592 mrs.28 Assuming an average individual taxation of 400 mrs. as earlier calculated, this would give a figure of nearly 140 taxpayers amongst fifty households. Since women and minors were exempt it is quite conceivable that fifty households might yield two or three taxpayers each. A conservative estimate of just two pecheros per family yields a speculative total population in Castile at the end of the thirteenth century of 2,500 families, not too far off Baer’s assumption of less than 3,600 noted above.

A similar computation to that of the town of Ávila can be made in the town of Miranda de Ebro in the Rioja district of north-eastern Castile. A document of 1294 published by Francisco Cantera includes the names of fifteen householders testifying before the alcalde, the justices and other omes bonos, regarding the payment of the tax (here called the pagado de la vezindat). The Jews conceded that they were the only members of the community living in Miranda and that they paid the tax and other demands of the municipality.29 In most cases, the tax collection was the responsibility of elders of the aljama and although Rabi Çegui was there to testify, he was accompanied by other local artisans including the tailor (Alazar alfayate). Such a small community probably lacked the direction of more venerable elders that would have represented the aljamas of larger towns. The revenue of Miranda in the tax register of that time was 3,312 mrs. That would equate to an average individual tax of about 220 mrs.

The sum of 400 mrs. of tax owed by Jews in Pancorbo in the archdiocese of Burgos is found in a charter of Alfonso X in 1263, addressed to the municipality:


They said to us that the Jews used to pay to you 400 maravedís for the martiniega that they used to give and for the fonsadera [exemption from bearing arms] and the enfurción [land rents] and for the other taxes.30



It is unclear whether this sum was the amount due from the whole Jewish community, but this seems unlikely. Twenty-seven years later, the total revenue of the Jews of Pancorbo en cabeza was 23,850 mrs.31 Therefore, the document seems to support our estimate of a sum of around 400 mrs. as the revenue due from the individual Jewish pechero.

Although this analysis can provide a rough approximation of taxation and of population numbers it is flawed. Individual Jewish pecheros did not pay tax at a single uniform rate. Fernando IV’s ordinance of 1312 refers to ‘the richest Jews’ so that the calculation based on a 350–400 mrs. annual tribute by these wealthy individuals must yield a substantial underestimate of a population, most of which probably paid much less. Many, as a study of the rabbinical responsa will show, probably paid nothing at all. Therefore, the previously suggested figures of between 2,500 and 3,600 Jewish families in Castile must be taken as a very conservative underestimate of the total Jewish population of the kingdom at the beginning of the fourteenth century.




The financial administration of the aljamas


How taxes were collected from the Christian population by one of Alfonso’s arrendadores, Zag de la Maleha, has already been described in the previous chapter. The procedures for deciding on who should pay taxes to the Crown within the Jewish communities and how much they should pay are still incompletely understood. The autonomy granted by the King to the Jews in this, as in other matters such as the judiciary, is clearly evident from the record. Hebrew texts show, moreover, that the endeavour to maintain equitability in the allocation of the tax burden was sometimes fraught with discord. Self-serving motives clearly operated amongst the Jews just as they did among the Christian townsfolk. Yet there was a strong leadership that made valiant attempts to ensure a fair, even democratic, distribution of the heavy tax burden imposed by the King.

The rabbinic responsa (she’elot u-teshuvot, questions and answers) dealt frequently with judicial questions that included matters of tax raising and of tax evasion. The texts that relate to individual, usually unnamed, communities point to the consternation and divisions that preoccupied them and which mirror complaints and petitions made to the King by the townspeople in the Cortes. A high degree of autonomy was granted to the Jews of Castile, both in the administration of justice and in the collection of taxes.32 It is, therefore, the Hebrew sources that provide most of the information about how each community determined the individual contributions of its members.

Within each Jewish community there were a number of individuals who had responsibilities for both law and order and for determining the taxes due to Crown. The organisation of communal affairs had its origins in the Geonic period (500–1000 CE), but in Iberia it acquired some characteristics comparable to those seen within the Christian municipalities. The aljama (or in Hebrew documents, the kahal) managed much of its own internal structure; however, the delegation of responsibility for allocating the individual tax burden lay ultimately with the Crown. This is evident from a 1219 ordinance of Fernando III. The document, already referred to in connection with the ecclesiastical diezmo to be paid to the diocese of Toledo, stipulated how the money was to be raised. The King required of the archbishop:


That four of the senior adelantados from the aljama of Toledo and two from every other aljama, nominated by the said archbishop, just these and no more, are to be sworn so that whenever doubts arise, that they determine, each in his own aljama, whether or not a particular account is to be paid.33



The titles given to such officers were variable and not always clearly defined. Sometimes referred to as adelantados as in the Christian municipalities, they are often referred to in the Hebrew records as elders of the community (ziknei ha-kahal). In Sefer ha’Shetarot, the twelfth-century Catalan rabbi Judah ben Barzilai al-Barceloni wrote in connection with the allocation of the tax burden:


That the elders of the community and the judges decide between them how much each one should pay in this or that tax or in this or that charity.34



In other cases, the distribution of the tax burden or of judgements was delegated to seven ‘good men of the town’ (tovei ha-ir) comparable to the omes buenos of the towns frequently mentioned in the Christian records. Shalom Albeck’s work on the rabbinic literature highlighted the emphasis placed on fairness and on the participation both of the individual and of the whole community, in what were ultimately majority decisions. Only in rare cases was most of the tax be paid by the wealthy without burdening those of limited means.35

The rabbinical responsa provide many insights into issues that troubled Jewish community leaders. Since the first recorded works in Geonic times, responsa were written as replies to questions put to scholars about matters ranging from the pragmatic to the finer points of Talmud or religious law (halakha). The preoccupation of the elders of Iberian communities with the equitable distribution of the tax burden is reflected in many responsa that dealt with exemptions and tax evasion. Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel (1259–1327), born in Cologne but later residing in Toledo, was asked to adjudicate on a procedure for regulating the collection of the tax according to individual wealth in an unnamed community:


The King wrote in his letter that the community should pay 1,000 gold coin so that all who possess 120 gold coin pays 8 gold coin and what remains to be paid of the 1,000 gold coin is paid by all those who possess more than 120 gold coin, each according to his wealth. Three men investigated in order to apportion 8 gold coins from each, whoever has 120 gold coins. There are men from whom nothing was demanded in the register of 8 gold coins, rather they wrote that the mentioned sum was not known for those men and they recorded their names and they apportioned the remainder of the taxes from those with more than 120 gold coins.36



The Hebrew text uses the term (boreru, they investigated) with reference to the three men, who in other responsa were called berurim (investigators). The term was used interchangeably with ne’emanim, m’ayanim, or mukademim to denote those charged with administrative responsibility in the community.37 In the context of R. Asher’s responsum, the task undertaken by the three men appears analogous to that of the pesquisidores appointed by the King to ascertain facts relating to civil or criminal cases within the Christian concejos.38 The procedure adopted is an example of imitation within the Jewish community of legalistic practices current within the kingdom. Just as the pesquisidores or the tax collectors (cogedores) would consult the registers (padrones) of the town for the names and assets of the townsfolk, so the question to R. Asher shows that there was such a register (Hebrew, pinkas) in the community, at least one for all those that owed eight gold coins in tax.

Although the community had deep respect for the opinion of the eminent scholar, they still expected him to take advice from others in order to come to a decision on the matter. The taxation of 1,000 gold coins (zehuvim) was interpreted by Baer to be of silver maravedís.39 This would have been a very small sum, even from a small community. It is more likely, as earlier indicated, to have referred to the gold dobla which was a coin minted in small numbers by Alfonso X in the 1270s and replacing the old maravedí de oro. The revenue demanded of the community would therefore have been equivalent to between 10,000 and 35,000 mrs. de la guerra, the usual money of account.

In another question to the Rabbi, an individual claimed that 1,000 gold coins were collected from him unlawfully since the community had sold their tax rights over him to another community. This case was taken to the judges of the community (dayanim) and the investigation of the matter was undertaken by m’ayanim who were answerable to the beit din, the community court, rather than by appointing berurim as in the previous case.40

The regulations made by the communities were known as takanot and were subject to agreement (haskamah) by the whole community. To what extent this actually occurred in practice is unknown. However, Albeck quotes a number of responsa indicating that this was the norm. Although, at least in the larger communities, the kahal was headed by a rabbi with knowledge of Jewish religious law (halakha), decisions were generally agreed with the advice of the elders and the consent of the entire community.41 It becomes clear from a responsum of R. Asher’s son, R. Yehuda ben ha-Rosh, that if agreement of the whole community was not obtained or if the elements of the agreements (haskamot) were not complied with, the takanot themselves were suspect as were judgements based upon them.

Thus:


They also made a register of most of the community and most of the community was dissatisfied with this register and the regulation and wanted it cancelled.42



The grounds for complaint by the kahal were based on the fact that two of the ten investigators (berurim) did not swear their oath within the town. It may be, however, that this was an excuse for the community to nullify what they considered an inaccurate or punitive register of the taxes owed. The questioner concluded:


Inform me whether, for these two reasons, the takanot are to be invalidated and reply with clarity.43



These extracts from the responsa literature illustrate two important principles with respect to taxation of the Jewish communities in Castile: equitability and consensus. In only one of the cited extracts is there any indication of how the level of contribution was to be determined from each member. It is clear however from that responsum and from a number of the royal tax registers considered below that the King or his delegates determined how much was due from each aljama. Whether this was done by a consultation with elders of all the communities of the kingdom, as asserted by Baer, is not recorded.44

As already discussed, the Crown required each aljama to submit a global amount of tax, leaving it to those Jews delegated with the task to apportion individual contributions appropriately. Failure by an individual to pay meant that others had to pick up any shortfall that remained at the year’s end.45 Resentment about tax exemptions was not confined to Jewish communities. Such complaints were frequently voiced by the procuradores of the municipalities. They accused the ricos ommes and caballeros in possession of royal privileges of exemption of ruining the villages whose inhabitants consequently bore the main brunt of taxation.46

Allied to this concern was the imposition of laws made by the elders (takanot), which had not been properly drawn up, according to the agreement of the majority. Yet the democratic process described by Albeck does not take account of how authority was devolved to the community leaders by the Crown. Nor does his analysis, or that of other historians, show how the revenue contributions of each aljama were determined. The fiscal demands made on the Jewish communities are precisely documented and the revenue records of Sancho IV’s reign (cuadernos), presented in detail below, show these were largely met by the Jewish pecheros. Baer referred to the federal nature of Castilian Jewry and the existence of a rabbi with court authority, rab de la corte, who presided over representatives of all the communities in order to agree on taxation and other judicial and administrative matters.47 Though this appellation occasionally appears in fourteenth-century documents, there is no definite evidence for such overarching authority prior to the fifteenth century with the appointment of R. AvrahamBienveniste by Juan II in the 1430s.48

The text of the query to R. Asher, referred to above, perhaps should not be taken too literally. It stated that ‘the King wrote in his letter that the community should pay 1000 gold coin’. This implies a written direction to the community rather than a tax allocation determined by some higher Jewish authority, though it does not exclude it altogether. Mention of a rabbi with court authority (rab de la corte), however, is found in a petition of 1369 from the inhabitants of the town of Molina in north-east Castile. Yet here, the sense seems to be rather of an office sanctioned by the King with local, rather than kingdom-wide responsibility.

The town of Molina bordered the kingdom of Aragon. During the civil war between Pedro of Castile and his bastard brother Enrique Trastámara, the town decided to petition Pedro IV of Aragon to accept them under his protection. The Jews of Castile had much to fear from the anti-Jewish policies of Enrique and had also suffered from the oppression by his brother, Pedro. Molina’s Jews as well as their Christian neighbours opted to defect to Aragon. The document is interesting for many reasons, not least because it reflects a dialogue between the Christians, Jews, and the Muslims of the town. Amongst other things it implies that it was the King who determined how much tax was to be paid by the aljama. The Jewish petitioner, Samuel Abolafia, requested:


That furthermore because they (the aljama) are desolated, may it be your favour to absolve them from all taxes for five years, so that the community may be restored.49



The petition raised other matters of general concern to the citizens of Molina. Those presenting it to the King included not only Samuel Abolafia but also Bartholme Sánchez, the alcalde and procurador of Molina, and two public scribes of the town and three other Christian inhabitants. The Christians swore loyalty to their new King, ‘swearing fealty on the cross’ (jurament de fieldat sobre la cruç), and Samuel ‘swore on the Book of Moses and the Ten Commandments and sovereignty of the Creator’ (juro sobre el libro de Moysen e los diez mandamientos dela ley a entendimiento del creador). The Christian representatives also pleaded for themselves, the Jews, and the Muslims to be freed of taxes. The Muslims were few (que sean pocos) and the King was asked that they not be ‘separated from the rest of the townsfolk’ (que sean conceiales e no apartados por aliama).

Samuel, described in the petition as the ‘representative of the aljama of the Jews of the said town of Molina’ (procurador de la aliama delos judíos dela dita villa de Molina), made many other requests on behalf of his community and of himself. They included a plea that the Jews of Molina should not be forced to wear the badge (senyal).50 He furthermore requested:


That disputes between Jew and Jew be judged by their adelantados […] and that any party that appeals should appear before don Samuel Abolafia and that he acts as rabbi and auditor of Jewish disputes as the rab en la corte of the King of Castile used to do, in civil and criminal disputes, and that you confirm the azquama, which is to say, the ordinance, which was made in Seville and which has been used up until now by the Jews of Castile.51



The King subsequently agreed to this and to Samuel’s request that his office should be for life and should pass to his descendants, so long as they had the aptitude to do this:


We grant the office of rabbi and auditor of disputes between Jews … to you Samuel and after your death to those who are your descendants in direct line […] according to the usage and custom of the rabbi in the King’s court in Castile.52



Samuel petitioned the King to exempt not just himself from all taxes for his lifetime, but also his brothers, one Jucef Abolafia, his nephew Mosse el Nieto and Rabbi Jucef, ‘as other Jews have done in your kingdom, for the service that we have given to you’. It is clear from this how those seeking power and were among the most wealthy also sought exemption from taxation for themselves and their kin. This problem of royal privilege, already highlighted in earlier responsa, is again exposed by this petition and would surely have aroused the resentment of those households who had to meet the annual tax levy of 8,000 mrs. It is possible that Samuel and his relatives saw freedom from taxation as a just recompense for obtaining a ‘tax holiday’ for their community. A later document of Valladolid in 1432, which is considered below, shows how far this practice was held in contempt by those drawing up a comprehensive agreement: its conditions were intended to be binding on Jews throughout the kingdom.

The extracts from the petition of the citizens of Molina hint that a more authoritative Jewish figure may perhaps have held office in the thirteenth or fourteenth century. References to an earlier ‘ordinance of Seville used by the Jews of Castile’ and to ‘usage and custom of a Castilian rab de la corte’ might indicate the existence of such a personage. Should, however, the performance of such a rabbi appointed by the Crown prove unsatisfactory he might be replaced by another by order of the court.

This is apparent from a privilege granted to Rabbi Hahym (Chaim) by Don Pedro, archbishop of Toledo and the King’s chancellor in 1388. Don Çulema Alfahar had previously acted as juez (judge) over all the Jews in the archdiocese of Toledo: ‘for he was appointed as your rabbi in the archbishopric of Toledo and surroundings’ (que en el dicho arçobispado de Toledo e sus comarcas fue puesto por vuestro rab). He had, however, ‘absented himself to live permanently elsewhere, there to spend his earnings’. The chancellor made clear his prerogative to appoint a new man in his place:


Therefore it is our obligation to remedy this situation in the aljamas of our towns and places so that justice be provided […] and considering that Rabbi Hahym, our physician, is a man of sound lineage, prudent and good and well educated […] therefore being confident of his wisdom, we give him to you as your judge.53



The appellation vuestro rab here does indicate royally approved appointment. But there is no indication that this appointment extended R. Hahym’s jurisdiction beyond the boundaries of the Toledan archdiocese. The term rab en la corte or rab de la corte in the fourteenth-century records may be taken to denote an individual who held his appointment, however limited in scope, from the King or his minion rather than having been elected by his own community. In his discussion of the appointment of Jewish community leaders in the late thirteenth century, Romano found no evidence for an individual who held authority from the King over all the Jews of the Castile.54 In this, he takes issue with Baer, who believed that Rabbi Todros ben Yosef Halevi Abulafia held such a favour from Alfonso X.55 Romano had no access to the rabbinic responsa and came to the erroneous conclusion that the common members of the aljama had no say in the community’s administration.56

The archbishop’s preoccupation with Hahym’s lineage and good standing may indicate that he came from a line of scholars, or of men who had served the King or their own community in the past. The hereditary nature of many of the appointments of Jews at the court has been alluded to previously. It was also desired by those aspiring to acquire favour from the King in their own communities, as is seen in the petition of Samuel of Molina to the King of Aragon. The privileges of exemption from taxation would have been significant in the creation of individual wealth that diffused through families and over generations.

The most complete and persuasive evidence for an office of rab de la corte with authority over all the Castilian communities derives from a much later document with Hebrew date of Iyar 5192 (22 April 1432). Because of the long-established traditions of Jewish communal government, its contents throw light on the problems inherent within the aljamas throughout the preceding century and on the evolution of administrative practice in the reign of Juan II. The document is written in Judaeo-Castilian (with Hebrew lettering) and is incomplete. It has five sub-sections dealing with Talmud Torah (religious instruction), the administration of justice and appointment of judges (dayanim), informers (m’sirut and malshinut), taxation, and the laws of dress and adornment.57

It is a record of the convocation in the great synagogue of Valladolid that was convened by ‘the noble Don Avraham, rab de la corte, of the lord King’.58 This was Avraham Bienveniste who had been appointed by the King as court rabbi, chief judge, and overseer of the taxes of all the Jews in the kingdom.59 The assembly included men of learning from certain of the aljamas (kehilot) and omres buenos (sic), ‘que andan b’ḥatzer adonainu ha-meleḥ’ (who attend the court of the Lord our King).

The text indicated that in times past:


The Kings had granted permission to heads of each kahal to make laws and takanot and make sensible paths for their members to follow.60



This suggests that laws and taxes may have been determined previously at a more local level. The statute of 1432 lamented that:


Since that time no takana at all has been made by which the kehilot should conduct themselves […] so much harm has been done to the kehilot and disturbances in their order.61



A different situation prevailed here from that of a century earlier. Then, scholarly opinions in the form of the responsa were sought over cases of administrative or legal doubt. In the section of the 1432 statute that dealt with taxation, issues of equitability and of avoidance of tax payment are discussed, just as they had been in the earlier responsa. In the formulation of the new takana, the representatives clearly expressed the interests of the Crown to protect its Jewish revenues. The intention of R. Avraham and his colleagues was to impose order and fairness on the taxation of the communities and that intention clearly converged with the interest of their King.


So, when individual Jews went to live in other communities, seeking to pay fewer taxes, this not only increased the burden on their fellow pecheros. It also reduced royal income.

Some of them go to reside in the lands of other princes because of the exemptions that they claim there. So […] the lands of the King are depopulated and […] this is a disservice to the King and damages the kehilot.62



The new takana outlawed every exemption from tax of both men and women, whether it be through a privilege from the King himself or from any lord or lady or any official of the Crown. The oppression of ordinary members of the community and of the poor by men of power and influence is condemned in the document. Bullying apparently extended even to those entrusted with compiling the register of taxes (enpadronadores que reparten los pechos):


Thus they frighten them and cow them into lightening the amounts they are to pay even to the extent that the enpadronadores delete them, listing just those they want listed and this is great oppression and injustice and strengthens the hand of the powerful.63



The community was permitted the imposition of two sanctions in matters of tax avoidance and of bullying by the more powerful members. The guilty might be excommunicated and expelled or else named and shamed in the presence of all of the congregation and before the Holy Torah in the synagogue on Shabbat T’shuvah (the Sabbath between New Year and Day of Atonement).64




Tax records and the economic status of Christians, Muslims, and Jews in Castile


Like the Muslims, we have seen that the Jewish aljamas were taxed separately from the Christian townsfolk: yet their contribution to the royal fisc was far greater than that of their Muslim neighbours and was sufficiently large to be a major preoccupation for the Crown. One estimate of Jewish revenues in the Crown of Aragon has been that it constituted 22 per cent of the royal income from in 1294.65 Until now, however, it has not been possible to reach such an estimate for the kingdom of Castile. Fortunately, a recent series of transcriptions of revenue accounts from the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries has allowed a similar calculation to be applied to them. Direct comparisons of the contributions to royal income by each of the three faith communities are now possible, although these are most comprehensive for the reign of Sancho IV, and less so for the second half of the fourteenth century.

The royal accounts of the Repartimiento de Huete were compiled in 1290 by the archbishop of Toledo, Gonzalo Pérez, at the behest of Sancho IV. The preparation of the register is thought to have originated with the King’s mayordomo mayor who was, until his execution in 1288, the Conde Lope Díaz de Haro. It is therefore quite likely that the Jewish almoxarife, Avraham el Barchilón, also played some significant part in its formulation.66 The preamble to the register named three Jews from Jerez, Córdoba, and Niebla, and charged men appointed by the bishopric to find one other from Jaen, who were to collect the taxes from the aljamas of the frontier (Andalusia). If these men failed to agree amongst themselves, they were to consult don Daui Abudarhan, viejo del aljama de los judíos de Toledo to resolve any dispute.67 The many layers of administration of the tax revenue are apparent and all of them, from the elders and the berurim of each community, through the four men appointed by the archbishop, to Abudarhan the viejo de Toledo and the almoxarife at the court, were Jews.

The original register was kept in the Cathedral of Toledo and more than twelve editions have been published since that of Asso y del Río in the eighteenth century.68 Carrete Parrondo’s edition is based on the previous versions and corrects a number of the discrepancies between them.69 All of these editions, however, lack detailed accounts for the provinces of León and Andalusia, though some more recent publications have rectified these deficiencies. The work of Hernández has examined the extant accounts of all of the different communities of Castile between 1287 and 1292 and, together with other studies, it provides an important tool for a comparison of the economic situation of all three faith communities in Sancho’s kingdom.70

The chancellery published accounts almost annually at this time. The numerous disbursements to his vassals are recorded in these accounts and may reflect Sancho’s concern that his nobles and caballeros be paid and be prepared for his planned offensive to capture Tarifa in 1292. The detail preserved in the registers was unique for thirteenth-century Castile and Ladero Quesada has suggested that no similarly detailed accounts are known before the fifteenth century. There may have been little concern for the preservation of fiscal records, discarded once they had served their purpose; also, as noted in Chapter 1, there was no fixed royal archive until the reign of Juan II. Moreover, many records may have been destroyed as a consequence of war and disorder.71

Although fewer fourteenth-century registers are available for study, a 1379 cuaderno of Enrique II survives, though it is far less comprehensive than Sancho’s libros de cuentas. It nevertheless provides information about taxation in the period immediately following the Trastámaran civil war and therefore constitutes a valuable source for comparison with the registers of the previous century.72 Monetary comparisons that span a century are difficult especially because, as already mentioned, the changes in the value of the currency and therefore of the cost of living varied greatly throughout this period. However, direct comparisons between the revenues to be collected from Jews and from their Christian neighbours do still permit limited speculation about wealth of communities and even population numbers, wherever the differences are sufficiently large. In addition to information about the relative tax contributions made by the respective communities it should be possible to detect any large fluctuation in community size or prosperity following the ravages of the civil war.




The libros de cuentas of Sancho IV (1287–1294)


The accounts of revenues received from all of the regions of the kingdom were recorded under the general headings of the bishoprics (obispados) of Castile, León, Trassierra (including the western Extremadura as far south as Badajoz), Murcia, and la Frontera (Andalusia). The repartimiento de Huete of 1290 showing taxes received from the Jews did not detail the incomes from individual aljamas of León nor of the frontier but gave the following total revenues from the Jews for these regions:


	
León 218,300 mrs.73           Frontera 191,898 mrs.





No income from Murcia was recorded. The capitation tax, referred to as tiene en cabeza or encabezamiento, was the sum that equated to the martiniega, one of the direct taxes (rentas ciertas) levied on the Christian communities.74 The aljamas did not pay the ecclesiastical tax demanded from the Christians (the tercia eclesiástica, 2/9 of which was ceded to the Crown as the tercia real).75 Instead, as has been previously noted, each Jewish pechero paid the Church the fixed tribute of 30 dineros (equivalent to 3 mrs.) which was also termed the decima or diezmo. Of this the Crown took one-half e tomamos los desta moneda mr. y medio.76 The repartimiento also details the extraordinary taxes levied on an irregular basis by the Crown, the serviçios, and these were cited separately from the en cabeza tax in the register.

The total annual revenues from the Jews of the whole of Castile may be computed from the figures given for 105 individual aljamas over the years 1286 (reparto de Palencia) to that of 1290 (Huete):


	
1286: 2,520,000 mrs.     1287–1289: 2,160,000 mrs.      1290: 1,947,780 mrs.





If one adds to the 1290 revenue en cabeza, the serviçio of 450,000 mrs. levied by Sancho in 1291, the total tax burden of all of the aljamas of the kingdom for 1290–1291 was 2,397,780 mrs.77 Only a relatively small portion of the Jewish tax revenue came from León and Andalucía at this time. Whereas the income from the aljama of Toledo in 1291 was 216,505 mrs., that from Seville in the cuenta de Johan Mathe of 1294 was only 115,333 mrs. The total revenue of the Jews of the frontier recorded in this document was 21.6 per cent of all rentas ciertas of the frontier collected by Mathe.78

Hernández has provided an analysis of all the direct revenue income (rentas ciertas) to the Crown for Castile-León in1290, enabling an assessment of the proportion derived from the Jews. For Castile alone the figures are:


CASTILE: total income 3,615,968 mrs. of which the aljamas suppled 1,515,141 mrs

LEÓN: total income 1,079,892 mrs. of which the aljamas suppled 218,200 mrs.79



Thus, the Jews provided approximately 42 per cent of the rentas ciertas of the Crown in Castile, 20 per cent of these revenues in León, and 21.6 per cent of the frontier. Throughout the kingdom, this percentage constituted 34 per cent of the total which was even higher than the 22 per cent that Baer had calculated for the kingdom of Aragon. An important caveat must attach to these figures, in that these sums do not take account of the serviçios nor of the tributes to the Church paid by Jews (diezmo) and Christians (terçias eclesiásticas), nor of the many other taxes, direct and indirect, that were collected on an annual basis.80

There is less information about the revenues taken from the Muslim population (mudéjares) but the sums were much smaller. In León they amounted to 1,187 mrs., while in Andalucía they amounted to 8,610 mrs., thus only 1–5 per cent of the Jewish contributions in these regions.81




The cuaderno de cuentas of Enrique II (1379)


The record of accounts that was drawn up for Juan I is based upon outstanding debts owed to the Crown in 1378, the last year of the reign of his father, Enrique II. The information about sums owing to the Crown is much less detailed than that of Sancho’s reign nearly a century earlier, but is nevertheless of interest. The content of the manuscript, legajo 407 in the Archivo General de Simancas, suggested to Valdeón Baruque that royal finances may have been further centralised in a Casa de Cuentas.82 It permits a limited comparison of Christian and Jewish revenue contributions at the end of the Trastámaran civil war. In that conflict Enrique’s campaign against his half-brother Pedro had ravaged and impoverished the aljamas, through ransoms and the atrocities of his mercenaries and those of King Pedro.83

During the conflict Enrique had demanded a ransom of one million mrs. from the Jews of Burgos (1366) and then later that year, the same sum was demanded from the Jews of Toledo to coincide with the King’s triumphal entry to the town.84 Further demands were made on this community in 1369 in revenge for their previous resistance to Enrique, requiring them to sell their assets and to exact from them 880,000 mrs.: ‘let them be imprisoned and well and truly ransomed and afflict them with torture, denying them food and drink’.85 Following the conclusion of hostilities in 1369 the cuaderno therefore enables us to examine possible effects of the war and of the King’s ransoms on the Jewish communities. A significant reduction in revenue might be a reflection of the impoverishment of the aljamas or losses caused by the plague. It could result, too, from the movement of fearful or disaffected communities to other parts of the peninsula or from switching allegiance (as had been the case of the town of Molina).

The neighbouring bishoprics of Osma and Sigüenza in north-eastern Castile provide a useful indication of Jewish and Christian tax revenues in Sancho’s reign. For the Christians and Jews of Osama the breakdown of contributions is shown in Table 2.1.86


Table 2.1 Revenues in maravedís (mrs) of the Jewish aljamas and the yearly martiniega taxes of the Christian communities in the Bishopric of Osma, 1292


	Communities

	Christian martiniegasa

	Jewish capitationb




	

	1292

	1292





	Osma

	6,000

	14,510 (4,536)c




	Sant Estevan

	12,096

	16,861 (5,271)




	Soria

	46,776

	31,351 (8,544)




	Roa

	6,000

	6,085 (1,365)




	Ágreda

	5,100

	3,549 (1,251)




	Magaña

	1,850

	–




	Aza

	–

	2,129 (1,410)




	Sant Pero

	3,900

	–




	Aguilar

	1,080

	–




	Cervera

	4,800

	–




	Calatañazor

	8,400

	–




	Total

	96,002

	74,485 (22,377)c




	 

	(Obispado de Osma)

	(Obispado de Osma)






a According to the libro de rentas 1292.

b Repartimiento de Huete.

c In brackets the extraordinary taxes (servicios).



Comparing revenues derived from the capitation taxes (collected in November as martiniega from the Christian townsfolk and as cabezamiento from the Jews), there appears to be near parity between the two communities, the totals being 96,000 mrs. for the Christian martiniegas and 74,485 mrs. as levies on the Jews. Totalling all contributions of the two neighbouring bishoprics of Osma and Sigüenza these amounted to 205,322 mrs. and 181,777 mrs. from Christian and Jewish pecheros respectively.

The data for 1378 is rather fragmented and only a global sum for just three of the aljamas within the two regions was cited in the cuaderno (see Table 2.2).87


Table 2.2 Revenues (mrs) from Christians and Jews in the tax record (cuaderno) of Enrique II (1378)

	Obispado de Osmaa

	Aljamas of Soria, Atienza, Almazán




	100,500 (96,002)b

	16,750 (100,868)b






a WITHOUT the Jewish aljamas.

b In brackets, totals in 1292.



The martiniega revenue for the bishopric of Osma, received from the Christian towns, is nearly the same as it was a century earlier. There is no indication that the sums included the contribution of the Jews and that of the Muslims of the morería was discounted from the final sum. It appears from the revenue provided by the three aljamas that their contribution had fallen by 84 per cent from that in 1292.88 This would indeed imply a drastic change, either in the population numbers or in the wealth of these communities, or both. Valdeón Baruque postulates that this was the global tax paid by these three communities; however, this conclusion may not be warranted.89 The text of the cuaderno suggests that this sum was a serviçio, rather than a pecho en cabeza: ‘the tax-collectors should compensate the King for the servicios of the Jews’.90 In that case the appropriate comparator should be the servicio tax paid by these communities in 1292 which amounted to 27,026 mrs.91 This is greater than that demanded in 1378, but since the servicio was a special tax it cannot be directly compared with what had been taken by the King a century earlier.92

The diminished revenues taken from the Jews of Ávila towards the end of the fourteenth century present a stark contrast with their previous prosperity. As has already been mentioned, much is known of that city at the end of the thirteenth and beginning of the fourteenth century. The tax paid to the Crown in 1290 was 59,592 mrs. by some fifty households.93 However a letter of privilege, confirmed by Juan I in 1384, suggests that there may have been a considerable change in their condition.94 Juan granted to the dean and chapter of Ávila Cathedral 3,000 mrs. that were previously received annually by the Crown as the capitation tax of Ávila’s Jews. This was intended to replace the 3,000 mrs. of martiniega tax owed by the Christians that the King had previously reapportioned to the monastery of Santa Clara.

The sum of 3,000 mrs. is therefore equal to only 5 per cent of what had been taken annually from the Jews in Sancho’s reign. The martiniega demanded of the Christians of Ávila in 1292 was 26,400 mrs. en cabeza.95 The text of the privilege does not, however, suggest that the sum previously apportioned by the Crown to the cathedral from the martiniega constituted the whole of the revenue contribution of the Christians at that time.

It has been suggested that following the war Enrique’s enmity towards the Jews changed and that the Crown once more became their protector.96 Yet the tenor of Juan I’s letter to the cathedral reflects a harsh and punitive attitude to Ávila’s Jews that is reminiscent of Enrique’s ransom demand in Toledo. If the money were not forthcoming, it stated, they were to be seized and imprisoned and their goods and chattels sold to provide the needed capital.97

The cuaderno of 1378 provides information about the revenues from other Jewish communities, some of which also changed significantly in comparison with the sums recorded in the registers of 1290–1292 (Table 2.3).98


Table 2.3 Comparison of annual accounts (mrs) of Jewish aljamas 1290–1292 versus 1378


	Aljamas

	1290–1292

	1378





	Zamora

	37,400

	6,500




	Aguilar de Campóo

	8,600

	3,000




	León

	218,300

	8,000




	Belorado

	8,500

	4,000




	Trujillo

	3,769

	6,000




	Alcalá de Henares

	6,800

	8,000




	Murcia

	22,414

	25,000




	Olmedo

	31,659

	0




	Coca

	4,200

	0




	Pedrasa

	4,100

	0





In three cases, the registered amount either increased (Alcalá and Trujillo) or was relatively unchanged (Murcia). Otherwise the sums to be collected from the Jews fell significantly at the later date, especially in the cases of León and Zamora.99 In the case of three aljamas, Olmedo, Coca, and Pedrasa, no Jews at all were living there by the time of the 1378 register otrosi de los aljamas de los judíos de Olmedo e Coca e Pedraza e Castroxeriz … que non Morava y judio ninguno.100

The cuaderno recorded a revenue of 115,100 mrs. from Toledo although this included the aljamas of both the Jews and the Muslims. This would be of particular interest since Toledo always constituted the largest centre of Jewish population in Castile and the unspecified contribution of the Muslims would have been small. The revenue from the aljama of Toledo had been 216,505 mrs. in 1290 but one cannot conclude a halving of its wealth since the 1378 document records these sums as del serviçio de las aljamas de los Judíos e moros. As was the case with Osma and Sigüenza, this may mean that the capitation tax was much higher.

The most significant information about the wealth of the Jewish communities at the start of Juan I’s reign was the global sum to be collected from all the aljamas:


The King further commands that the aforementioned seven hundred thousand maravedís that are due from the aforementioned aljamas of the Jews of his kingdom should be given in dineros to Gomes Garcia his treasurer (thesorero) at his dwelling in Madrid as required by Gomes Garcia’s vassals and if not that they and their possessions be seized.101



The Crown required the money to be collected in three instalments (terçios) of 233,333 mrs. each instalment.

A comparison between the 700,000 mrs. levied on all of the Jews of the kingdom at the end of the civil war and the 2,397,780 mrs. received by Sancho IV suggests either a significant impoverishment of these communities or else a reduction in population numbers. A further element to be considered is the previously mentioned devaluation of the coinage over the period studied. The rate of exchange of the maravedí against the Florentine florin had been 5 mrs. 8d. in 1250, 25 mrs. in 1358, and 30 mrs. in 1370.102 According to MacKay both Enrique II and his son Juan I ‘frantically debased the coinage in an attempt to meet the financial strains imposed by war’. The chronicler López de Ayala wrote of Enrique:


But these coins caused a great deal of harm for a considerable time because things became so expensive that a dobla was worth three hundred maravedís, a horse cost sixty thousand maravedís and so it was with the prices of other things.103



The cost of a horse as quoted by Ayala may be a useful measure of the cost of living; however, his observations must be treated with caution. His monetary equivalence for the dobla coin appears an order of magnitude greater than that documented elsewhere.104 Carlé suggested that during the reign of Fernando IV a horse cost 200 maravedís in Castile.105 Even an inflation rate of thirty-fold (reducing Ayala’s figures by a factor of ten) may seem unlikely. There is, however, evidence from the exchange rate calculations already cited that there was further massive devaluation shortly after the publication of the 1378 cuaderno. By 1390 the rate for the Castilian currency had reached 70 mrs. to the Florentine florin, so that the maravedí was worth one-fourteenth of what it had been 140 years earlier.106

As has been shown, the lack of clarity in the 1378 document makes direct comparisons difficult between its tax revenue figures and those of Sancho’s more precise records. Various taxes are often combined in the cuaderno (ecclesiastical tercias, diezmos, monedas, and the alcabala sales tax). The capitation tax can be used, however, in direct comparison of a few of the urban communities over nearly a century. Even bearing in mind monetary inflation, an examination of presumptive martiniegas for two towns and one larger bishopric demonstrates a remarkable stability of tax income (Table 2.4). The assumption is that these were capitation values but only in the case of Segovia was the revenue actually specified as being a martiniega.107


Table 2.4 Stability of the Christian martiniega tax (mrs) in the fourteenth century


	Christian communities

	1290–1292

	1378





	Bishopric of Osma

	96,002

	100,500




	Ávila

	26,400

	25,529




	Segovia

	24,800

	21,000





The stability of the tax demanded from the Christian inhabitants contrasts not only with the reductions in that of some of the aljamas but also with the global contribution of all the Jews of Castile-León. As already indicated, the latter had fallen to 700,000 mrs. annually, 30 per cent of the global figure of 2,397,780 mrs. in Sancho’s reign. This may argue against the changes being caused by an external event such as the plague and more in favour of a reduction in Jewish wealth and/or population following the depredations of Enrique de Trastámara and the civil war.




Royal revenue from Jewish money-lending: Las Entregas de los Judíos


We cannot be certain how Jewish communities acquired the wealth that enabled them to meet the huge tax demands made by the Crown. Undoubtedly some of this was derived from money-lending, though this was a less important source of livelihood for Jews in Castile than it was in other parts of Europe and was not usually a sole occupation.108 The many documents of the Castilian Cortes together with royal charters and municipal records testify, however, to the importance of loans and pledges to the survival of communities and particularly of townsfolk as they struggled with hardship throughout the fourteenth century.

The loan of money or the provision of goods at interest was of great value to the Crown. It enabled the Jews to pay the pecho that swelled the King’s coffers: but the King also benefitted in another way, through his collection of bad debts. A proportion of these sums (the entregas) that were collected by his entrgadores went to his exchequer or was disbursed by the King to individual servants of the Crown. Loans were therefore not only an essential service for local people; they were also a form of indirect taxation of the most needy of the King’s subjects.

The view has often been expressed that the central role of Jews in this activity inevitably fed hostility against them.109 It would be surprising if lending at the high prevailing rates of interest and the harsh imposition of bad-debt collection by the Crown were not an aggravation and a possible cause of animosity against the lenders. Indeed, there is much evidence of this from the recurrent complaints voiced in the Cortes about the high levels of interest or the alleged deceptions practised by the Jews. One such plea by the procuradores in Sancho IV’s reign was for the clear registering of loans so as to avoid treachery by the creditor, whether Jew or Muslim:


Because of the many stealthy deceptions that are practised so that the Christians lose their rights, they petitioned that the Jews and the Moors should provide a record of that which was pledged.110



Yet, this was not the whole story. It was not even the case that money-lending was an exclusively Jewish occupation as has been shown by Gregory Milton. In the Catalonian town of Santa Coloma de Queralt between 1276 and 1313 just 70 per cent of monetary loans were provided by Jews: of credit-sales, constituting more than half of all credit transactions, the provider of goods was most often a Christian who stood invisibly behind the Jewish creditor.111 Similar arrangements may have been in place in Castile. Nina Melechen describes an arrangement that illustrates a close business relationship that existed between Jew and Christian in fourteenth-century Toledo. A credit- sale by a Jew to a Christian was secured by a guarantor (fiador) who was, himself, Jewish: the fiador ended up surrendering his vineyard to the Jewish lender when the debtor defaulted on his debt. It was the local archpriest who had to arbitrate in the presence of both Jewish and Christian witnesses.112

The attitudes of both Church and Crown to lending at interest were inconsistent. ‘Usury’ was the term applied to excessive interest charges and it was this, rather than money-lending outright, that had been proscribed by Pope Innocent III at the IVth Lateran Council in 1215.113 In Castile, Alfonso X had fixed a maximal rate of interest at tres por cuatro, usually taken to mean a rate of 33.3 per cent per annum. The Fuero real stipulated that the interest should not exceed the principal (caudal): ‘that no interest be taken once it equalled the principal loan’.114 The papal interdiction of usury was tightened by Clement IV and by the bishops at the Council of Vienne in 1311 and their total prohibition of all interest-taking was adopted in Castile at the Council of Zamora in 1313 (clause XII).115 This ban, however, did not immediately find its way into legislation. On the contrary, at the Cortes of Valladolid (1322) in the last years of the regency of Alfonso XI, the Crown set out conditions for repayments to Jewish debtors:


I command that no debtor be excused his payment to the Jews because of a Bull or decretal of the Pope.116



Yet, in 1348 Alfonso XI decreed at Alcalá de Henares that, for the sake of his own soul and for the good of his realm, all charging of interest would henceforth be proscribed. Christians as well as Jews were included in the prohibition. A telling clue to the involvement of Christians in some Jewish loan contracts is found here: ‘no Jew, Jewess or Moor shall dare to charge interest for himself, or for another’ (non sea osado de dar a logro por sí, nin por otro). Jews were instead permitted to acquire and to work the land, ‘so that they may continue to live and flourish in our kingdom’.117 There is no evidence that the King’s agenda, reminiscent of the Statutum Judaismo issued in 1275 by England’s Edward I a century before, was ever fulfilled.118

The scope for dispute over debts and their collection was great and centred largely over the recording of loans and prevention of fraud, and over pleas for extensions of the loan period. The townsfolk were suspicious, too, of royal appointees enforcing debt collection, believing that their loyalty to the Crown made for harsher penalties for non-payment. It seems that many loans were small, not requiring notarial intervention. In twelfth-century León, Fernando II’s fuero de Ledesma exempted from written contract all loans of up to a medio moravi (three silver maravedis). Above that level the Jew should swear an oath on the contract in the synagogue.119 At the Cortes of 1293, Sancho IV elaborated on the theme of the recording of debt in response to complaints alluded to earlier:


Jews may provide loans up to a value of eight maravedís without an oath and without witnesses to a man or woman of good standing and above suspicion.

We command that a Jew who lends more than eight maravedís does so before witnesses and that the Jew and the Christian swear by the hand of a notary.120



If a dispute arose over such small loans, the Jew was to swear on the Torah in the synagogue to the truth of the loan: iure en su sinagoga sobre la tora aquella iura que nos mandamus and should then receive the debt.121 The oath to be taken by the Jew was ordained by the King and there was an even-handedness in this legislation that belies the view that Jews were always disadvantaged in their dealings with Christians.

The request of the towns’ representatives to the King that the Jews should not be allotted their own collector of bad debts was usually rejected. The entregadores or porteros would remain directly responsible to him: a concession to the concejos that a local officer, the royally appointed merino, should take charge and to demand satisfaction from the debtor would hardly have met their objection.122 Pleas for a deferment of the due date or cancellation of older debts were met with mixed responses from the King. Fernando IV allowed for cancellation if a debt was not collected within six years.123 In 1351 King Pedro took the pragmatic view that deferment of payment, alguna espera de las debdas, just aroused false hopes in the debtor, pues han espera que jamas las han a pagar: he declared this to be against the King’s interest, the prosperity of the realm, and furthermore left the Jews ruined and impoverished.124

It was in the interest of all parties that money or goods be advanced to creditors and that correct settlement of debts be timely and well regulated. A detailed and exemplary record from the town of Ocaña, north of Toledo, shows how an amicable agreement between the town’s Jews and municipal representatives could settle a dispute to the advantage of all concerned. There were six parties to the agreement notarised and witnessed in July 1327: three were named Christian members of the concejo and three were named Jews from the aljama. The Christians assembled, as was customary, in the church entrance and the Jews in their synagogue in order that:


they would resolve contention and dispute that existed between the concejo and the aljama and in order to achieve friendliness (buena amor), good neighbourliness and a good understanding between all […] the concejo and the aljama pledged all their assets in support of this agreement.125



All this, they stated, was in connection with the debts owed by the Christians to the Jews, whether loans or pledges: the stipulation was that all debts should be settled within ten days of signing the agreement. A fine of 50,000 mrs. would be levied on whichever community failed to abide by the decisions of all, or of the majority of the parties to the agreement.126 Ancient debts, thirty years old or more, could be repaid in three instalments over one year but those of recent provenance must be paid forthwith. This was the responsibility of either the alcalde or the entregador, the latter retaining the 10 per cent diesmo owing to the King.

Records from this period rarely reflect the level of friendly cooperation between the communities that are displayed here. One that does, however, is the petition alluded to earlier from the Jews, Christians, and Moslems of Molina who wanted to defect to the Crown of Aragon. Although it is impossible to generalise, in this period of the early fourteenth century it seems that the business of money-lending could be perceived as an activity that was mutually beneficial so long as it was managed and regulated in accordance with agreed norms of commercial interaction.

* * *

The role of the King’s appointed collectors of bad debts, the porteros or entregadores, has already been mentioned.127 The sums that were thus obtained were termed the entregas de las debdas de los Judíos, and the Crown received a portion of the money collected, which was 10 per cent of the debt as was clear from Alfonso’s complaint in 1327.


For the Jews do not recover their debts nor do my entregadores their diezmo.128



Though it is impossible to know how much individual Jews profited from their loan activities, a record of the entregas collected on behalf of the Crown can give some indication. Sancho’s registers included one that documented the sums that were collected by his officers (Table 2.5). This does allow a calculation of these profits, though only of those obtained from debtors who had defaulted on their loans.129


Table 2.5 Collection by the Crown of a proportion of bad debts (entregas) owing to the Jews (mrs) compared with total Jewish capitation revenues in 1292


	Aljamas

	Entregas

	Total debt collecteda

	Capitation Jews

	martiniegas Christians





	Fuent Dueña

	300

	3,000

	4,463

	11,400




	Cuéllar

	300b

	3,000

	1,929

	12,905




	Peñafiel

	300

	3,000

	6,597

	




	Atienza

	1,000

	10,000

	42,434

	




	Ágreda

	175

	1,750

	3,549

	




	Osma

	110b

	1,100

	14,510

	6,000




	Uclés

	1,000

	10,000

	28,514

	




	Buytrago

	300

	3,000

	6,098

	




	Almoguera

	200

	2,000

	4,588

	




	Corita

	300

	3,000

	6,899

	




	Alcaraz

	300

	3,000

	12,771

	




	Béjar

	200

	2,000

	3,430

	






a Assuming an entrega equivalent to 10 per cent.

b These sums included unspecified gambling taxes (taferurías).



Although this has not been noted previously, the entregas are sometimes listed as being granted to a Crown official intending to include the taxes on tafurería, gambling (son puesta en esta guisa: A Garçi Ferrandez de Piña las entregas e la tafureria de Osma).130 In these cases the specific contribution of Jewish debt remains uncertain.




Conclusion


The pre-eminence of the Jewish tax contribution to the Crown of Castile is clearly visible in the archives of the last two decades of the thirteenth century. The Jews’ financial contribution was not evenly distributed through the kingdom and ranged from 20 per cent of the total of the regular taxes, the rentas ciertas, in León to 42 per cent in Castile. The figures cited here should, however, be treated with caution since the sums recorded in the libros de cuentas did not include the many other indirect taxes or fines imposed on the citizenry. The Jews, for example, did not pay the ecclesiastical tercia although they did pay an annual tithe to the Church in the form of the 30 dineros (3 mrs) exacted from all males over the age of sixteen years. This can now be seen to be a paltry sum compared to the overall taxation, though it may not have appeared so to the younger or the poorer section of the community. Women and the indigent were exempt; yet communities had sometimes to be reprimanded by the Crown or Church for withholding the tithe.

The King’s pressing need for money and for an efficient means of collecting it from his subjects were, to a large extent, met by the Jews. Both the talented sophisticate of the court and the simple urban Jew had their part to play: as a reward they received the protection of the Crown which, as we have seen and will continue to see throughout the fourteenth century, repeatedly rebuffed both ecclesiastical censure and the complaints of Christian townsfolk over its policies towards the Jews.

Two elements have been examined that were critical to the ability of the aljamas to satisfy the heavy demands made on them by the King. One of these, lending at interest, was an occupation traditionally associated with medieval Jews: money-lending enriched the individual creditor as well as, indirectly, the Crown who reaped the Jewish head tax (pecho en cabeza) and also the 10 per cent ‘cut’ of the bad debts collected by his entregadores. It still remains difficult, however, to assess the scale of lending and how far it contributed to Jewish prosperity. The impression is gained that much of this lending was of small scale, not even requiring notarisation. The service that Jews provided to their neighbours must have been a valuable one and resolution of the conflicts that arose between debtor and creditor was essential: at times, as was the case in Ocaña, this could even be achieved in a spirit of amicable cooperation. Such an instance may reflect a reality far from the image of the avaricious, usurious Jew that loomed large in medieval iconography.131

The autonomy granted to the aljamas in respect of their organisation of their tax remittance can be viewed as an enlightened policy of the Crown, one that was of mutual benefit to the King and his Jewish subjects. The rabbinic responsa provide us with an early indication of the difficulties some communities encountered in ensuring an equitable distribution of the tax burden. The first known evidence for an attempt by the elders of the aljamas to implement a kingdom-wide system of regulation is provided from the proceedings at Valladolid in the fifteenth century. Presided over by the rab de la corte, Avraham Bienveniste, the record is a testament to the desire of the Jewish communities for consensus: there was a conscious attempt to defuse discord through a democratic process of conflict resolution through popular agreement and the collective punishment of miscreants.

The anger that the inequitable distribution of the tax burden aroused in the aljamas had roots that were not dissimilar to those found among the inhabitants of the towns. Discontent with the exemptions of those noble caballeros who received privileges from the King was expressed on many occasions by the townsfolk. So, in a petition to the Cortes at Burgos in 1315 they complained:


Since in some towns and places they have privileges and letters of favour from the Kings that they are exempt from taxation […] and after their death their wives and children are exempt […] so that the other pecheros are ruined and the lands are desolate and laid waste.132



Taxation then, just as in our own times, was a major source of social discord. It would be a cause of widespread urban disorder that resulted in violent clashes in the early part of the fourteenth century and this will be discussed in the next chapter. Curiously, as will be seen, the rancour and the violence of the populace were not directed against their Jewish neighbours. For the time being, at least, Jews and their neighbours could find common cause: the agreement reached between the communities in Ocaña, the joint application of Christians and Jews in Molina for protection by the Crown of Aragon, and the three-way relationship of creditor, bondsman, and debtor in Toledo all testify to the possibility of peaceable collaboration between communities in the first half of the fourteenth century.

Because of the devaluation of the maravedí there are difficulties in evaluating the changes that occurred later in the fourteenth century. Nevertheless, the stability of the tax remittances of the Christian communities over that century does permit the perceived reduction in revenues from most Jewish communities in Castile to be viewed in historical context. That fall, coinciding as it did with the depredations of the Trastámaran war of succession, was evidence for the effects of the conflict on Jewish prosperity. The element of dispersion or even the total disappearance of some communities cannot be discounted; however, it remains most likely that it was a dismal consequence of both impoverishment and depopulation during nine long years of war.
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3 Neighbours in a century of strife


The violence that suddenly erupted against the Jews of Iberia in 1391 was a tragedy and a turning point for their communities although the extent of the slaughter and the number of conversions that were the result are hard to ascertain.1 Of particular interest in a social study of fourteenth-century Jewish life in the Peninsula is the contrast those events present to the relatively peaceable existence of the Iberian Jewish communities over the preceding centuries.

The Spanish historian Julio Valdeón Baruque expressed the view that ‘it needed only the appearance of a profound economic crisis for anti-Jewish sentiment to explode and materialise in a collective assault upon the juderías and murder of their inhabitants’.2 José María Monsalvo Antón, in his assessment of the state of ‘Hostilidad sin violencias’ in the century preceding 1350, reached a similar conclusion: ‘The Jews were hated not only for their religion or their customary occupations. The economic and social situation demanded a search for guilt and for solutions. In both cases, they thought of the Jews’.3 Yet, viewing the ample evidence for social and economic disruption in the first half of the fourteenth century in both Castile and Aragon, it is remarkable how little of popular anger was directed by Christians against their Jewish neighbours.

The silence of the medieval record with regard to anti-Jewish violence in the early part of the fourteenth century cannot, of course, be taken as proof that it did not exist. Yet, the documentation of neighbourliness in the sense of physical proximity of Christian and Jewish residents in some of the larger towns does argue for close social and commercial contacts.4

In order to understand the situation that prevailed between the communities at the end of the thirteenth until the middle of the fourteenth century, there are a few aspects of their daily lives that should be taken into account. These are, on the one hand, the urban distribution of the Jewish communities and the social interactions between Christian and Jew (as far as this can be ascertained from a very scanty record). Also relevant is the nature of the widespread discontent within the towns that frequently erupted into violence. A close examination of contemporary records shows that this was rooted in the severe economic plight that resulted from famine and disease and in the resentment of both townsfolk and the rural peasantry at the ravages of the nobility and of the wealthy magnates, the ricos hombres.5 A particular target of popular anger, and one that was readily accessible to a vengeful populace, appears not to have been the Jews but rather the privileged non-noble knights, the caballeros villanos: these men not only possessed enviable exemptions from royal taxes but were also increasingly appointed by the King to positions of power in the concejo.



Desolation, disease, and depopulation


Social unrest and rebellion occurred throughout Europe in the fourteenth century. Iberia was no exception although Teofilo Ruiz, who has written extensively on the social structure of late medieval Castile, believes that open revolt did not attain the levels seen elsewhere in Europe until 1391.6

The great famine of 1315–1317 and the plague which followed in 1348–1349 were environmental disasters which, though they had a huge impact on Northern Europe, had less readily discernible effects on the population of Castile. The Black Death resulted in accusations and violence against the Jews not only in Northern Europe but also south of the Pyrenees in the kingdom of Aragon with many incidences of anti-Jewish disorders there and in Catalonia.7 Susan Einbinder describes the recent uncovering, in 2007, of several graves of Jewish victims in Tàrraga near Barcelona. Reliably dated to 1349, many of the human remains exhibit signs of horrendous violence.8 However, the record is largely silent on such accusations or violence against the Jews in Castile. Indeed, any recorded mention of the plague itself is mostly indirect. References to pestilence in the Cortes were mainly concerned with its presumed effects on depopulation, on agriculture, and on the economy.9

Castile was the last kingdom in the Peninsula to be affected by the plague which arrived in 1349. Deaths there, it is believed, were fewer than in Catalonia or in Aragon.10 Angel Vaca Lorenzo has criticised an account that, by extrapolating figures from a register in the Bishopric of Palencia, calculated a mortality of one-third of the population in Castile.11 The surviving records that directly attribute deaths to plague are scanty and mostly apply to Galicia. However, there is evidence for Jewish deaths from the plague in Toledo and this comes from several epitaphs in the city’s Jewish cemetery. Of eighty such inscriptions, twenty-eight are related to death from plague. The stones and the epitaphs themselves can still be viewed in the museum in Toledo and they have been transcribed and translated several times, most recently by Einbinder. She confirms that, in these cases, the deaths cannot be attributed to violence.12

The ravages of the Black Death may have been less intense, but the socio-economic situation in fourteenth-century Castile was nevertheless dire. Even allowing for the possibility of exaggerated claims by the procuradores agitating for reductions in taxation, the towns suffered decades of poverty, ruin, and desolation. Severe rain and poor harvests, scarcity of labour, increased prices, and scarcity of food stuffs were recorded repeatedly in the Cortes and in the chronicles of both Fernando IV and his son Alfonso XI. The price of wheat rose at least five-fold between 1300 and 1345 and in Andalucía by as much as ten-fold.13

As early as 1302, Fernando IV’s chronicler painted a desperate picture:


That year there was a great famine in the whole land; people died in the streets of hunger and so great was the mortality among the people that they estimated that one quarter of the population died.14



More than forty years later in 1348, the author of El poema de Alfonso XI wrote:


I have reason to have great sorrow All Castile and León are to be lost Villages and towns afflicted by banditry Those who should have helped me They lay waste to my lands.15



Famine and an increasing cost of living were not the only problems faced by both the urban and rural populations. Two long regencies, that of Fernando IV (1295–1301) and of Alfonso XI (1312–1325), left power vacuums sporadically filled by a series of regents, the tutores, the longest and therefore the most significant of whom was Sancho IV’s queen, María de Molina. In Andalucía swathes of underpopulated land had been acquired in the reconquest and latifundias established on extensive territories that had been awarded to the landowning nobility.16 These men, scions of aristocratic families and wealthy magnates (the ricos hombres), were not only granted exemption from royal taxation but also had a free hand to terrorise the communities of pecheros upon whom the considerable tax burden fell.

Wherever the tax demands on the pecheros were perceived to be exorbitant or the tax burden unfairly imposed, they inevitably became a powerful focus for popular discontent. The generality of this trigger for resentment and rebellion was emphasised by Rodney Hilton in his history of medieval peasant movements and also by Samuel Cohn referring to the Tuscan revolts of 1309–1343.17 In Castile the pleas by many communities for the alleviation of excessive demands by the Crown were reflected in the numerous mentions of population recounts and of calls for fresh registrations (empadronamientos) of taxable assets of the most hard-pressed of the townsfolk.

Examples of such demands are seen in the case of two towns near Burgos. In 1311, Fernando IV’s letter to Covarrubias refers to a ‘malicious register’. This enpadronaron maliciosa had been compiled of those households remaining in the town by his officials, the egualadores: they were, he said, impoverished and unable to comply with the taxes that were demanded from the fifty-four heads of family who had formerly lived there.18 In Pancorbo in the same year Fernando responded to a plea of poverty by the concejo. Their townsfolk, he recorded, had been terrorised by the noble and non-noble knights (caballeros) and they requested a new census of taxpayers (pesquisa) that would alleviate their burden.19

In 1310 the master of the Military Order of Santiago required a fresh register of pecheros to be made by tax officials who were to be appointed locally, specifying that they be ‘neither Jew not Muslim’: tax demands he insisted should be seen to be fair and open.20 In 1325, the people of the small Rioja town of Belorado complained to the King and his regent, Juan Manuel, that the tax collectors had ignored the evidence of the local register: they demanded an enquiry (pesquisa) be instituted to verify the true number of pecheros living in that town.21 In 1327, once he had attained his majority, Alfonso XI sought to redress the chaos caused, he said, by ‘robbery, fire, rapacity, outrage and atrocity’ that had earlier prevailed in the time of his regents. Local officials, he decreed, would be appointed by his agents in each town in his kingdom in order to establish how many remained in each town or village and how many householders possessed between 120 and 1,200 maravedís and were thereby liable to taxation.22




The revolt against privilege


There is no evidence for tax riots as such in Castile in the early fourteenth century. But to the oppression of inequitable demands by the Crown was added a new sense of injustice provoked by the emergence of a new class of men in municipal administration. These were the caballeros villanos, townsmen without land, but possessing a horse and weapons of war. They received a stipend (soldada) from the Crown and were exempt from the head tax, the cabeza del pecho. Such privileges, granted to the non-noble caballeros by the monarchy, increased considerably over the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. They were an essential element in the defence of the realm against the constant threat of the Muslims from the south but also served royal interests in the assemblies, as a counterweight to the interests of the landed nobility.23

Social historians have highlighted changes in the administration of the towns and in particular the strengthening in numbers and power of the caballeros villanos.24 These non-noble knights played an ever-increasing role in the running of the concejos. The influence in urban affairs acquired by the caballeros owed much to privileges granted by Alfonso X and his successors, such as those awarded in Burgos in 1256. The charter illustrates the extent of the exemptions granted not just to individuals, but extending to their families and household, indicating the importance the Crown attached to this emerging class.


I command that the caballeros who have the best houses in town, with wives and children […] that they be exempt from pecho tax.25



In Burgos by 1322 all officers and members of the concejo came from this class of men, and Alfonso XI’s centralising reforms of 1345 ensured that his sixteen royally appointed officials (regidores) administered the city in the King’s name.26

The civil administration of the towns was transformed in the fourteenth century from a much earlier informal assembly open to all citizens (concejo abierto) to one that was closed and consisting solely of appointed officials (concejo cerrado). Ruiz, however, is sceptical that the former, more inclusive, institution ever operated at all in the late Middle Ages. A social separation evolved between the ‘good men’, the ommes buenos of the towns, who were the taxpaying townsfolk and the ruling oligarchy that increasingly included the caballeros.27

A petition to the Cortes of Burgos early in the minority of Alfonso XI (1315) shows concern for the weight of exemptions that served further to encumber the common people, with an insupportable tax load:


Since in some towns and places they have privileges and letters of favour from the Kings that they are exempt from taxation […] and after their death their wives and children are exempt […] so that the other pecheros are ruined and the lands are desolate and laid waste.28



In 1308, Fernando IV rode to Córdoba to quell a rebellion against the caballeros:


There was a great uprising in Córdoba of the people against some of the most honoured caballeros of the town […] and he served justice on those who had started and had been leaders of this rebellion of the people, for there had never been such an uprising since the city had been in Christian hands.29



There is no indication that Jews were targeted in this rebellion, despite their considerable wealth that had been documented in the Cuenta de Johan Mathe of 1294. Fourteen years before the uprising the revenues to the Crown from Christians, Muslims, and Jews in the city were 94,620, 2,000, and 38,333 mrs., respectively, showing evidence of the substantial Jewish contribution to the city’s fiscal well-being.30

The chronicle relates that in 1322, the last years of the regency of Alfonso XI, it was once again upon the caballeros and their dependents that the townsmen vented their fury. The town of Segovia, judging from its tax revenues, was of similar size to Ávila. Its Jewish population, too, was of similar size and prosperity; in the royal accounts of 1292–1294 the Jews contributed 43,300 mrs. to the exchequer compared to 24,800 mrs. as martiniega of the Christian population.31 On this occasion, the turmoil resulted from the enmity between two of Alfonso’s regents, Juan Manuel and the Infante Felipe. Felipe had been invited by three Segovian caballeros to take authority over the city and to oust a woman, Doña Mencia and her followers, who had been empowered by Juan Manuel. But, finally, incensed by the depredations of Felipe’s surrogate, Pero Laso, the population of Segovia and its surrounds turned on those very caballeros who had petitioned Felipe’s intervention in the first place:


A great many people of the villages of Segovia gathered together and entered the city […] and they came to the houses of Garci Gonzáles and Garci Sánchez, those two caballeros […] in order to kill them.32



In the mayhem that ensued there were many deaths. There is, however, no record of attacks upon the Jews though, as will shortly be seen, they were numerous and their dwellings widely dispersed throughout the town.

There was a popular uprising in Seville, too, at this time that resulted in the ejection from the city of many of Infante Felipe’s officials, the caballeros and the alcalde mayor. As in Córdoba and in Segovia, there is no mention of any harm to the Jewish population of Seville. The aljama was second in size to that of Toledo, was much wealthier and more numerous than in Segovia, and contributed 17 per cent of the city’s total tax revenue at the end of the thirteenth century.33

The chronicler summed up the state of the kingdom in 1322, towards the end of the long minority of Alfonso XI. He described the popular nature of the discontent referring to the common people as being those responsible for the many uprisings levantábanse algunas gentes de labradores á voz de comun:


Those having power, took the King’s revenues and kept about them many men and oppressed those with few possessions with outrageous taxes. In some such towns for this reason, some of the peasants rose as with one voice and killed some of their oppressors.34



Violent uprisings by the townspeople were not confined to those directed at the caballeros. There are records that indicate a threat of confrontation and also of actual violence against Genoese merchants and money-lenders settled in Seville since the twelfth century. Well established within their own quarter of the city, they were of considerable importance to the Crown and their money-lending activities may have been even greater than that of the Jews.35 Certainly these interests extended beyond large public loans that financed Castile’s military adventures to small loans granted to private individuals.36 An entry in the Liber iurium genuensis from 1281 shows that Alfonso X was aware of the antipathy and the threat to this community and sought to protect it:


No-one should dare to act contrary to the privileges I grant to the community of Genoa […] if they do so they will incur my anger and a fine of one thousand marks of new money and in case of injury the fine is doubled.37



The King’s concern was well founded as is seen from a pardon given to the citizens of Seville following a violent confrontation and consequent deaths of Genoese in 1303:


Because through your agreement with the Genoese […] you avoided war between myself and the Genoese and that you compensated the Genoese […] for the assault and for the deaths and for everything that happened.38



In this state of near anarchy and with an aggrieved population burdened with heavy taxation, there existed large and prosperous Jewish communities: the magnitude and significance of their tax returns to the Crown have already been detailed in Chapter 2. Many of the townsfolk amongst whom the Jews lived and worked would have held debts to their Jewish neighbours and in their desperation could well have turned on them as they did on the Genoese.

Yet such attacks are not mentioned either in the chronicles or in the Hebrew literature of the period. The silence of the record on this matter is not proof that this violence did not occur but, if the Jews had suffered collateral damage during civil unrest, it is likely it would have left some documental trace. The proceedings of the Cortes frequently reveal hostility to Jews, especially to court Jews and officials and to Jewish money-lending activities. But they do not refer to confrontations with Jews in the early fourteenth century when the prevailing social tensions could have led to violence against their communities. This was true even when the misery of the townsfolk was escalated still further by climatic extremes that caused harvest failures and by the devastation of the plague.

The evidence presented here does not support the argument that latent anti-Judaism needed only the pressure of economic or environmental crisis for it to be converted into violence. Until the fifteenth century, at least, physical separation of the three faith communities was not the rule in Castile. If there were opportunities for daily and close social contact between individuals, might this have been a factor that preserved harmonious communal relations even in times of civil disorder? From this perspective it is helpful to examine those registers of urban populations that can provide us with details both of location and ethnicity and of neighbourhoods that were common to their Christian, Jewish, and Muslim inhabitants.




The urban demographic (1300–1391)


The notion that Jews of the fourteenth-century Castilian juderías always lived a segregated existence, cloistered in a separate precinct of the town, is dispelled by some contemporary urban registers. Two sources, from Ávila at the beginning of the century and from Segovia between 1300 and 1389, show the dispersal of their businesses and their dwellings throughout these towns and their close proximity to their Christian and Muslim neighbours. No such record is available for the much smaller town of Belorado in the Rioja region; however, other documents provide us with a different perspective and one that reflects social tensions between the communities that were probably never very far from the surface.

In Segovia there were three synagogues each situated conveniently for their Jewish worshipers.39 The topographical dispersal of the town’s Jews is clear from the Libros de la Mayordomia de Pitanzas of the cathedral chapter. Registers of properties owned by the cathedral date from 1373 and from 1389. They show that almost one-third of rental revenues to the chapter came from Jewish households.40 The earliest mention of Jews in the town is from 1215 and the first mention of a Jewish butcher’s shop was in 1287. The number of properties recorded as being held by Jews multiplied considerably throughout the fourteenth century. Antonio Ruiz’s study of the Libro de Pitanzas of 1373 and of other rental records of the Cathedral permits us to superimpose Christian and Jewish houses and workplaces on a modern town plan of the city (see Figure 3.1).41


[image: ]
Figure 3.1 Town plan of fourteenth-century Segovia Parishes (parroquias) [image: inline image], synagogues [image: inline image], 1: vieja 2: de Burgos 3: mayor, Torah schools (almidráses). [image: inline image]


The streets and the small plazas that are mentioned in the documents are readily recognisable in their present-day counterparts. Jews, Christians, and a few Muslims lived and worked side-by-side, principally in the parroquias of San Andrés, San Esteban, and San Miguel. A few also lived in the adjacent parroquia of San Martín. In Fr. Fidel Fita’s study of the Segovia judería published more than one hundred years ago, he documented sixty names of Jewish households in the cathedral registers of 1389–1390; many of the occupations of those listed also appear.42

The tax revenue paid by the Segovia aljama to Sancho IV a century earlier in 1290 had been 50,000 mrs.43 This was virtually the same amount as that paid by the aljama of Ávila in the same year. Since we know from the register made for the Ávila cabildo in 1303 (considered below in more detail), of around fifty Jewish households paying rent to the cathedral in that town, this would suggest that the size of the Jewish population of Segovia had changed little over the century.

In the parroquia of San Andrés, the almuzara ran from the plaza de la merced in the north-west of the town towards the cathedral. Close by the plaza were both the sinagoga vieja and one of Segovia’s two almidrásas or beitei ha-midrash (Torah schools). According to the pitanza of 1373 there were several yards (corrales) adjacent to this street: there were five Christian households in the corral monar and five in that of the corral de la la posa with just one Jew. In the corral de gencol there were three houses, one designated as a palacio occupied by the Jew Abrahan Arenales and the others by Christians. On the corner were a Jew, Benveniste, and a Muslim woman, Donna Hasisa. In the ferreros, there were three houses occupied by Tovi Longor (presumably Jewish), a Christian, and another Jew, Samuel. In the corral de Romero Gil Yucef Alicarderon had three houses and in Avilesa there were three houses, one owned by a Jewess, one by a Christian woman, and the other was dilapidated. Listed also were twenty-four Christian households, mostly canonigos, which were probably within the same parish of San Andrés but lacked a more specific location.44 In the later libro de la mayordomia de las pitanzas of 1389, Fita found a total of twenty Jewish households in or adjacent to the almuzara. Among them were a weaver, a vendor of hides, a scribe (sofer), two cobblers, a tailor, and a metal-worker (fundidor).45

The almuzara led south-east towards the parroquia of San Miguel. From the plaza de San Miguel two streets radiated eastwards. In the Rehoyo was another almidrás and, in 1373, the houses of four Christians, one of them a gallinero (purveyor of chickens), and five Jews including a cobbler whose house must have been of a superior construction, termed a palacio. In 1389 thirteen Jewish households were recorded in the Rehoyo. At the furthest end and just by the sinagoga mayor were a Jew and two Muslims, Abrahén and Hamete. At that time, also, six Jewish households were on the plaza itself: in the Correoneria, running between the plazas San Miguel and Altares, there were three further Jewish dwellings that included a bag-maker and a fisico. The 1373 register listed thirteen Christian shops in the Correoneria, nearly all of them trading in fish or spices. No Jew is listed as trading in fish. This register shows that Iohan Sanchez de Urniesta, canonigo, lived right opposite the sinagoga mayor and that a Muslim, ‘Mahomet hijo de don Hacan moro de la collacion de Sant Miguell’ had three houses in San Miguel.

A further concentration of Jewish houses was close to the sinagoga de Burgos in the cal de Escudero. This street, that still exists, radiated northwards from the plaza San Miguel in the parroquia of San Esteban. In 1373, at least six Christian households were listed that included Gil Ferrandez, a precentor, and also a servant of the archdeacon of Segovia. Of note, Huda Gahon (Yehuda Gaon) also named as Huda Melamed (teacher or rabbi) lived there, next door to the canonigo Garcia Ferrandez. Don Çag had a fine house above the parish water culvert (or possibly sewer). Nine Jews were listed there in 1389: they included two tailors but no longer the rabbi Yehuda.46

The Iglesia de San Martin still survives today, close to the plaza San Martin. It was to this sanctuary in 1322 that one of the two hated caballeros, Garci Gonzáles and Garci Sánchez, fled from the enraged mob. Gathered together with his followers in the church tower, they died there in a fire set by the rioters that caused the whole structure to collapse.47 The church was only a few hundred meters from both the sinagoga mayor (today the Convento de Corpus Christi) and those Jews whose houses or shops were clustered in or around San Miguel. Yet the anger of the mob was directed solely against the oppressive caballeros: their Jewish neighbours, it seems, were left untouched by the violence.

The cathedral archive in Segovia holds a record that implies, at the very least, a familiarity between the town’s Jews and Christians and an awareness of each other’s religious practices. The archbishop of Toledo, Don Juan de Aragon, visited the cathedral of Segovia in 1326 and issued a decree dated 2 August of that year. The decree was critical of the town’s Christians for the following reasons:


Verily, we understand that on Good Friday, amongst the Christian and Hebrew women, they dress themselves with clothes and other adornments and among them, both men and women: on that said day of fasting from bread and water they receive unleavened bread from the Jews. This abominable practice is a fast prohibited by Christ since in fact this bread is defiled.48



This custom raises some interesting questions. Easter and Passover often coincide: did Segovia’s Christians wrongly believe that the Jewish custom of eating only unleavened bread (Matzot) was, in itself, a sort of Lenten fast and therefore acceptable for themselves on the fast day before Easter? Or was it an example of syncretism, a conscious adoption of a religious injunction followed by their Jewish neighbours?

Fita concluded his account with a dismal statistic derived from a 1392 Libro de Mayordomia. Just one year after the anti-Jewish riots of 1391, the register led Fita to believe that 40 per cent of the sixty Jews in the earlier register were now missing: they had either perished in the riots or perhaps moved elsewhere. The cause of the massacres that erupted in Castile and Aragon in that year still remains uncertain and this is considered further in the next chapter. Although the extent of violence and death amongst the Jews of Segovia has been questioned, it is hard to dispute Fita’s conclusion of a much diminished judería after 1391.49

* * *

A remarkable document from early fourteenth-century Ávila not only detailed the location of Jews, Christians, and Moslems in the town: it also confirmed the closeness of their dwellings, the fabric and upkeep of the houses, rents paid, and even some insight into what daily life may have been like for these neighbours. The census, becerro, of those living in church-owned property in the town was compiled for the cathedral chapter, the cabildo, by the town’s bell ringer and scribe, Pascual Sánchez, between 1303 and 1306. Around fifty householders cited as Jews or possessing Jewish names appear in the register.50

Not only did all three confessional groups live as neighbours, they sometimes shared the same courtyard (corral) as was the case in Segovia. Laguzzi’s contention that the majority of the Jews had no profession other than money-lending is not supported by the documentation, which indicates that many of the occupations listed were common between communities.51 The commonest of the eighteen occupations identified in the register together with those from later sources were those of blacksmith and shopkeeper: there were also locksmiths, money-brokers, cobblers, weavers, carpenters, and dyers.52
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Figure 3.2 Town plan of Ávila with superimposed boundaries of the juderías in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Households: Jewish [image: inline image], Muslim [image: inline image], Christian [image: inline image], Synagogue [image: inline image]


The becerro listed a precise location within the town for only twenty-three of the households or businesses: eleven of these were Jewish and the others Christian or Muslim. Figure 3.2 shows how close some of these neighbours were to each other at the very beginning of the fourteenth century.53 The Yuradero was just outside the town’s walls and was the site of the synagogue: it, together with neighbouring Santo Tomé, housed the largest concentration of Jewish dwellings although Christians and Muslims also lived there.

Santo Tomé was the barrio de mayor densidad de judíos until the early fourteenth century.54 In a road leading from the plaza lived the carpenter Martín Díaz who possessed a house with fine doors. His neighbours were the Christian physician, Master Johan, Abrahem, and the painter Abdalla:


The church houses in which lives Martín Lopez Carpenter, and behind are the houses belonging to the archdeacon Martín Díaz where Master Juan the doctor lives […] At the plaza entrance on the other side, Abdalla, painter, and opposite is Master Juan […] in that plaza live both Abrahem and Master Juan.55



Further on towards the centre of town on calle del Lomo lived the wife of Acenar Ximeno, a Christian, close by the houses of the Jew Yuçaf Davila, so close by, in fact, that water from the roof of the Jew’s house inundated his neighbour:


At the end of calle del Lomo […] on the left side, the house owned by Acenar Ximeno’s wife, touching the houses of Yuçaf Davila […] water falls on it from Yuçaf Davila’s roof which it should not.56



It seems that Acenar Ximeno himself shared a courtyard with a Jew and the wife (or widow) of Santius Munnoz, presumably a Christian:


The yard of Acenar Ximeno and Yaco and of the wife, that was, of Santius Munnoz.57



Two cobblers, one Jewish and one Christian, worked side by side and the Christian also owned the upper floor (attic) of both houses. Their immediate neighbour was a Christian:


Then there is the cobbler shop of Samuel where he lives, next to cobbler Roman Perez, adjacent to the houses that were those of Domingo Nunnez. Roman Perez owns the attic of both shops.58



The Yuradero neighbourhood was home to a number of Jews: three blacksmiths (ferreros), a seamstress (que affila los pannos), and a milliner (chipelero).59 However, Haziz the locksmith (cerrageo) was probably a Muslim and the houses of Christians Gonçalo Gonçalez and Vidalez el Luengo were also there. The Christian tenants, like some others, suffered from inundation: ‘water falls from this house and is in need of a channel to divert the overflow’.60 There was a single Jewish butcher close to the houses of Johan Nunnez, Sant Pedro, and Yahuda Mucache. The synagogue and the rabbi’s house were nearby, also situated in the Yuradero.61

* * *

There is an extensive literature on other juderías of Castile in the fourteenth century although the contemporary records do not reveal the level of detail that is available for Ávila and Segovia. Seville, a much larger city, was second only to Toledo in the size of its Jewish population. It numbered perhaps more than 200 Jewish families at the time of the 1290 tax registers of Sancho IV, and up to 500 in 1391. Many of them lived, worshipped, and conducted their businesses close to the Christian community and beyond their own quarter.62 A few wealthy families were awarded their own village in the post-reconquest repartimiento: it was situated just outside Seville at Paterna and was known as Paterna de los Judíos.63

* * *

The lives of the Jews of the small town of Belorado in the Rioja region of Northern Castile reflected a different reality, however. Their numbers were fewer even than in medium-sized towns such as Segovia or Ávila: their tax revenues amounted to 8,500 mrs. in the Ordenamiento de Toledo of 1291, so one might assume a population of no more than about ten households.64 Documents relating to the town’s Jews in the fourteenth century indicate that they lived their lives separately from their Christian neighbours. They also demonstrate the repeated attempts to restrict Jewish commercial interaction with the townsfolk and record disputes between the communities which were resolved through the arbitration of local justices.

The judería was situated close to the castle and to its walls. Opinion is divided as to its precise location: it may have been in the Corro, close to the Verdancho brook but, wherever it was, the Jews of Belorado were largely excluded from the Christian neighbourhoods.65 This is clear from a privilege of Fernando IV granted to the town in 1301:


It is commanded that no Jew of the town or of its surroundings may enter on Monday, the market day or make any purchases.66



An indication that their habitations lay close to the castle was the requirement that they care for the integrity of its walls and especially of the tower:


We further command that they take especial care of the torre del homenage, not allowing it to fall, under pain of my displeasure.67



The royal privilege awarded by Fernando IV included the injunction that the crimes and other judicial matters of the Jews should be judged separately from Christians (que sean juzgados sus delitos y causas apartadamente de los cristianos viejos). This juridical arrangement was almost universal throughout Castile: the restrictions were repeated and expanded upon twenty years later by Alfonso XI at the Cortes de Valladolid in 1325 in response to the town’s procurador, Gonzalo Corral:


Jews of the town should have their own judge; they should not have any dealings, neither sell nor buy from Old Christians since Jews do much deception and wickedness.

Therefore, the King Don Alfonso grants favour to the town that the Jews shall be separate from the Old Christians and shall not have any dealings, neither sell nor buy, except on the Monday of each week.68



The royal insistence on the separateness of the Jews in Belorado was unusual at this period, although it was to become a key policy of the Crown a century later. The apparent volt face over market access, if it were genuine and not an error of the seventeenth-century copyist, was corrected by Alfonso eight years later:


On account of the inhabitants of the town having defended and repopulated it at their expense after it was destroyed and razed in the time of King Sancho […] they should have a free market every Monday throughout the year; affirming that neither Muslims nor Jews of that town may sell or buy in that market.69



The town of Belorado was close to the lucrative pilgrimage route, the camino de Sant Iago. The granting of rights to a mercado franco was probably connected to the town’s proximity to the camino: so too were the concessions granting freedom for all the town’s traders from the transportation tax, the portazgo, from the sales tax (alcabala), and other impositions. These exemptions, interestingly enough, extended to Muslims and Jews.70

Why would Jews have been excluded from the Monday market? It’s hard to avoid the possibility of envy and commercial competition. Jews would have travelled from elsewhere to take advantage of the market’s favourable conditions. Perhaps visiting different markets throughout the week, their presence would have constituted unwelcome competition to local Christian merchants seeking to capitalise on the passing pilgrim trade.

There was a further attempt to squeeze Belorado’s Jews out of the town’s economic life. In 1408 a representative of the aljama took their case to the Infante Fernando:


Ayn Meromet, a Jew of that town […] complained that the town and its justices harass and compel them to sweep the streets and squares and to repair the walls that extend from the Torre del Homenage to the arco de Doña Blanca, and that they do not allow them to graze their flocks in the pastures nor to cut firewood in the countryside.71



The maintenance of the town’s walls had been the responsibility of the aljama already for a century. In a privilege to the Muslims and the Jews granted by the King earlier in 1408 both communities had been exempted from paying taxes on account of that obligation and the care of the Tower. Perhaps the practice had fallen into desuetude but the requirement to sweep the streets was a further humiliation. Why the Jews rather than the Muslims suffered at the hands of the townsfolk is unclear. Maybe both were affected but either the Jews were more numerous or just more vocal in their protest. The Infante’s ruling shows that a compromise was reached that satisfied both parties. If the Jews provided two men to sweep the streets every Thursday and if they agreed to maintain the town’s walls, their access to firewood and their grazing rights would be restored.

Another source of tension between the communities was the matter of unpaid debts. Debtors wanted to draw out the period of repayment of their debt, perhaps indefinitely, through repayment by instalments, the so-called señales. In 1302 Jewish complaints about this to the concejo seem to have borne fruit. Both parties agreed that this practice should cease. As a ‘trade-off’, the collection of these debts would in the future become the responsibility of the concejo rather than of the entregadores, royal agents who would have taken 10 per cent of the debt that was due to the Crown.72

The compromises reached over the debts owing to Belorado’s Jews and over their grazing rights may not have been as amicable as the agreement reached between the communities in the town of Ocaña referred to in Chapter 2. Yet, these rulings show that the resolution of disputes could be obtained between communities through the intervention of local municipal officials. In 1408 this was the local justice, the juez y comisario Juan Fernández. In the case of the unpaid debts, it was either the King’s regional administrator, the merino, or the local juez who was to take over the responsibility for settling complaints.73




Conclusion


The impulse to scapegoat individuals or minority groups in society has been prevalent throughout history. Whether those targeted were Jews, lepers, homosexuals, or simply of a different race or nationality, hostility has often been heightened and violence precipitated in times of social or economic crisis.74 Yet, despite the severe social pressures in early fourteenth-century Castile that included disease, famine, and the oppression of the nobles and magnates, the population did not instinctively seek out their Jewish neighbours. It was not against them that the population vented their anger in the many urban uprisings that occurred at that time.

The privileged non-noble knights, the caballeros villanos, even the Genoese money-lenders were those who were particularly subject to attack. The Jews however, to many of whom the townsfolk would have owed debts, were largely left in peace. In the towns they often lived and worked in the same streets, sharing the same back-yard with their Christian or Muslim neighbours. In Segovia, as we have seen, this may have led to an easy familiarity: Jews sharing their unleavened bread with Christians at Easter-time, much to the consternation of the ecclesiastical authorities.

This is not to say that relations were harmonious in all places and at all times. Belorado offers an example of exclusion in the context of a small Rioja town. But, even there, compromise was possible: mediation could ensure that each community was able to survive whether through resolving problems of the procedures for debt repayment or of pasturage or of the vital access of Jewish households to kindling.

By the middle of the century, however, things were about to change. All civil wars polarise society and the war of Trastámaran succession would be no exception. All levels of Castilian society were the losers and in the next chapter we shall see how the Jews, who had backed the wrong side in the conflict, suffered particularly harshly. The war and its terrible aftermath were transformative, and not only for the Jews. Yet, through all the turmoil that ensued, a certain habit of neighbourliness would survive. Over more than a century the Jewish minority would re-establish itself. But with its wealth and influence diminished, it would find itself beset by a novel situation, the establishment of neighbourhoods of conversos and their descendants, the New Christians. The uncertainty and the ambivalence created by this new social class would foreshadow the clash of identities of the fifteenth century.
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4 The disruption of civil war
Prelude to a tragedy


The situation of the Jews changed for the worse during the long, armed struggle between Pedro and his half-brother Enrique. The civil war began shortly after Pedro’s accession in 1350 and lasted until his death in 1369 and had profound consequences for the whole population although it was the Jewish aljamas that suffered the most. Anti-Jewish sentiment certainly played its part in this; yet, as so often in Castile, the fate of the Jews needs to be viewed in the context of the concurrent political struggle.

Pedro was the legitimate heir of Alfonso XI by his wife, María of Portugal, whereas Enrique Trastámara was the son of Alfonso’s mistress, Leonor de Guzmán. Her imprisonment and execution on the order of the Queen Mother in 1351 scandalised her sons and was, according to Lope de Ayala’s chronicle, one cause of the wider tragedy that followed:


They understood that because of this there were great wars and scandals in the kingdom […] since Doña Leonor had illustrious sons and family […] and much evil and war were the result.1



The first blow in the war that followed was struck when Pedro, together with his Jewish tesorero, Samuel ha-Levi, was briefly held prisoner by Enrique and his brother Fadrique at Toro in 1354. Furthermore, the abandonment by Pedro of his French wife, Blanca de Borbón, and her later death antagonised the French: they allied themselves with Enrique later offering him sanctuary as well as forces and arms to continue his battles against Pedro. Since Pedro IV of Aragon was at war with his namesake in Castile from 1357 to 1365, it too became a safe haven for Enrique where he was able to re-trench and reassemble his armies.

In 1363 Pedro the Cruel sought an alliance with the English king Edward III, who was France’s adversary in the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453). In this way the fratricidal war in Castile took on the character of a surrogate conflict in the wider continental struggle. The French and English forces mustered by the brothers, active participants in the fighting, were a major cause of the deprivations and deaths of both the Jewish and the Christian populations.

The civil war in Castile spanned fifteen years and was an ‘on-off’ affair in which a series of victories by Enrique were interspersed with defeats and by his flight to Aragon and later to France. Each of the incursions into Castile by Enrique had serious implications for the aljamas and a summary of these and of other related events in the war is presented in Figure 4.1.
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Figure 4.1 Chronology of the civil war 1354–1369




Jews as agents in the conflict between Pedro and Enrique Trastámara


In a war of this nature huge damage was inevitably inflicted on civilian populations. It is instructive to compare contemporary accounts of the casualties suffered by the townsfolk found in Lope de Ayala’s chronicle and in the records of the Cortes with the first-hand accounts by Jewish witnesses to atrocities committed upon their own communities.

A vivid example of the desperation of communities towards the end of the conflict is given in the chronicle. The account describes the ten-month siege of Toledo by Enrique’s forces in 1369:


Pedro’s intention was to come to the aid of those in Toledo, who were besieged […] they had no food, especially not bread.

Many had died or were weakened and had no more horses because of the great famine in the city […] so they even eat the horses and mules and the population was much diminished and few people were left.2



A Cortes was convened by Enrique in Burgos two years earlier, after he had already declared himself to be King. The mercenaries that accompanied him were charged by the procuradores with spoliation of town and country and the Jews with profiteering from their misery. The population was left needy and depleted, they complained, because of this as well as because of:


the taxes and tributes of that evil tyrant who called himself king, and because of the foreign companies who came with you who stole bread and wine and livestock and much else and killed men and women […] so because of this we had to borrow great sums at interest from the Jews who demanded the double of the principal.3



In a further complaint about Jewish creditors, the procuradores harked back to ‘that evil tyrant’s privado, Samuel ha-Levi’, linking his collection of Pedro’s taxes to the demands of the money-lenders.4 Samuel, it will be recalled, had already been dead seven years but his reputation survived him.

Ayala was quite explicit in his description of the support provided by Castile’s Jews to Pedro. For the first time in their history the whole community suffered directly for its partisan adherence to one or other political faction. But before considering Jewish narratives of the war it is worthwhile dwelling briefly on the character of the chronicler himself and the trustworthiness of his accounts of the war and of its protagonists.

In her study of Lope de Ayala’s life and works, Helen Nader described his Crónica del rey don Pedro, as the first Renaissance history in Castile.5 His attitude to the King must have been shaped by his defection from Pedro’s camp to that of the Trastámaran usurper in 1366. Whether through fear for his own safety or loyalty to his family, his abandonment of his patron after the King’s ceding of Burgos in that year might have affected his own vaunted objectivity.6 In the prologue to his chronicle, Ayala proclaimed his reliance on his own experience and on the testimony of reliable witnesses.7 Yet, without directly criticising Pedro, Ayala employed ‘reported speech’ as a device to convey his own opinions of Pedro and his court as well as to heighten the dramatic impact of the events he described.8 Two of Pedro’s letters leave no doubt about the King’s sense of betrayal by his former lieutenant. Writing to the city of Murcia in 1367 and in 1368, he named Ayala as a traitor to be apprehended and killed as an example to others.9

Ayala’s talents were wide-ranging: he had served as page (doncel) to Pedro, later as his naval commander and alguacil mayor in Toledo. His major literary work, apart from the chronicle, was the Rimado de Palacio which is discussed in the next chapter. The poem reveals his preoccupation with moral precepts and this concern, Robert Tate has suggested, also suffuses the chronicle, providing a vivid portrayal of political motivations.10 Yet, because of the anti-Jewish tropes expressed in some of the Rimado’s verses, Ayala himself has also been labelled as a ‘turncoat and notable anti-Semite’.11 Quite apart from the anachronism of such a description, Ayala’s many references in the chronicle to the Jews, their suffering, and the part they played in the war do not support such a harsh judgement.

* * *

The civil war did indeed bring about a cultural shift that affected the Jewish communities: yet it was not quite the one that has been formerly suggested, particularly by Spanish historians. In the nineteenth century, Amador de los Ríos did not doubt the hatred of the Trastámaras for the Jews and cited the adverse consequences that awaited them once Enrique became king.12 Heinrich Graetz’s opinion of Enrique was more measured and he concluded that ‘Henry had no particular aversion to the Jews’.13 Yet Spanish historiography continued to portray the king as a propagandist who cynically used anti-Jewish tropes in order to divert popular opinion away from Pedro and towards his own illegitimate cause.14

In fact, there is little direct evidence for a deliberate intention by Enrique to incite popular hatred against Jews. This view may partly derive from a misinterpretation of the contemporary record. But there is also contrary evidence provided by the King’s actions and pronouncements following his victory over Pedro. There is, though, at least one exception to this that dates from the height of the conflict. In a letter sent by Enrique to the concejo of Covarrubias in 1366 he sought to justify his usurpation of the kingship. In the letter Enrique linked Pedro’s tyranny to his favouring of both Jews and Muslims:


We are aware of the destruction of the kingdom and of the land … wrought by that evil tyrant, enemy of God and of his holy Church … raising up and enriching the Moors and the Jews and granting them possessions.



He promised to restore the social order, in the name of God and the Church:


We shall liberate the kingdom from subjection […] and will restore each and every one to his position and his estate and his rights […] so that God and his holy Church and his holy faith may flourish.15



In associating Jews and Muslims with Pedro’s cause, Enrique may well have had in mind not only Jewish support for his enemy but also the alliance that his brother had made with Muhammad V of Granada.16 The attacks on southern strongholds loyal to Enrique, Córdoba, Jaen, and Úbeda were conducted together with Granadan forces and according to the chronicle two of the towns, Jaen and Úbeda, were laid waste by them.17

We have already seen in Chapter 1 how legend and ballad attached themselves to Pedro’s court, to the supposed magical powers of his privado Samuel ha-Levi and the incarceration and murder of his wife, Blanca de Borbón. French and Anglo-French commentators were the source of scandalous allegations about Pedro’s legitimacy, his Jewish origins and Jewish connections. Jean de Venette, the second continuator of the Latin chronicle of Guillaume de Nangis, reported the following about Enrique:


Henry said that though Peter had obtained the kingdom a long time before, he had done so contrary to God and justice and that the kingdom belonged rather to him. He charged Peter with being a changeling not a true son of the dead king but a child of Jewish parentage secretly substituted by the queen for the daughter to whom she had just given birth […] So at least Henry strongly alleged. He also charged Peter with being a heretic and, worse, an adherent of the Jews and of their law who set at nought and condemned the law of Christ our Lord.18



The seemingly absurd allegation of Pedro’s Jewish ancestry may have been supplemented by another which also challenged his hereditary right to the kingdom. His nickname of Pero Gil, it has been suggested, indicates that he was the product of an illicit liaison between the Queen Mother, María of Portugal and her kinsman, Juan Alfonso de Alburquerque in whose lineage the surname Gil appeared.19 Neither this nor the changeling accusation is at all likely to be true, and both were disregarded by Ayala in his chronicles.

The war ended with the murder of Pedro by his brother at Montiel on 23 March 1369. Ayala’s account of Pedro’s death was further embellished by the Anglo-French chronicler Jean Froissart. His recorded speech has Enrique insulting his half-brother with the slur of Jewish parentage. Entering Pedro’s tent, he proclaimed:


Where is this son of a Jewish whore who calls himself King of Castile!20



What may have been said in the heat of the moment cannot be known for certain. Froissart’s reference does, however, show that the changeling allegation was current and probably originated in France. An explanation for Ayala’s failure to record these dubious claims may have been his desire not to offend the sensibilities of Enrique III: the final version of the chronicle, the version vulgar, was written after 1388 by which time the political scene had changed. Enrique III had married Catalina de Lancaster who was a granddaughter of Pedro so that unsubstantiated charges of Pedro’s illegitimacy would not have sat well with his royal masters.21

Enrique’s campaign to oust his half-brother from the throne of Castile was punctuated by extended sojourns in either Aragon or France where he sought refuge in 1356 and again in 1367. His presence there may explain the scabrous combination of polemic and legend that appeared in Froissart’s chronicle and in the work of Jean de Venette. It certainly had as a result the French intervention on Enrique’s behalf in the Castilian war.

Both the Crown of France under Jean II and later Charles V, and the Avignon popes, were antagonistic to Pedro and supportive of Enrique’s claim. Pope Urban V recognised Enrique and condemned Pedro for his desertion of his wife, Blanca. The king was excommunicated and in 1366 Charles and Enrique agreed the invasion of Castile by the White Company led by the Breton knight, Bertrand du Guesclin.22 Although the reliability of the Anglo-French chronicler Jean Froissart (d. 1405) has been questioned, his accounts of the events are detailed and provide a useful comparison with those of Lope de Ayala in his chronicle of Pedro’s reign.23 Froissart was in England at the time of his composition of his work, in the service of Queen Philippa of Hainault and his chronicle is thought to be generally biased in favour of England’s cause in the Hundred Years’ War. Yet in his account of the civil war he leans heavily towards the Trastámaran side rather than that of Pedro, despite the latter’s alliance with the Black Prince.24 Froissart and the other French chronicler, Jean de Venette, are sources of much of the anti-Jewish invective that is most often attributed to Enrique himself.

The political motives Froissart offered to explain the support of the French and of the Avignon pope for Enrique’s expedition are relevant to an understanding of French perceptions of Pedro’s reign and his perfidious alliance with Jews and Muslims. The funding by them of du Guesclin’s White Company was acknowledged, even at the time, to be a ploy to rid France of the menace of undisciplined mercenaries who had wrought havoc on French soil.25 Furthermore, Pedro was depicted as a man of unusual cruelty who had murdered his wife, Queen Blanche de Bourbon, cousin of Jean II of France. He had allied himself to the Muslims of Granada and North Africa and was perceived as a threat to the Church, as an infidel and as a heretic.26




Narratives of violence


Although assaults against Jews during the conflict are well documented, not all the attacks were the work of Enrique or of his Castilian troops. Furthermore, the active part that Jews played in defending Pedro’s interests in the war has not been sufficiently acknowledged. Castile’s Jews have generally been assumed to be passive victims of greed and prejudice: though this was the case in some of the massacres described, in others Jews suffered as active participants in the resistance to Enrique.

The first recorded attack by the Trastámarans upon the Jews in the war was in Toledo in 1355.27 The smaller judería known as Alcaná bore the brunt of the pillage and murder, but the larger walled judería mayor resisted the attack made by Enrique and his brother Fadrique the Maestre de Santiago.


They plundered and killed the Jews they found there (Alcaná), as many as 1,200 people, men, women, great and small.28



Ayala recorded that the brothers were resting in their camp whilst this was happening, desque entraron en la ciudad, asosegaron en sus posadas, seemingly dissociating themselves from the slaughter. Significant in this account and that of a subsequent battle for Burgos in 1367 is the implied part that both juderías played in actively resisting Enrique’s attack on these cities. In the battle for Toledo Jews and caballeros seem to have fought side by side within the walled judería mayor:


Some caballeros who took the side of the King, helped the Jews, and each one of them defended the main judería.29



Ayala provided detail of the help these men provided to the Jews who were defending the main judería. Up to 300 armed men passed across the dry river-bed, holding on to the hemp ropes provided to them by the Jews.30

The later battle at Burgos (1367) was more one-sided. The judería seems to have held out on its own against Enrique who had been welcomed by the clergy and the population:


The Bishop and all the clerics and all the honourable and good men of the city received him with great solemnity, whilst shots and arrows were fired from the castle and the judería.31



Enrique ordered the tunnelling and mining of the judería and the castle and set up siege engines. This done, he ordered his forces to engage the judería. The Jews, seeing they could not defend themselves, treated with the king and falling on his mercy promised him a ransom of un cuento (one million mrs.).32

Both de Venette and Froissart recorded the participation of Jewish men-at-arms on Pedro’s side. The Breton commander, du Guesclin, is portrayed by de Venette as a fine and vigorous soldier, miles bene strenuus:


There were many valiant feats of arms performed by Bertrand and his Bretons; many adversaries were slaughtered and subjugated by Henry, and very many Jews, who assisted in great number in Peter’s army, were killed and slaughtered in great numbers.33



Froissart was dismissive of Pedro’s Jewish soldiery:


They had strange people to encounter such as Moors and Portuguese: the Jews who were there soon turned their backs and would not fight.34



To the extent shown by the Castilian, French, and English chroniclers, the actions of Enrique against the juderías were acts of war. Other encounters, however, were accompanied by the massacre of innocents. In 1360 Enrique had returned from exile in France and Ayala recounted his army’s slaughter of Jews at Nájera. It is not known if he was accompanied by Frenchmen at this juncture and the motive for the killing reveals a cynical ploy by Enrique. In Ayala’s words, he aimed thereby to ensure the loyalty to him of those who had committed the murders, because they would then fear the wrath of Pedro:


The Conde Don Enrique […] and other caballeros who were with him had already entered Castile and as they arrived at Nájera they allowed the killing of the Jews. And the Conde Don Enrique allowed this killing of the Jews to happen because the people did it willingly, and for that very reason they became scared of and mistrusted the king and took the side of the Conde.35



By 1366, both sides in the conflict had enlisted help from beyond the Pyrenees. Pedro, together with Edward, the Black Prince, and his companies, vanquished the forces of Enrique and du Guesclin at Nájera in 1367. The events of this period towards the end of the civil war are described in a contemporary Hebrew work of 1368, Mekor ḥayyim, by the Jewish scholar Samuel ibn Zarza. The epilogue to this philosophical tract describes the depredations of the communities during the war.

Ibn Zarza makes it quite clear that the foreign troops, both those of the Black Prince and of du Guesclin, were responsible for the massacres. Ibn Zarza recorded the entry of Enrique to Castile in the year 1368:


The soldiers who were with him were a shameless nation who did not distinguish the old from the young, whose speech was unknown and unintelligible.

At the beginning of Enrique’s reign the foreigners that came with him killed the pure and holy community of Briviesca […] Not one was left of the two hundred householders who lived there.36



Pedro’s mercenaries proved equally barbarous:


The soldiers with the King Don Pedro killed many of the holy community of Villadiego.37



That the English mercenaries who accompanied the Black Prince were responsible for much of the slaughter is confirmed in a document from Aguilar in 1370 after the war had ended. The aljama was unable to meet a demand of the monastery of Santa María for a diezmo of 3,000 mrs. on account, it protested, ‘of the abandonment of the village because of the many deaths, and wickedness and damage they had suffered from the English’.38

The suffering of the Jews throughout the fifteen years of the civil war should not be perceived as part of a deliberate campaign nor of a systemic hatred of the Jews as it has often been portrayed. The aljamas were in possession of a significant portion of urban wealth, as has already been described in Chapter 2 in an examination of the tax revenues from the late thirteenth century. This made them a profitable target for huge ransom demands, especially from Enrique since he knew they could help cover his military expenditure and were in no position to refuse. The troops, especially the English and French, might loot and kill at their will, finding reward for their services when none was forthcoming from their leaders. In 1367 Pedro wrote to the city of Murcia requesting funds to pay off the Black Prince. His men were ravaging the countryside in lieu of the payment that he admits he was unable to provide:


The companies of that Prince are at large in my kingdom wreaking damage, as you know, because I cannot pay them the wages that they have earned.39



The Jews suffered alongside their Christian and Muslim neighbours from the ravages of war and siege. An example of the latter, cited earlier, was the lengthy siege of Toledo by Enrique’s forces in 1368–1369: this event provides an example of concordance between two contemporary accounts – one Hebrew and the other Castilian.40

Menaḥem ben Aaron ibn Zerah (d. 1385) composed the Hebrew work Tsedah la-derekh, between 1368 and 1385 in Toledo. It was intended as a guide to the essentials of Jewish law, probably for wealthy, acculturated Jews with a less-than-perfect grasp of Jewish law, halaḥa. The prologue to the work describes the troubles and privations of Iberian Jews in the fourteenth century. He described his miraculous escape from the massacres of Jews in Navarre in 1328, committed by the French pastoureaux. The Shepherd’s Crusade began in France but spread across the Pyrenees into the French ruled kingdom.41 Ibn Zerah travelled to Castile, only to suffer again in Toledo together with the rest of its inhabitants through the long siege:


So that they consumed the flesh of their sons and daughters and there died in the siege 8,000 people great and small from the hunger and lack of everything.42



As reviewed in Chapter 2, the economic consequences of the war were reflected in the huge decrease in tax revenues made by the aljamas to the Crown. The 700,000 mrs. which was the totality of Jewish taxes paid to Enrique II in 1378 amounted to only one-third of that paid in the reign of Sancho IV a century earlier. The massive ransoms repeatedly demanded of the aljamas by Enrique would have certainly have been a significant factor in their impoverishment. In Burgos two ransoms of a cuenta (each of approximately one million mrs.) were paid by the aljama to Enrique, respectively, in 1366 and 1367. In Toledo, in 1366 he had received a similar sum from the Jews there, ‘in order that he could pay the Company that was with him’.43

Ibn Zarza confirmed Ayala’s account of the punitive demand made of the Burgos aljama in 1367:


He demanded 50,000 doblas from the people, so there was great distress, in order to meet the ransom they sold all the silver ornaments of the sifrei torah […] Those who were not able to pay the ransom were sold as slaves.44



Three months after Enrique became undisputed King, following his murder of Pedro in 1369, yet another ransom was demanded from the Jews of Toledo amounting to 880,000 mrs. But this time the King’s ordinance carried a physical threat. Non-compliance would result in imprisonment, torture, and starvation.45

The violence and the extortionate levies visited on the aljamas by Enrique and his followers might seem to indicate his personal animosity towards the Jews. Yet it is not possible to uncover a consistent anti-Jewish rhetoric employed by Enrique during the war. Even in 1367, while the war continued to rage, Enrique refused to accede to a petition of the Cortes to remove Jewish officials from his service:


Never before were the kings of Castile so petitioned. Although some Jews are in our household, we shall not keep their counsel nor grant them such power so they shall not do damage in our lands.46

It is true that we appoint Jews to collect the revenues since no-one else will do it […] If certain Christians wished to collect my revenues, we will collect less from them than from the Jews.47



True to his word, two years later Enrique appointed a Jew, Yuçef Pichon, as his almoxarife mayor promoting him to the exalted position of contador mayor (treasurer) in 1371. Pichon’s almost inevitable fall from favour and death had nothing to do with Enrique or with his heir, Juan I. It was a result of a conspiracy against him from within his own Jewish community as previously related in Chapter 1.

Pleas to the new King at the assemblies of the Cortes petitioned him to alleviate the heavy load of debt to the Jews and were met with a sympathetic response. At the first Cortes that Enrique convoked in Burgos in 1367, he agreed to a reduction in interest repayment of one-third and to a two-year delay in debt repayment. The privations of the Castilian population caused by his foreign mercenaries affected them as well as their Jewish neighbours. But Enrique expressed concern for the poverty of the Jewish communities, although this hardly rings true in the light of the heavy ransoms he had exacted during the conflict:


Our aljamas of the Jews are poor and needy because they have not been paid what has been owing to them for a long time.48



Furthermore, in an ordinance that favoured the Jews Enrique denied a request to revoke their previous privileges in relation to the retention of pledges:


We ordain that the Jew’s oath should be honoured as holder of any item or pledge demanded from him.49






Sermons of hatred


A letter of admonishment that Enrique wrote in 1378, just one year before his death, has a two-fold significance. Not only does its tone run counter to that expected of one with an ingrained antipathy to Jews but its context marks the beginning of the preaching of the zealous and rabidly anti-Jewish archdeacon of Écija, Ferrand Martinez. The rhetoric and sermons of the archdeacon against the Jews would be the fuse that would trigger the Peninsula-wide pogroms thirteen years later. The King’s letter was to Martinez himself:


The Jews of the noble city of Seville have complained to us that you are doing them harm by preaching against them […] so that they fear that the people will come to hate them […] in the knowledge that the Jews are our property and all things pertaining to them require our permission and favour […] We command you to desist from involvement in the defence or advice of Christians who deny Jews a living amongst them or any dealings with them […] We command that the alcalde and alguazil and other officials of the noble city of Seville […] that they guard and defend the said Jews and do not permit you, the archdeacon, any judgements that concern the Jews in any way.50



Ferrand Martinez held a high position in the archiepiscopal see of Seville as vicar-general to the archbishop Pedro Barroso. As his judicial representative, he arrogated to himself judicial powers over Seville’s Jews which flew in the face of Enrique’s mandate that no judgements be passed on Jews unless by his own, royal command.51

Of course, Enrique’s intervention on behalf of the Jews should not be mistaken for sentimental concern for their welfare. It simply reiterates the royal prerogative over all matters concerning his Jewish minority. His expression of this in the letter los judios son nuestra camera indicated, as it had so often in the past, royal anxiety for the preservation of a valuable resource over which the King should have exclusive authority. After all, the aljama of Seville was the second largest and wealthiest in his kingdom: it would not have suited him that an upstart cleric should jeopardise both the fortunes of the Jews and therefore his own by provoking public disorder.

The riots, killings, and forced conversions of June 1391 would start in Seville. It remains moot as to how and why the disturbances spread so quickly and so widely throughout the Peninsula. Modern historians, however, agree with Lope de Ayala’s opinion that it was the preaching of the archdeacon that precipitated the events in Seville:


All of it was rapacity and greed, as it seemed, more than devotion. The people wanted to do the same to the Moors who lived in the towns and villages of the kingdom, but they dared not, for fear that the Christian captives in Granada and beyond the sea, would be killed […] This all started and the damage to the Jews came about through the preaching and the encouragement of the Archdeacon of Écija who was in Seville.52



This is less surprising than it may at first seem. The vitriolic preaching of Ferrand Martinez against the Jews continued for at least thirteen years from its first recorded mention in Enrique II’s letter: there was, therefore, a lengthy period for his sermons of hatred to influence the consciousness of local people. The seventeenth-century Spanish historian Ortiz de Zúñiga believed that it was the ‘violent and treacherous death’ of Enrique’s privado, Don Juçaf Pichon, at the hand of his own people in 1379 that first incited both Martinez and the people of Seville against the Jews:


The people of Seville who loved him (Pichon) greatly, developed a great hatred of the Jews to whom he belonged, so that Don Fernando Martinez, Archdeacon of Écija, a man who led an exemplary life but with an intemperate zeal […] preached regularly against the usury of that avaricious nation, so that the common people was roused to hatred and even to excesses.53



Enrique’s warning letter to Martinez, however, antedates the death of Pichon by one year, and this is inconsistent with Zúñiga’s assertion. Also, it seems unlikely that the people of Seville were so enamoured of Pichon, a man whose job it was to collect Crown revenues. The connection with Pichon’s murder has no known foundation in the record: yet the link between his death and the vitriolic preaching of the archdeacon of Écija, Ferrand Martínez, was acknowledged by two nineteenth-century historians, Kayserling and Graetz.54 Both historians lent credence to Zúñiga’s account, which laid some of the blame for the excesses of Martinez and later of the mob upon the Jews themselves.

The ‘intemperate zeal’ of the archdeacon was indisputable, although rather less so his learning. Pablo de Santa María, bishop of Burgos, writing of him in the Scrutinium Scripturarum in 1430 described him thus:


The tumult started in the city of Seville: in whose church that archdeacon, unschooled in literature and of virtuous life, started to preach against the errors of the Jews.55



It appears that the royal warrant (albalá) issued by Enrique to the archdeacon in 1378 went unheeded. In 1382, Juan I reinforced his father’s prohibitions imposed on Martinez. Once again, the preoccupation of the King was the avoidance by Martinez of inflammatory sermons against the Jews and of words likely to give rise to outrages amongst them, tales palabras que […] pueda nacer escandalo entre ellos. Once again, too, he was forbidden to undertake judicial processes against Jews: these should be limited to the archbishop himself or whomsoever he might appoint.56

The sermons of Martinez have not survived (or most likely were never recorded). Yet the tone, which became increasingly inflammatory with the years, may be inferred from the reactions of the Crown and from his own testimony. In 1383 Juan I and his queen were affronted at what he had purported to have stated in their name:


That you know that we and the queen would be pleased with any Christian who kills or injures Jews and that we will pardon him […] We are much amazed by you, since when were you so privy to us as to know our intention or that of the queen.57



If the archdeacon wishes to be a good Christian, the King continued, he should stay at home and not go about treating the Jews in this way since this will result in the ruin of the aljama and loss of their possessions.

The manuscripts of these three albalás are from Seville cathedral’s archive in the National Archive in Madrid. An accompanying document dated 11 February 1388 makes clear that these were copies that were presented to Martinez for him to read and digest at a public meeting held on that date at the portal of Seville’s alcazar. The Jews were represented by their spokesman Hia aben Ataben (Jahuda ben Abrahem), described as a trapero e veedor, victualler and draper. He was not alone, but accompanied by many of his community. The concejo was represented by two alcaldes mayores, Ferrand González and Ruy Peres, together with the public scribe Martín Sánchez and other witnesses.

Confronting the archdeacon, Ataben made bold accusations and warned him of the King’s anger should he not desist from actions previously proscribed by the King and his father. He reminded Martinez of the earlier royal warrants that, he said, had been presented many times to him by the aljama: despite this there had been no change in his preaching or his passing of judgements on Jews. He urged him to read again the previous letters from the Crown (que son los dichos alvalaes estos que agora de presente vos muestro e fago leer) and he cleverly reasoned that ‘it was not the Church that could constrain the Jews but only secular power’.58 Ataben and the archdeacon traded insults and Martinez assured them that they would receive his response to the accusations.

The archdeacon’s response to the ‘insults and protest that Don Hia had made’ arrived on 19 February. It was long and rambling and referred repeatedly to the sins of ancient Israel in not heeding and in disobeying God. His invective became increasingly aggressive, demanding the destruction of synagogues and the segregation of Muslims, Jews, and Christians. It is unclear how the response was delivered: the edition published by Amador de los Ríos indicates that both the public scribe and a witness were present, so it may have been verbally.


If it were up to me, twenty-three synagogues within the judería of this city erected against God and against the law, would be razed to the ground, because they were made against God and the law […] The other plea of the Church that I hear of is that neither Jew nor Moor live with Christians […] because of the harm of that comes from Christians conversing with the Jewish traitors.59



The censure of Martinez by the King and the spirited defence by the Jews were not the only opposition that he faced. His superior, the archbishop Pedro Barroso, issued a ruling against his vicar-general in August 1389 in which he forbade him henceforth to preach and to act in his name. He accused Martinez of heresy, in particular because of his criticism of the Avignon pope, and his errors uttered against the Catholic faith.60 The document is incomplete but it refers to papal bulls in his possession that affirm the rights of the Jews to build ‘many synagogues’ (edificar sinagogas muchas). Barosso stated that these bulls had been issued by Alexander and by Clement and other popes also. The King, Juan I, also mentioned papal bulls protecting the Jews in his 1382 ruling against Martinez:


They, possessing bulls of the Holy Fathers […] that the Jews be protected […] that they maintain their good customs and usages as they have always done.61



Archbishop Barroso died in July 1390 and the dean and chapter of Seville elected the archdeacon as one of the provisors (ecclesiastical deputy) of the diocese. Emboldened by this and by the death of Juan I in October, Martinez embarked on his promised destruction of synagogues, starting with that in the small town of Santa Olalla de la Sierra near to Seville. There the clerics and sacristan were threatened by him with excommunication if they did not comply with his order.62

This was followed by the destruction of synagogues in Écija and in Alcalá de Guadayra within the archbishopric of Seville. In the following January 1391, the anger of the new young Enrique III was conveyed to the dean and chapter of Seville assembled together with the archdeacon himself. In his warrant the King reminded the clerics of the accusation of heresy against Martinez made by the late archbishop: Enrique expressed his astonishment at their having appointed him as a provisor. He held them responsible, together with the archdeacon, for the outrages against the Jews and their synagogues. These, he commanded, should be repaired forthwith and at their own cost. If Martinez were not stopped, the Jews had told the King that they would flee the kingdom to live somewhere else.63

Five days later the dean and his canons submitted to the wishes of the King. Martinez, however, was unbowed. The jurisdiction of the Crown over evil-doers was one thing, but the Holy Church of God had the duty to defend the faith:


So, there are diverse jurisdictions; for neither the Holy Church of God nor its clerics can be judged by royal jurisdiction; the King and the nobles and the secular justices should assist in protecting the Holy Catholic faith.64



He proclaimed his right to continue in office and dismissed the royal command to restore the ‘synagogues of Satan’ in which the Jews cursed Jesus Christ, the King, and all Christians three times daily. This last accusation referred to the Hebrew prayer recited in the synagogue: the prayer, the birkat ha-minim, had been prohibited by Alfonso XI in 1336 at the instigation of the Jewish apostate Alfonso de Valladolid. The prayer, which called down God’s wrath on unbelievers and converts (minim in Hebrew), was well known to Christians and was particularly abhorrent to the Church.65

Enrique was still a minor of just eleven years of age and would have been reliant on the advice of his regents. In March of 1391 a riot against the Jews erupted in Seville spurred on by the flogging of one of the mob, ordered by the Conde de Niebla and the alguacil mayor of Seville. The riot was quelled and Lope de Ayala chronicled the far more serious riots that followed in June. His opinion was that greed was the primary motive of the mob; however, he also believed that the tender age of the King and the discord between his regents emboldened the rioters:


This act and the harm done to the Jews was due to the preaching of the archdeacon of Écija […] by the people of the towns, on one hand because of the preaching and on the other because of a desire to loot: they did not fear the King because he was a minor and because of the discord between the lords of the Kingdom […] so they had no respect for royal warrants nor his ordinances and […] because of this, evil happened as I have related.66



The attacks against the juderías spread rapidly throughout the kingdoms of both Castile and Aragon, resulting in untold numbers of martyrdoms and conversions. Why and how the disturbances spread so quickly from Seville to other parts of Iberia are, as yet, unanswered questions. There can be very little doubt, however, that the long history of anti-Jewish preaching by Ferrand Martinez and the vacuum of secular and ecclesiastical authority were together powerful factors that set off the trail of destruction that decimated the aljamas.




Conclusion


The change in the fortunes of the Jewish communities in the second half of the fourteenth century raises a number of questions for the historian. Was Enrique Trastámara the engineer of their misfortunes during his war with his brother? In one sense he was. As we have seen, his French mercenaries under du Guesclin robbed and killed and it is likely that his Castilian troops were not innocent bystanders to the atrocities. He exacted huge ransoms from the wealthier aljamas in order to pay his men and perhaps also as retribution for their having sided with his brother Pedro. But the anti-Jewish invective often attributed to him derived to a large degree from France and the Anglo-French chroniclers of the war. Pedro’s partiality to the Jews, on the other hand, as proclaimed by Enrique was almost certainly no greater than that shown by his forebears.67 It was to his legitimate power that the Jews clung and their support for the losing party to the conflict cost them dear.

What was the nature of the backing the Jews provided to Pedro in the battles between his loyal subjects and Enrique? The evidence is convincing that this was, at least on some occasions, armed support. In Burgos and Toledo, the Jews defended their juderías and even Froissart and de Venette, who were ill-disposed towards them, acknowledged that they fought for Pedro. The wider question of whether and where in medieval Europe Jews were permitted to bear arms is not resolved.68 In the case of Iberia they certainly did so. In 1295 Jaime II of Aragon had ordered the Jews of a town near Zaragoza to arm themselves for his expedition against Castile though it seems they had the option to exempt themselves from service at a price.69 Mark Meyerson described the wearing and use of arms in the violent settlement of disputes within Jewish communities in Valencia: in Portugal Jews were called upon to fight for the King in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.70

Weapons, therefore, were available to and were used by Jews whether in a civil or military context in the Iberian Peninsula. In Castile’s civil war, Jewish participation in the fighting was reported in several different sources. It should be remembered, too, that in 1342 Alfonso XI had cited the fearless Jewish defence of Seville during the reconquest of that city as a reason for Pope Clement VI to grant them the use of their new synagogue.71 The Jews and the wealth of their communities were exploited and plundered by Enrique and his armies: it is likely, however, that as his active and armed opponents, Enrique would have also seen their treatment as just retribution for their unswerving loyalty to the ‘evil tyrant who called himself king’.

The answer to the last question, the responsibility of the archdeacon Martinez for the violence of 1391, seems self-evident. But it would be a mistake to consider his preaching in isolation from the political events of his time. To fifteen years of civil war, of attacks on the Jewish communities, and the surrendering or pillaging of their treasure were added the years of the archdeacon’s vitriolic campaign against them. Ayala’s opinion, plainly stated in the chronicle, was that devotion played little part in the violence of the mob. Base motives could be cloaked in religious fervour which served simply as an excuse for the attacks that followed. As a result, forced conversions became the only alternative to martyrdom.

Those baptised in fear for their lives were termed anusim (forced ones) by their fellow Jews. However, these forced converts were only the vanguard of a subsequent wave of conversion in the early decades of the fifteenth century. As is discussed in the final chapters of this book, widespread Jewish conversion, whether it was voluntary or under duress, would have profound consequences for both the Jews and Castilian society as a whole.
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5 Portrayal and self-portrayal of the Jew in Castilian and Hebrew literature


The portrayal of Jews in polemical and in non-polemical literature underwent a change from the late thirteenth to the end of the fourteenth century. Some of these changes reflected a transformation in the attitude of the Church and of Christian theologians to the Jews and to a new understanding of their relationship with the Hebrew bible. Others, however, signalled a general hardening of negative sentiment towards the Jews. This was based on a growing belief in their evil intention towards Christians, the immutability of their character, and their enmity towards Christianity as an embodiment of the Anti-Christ.

Yet, the Christian-Jewish polemic was not only in one direction. As early as the twelfth century, confident attempts were made by Jewish scholars to assert not just the rightness of Jewish belief but also affirm the moral rectitude of their communities. There is a vast literature dealing with both Christian and Jewish polemic from late antiquity onwards and a discussion of this is beyond the scope of this book. It is impossible to know, in most cases, the contemporary reach of such works and whether the images they projected would have had much impact on popular perception. Nevertheless, one may speculate how far the opinions expressed in these works might have been representative of the views that each community held of the other.

Central to the Adversus Judaeos tradition of the Church Fathers was the blindness and obduracy of the Jews in their denial of the truth of Christianity.1 Stuck forever in antiquity, the Jews were a living anachronism, ‘noluerunt ipsi Judaei mutari cum tempore’ in the words of the twelfth-century Joachim of Fiore. Jews were to be tolerated in Christian society in accordance with Augustine of Hippo’s injunction as witnesses to the truth of the Old Testament. But they were always to live in perpetual servitude to triumphant Christianity, a principle promulgated by Pope Innocent III in his Bull, Etsi iudaeos of 1205.

Peter the Venerable, the Abbot of Cluny (d. 1156), attacked the irrationality of the Jews in a chapter entitled ‘Absurd and Utterly Stupid Tales of the Jews’.


Why, in fact, are you not called a brutish animal? Why not a beast, why not a donkey? […] I do not know whether a Jew is a man, who neither submits to human reason, nor to divine authority.2



The abbot’s accusation of bestial unreason was an early example of Christian invective against the use by the Jews of the Talmud:


You have so long disputed the divine scriptures with devilish books, and sought to obscure and blacken the heavenly doctrine with hell-fire.3



Questions of faith, claims, and counter-claims of theological irrationality, and the emerging portrayal of Jews as heretics who betrayed their own biblical heritage, are matters discussed in later chapters of this book. Gilbert Dahan characterised the intellectual attitude of late medieval Christianity to Jews and Judaism as almost schizophrenic. On the one hand there was the actual, everyday Jew ‘le juif quotidien et réel’, one with whom biblical texts might be amicably discussed. On the other hand, there was ‘le juif irréel’ who in the popular imagination had transformed from an unknowable stranger to a diabolical enemy.4

* * *

Until the thirteenth century and the advent of the Dominican and Franciscan friar-preachers, Jewish scholars made their own confident attempts to assert not just the rightness of Jewish belief but also affirm the moral rectitude of their communities. One of the best-known examples of this counter-polemic was the Nizzahon Vetus (The Old Book of Polemic), an anonymous collection of caustic attacks on both Christian dogma and morality that originated in N. Europe.5 Jewish scholars writing in Hebrew before the thirteenth century could expect their arguments to be read and understood only by their fellow Jews. They could express criticism of Christian belief and behaviour without fear of Christian censure.

Within the sphere of Iberian scholarship around the year 1170 were two rabbinical scholars who had fled the Almohad persecution of Muslim Iberia for Provence. In their discourse they firmly rebutted the conceit of triumphalist Christianity and especially the moral superiority laid claim to by the monastic orders. So, in Joseph Kimchi’s Sefer ha-Berit (ca. 1170) we find:


Oppression and theft are not as widespread among Jews as among Christians who rob people on the highways and hang them and sometimes gouge out their eyes […] These Jews and Jewesses who are modest in all their deeds raise their children, from the youngest to the oldest, in the study of Torah […] Their daughters, with modesty, are not to be seen about nor found wanton like the daughters of the gentiles.

There are holy people among them who separate themselves in their way of life from this world, these are one in a thousand or ten thousand, and the rest are all contaminated by the worldly way of life. And it is well known that even your priests and bishops, who do not marry, are fornicators.6



In the Milḥamot Adonai (The Wars of the Lord, ca. 1170) Jacob ben Reuben expressed a sharp critique of Christianity.7 Arguing on the basis of the gospel of Matthew, ben Reuben criticised the morality of Christians and especially of the monastic orders:


‘And I say to you love those who hate you and do good to your enemies’ (Matthew 5.39–40) […] and each one of you falls between two stools, you forsake the Torah of Moses which is the Law of justice for the Law of graciousness that he gave you, but this Law too you do not follow in all sorts of ways, you fight amongst yourselves, you rob each other. Not just you but even those who enter the monastery and wear woollen garments and abstain from meat and wine.8



Just how much had changed in the confidence of Jewish scholars to express such criticism by the fourteenth century was shown by a comment of Rabbi Moses of Tordesillas, in 1375. His treatise, Ezer ha-Emunah, was a guide to belief and to the refutation of Christian missionising, and he sounded a note of caution in referring to ben Reuben’s work:


Although the author of Milḥamot ha-Shem (Adonai) gives us wonderful sayings in the matter of discourse on our Torah […] he wrote what he thought was appropriate to his time, but now new matters have come upon us.9



These ‘new matters’ were the depredations of civil war and public disputations with friars and Jewish converts that inhibited the frankness of expression ben Reuben had enjoyed two centuries earlier. Kimchi and ben Reuben rejected Christian claims to moral superiority and these notions may well have informed homilies heard by Jews in their synagogues. Their confident message to other Jews was reassuring: despite an imbalance in the temporal powers of the two communities, redemption would be theirs when the Messiah eventually came.10



The Jew in Marian literature


The association in the Christian mind of Jews with the Devil and with sorcery has ancient antecedents. It was found in the Gospel of John (8:44), in the Oration Against the Jews by the Church Father, John Chrysostom (fourth century), and constantly thereafter throughout the Middle Ages and beyond.11 A twelfth-century example appears in the autobiography of the chronicler and theologian, Guibert de Nogent, written in 1115. A Jewish physician and sorcerer reveals the secrets of his magical powers to an inquisitive monk. He then agrees to be an intermediary between the monk and the Devil whom he summons so that the Christian might learn his tricks.12 Nogent’s tale neatly encapsulates a powerful fusion of Jewish identities, physician, master of the occult, and a confederate of Satan. These were the talents of the enemies of Christians that surfaced repeatedly in medieval sermons and literature.

In thirteenth-century Iberia these tropes are found in several of the stanzas in the two works of Marían verse. These are the Milagros de Nuestra Señora by Gonzalo de Berceo (1220–1264) and the Cantigas de Santa María of Alfonso X (1252–1284), both of which appeared at around the same time. There are, however, differences in emphasis and tone between the works. In the case of the Cantigas scholars have sought an explanation for the apparent contradiction between Alfonso’s negative stereotyping found in the thirty Cantigas concerning Jews and his comparatively tolerant treatment of them during his reign.

Both the Milagros and the Cantigas deal with enmity between the deicide Jews and Christianity. Their content centres on the Virgin Mary although the Cantigas puts a greater emphasis on the redemptive nature of Jewish conversion than does the Milagros.13 For our purposes here, both works provide a benchmark with which the verse and prose of the following century may be compared.

The tale of the deposed bishop Teófilo and of his pact with the Devil was known in various forms for two centuries even before the ninth-century Latin version of Paul the Deacon. Berceo depicts the Jew as an intermediary of the Devil, who introduces the desperate Christian to Beelzebub:


§18 In that bishopric where Theophilus lived there was a Jew in the judería; He knew evil things, every treachery for he had his brotherhood with the Devil. The false trickster was full of evil vices, he knew enchantment and many machinations The evil one drew circles and did other artifices Beelzebub guided him in all his work.14



The part played by the Jew in Alfonso’s version of the legend is less prominent. In cantiga §3 the Christian, Teófilo, is simply counselled by him to sign a letter with the Devil in which he denies both God and the Virgin.15 There are numerous illustrations that accompany the text of the Cantigas. Yet, the almost casual introduction of the Jew in Alfonso’s version of the Teófilo legend is at odds with the overtly demonic associations of the iconography. This Satanic association of the transaction mediated by the Jew is seen in the right-hand panel of Figure 5.1. In both panels the physiognomy of the Jew is unmistakeable with his hooked nose and florid black beard.16


[image: ]
Figure 5.1 Cantiga §3 showing Teófilo being counselled by the Jew. Escorial Ms.T-I-1, f.8r


The disparity between the text and the image has led to a conclusion that Alfonso may have had little authorial control over the images. These were very likely added to the El Escorial MS later, even some years after the composition of the verses. In the case of the temptation of Teófilo, the vivid depiction of Satan and his entourage may simply reflect the prevailing topoi of demonic Jewry. This was much more explicit in the versions of the legend written by Berceo as it was also in the version of the Franciscan Gil de Zamora who wrote his own version of the story whilst at Alfonso’s court.17

A more explicit association of the Jews with the Devil does, however, appear in cantiga §109. A Christian wayfarer having been saved from an ambush of several devils seeks refuge with the Virgin in a nearby church. A passing Jew asks the devils why they do not pursue his people:


§109: Then a Jew required them, in God’s name to tell him why they did not possess Jews. The Devil replied: ‘Because you are already mine and work to do my will”. And so we do not do you any harm because you are unquestionably of our number, while those bearing the sign of baptism Those are the ones we pursue.18



Of the total of 427 Cantigas, Albert Bagby classified the thirty songs that concerned Jews into five categories: those that portrayed the Jews as enemies of Christ, as the Devil’s disciple, as avaricious, as a traitor, or as a Christian convert. His explanation for the anomaly of Alfonso’s learned and often tolerant behaviour towards Jews as monarch and his portrayal of them in the Cantigas was that the King was also a man of his time and ‘swayed by the attitudes of his day’.19 Hatton and Mackay addressing this apparent inconsistency reached a more moderate verdict on Alfonso’s beliefs. The theme of conversion and of redemption is prominent in many of these songs and this, they argue, softened the moral message of those embodied within the text.20

The redemption of Jews who converted after they had learned the lesson of the Virgin’s mercy is to be seen in a number of the Cantigas. Cantiga §4 (the theme of which appears as Berceo’s milagro §16) provides an example of Alfonso’s particular preoccupation with conversion, one not shared by Berceo. A Jewish glassmaker, enraged by his son’s participation in church communion, throws the boy into his furnace. The boy emerges unscathed and both milagro and cantiga attribute the miracle to the beneficence of the Virgin. The legend is of sixth-century Greek origin and appeared in many different forms before that of the French monk Gautier de Coincy and, later on, of Alfonso X, in the thirteenth century.21

In cantiga §4 Alfonso, like Berceo, delivers justice to the evil father, casting him into the furnace. But in his version of the tale the boy’s mother, now believing in Mary, is baptised together with her son:


§4 Because of this miracle the Jewess believed, and the son was baptised without delay.22



In cantiga §108 the conversion theme is even more prominent.23 A Jewish father mocks the Virgin before Merlin the Celtic wizard. The subsequent birth of the Jew’s child with his head turned backward is perceived by the mother and all the assembled Jews as a miracle which brings about their conversion.

The symbolism of the child’s backwards-turned head and of the facial features of the father and of the converted Jews in the synagogue is freighted with significance in the illustration that accompanies the cantiga. The long nose of father and son is in contrast with the gentile features of the seated Jews (and of the female figures, not shown here) and serves to indicate to the observer the facial distinction between the backwards looking or hooked nose and bearded Jew and the enlightened converts.24 The message to the reader is reinforced by the caption above the scene: ‘Como merlin convertia os judeus’ (Figure 5.2).25

The depictions of Jews in this and in other tales within these two works appeared in many versions before and after those of Berceo and of Alfonso.26 Alfonso’s veneration of the Virgin and his attitudes to the Jews expressed in his law code, the Siete Partidas, may be seen as coming together in the Cantigas. Robert Burns and Bagby both have argued that Alfonso’s works express his ambiguity towards Jews, ‘an inchoate jumble of themes, inherently contradictory and dualistic in form’.27 So, in the introduction to the Siete Partidas VII, titulo XXIV, ley I, Alfonso presented his own peculiar modification of the Augustinian view of the sufferance of the Jews in Christian society.


[image: ]
Figure 5.2 Cantiga §108. The boy with his head backwards clings to Merlin. Escorial Ms.T-I-1, f.155v



The reason that the church, the emperors, kings and other princes suffer the Jews to live among the Christians is this: that they live as if in eternal captivity and as a reminder to the people that they are descended from those that crucified our Lord Jesus Christ.28



It is noteworthy that he placed this section devoted to the Jews immediately after a chapter dealing with soothsayers, sorcerers, and mountebanks: ‘De los agoreros, et de los sorteros, et de los otros adivinos, et de los hechiceros, et de los truhánes’. So, in his section dealing with the Jews, he implicitly linked them to these Godless practices:


As we have spoken in the last chapter about soothsayers […] which is a sort of rejection of God, being a way of seeking to be equal with him and to know his ways and his secrets, we wish now to speak of the Jews who contradict and insult his wondrous and saintly deed of sending his son our Lord Jesus Christ into the world.29



This juxtaposition should not be viewed as incidental. Alfonso’s thinking, not unlike that displayed in Berceo’s milagro §18, equated the blasphemy of predicting God’s ways through magic and sooth-saying with the Jews’ rejection of Christ. However, his attitude to conversion and redemption so evident in the Cantigas is also clearly presented in the introduction to his section on the Jews:


That the Jews who do convert to Christianity should not be oppressed: and that the lot of those who do convert should be better than those who do not; and that punishment is merited by those who damage or dishonour them.30



It remains moot whether the author of the Cantigas actually held strongly anti-Jewish sentiments that appeared in his works. Part of this uncertainty relates to the intimacy of his control over the writing of the poems and, as stated earlier, of the iconography. The extent of his authorship is disputed, especially with regard to those legends that were already in wide circulation and with which scribes and illustrators would have been familiar.31

How widely, if at all, were Alfonso’s subjects exposed to or influenced by his Marian poetry and that of others? The answer to this question must lie in the otherwise unknowable diffusion of such literary works. Secular literature and poetry may have had a wider reach, although the level of literacy in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries is uncertain. Jeremy Lawrance concluded that the diffusion of books, even to seigneurial households, was slow in Castile in comparison with that found beyond the Pyrenees.32Yet, literacy did not depend solely on the possession of books, since works were read aloud and the images that accompanied the texts were accessible even to those unable to read.

Secular poetry and especially the ballads that were current from the mid-fourteenth century are more likely to reflect the contemporary image of the Jew that prevailed among the general population. The portrayal of the Jew in popular ballad as a sorcerer, one who could influence the course of contemporary events through his spells and malevolent intention, has been described in Chapter 1. During the turbulent years of Pedro’s reign and of the civil war, it is easy to understand the power of balladry to express exotic and supernatural explanations for inexplicable situations. As we have already seen this could and sometimes did impugn individual Jews as was the case with Pedro’s tesorero, Samuel ha-Levi.33

There is reason to suppose, however, that the portrayals of Jews in the Milagros and the Cantigas may have reached a wide audience. Since Gonzalo de Berceo’s monastery was close to the pilgrimage route to Santiago, the poems may well have been read aloud or even enacted as entertainment for pilgrims.34 The Cantigas de Santa María were set to a musical accompaniment of sixty instruments and would have been performed at least on feast days of the Virgin as Alfonso had decreed. The arched devices visible in Alfonso’s iconography have been interpreted as depicting performance of the works. The concept of a ‘theatre in the round’ to accompany the sermons is highly speculative, but it is unlikely that these works and the images they portray were confined just to royal or monastic libraries.35




Moral poems and political satire


Two very different verse compendiums, one by a Jew and the other by a Christian, convey the profound moral and ethical perspectives each had of their own communities and of the times in which they lived. The Proverbios Morales (PM) (1355–1360) by Rabbi Shem Tov Ardutiel consists of 725 stanzas on the topics of ‘prudence, liberality, wisdom, a plain manner and decorum’.36 Some of the verses make reference to his status as a Jew in a Christian society, at once proud yet also humble about his background in a despised minority. The Rimado de Palacio was written a generation later, probably in the 1380s, by Pero Lope de Ayala: it comprises over 2,000 stanzas of scabrous criticism of almost every aspect of courtly, religious, and commercial life. His opinions of Jews found frequent expression in the work and appeared to be at variance with his more measured observations at the court as recorded in his chronicles.

Shem Tov ben Yitzhak ibn Ardutiel (ca. 1300–1360) was a resident of the northern town of Carrión in the province of Palencia. He was known in the vernacular as Santob de Carrión and the town must still have had a significant Jewish community in the mid-fourteenth century. The repartimiento of Huete of 1290 showed its tax revenue to be 73,480 mrs. in that year, greater even than that from the aljama of Ávila.37

Shem Tov’s poem, which only posthumously acquired the title Proverbios Morales, was written in Castilian and dedicated to King Pedro. The unique fact of its composition in Castilian rather than in Hebrew indicates that its audience was chiefly intended to be Christian rather than Jewish.38 It also speaks to the breadth of the poet’s erudition, since he wrote works also in Hebrew and translated Arabic texts.

In the dedication, Shem Tov lamented the death of Alfonso XI and explained that his poems were intended as encouragement to his son, Pedro, to continue with the policies of his father:


§1 Lord King, noble and high, hear this discourse, which Santob, the Jew from Carrión, comes forward to speak.

§5 It is for the benefit of all, rhymed in the vulgar manner, and culled from glosses taken from moral philosophy



Referring to the late King:


§21 In the same way, you have survived him, in order to live a long life and do the things he wished to acquit.39



Shem Tov’s works in Hebrew included a work of penitential poetry (vidui) that is still used in Sephardi liturgy today and an enigmatic poem, ‘The Battles of the Pen and the Scissors’ (Milḥamot ha’et veha-misparayim).40 The PM as it came to be known in the fifteenth century is not just an important work of literature: it was also a landmark in cultural convivencia. Shem Tov, whilst proudly asserting his Jewish identity, expressed universal moral values to a Christian audience in its own language.41 In his treatment of the sins of greed, envy, and anger, he emphasised the value of a ‘golden mean’:


§381 Every good habit has a certain mean, and if a man exceeds it, the goodness is lost.42



There is no indication of the work’s immediate reception by Pedro or by the author’s Christian contemporaries. However, there are two much later references to the poem that show the high regard in which Shem Tov was held by both Christians and Jews. The possibility that he converted at some point to Christianity is now largely dismissed by scholars.43 A partial remnant of the work, the MS ‘C’, is a fifteenth-century transcription into aljamiado (Castilian rendered in Hebrew characters). The document in the archive of the Cambridge University Library (Add. 3355) is found together with the anonymous poem the Coplas de Yoçef.44

The transcribed MS strongly suggests the work’s dissemination to a Jewish readership. This is supported by the fact that the fifteenth-century cabbalist Abraham Saba made a clear reference to one of the more enigmatic stanzas of Shem Tov’s work in his commentary on biblical Genesis in the Tseror ha-mor.


§153 Since humans, with all their powers of speech walk upon the earth but for a brief time, that earth which, silent, will walk upon them forever.45



In his discussion of the Torah portion Vayyetze, Saba reflected on Genesis XXVIII verse 14, ‘And thy seed shall be as dust of the earth’. He wrote:


This is what the liturgical poet Rabbi Don Shem Tov, z”l, laid down (that) men briefly on their journey tread an earth which for all eternity tramples upon them and they are silent.46



Like Shem Tov the fifteenth-century scholar and poet Iñigo Lopez Marqués de Santillana (1398–1458) was a native of the town of Carrión. In praising Shem Tov for his worthy verses, Santillana recognised that the poet’s words elevated him above his own people, to a class of noble troubadours: ‘He was called Rabbi Santo: he wrote many good things, amongst others Proverbios Morales, truly commendable sayings. I therefore estimate him as a great and noble troubadour, as he himself reveals in one of his proverbs’47 The stanza of the PM that he cited in support of his assertion was §189: a preceding stanza expresses a similar sentiment:


§185. For being born on the thorn-bush, the rose is certainly not worth less, nor is good wine, if taken from the lesser branches of the vine.

§189. Nor is the hawk worth less, if born in a poor nest; nor are good proverbs of less value if spoken by a Jew.48



In a further metaphor, Shem Tov pressed home his pride at having overcome what he perceived as the disadvantage of his birth. As a Jew, he implied, his arguments should not be despised on account of his base origins, porque de hombre suena rahez:


§129–132

Many swords of finest steel come from a broken sheath and from the dead worm fine silk is made.49



The PM has generally been regarded as holding a special place in fourteenth-century Castilian literature. Castro regarded the work as the first instance of authentic lyrical expression. It has been admired not only as the earliest example of Spanish gnomic verse but also as a unique ‘moulding of Jewish sapiential thought’ to the contemporary Spanish idiom.50 Baer believed the work to have been much loved by the Jews of Sepharad and to have been cited by them in both a liturgical and a secular context.51

Shem Tov and Samuel ha-Levi, Pedro’s treasurer, were contemporaries although we cannot be sure if the poet was ever present at the court. Ha-Levi flaunted his noble aspirations as a proud Sephardic Jew as has been already alluded to in Chapter 1. Shem Tov’s opinion of himself was more modest but both men expressed pride in their Jewish heritage though in different ways. The poetry of Samuel ibn Sasson, whose works have been considered earlier, provides an indication of how the poet may have been viewed by his own community. He lived not far from Carrión in the neighbouring town of Frómista, and the five poems he dedicated to Shem Tov were lavish in praise for his talents, except in one regard.

In his dedication to the first poem (43) Shem Tov wrote: ‘After I moved to Fromista to live there, I sent these (verses), together with an appreciation, to Rabbi don Shem Tov Ardutiel’. In one of the stanzas (46) he calls him ‘great master, valued in wisdom’. But in another stanza (44), he makes a veiled criticism of his use of the language of the Christians: ‘Hold close the pure gift of expression […] I beg of you, distance yourself from their language’.52

The ‘linguistic heresy’ of the PM alluded to by ibn Sasson is just one aspect of literary acculturation in Shem Tov’s work.53 Castro considered that the ‘rose’ and the ‘hawk’ metaphors expressed the poet’s belief in his own worth in the face of society’s resistance and lack of recognition of Jewish culture.54 In Perry’s view the most significant literary feature of his work was his ability to maintain his own identity as a Jew whilst also reaching out to the wider Christian audience through his ‘openness to all expressions of wisdom, whatever their provenance’.55

From this viewpoint Shem Tov may be perceived as a fine example of cultural hybridity. That his reputation was so high amongst scholars, both Jewish and Christian, of the next century is very telling. The PM lacked any reference to Jewish theology which must have ensured its enduring appeal to a Christian audience. This blurring of a cultural boundary, though still possible in the mid-fourteenth century, seems almost impossible to imagine just a few decades later in the confused social ambience that followed the mass conversions of the late fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth century.

* * *

The Rimado de Palacio of Lope de Ayala resembles the PM only in its moral purpose. Ayala wrote it over many years, probably commencing in 1385 after the defeat at the Battle of Aljubarrota and during his long incarceration in a Portuguese prison.56 The work is usually seen as comprising two main sections, the first dealing with worldly and the second with spiritual matters, linked by a bridging section. His opinions of Jews, and especially of Jewish court officials, found frequent expression in the more than 2,000 verses. However, the contrast they provide with Ayala’s more measured observations of Jews in his chronicles needs to be set in context. In the Rimado de Palacio he expresses a critical view of virtually all levels of society. Unlike the gentler moral stance adopted by Shem Tov in the proverbs, Ayala’s exempla were more specific and were couched in barbed attacks on the corruption and cupidity of individuals and of the ecclesiastical hierarchy at every level.

Ayala lumped together the merchants and the Jews in their exploitation of the common man:


N§264, 265

So it is, I have seen it many times, what’s not worth a dinero, costs a maravedí, the wine is sour, cloudy, bad, worthless; whoever goes and drinks it never does so again.

The poor peasants consume it drink it or discard it; their protestations are pointless later they make payment to the treacherous Jews or else pay for it at interest from good merchants.57



The earlier part of the work deals with the affairs of the court and the stanzas from N§243 to §262 are of particular interest. They present a negative image of Jewish arrendadores; in one of the three stanzas, reference is made to two of these, Don Abrahem and Don Simuel:


N§244

There came some Jews, ready and prepared to drink the blood of the wretched poor. They present their papers which they hold ready and promise their gifts, and jewels to the privados.

N§253

After this, arrive Don Abraham and Don Samuel with their sweet words that sound like honey and make their bid over those of Israel.58



Richard Kincade considers these men to be the tesorero, Samuel ha-Levi, and the King’s physician Abraham Abenzercer. Though much of the first part of the Rimado de Palacio does deal with Pedro’s court, Michel García’s conclusion that these are simply generic Hebrew names is more likely. The work was composed more than twenty years after the death of ha-Levi in 1360. At that time Ayala was still in a very junior position of doncel at the court.59

A number of other verses may be cited as evidence for Ayala’s apparent antagonism to Jews:


N§261

For this purpose they have very wise Jews to collect the pecho. And the new demands, they do not leave off because of the sound of weeping heard, nor shouting. As for delayed payments, they are dealt with separately.60



Criticism of the wealth and indolence of the papacy in Avignon and of the ignorance of parish priests appears a number of times in the Rimado. Ayala had spent much time in Avignon at the papal court both as a youth and later as Enrique III’s envoy to the anti-pope Pedro de Luna (Benedict XIII). Many of his poems express the anguish of Christians over the Papal Schism (1378–1415).

The bitter irony of these years of ecclesiastical discord, Ayala believed, made a mockery of the Church. Why, he asks, should Jew or Muslim wish to convert when the Christian world was in such a state of disorder?


N§208

The Moors and the Jews laugh at this situation, and say to each other: ‘Look at the Law of these Christians, and how their estate is so well ordered: may God protect them’

Daily they tell us to convert to their holy law and that we worship it. They guard it so carefully that we should not see it therefore we take heed that we hold the upper hand.61






The Cancionero de Baena: confused identity or literary camouflage?


The poet Shem Tov Ardutiel comfortably straddled the cultural divide with his works in both Castilian and Hebrew. In the eyes of his Jewish contemporary, ibn Sasson, his only transgression was to write in the language and idiom of the Christians. However, even this was forgiven him and his PM, as we have seen, was transcribed into Hebrew characters for Jewish readers and his work quoted by a later rabbinical scholar. Indeed, the poet might have regarded himself as being in the same mould as his contemporaries, the royal privados, Juçaf de Écija and Samuel ha-Levi. After all, Shem Tov’s offering to Pedro of his moral verses was, in a sense, a service of no lesser value to sound government and kingship than that of the tesoreros or of their Jewish predecessors.

But the poetry of a generation later, at the end of the fourteenth and in the early decades of the fifteenth century, shows how far things had changed. By this time very large numbers of Jews had converted, willingly or otherwise, to Christianity. How this came about we shall see in Chapter 6. What is of concern here, however, is the way in which the emergence of a caste of New Christians resulted, within quite a short space of time, in blurring of individual identities that found an expression in literary form in the poetic anthology known as the Cancionero de Baena. The precise provenance of the individual poets who figure in the anthology is often in doubt. But many of the verses found there point to a confused or hybrid identity and they do so in ways which are often startling in their vulgarity, spitefulness, and dark humour.

The full impact of worsening attitudes towards Jews and the emerging new class of conversos in Iberian society would not manifest itself until the fifteenth century. Yet this courtly poetry testifies to a dawning awareness of difference. This awareness prefigured and was an ominous portent of later conflict and of a preoccupation with racial purity, later to be defined as limpieza de sangre or ‘purity of blood’.

Michael Gerli has characterised the patronage of poets by the Trastámaran court as encouraging a literary culture that served the ‘political legitimisation of the new dynasty’.62 The most comprehensive example, the Cancionero de Baena, is an anthology of 600 poems presented by Juan de Baena to King Juan II in 1430. The anthology has many poems that contain references, often cryptic ones, to Jewish and converso identity. In many cases it is unclear whether author or subject is himself Jewish, Christian, or converso: this ambiguity may have been deliberate, a device to heighten the literary tension of the poem.

The precise dating of these compositions is largely unknown. Some were certainly composed in the late fourteenth century and so some of the poets and the targets of their satirical verse lived through the Trastámaran succession. Fray Diego de Valencia (born 1350) was a poet and a Franciscan theologian of this period. A teacher at the university in Salamanca, he is sometimes considered to have been of converso origin, although this has been inferred from his poetry rather than established from the historical record.63 A poem (§501) satirises Juan de España, who is mocked for being a converso. The work contains many Hebrew words or modifications thereof and it is the borrowing of such a vocabulary, frequently inaccurately, that seems to establish not only the identity of Juan but also perhaps of the poet himself:64 the Castilian is included here together with the English translation since the original poem and its numerous ‘borrowed’ Hebrew words are relevant to understanding its wider cultural significance.



	Johan de España, muy grant saña
	Johan de España, very great anger



	fue aquista de Adonay
	was caused to God



	pues la aljama se derraña
	since the aljama was disrupted



	por culpa de Barçelay
	all because of Barzilai



	e los sabios del Talmud
	And the Talmud sages



	a los que llaman çedaquin,
	they call pious ones



	dicen que non ha salud
	say he is unhealthy



	el que non tiene beçin;
	that he has no testicles;



	antes tienen por rroyn
	formerly he was thought evil



	el que non trae mila
	he who was uncircumcised



	quien no puede bahela,
	who was incapable of intercourse



	non le cunple matanay
	he could provide no gift



	pues se fizo mi somat
	and so was converted



	vuestra mujer por tanay
	your wife on condition65




There are, in all, five stanzas that continue in the same vein. Juan de España, perhaps formerly known as a Jew, Barzilai, is mocked for his conversion and scorned for the misfortune thereby brought down by Adonay (God) upon his community. In view of his own position as a Franciscan priest, the poet’s scurrilous reference to his victim’s manhood is surprising. The subject of the poem is deemed by the Jewish sages to be unhealthy, as lacking testicles and uncircumcised, who therefore cannot satisfy his wife. She is a meshumad (apostate), like her husband, by virtue of her condition, por tanay, of matrimony.

Juan de Baena, the compiler of the anthology presented to the King, is also reputed to have been of converso origin. The evidence for this is less convincing than in the case of Diego de Valencia, but also rests on references in poems addressed to him:



	En vuestra tierra trobar
	In your country one finds



	que mas curan de sembrar
	they take more care to sow



	mucha buena berenjena
	much good aubergine



	el qual han por buen manjar
	which they find good to eat66




Two hundred poems by Alfonso Alvarez de Villasandino (1350–1425) were included in the anthology and may be of later composition. Some are salacious and three poems concern a converso, Alfonso Ferrández Samuel, whom Villasandino addresses as a meshumad (Hebrew for apostate). In one of these poems we find:



	En cuanto fuestes judío
	As to when you were a Jew



	bien quarenta años o mas,
	forty years ago or more



	Simuel fi de Saltaatrás
	Samuel son of Saltaatrás*



	noble fue tu atavió
	your dress was noble



	en invierno passafrido
	in winter you feel the cold



	en verano roçapoco
	in summer nothing goes through



	estonces mancebo loco
	then a crazy young man



	agora viejo atrevido
	now an insolent old man67




In the next poem, §141, Samuel is referred to as a cowardly castrate (capón corrido) who wears a fine cloak adorned with the knightly insignia (balandrán. bien sembrado de lagartos). There is uncertainty whether Villasandino had converso origins as seems to be suggested by his borrowing of Hebrew.68

Throughout the cancionero there are exchanges of insult and sexual innuendo, admixed with Castilian versions of Hebrew words or allusions to Jewish custom. The poems demonstrate, at the very least, the very close cultural contact between Jews and Christians in the late fourteenth century.69 Fray Diego was a native of Valencia de Don Juan which had a significant judería, so it is entirely possible that the poet and Franciscan friar would have had a passing knowledge of Hebrew words, especially of insults. David Nirenberg has questioned the racist import of the exchanges which, he believes, may have reflected a linguistic development amongst a cultured elite, who may or may not have had converso origins.70 Another possibility suggests itself: accusing others of being a converso, especially of being insincere, might have been a form of cultural camouflage for a New Christian. So too was an ecclesiastical profession. Josep Sola-Solé was convinced of the Fr. Diago’s converso status, and has argued that ‘religious orders were a fine refuge for those eager to escape their previous condition’.71

The presence of genuine rancour in the accusations of Jewish origin or practice implied in the poetry is questionable. Juan de Baena, the compiler of the anthology, did not hesitate to include verses that impugned his own Christian lineage in the work. Nevertheless, the view expressed by Lacarra and Cacho Blecua is that the poetry indicated a shift to a less pacific relationship between the different confessional groups in the Peninsula.72 Whilst it may be true that the wounding references to Judaizing were literary devices, the implication of the accusations was that Judaism was not a trait that could be readily erased through conversion. This marks an important shift away from the redemption theme of Alfonso’s Cantigas and his accepting premise about Jewish converts in the Siete Partidas. A recurrent theme in cancionero poetry was that Jewish characteristics could not readily be expunged through conversion. Though not explicitly stated, this view was in contradiction to the gentile-like images of the baptised, ‘saved’ Jews of Alfonso’s illuminators.73




Conclusion


The portrayal of the Jews in medieval literary forms was, more often than not, a malevolent one and had changed little from that of late antiquity. In Iberia, however, the accommodation between faith communities over the centuries of Muslim and Christian dominion has been held up as a model of coexistence not seen elsewhere in Europe. Was this convivencia reflected also in the written or spoken word? The exceptionalism of the Iberian kingdoms has not gone unchallenged by modern historians. However, it is justifiable to look for a particularity and for evidence of changes that might reflect those that transformed society, especially through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

The triumphalism of Christianity inevitably casts the Jew as a blind and stubborn relic that wilfully refused the enlightenment of the new revelation. But such a role was not accepted by the Jews themselves who could portray pride not only in their adherence to the true Law but also in the values and comportment of their communities. A supreme example of this confident assertion of the moral high-ground is seen in the fourteenth-century PM. The very fact of its presentation to a Christian readership in its own idiom is a clear indication of the self-assurance of its author, Shem Tov – Santob de Carrión.

The espousal of philosophy like the adoption of the vernacular was anathema to many rabbinical leaders, as we shall see in Chapter 6. Yet, in Castile, what would have seemed cultural transgression to a scholarly Jew might merit no more than a veiled criticism by a contemporary poet. More remarkably still, the work found favour with the later cabbalist Abraham Saba: its transcription for a Jewish public into the more accessible format of aljamiado signifies the ability of an Iberian Jewish community to be reconciled with a certain ambiguity of cultural boundaries.

The preoccupation of Christian literature and of the Church with the theme of redemption through baptism is in striking contrast with the ever-familiar portrayal of the Jews as allies of the Devil. Alfonso’s Marian poems are a fine example of his devotion to the Virgin and of her divine powers to convert and transform the unbeliever. How this familiar and comforting trope would be challenged by the new reality of widespread Jewish conversion was presaged by the poetry of the Cancionero. The deliberately blurry identities of both poet and the intended recipient of the verses are an intriguing enigma. Whether the offerings were intentionally ironic or perhaps were a form of literary camouflage aimed at disguising the converso identity of the author remains unresolved. The hybridity of individual identity that might be a consequence of conversion is only hinted at in a humorous vein in the Cancionero’s verses. It would, however, become a deadly serious matter towards the middle of the fifteenth century as will be further discussed in the final chapter of this book.

The representations of Jews as agents of an immoral, corrupt society are demonstrated in the Rimado de Palacio. This view, I have argued, was integral to Ayala’s world view of a secular and ecclesiastical establishment that was inimical to the common good. It was far removed from fantastical charges of Jewish deicide, devilry, or religious heresy. However, the identification of the Jews as unprincipled financial agents of the Crown would have been familiar to a late fourteenth-century audience. This image endured and would later become attached even to those individuals, New Christians, with little or no residual allegiance to their Jewish antecedents. Their ancestry and their continued employment as instruments of unpopular Crown policy would mark them out as Jews in all but name.
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6 Pathways to conversion


There is no single factor that can account for the extent of Jewish conversion to Christianity in the latter part of the fourteenth and the early decades of the fifteenth century. Those baptised were termed, in Castilian, conversos or judeo-conversos (as opposed to the much smaller numbers of Muslims who converted at that time). Their descendants were also known as conversos or as cristianos nuevos, New Christians. They constituted a new social and religious caste in Iberia and its emergence had far-reaching consequences. The blurring of traditional religious identities aroused Christian anxiety provoked by the loss of what Nirenberg has called ‘the stability of group boundaries’.1 The consequences of this would be felt for many centuries in Spain and in her newly acquired territories in the Americas.

For the Jews who remained loyal to their faith the converts were known by many different Hebrew names, each with its own connotation. Two of these held a special significance since they encompassed the most crucial of distinctions. The anusim (אנוסים, ‘forced’) were considered to be involuntary converts, compelled to undergo baptism against their will. The meshumadim (משומדים, ‘utterly destroyed’), on the other hand, were apostates, those who had either become Christian voluntarily or who had clearly fully embraced their new faith. The Hebrew terms min (םין, ‘changed one’) and mumar (מומר ‘heretic’) were also used by medieval Jews for converts and their descendants and were equally derogatory.2 No such distinction was made in Castilian amongst the New Christians. However, the sincerity of their conversion and their proper religious observance were major issues that would later explode into violence and persecution by the Holy Inquisition.

Whether submitting willingly or under duress, the numbers of Iberian Jews who converted far exceeded those who did so in the Ashkenazi communities of Northern Europe, though why this was so remains a difficult historical judgement.3 It is impossible to determine a precise figure for the size of the converso population in Iberia: perhaps 200,000 converted subsequent to 1391 and there may have been up to 600,000 conversos by 1480.4 One may speculate what it was that led the individual Jew to countenance crossing such a fundamental cultural boundary. The decision to adopt a new faith so alien to their heritage and to their upbringing was in many cases a matter of life or death. But, apart from violence or mortal threat, other motives need to be considered.

Social and economic oppression would force many to the baptismal font: others, more ambivalent in their faith, saw this as an opportunity for advancement. A few, though, converted through conviction and may be considered as true apostates. The zeal and the mission of some of their number to persuade others to follow their path to the ‘true faith’ proved particularly damaging to the Jewish communities. For historians, however, their written legacy is especially valuable. The polemical and epistolary record that they left provides some insight into the struggles of conscience they experienced: it also demonstrates their hubristic belief in and justification for the decision that they made.



The fears of the rabbis


The provision of an education to children was always a very high priority for the Jewish communities. Rabbi Meir ha-Levi Abulafia of Toledo (1170–1244) wrote in one of his responsa: ‘You shall compel the inhabitants of every town to have a children’s teacher’: if a parent were unable to pay then, he stated, it must be the responsibility of the community to pay, ‘from each according to his wealth’.5 This was well understood by Christian scholars. In the twelfth century a pupil of Peter Abelard noted the primacy of education for Jewish children: ‘A Jew however poor, even having ten children, puts them all to learning their letters’.6

However, what learning the youngster should acquire became a very controversial issue amongst the religious leaders of Iberia and of their rabbinical colleagues in Southern France.7 In Iberia families of means could provide children with elements of secular learning in addition to liturgy and Talmud. Although all Jewish communities valued religious education, in Iberia young men also had access to a secular curriculum that included logic, mathematics, and metaphysics. This tradition was already well developed in Muslim Spain, where the acquisition of Arabic was also considered essential to advancement in wider society.8 Instruction in the liberal arts and in Hebrew, Castilian, and Arabic would be particularly important in equipping that small but significant elite of Jewish privados and court functionaries whose lives and duties were described in Chapter 1.

An acrimonious split developed amongst the rabbinical leaders of the communities from the twelfth and through the thirteenth century. Bitter controversy prevailed between the advocates of what the rabbis dubbed Greek (Aristotelian) wisdom and the teachings of Maimonides, and their conservative opponents. The historian Yitzhak Baer believed that the philosophical questioning of their religion by ‘highly cultured aristocrats’ led to an Averroistic outlook that ultimately lead to a betrayal of faith in the late fourteenth century.9 Such fears were certainly expressed by a number of prominent Iberian rabbis both in their responsa and in their correspondence with scholarly colleagues in Provence. The Barcelonan rabbi Solomon ibn Adret (known colloquially as the RaShBA, 1235–1310) wrote:


You have spread the scourge whilst we have stood by the Torah […] We have judged and taken upon ourselves to issue a ban (ḥerem) on our seed lest someone of our community teaches from the works of the Greeks which were written with earthly and metaphysical wisdom […] No one of our community should teach a son of Israel such wisdom until he shall be twenty five years old […] This verily leads to complete heresy and thereby to the ruination of Torah learning.10



Notably, the RaShBA excluded from the ḥerem medical learning since this was permitted by the Torah, and also mathematics, geometry, and astronomy.

By the end of the thirteenth century, the confidence of community leaders in the firmness of belief of young Jews appeared to be truly shaken. The challenges to Judaism multiplied with the growth in missionising by the Dominican and Franciscan Friars Preacher. Their sermons as well as the secular influences on the youth of the communities were perceived as dual threats to faith and to social cohesion.

Communities were riven by a confrontation between the traditionalists, who insisted upon literal interpretations of the Law (in Hebrew, peshat), and those who employed philosophy and reason rooted in a more secular scholarship.11 In 1303 a letter was sent to the RaShBA in Barcelona by the Provençal scholar R. Abba Mari, also known as Astruc of Lunel. The correspondence between the rabbis of Montpellier and Barcelona was gathered together by Abba Mari in a compendium, the Sefer Minḥat ḳenaʾot (Offering of Zeal):


Today there are many who tear down the fences, who despise instruction and scoff at admonition […] and hold to hollow superstitions, who embracing foreign teachings, would dissolve the covenant and dissipate the wealth of the Torah. These men preach homilies full of blasphemy, and even compose books in science and in philosophy drawn from Averroes and based upon Aristotle.12



The RaShBA and fourteen other scholars of Barcelona responded in a letter to the Montpellier rabbis, echoing Astruc’s concerns, and demanding excommunication of those who followed secular learning:


We hear that our brothers the sons of our people, are learning philosophy, foolishness, rejecting counsel, and turning the whole Torah into allegory […] take heed of the Canaanites (gentiles), who punish their own unbelievers […] if they spoke of Abraham and Sarah as matter and form, would they not surround them with kindling and burn them.13



These scholars drew on the example of the Christian treatment of heretics widespread in Provence and Languedoc. Fear of heresy and especially of loss of rabbinical authority over the kahal is also apparent in a letter from Crescas Vidal, a native of Barcelona who was living in Perpignan. This letter, too, was included in Astruc’s compendium:


Today it is necessary to hurry since, little by little, youths acquiring learning have not seen the light of the Torah and, heaven forbid, the whole land will turn to apostasy, and will hate the Rabbinate.14



There is no record of extensive conversion at the time these letters and responsa were written. Nevertheless, they show an awareness by the rabbinical leaders of the threat of apostasy many decades before their worst fears would be realised. Theirs was a time when the missionising activity of the Friars Preacher was increasing and the memory of their role in the Barcelona disputation of 1263 would still have been fresh in the minds, even of those who had not witnessed it.15




The Friars Preacher


The mendicant orders of the Dominicans and Franciscans became established in the Iberian Peninsula in the thirteenth century. The primary aim of the institution of Friars Preacher was to counter Christian heresy, but it soon turned its attention to the task of Jewish conversion. There is little evidence that in their mission to convert they met with much initial success. On the contrary, although certainly intimidated by the methods they employed to secure conversion, Jews were not impressed by the friars’ attacks on their faith. One historian’s view has been that the primary aim of the friars was to re-enforce the faith of Christians and that their mission to convert may have been merely a secondary consideration.16 Yet much of the record does indeed indicate a sincere aim to reach out to the unbelievers. Their belief that Jews and Judaism had no place in Christian Europe was clearly testified to by their polemical works that dwelled extensively on the perfidy of Jewish heresy and the divergence by the Jews from their own Hebrew Bible.17

In 1245, Pope Innocent IV requested that the king of Aragon, Jaime I, should compel Jews to attend their preaching:


We wish and decree that whenever the archbishop, bishops or Dominican or Franciscan friars visit a town or locale where Saracens or Jews dwell and wish to present the word of God to the said Jews or Saracens, these must gather at their call and patiently hear their preaching.18



In Aragon there are many references to such preaching taking place in synagogues and to the fact that the friars were usually accompanied by an entourage of ten upright men (probi homines).19 Schools for the study of Hebrew were established by the Dominicans in the thirteenth century; the first studium hebraicum was founded by Raymond de Peñafort (d. 1275) in Murcia in 1266 in order that ‘certain friars instructed in the Hebrew language, by discussion and good will, in this manner are able to expose the wickedness and errors of the Jews’.20

Despite the intensified anti-Jewish polemic, the preaching which Jews were obliged to attend and the public disputation at Barcelona in 1263, records of conversions up to the early fourteenth century are sparse.21 However, contrary to the assertion of disinterest made by Robin Vose, the efforts of the friars to train young men at the studium in the study of Hebrew and in Arabic demonstrate a serious intent to confront Jewish blindness. This they would do by means of reference to the Jews’ own scriptures. Five years of logic were to be followed by theological study of texts that included the Summa contra gentiles of Thomas Aquinas, and Raymond Martini’s Pugio fidei (Dagger of Faith).22 The bishops feared that Christians could be led astray in religious debates with Jews: the Friars Preacher needed, therefore, to be well prepared for such debate through rigorous training and study of Hebrew texts.23

Unlike for Aragon, there is little surviving documentation of forced sermons in Castile: there the Dominicans possessed more than forty convents by the end of the thirteenth century.24 The interactions of the preachers with the Jews may have been of a different order in the absence of royal edicts for obligatory attendance by Jews at their sermons. In the Castilian cities the friars had frequent interactions with merchant families, and with the urban knights, the caballeros villanos.25 This embeddedness in urban society afforded them contact with the Jews, many of whom traded alongside and with Christian merchants. Castile, it should be remembered, was also further from the centres of heresy in southern France. So, the friars could concentrate their efforts on converting Christians to a committed religious life, and Jews to Christianity. An example of this is seen in the town of Zamora:


Then the glorious patriarch came to Zamora and finding there a great number of inhabitants, a flourishing commerce and a multitude of Jews who lived there for that reason, he had much material for the expression of his zeal, and started to preach frequently and with pleasurable energy.26



Jewish resistance to mendicant preaching was re-enforced by their long-standing scepticism about the hypocritical life-style of the friars.27 The scornful comments of some Mallorcan Jews in 1286 were transcribed from Catalan into Latin and are preserved in a seventeenth-century Venetian manuscript. It records a discussion between a Genoese merchant, Inghetto Contardo, and the Jews at the house of the magister judeorum. The report reveals an undisguised Jewish hostility that may have reflected a more widespread attitude of Jews to the efforts of the friars:


It has to do with your Friars Minor, Preachers, and others of the same character who preach and seduce the crowds saying: The Lord God has said this and that, but on the side they live evilly, fornicate and steal as much as they are able.28



Fifteen years after the Barcelona disputation (1263), Contardo’s interlocutors also subtly mocked the efforts of Pablo Christiani and the other mendicant scholars who had presented the Christian case there. The Latin and the Hebrew reports of the debate gave quite different accounts; however there was no clear victory for the Dominicans nor are there known to have been any consequent conversions.29


Under the reign of Jaume, the good King of Aragon, […] the Friars Preacher and Friars Minor came to Girona as well as brothers Pau, the former Jew, and many other very able Christians […] and they disputed with my Jews. How this turned out, ask those who were present and you will know if the outcome was to the advantage of the Christians or not.30



The intensified Christian polemic and sermonising against the Jews had yielded few converts in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. However, the conversions of a few Jewish scholars to Christianity in the fourteenth century were to have a far more damaging effect on the integrity of the Iberian aljamas.




Conscience and conviction: four Jewish apostates


A lot is known about the lives and works of the scholarly Jewish apostates of the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. All four of the men whose journeys to conversion are examined here were formerly of high standing in their own Jewish communities. They wrote extensively in Latin or in Hebrew about their internal struggles and about their reconciliation or guilty accommodation with their new faith. The internal debate found in these narratives is revealing both for the manner of resolution of the authors’ conflicted identity and for the way in which they were able to justify what was clearly perceived as a betrayal of their faith by their fellow Jews. Equally significant are the responses made by loyal Jews to their decision: these were overtly polemical or else were oblique criticism, couched in verse, by the contemporary Hebrew poet, Samuel ibn Sasson.



Abner de Burgos/Alfonso de Valladolid


Abner of Burgos (1265–1347) was baptised at the age of fifty-six, taking the name of Alfonso de Valladolid.31 Baer’s view of Abner was that he ‘fathered that ideology of apostasy which was destined … to bring wrack and ruin upon Spanish Jewry’.32 Strictly speaking, Abner was not the first Jewish convert to author a tract disparaging Judaism and justifying the author’s adoption of Christianity. Petrus Alfonsi wrote the Dialogus contra Judaeos in the twelfth century. Born Moshe Sefardi in the late eleventh century, his work was written entirely in Latin for a Christian audience. Unlike Abner/Alfonso’s many polemical works, the Dialogus would hardly have been accessible to a wide Jewish readership: nor was that Alfonsi’s clear intention.33

It is not difficult to justify Baer’s assertion. Abner/Alfonso drew on the Torah, on the Talmud, and on Kabbalah with the express aim of persuading Jews of the Christian truths that the rabbis were too blind or too obstinate to perceive. Nor was his mission solely polemical, for he also influenced royal policy towards those aspects of Jewish worship he thought to be hostile to converts like him.

Although written in Hebrew, little survives of his original texts. Virtually all are contemporary Castilian translations, some made by the author himself. His major work was the Mostrador de justicia (Teacher of Righteousness), originally known by the Hebrew title of Moreh tsedek.34 In it he offered a mystical explanation for his conversion. It was caused, he stated, by his sorrow at the plight of his people and based upon two prophetic dreams:


I was aware of the oppression of the Jews, my people of whom I was one, who in this long captivity, mournful, broken and distressed by taxation, fallen from honour and the merit they once possessed, helpless and without strength.35



The Mostrador is a dialogue between a believer and an unbeliever, the ‘teacher’, and the ‘rebel’, a Jew. In pointing out the Jewish error of denying the Christian messiah, the author argued that their own sacred and Talmudic texts contain the truth they are too blind to see:


We wish to show here in this work the many good things of our Christian scripture, those good things the Jews have written down in the books of the Law of Moses, in those of the sainted prophets, according to the words of their great Talmudic sages … in which the Jews do not believe.36



The rhetorical device used by the author was the opposite of the condemnation of the Talmud as a heretical text in earlier Christian polemic and disputation.37 This appeal to Jews to re-evaluate their sacred texts was more subtle than the outright denunciation by the friars. It depicted these post-biblical works as Christological proof-texts to the meaning of which the Jews were simply blind.

Abner/Alfonso also attributed his conversion to dream-like visions.38 However, another more prosaic explanation may account for his attachment to, and knowledge of, Christian theology. An early work, the Libro de las batallas de Dios (Milḥamot Adonai), although now lost, was cited in the Fortalitium fidei of Alonso de Espina written a century later in 1458:


The convert, Master Alfonsus, in the libro de bellis dei, in chapter forty-four, calls the Jews arrogant and merciless. For they do not pray out of charity like the Christians.39



A manuscript of the Batallas de Dios, written in Castilian, was discovered in the library of San Benito Abbey in Valladolid in 1572. The manuscript bore an inscription indicating that it was the work of the converso Rabbi Abner and that it had been translated into Castilian at the behest of Doña Blanca, the Señora (abbess) of the Cistercian Monastery of Las Huelgas at Burgos.40 Las Huelgas had a large patrimony that included the judería of Santa Cecilia de Briviesca near Burgos, so the Señora’s request suggests that Abner may have visited or even found employment there.41 As early as 1270, a decree of Alfonso X portrayed a close association between the Jews of Santa Cecilia who paid their taxes to the monastery; they were also commanded to treat the nuns in case of illness.42

Abner’s involvement with the nuns cannot be proven, but Vicente Castañeda has described Maestre Alfonso as both scribe and book-binder (escriba, ligador de libros) in the monastery library, under the Señora’s direction. This assertion has been repeated elsewhere but without any confirmatory source.43 It was the case that in Barcelona there were many Jewish book-binders and possibly even been the majority of such craftsmen in the fourteenth century.44 So if Abner/Alfonso had been familiar with the abbey’s library, this too may have explained his attraction to Christianity although, so far, this remains entirely speculative.

It is difficult to accept the view of some historians that Abner/Alfonso remained ‘a Jew at heart’.45 Not only his writing but also his actions were inimical to the well-being of the Jewish communities. In the Mostrador, he called for persecution as the only way of turning Jews to Christianity:


What we see happening time and again that when many Jewish communities are massacred and the particular generation of Jews is thereby reduced in numbers, some Jews immediately convert to the dominant Christian faith out of fear and in this way a handful are saved.46



Ryan Szpiech has addressed the question of Abner/Alfonso’s possible influence upon the much later violent attacks and forced conversions. The apostate’s attitude to Jewish conversion, he argues, was ambivalent. In places, his polemic suggests a gentler approach that sought to persuade Jews to find their own truth by reflecting on the falsity of their adherence to Judaism.47

Another side of Abner/Alfonso’s character is revealed by his attack on Jewish liturgy. Alonso de Espina gives us an account of this in the Fortalitium fidei and there is no reason to doubt its veracity. The magister Alfonso sought to ban an ancient Hebrew prayer, the birkat ha-minim, which was recited three times a day in the synagogue.48 In fourteenth-century Iberia, it opened with the following lines:


May there be no hope for apostates (meshumadim): And may all the minim and all the informers and all the traitors all immediately be lost.49



The meaning of the Hebrew word minim is crucial and has been variously interpreted as ‘heretics’ or even simply ‘Christians’. Though the prayer was not named by de Espina, its prohibition by the King at Abner/Alfonso’s behest is related in detail:


The fourth prayer they make three times daily in which they curse Jesus Christ and his disciples and Christian Kings and princes who follow him.

It is noted that the Jews call converts to the Christian faith meshumadim. That is to say, destroyed. So, these meshumadim are said to be destroyed without hope and all heretics and those who speak against Israel are swiftly torn apart.

These lies were made known to the illustrious King Alfonso [XI] by Master Alfonso. He disputed with the best and wisest of the Jews pointing out that they recited this prayer and curse against Christians. Because of this the King banned the reciting of that prayer and (ordered) that that it be expunged from all books.50



The passage also includes the ban itself that was issued by Alfonso XI in a letter dated 25 February 1336:


I wish you to know that it has been related by the converso Master Alfonso, sacristan of the great Church of Valladolid, that for a very long time you use daily amongst yourselves, adults of either sex, a certain prayer in which you curse the Almighty God of the Christians and all those who convert to the Christian faith, as heretics and dangerous foes and publicly pray to God that he ruin and utterly destroy them.51



The elders of the aljama and Valladolid’s leaders and friars were assembled by Abner/Alfonso. The Jews denied that the prayer impugned Christians (et licet aliqui iudeorum dicendo negabant hoc non dicere christianis). Nevertheless, the King prohibited the recitation of the prayer throughout his kingdom:


The learned men swore there an oath on Jewish law, conceded by the writings of their books, enjoined by their forefathers to do this just as Master Alfonso said. Each in turn, strongly and in Hebrew, showed us that they refute and expunge this. We command in good Christian faith that throughout our kingdom they will not do this.52



What motivated Abner/Alfonso to make this attack on Jewish practice? He knew well that he was one of those meshumadim or minim against whom the blessing (or curse) was directed. He knew, too, that the prayer discouraged others from following his example. Involving the King may have also been self-serving, a way to consolidate Abner/Alfonso’s relatively lowly position as sacristan in Valladolid and also confirm him as a trusted son of the Church.

The ban issued by Alfonso XI was not strictly enforced. In 1380, Juan I re-issued the decree, with a punishment of one hundred lashes in public for transgression.53 Through Abner/Alfonso’s influence, a centuries-old prayer brought royal opprobrium on whole communities. The anguish that this episode caused the communities was real as we are informed by verses by the poet Samuel ibn Sasson whose commentary on the contemporary scene has been referred to previously in Chapters 1 and 5. Little is known of his life, but these verses were written between 1330 and 1340:


§.8 They persecute faith in other matters, roving trouble makers, the foe slanders their prayers. He who comes to pray at his temple, cannot.54



The ‘foe’ was Abner and in his dedication, the poet explained:


§.7 I wrote this at the time of the argument of R. Joshua with R. Abner, for at that time the sorrows multiplied and there was much idolatry amongst the people.55



The identity of R. Joshua is unknown. The poet knew that Abner’s chief polemical adversary was the rabbi Isaac Polgar, and he wrote admiringly of Polgar’s defence of Judaism against the self-appointed ‘teacher’ (the mostrador de justicia, Abner):


§.67 I sent this to R. Don Isaac b. Polgar, may God preserve him

His darts strike the Teacher in the back, teaching much theology, his sword unsheathed against the Teacher, he strikes him.

Who is like R. Isaac, who dwells high in the clouds, who is so beloved, known as ben Polgar.56



Ibn Sasson is referring here to the correspondence that Polgar had with the man who had once been his friend and teacher.57 Polgar’s Tshuvat epikoros (Reply to the Apostate) was incorporated in his later work Ezer ha-Dat (Guide to Faith) which was a comprehensive rebuttal of Abner’s teachings:58


Upon my soul, I once befriended a man, quick and knowledgeable in religion and also philosophy who towards his end, to fulfil his desire, turned from the path of Torah. His name had previously been R. Abner. He argued with me saying: Do you believe in the ancient words of the Talmud sages and their beautiful sayings? I replied, Yes, I believe the sages […] He replied, ask for the faith of the wise, do not pervert their paths, I shall show you through their works, I will instruct you from their devices.59



Polgar’s polemic was founded on philosophy and reason.60 In this he was at odds with the orthodox opinion, already referred to, of most rabbinical leaders in Iberia and Southern France.61 Yet he was not alone in his opposition to his old teacher. In the Ma’amar ha-beḥira (Treatise on Free Will, 1360), the Provençal scholar Moses Narboni not only questioned Abner/Alfonso’s wisdom and sincerity but also implied that his conversion was motivated by base considerations:


This man Abner, may (God’s) light be upon his head, he is amongst the wisest among us, so I do not believe that he erred in this, but he was deceived* since seeing the oppression of our time, and that he received rejection rather than support from his co-religionists, to (his) alienation and distancing from wisdom and transgression and hatred, he turned to arrogance and a lying apostasy.62

He was not amongst those sages of sound opinion for whom meagre fare was sufficient and who turn to material things only from dire necessity.63



Just as Polgar had done, Narboni challenged Abner’s belief in predestination. He saw this claim as a mere excuse for conversion.64

The voluntary acceptance of baptism by Jews, such as Abner/Alfonso, required an acceptance of the principal doctrines of Christianity that included the Trinity, the Incarnation, and Transubstantiation. These elements, especially the Trinity and Incarnation, were subjects that were raised repeatedly from both Jewish and Christian sides of the polemical divide. Abner/Alfonso attempted to persuade Jews that an acceptance of the Trinity was consistent with biblical and post-biblical Judaism:


For in the verse of the Psalms (50:1) the name of God is given in three ways in order to show that with these three names God created his world.65



How some Jewish converts to Christianity wrestled with matters so alien to their own concept of the deity is apparent from a consideration of the works of two other late fourteenth-century scholarly converts. The conclusions that each of them reached, however, could hardly have been more different.




Joshua Halorki / Hieronymus de Sancta Fide


Joshua Halorki of Alcañiz arrived at his decision to convert following a long and tortured struggle with his faith and with his conscience. Fortunately for posterity he left a detailed record of his doubts and of the difficulty he faced in accepting the underlying tenets of Christianity. His reflections were a learned exposition of the mental anguish which must have been experienced by the very numerous, if less scholarly, conversos of the late fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries.

Yet, Halorki would eventually adopt his new faith with a relish that was curiously at odds with his earlier theological dilemma. He was a physician and scientist, and so might be considered to have embodied the very dangers of secular learning of which rabbis had so often warned. Following his conversion Halorki took the name of Hieronymus de Sancta Fide, and was the major Christian protagonist at the Tortosa Disputation of 1413.

The extent of Halorki’s scientific scholarship is apparent from his treatise in Arabic on medicinal plants soon translated into Hebrew as Gerem ha-ma’a lot (The Staircase).66 His ‘Greek learning’ and his theological disquiet are apparent from a letter to his recently converted friend, Shlomo ha-Levi of Burgos (Pablo de Santa Maria, of whom more later). Halorki had read ha-Levi’s recent letter to the rabbi of Navarre, Joseph Orabuena:


Your letter has come into my hands […] sent to R. Joseph Orabuena in Navarre, I see therein that you have come to believe of the man who came at the end of the second Temple, that he was the Messiah awaited by our people.67



This coy reference to Christ is from the man who later converted and who became a most detested source of anti-Jewish rhetoric.68 After a respectful introduction, Halorki turned to discussion of the Christological interpretations of scripture that led ha-Levi to conversion. Wrestling with what he perceived as the irrationality of his friend’s acceptance of the Trinity and Incarnation, he commented:


Also about the Trinity, according to the opinions of the theologians in this wondrous matter of divine attributions, it must be said that it is an ancient concept of the time of the prophets who believed this and as I have seen also in the Aristotelian text of The Heavens and the World (De Caelo et Mundo) and this is the weakness of his argument.69

But what do you think, that He really is the Messiah of flesh and blood, who eats and drinks, who dies yet lives, that he himself is the true God […] The truth is that intelligence (seḥel) cannot comprehend this and cannot remove doubt or confusion from the heart.70



Halorki finally resolved his doubts. According to the sixteenth-century historian Fr. Francisco Diago it was the Dominican Vicente Ferrer who baptised him in 1412 just before the Tortosa disputation.71 As Hieronymus (Jerome), he played a central role in the disputation, as the Latin sources attest. Ferrer may not actually have been present at Tortosa, although this is implied by the eighteenth-century historian Serafín Miguel. He cited the Vita Sancti Vincentii by the Italian Dominican Petrus Ransanus in a text commissioned by Pope Callixtus III in the 1450s. Ferrer, it seems, was most impressed by his recent protégé:


San Vincente was very delighted to observe and to speak with his disciple Geronimo; he also was pleased to see the vigour and erudition with which he convinced the rabbis and even brought them to our sainted faith.72






Shlomo ha-Levi / Pablo de Santa María (1350–1435)


The record of Shlomo ha-Levi’s spiritual quest before his conversion is less well documented than that of his friend Halorki; yet his progression to the heights of the ecclesiastical hierarchy was rapid. Father to a dynasty of prominent and scholarly churchmen and religious women, some of his writings nevertheless portray elements of a dual identity. In them he expressed a pride in his Jewish lineage accompanied by confidence in his new-found Christian faith.

Shlomo/Pablo’s baptism is thought to have taken place in Burgos in 1391 just before the eruption of the violence, though a sixteenth-century source placed it a year earlier.73 Henceforth known as Pablo de Santa María, he and all his family, except his father and his wife, underwent baptism at the same time. They took the family name of García and the coat of arms of Don García Alonso de Covarrubias, the chaplain who administered the sacrament.74 The earlier date for the baptism seems the most likely, and there is no evidence that it was accompanied by or was the direct result of any violence or of compulsion.75 Unlike Abner/Alfonso or Halorki, as Shlomo ha-Levi he was already a notable member of the Castilian court elite before his conversion.76 Yet, like the Jewish privados earlier in the century, his social position encompassed devout scholars of his own community as well as the members of Juan I’s court.

That ha-Levi was close to Jewish scholarly circles before his conversion is indicated by the respectful address made to him by R. Isaac ben Sheshet Perfet (the RIBaSH), in a discussion of the minutiae of ritual law:


§189To the scholarly Don Shlomo ha-Levi of Burgos (God’s light be upon his head)

How wonderful and splendorous today that you remembered me so I am ready to renew perfect friendship and love, […] Behold you came to me to ask for my exposition and my utterances shall be heard.77



The considerable biographical detail that we have about ha-Levi/Pablo relies largely on contemporary and later encomia of his noble Hebrew lineage and great scholarship.78 A posthumous opinion of him was given by Fernán Pérez de Guzmán in 1450:


A Hebrew native of Burgos, a great sage and worthy man of science … he was very learned in both Scriptures before his conversion. He was a great philosopher and theologian.79



The writings of the newly converted Pablo de Santa María reveal no elements of self-doubt. Rather, they lay out his theological justifications and lengthy and intemperate condemnation of Judaism. They further show something of the mental process whereby he reconciled himself with his new Christian identity, based upon genealogy and faith.

Whether Vincent Ferrer had really baptised Pablo, as was claimed by the sixteenth-century Fr. Diago, remains speculative. So too, Pablo’s assertion that he was helped in his new understanding of his faith by the De legibus of Thomas Aquinas:


Before this, Saint Vincent had also converted another very learned Jew called Pablo in Castile […] He stated that to achieve conversion, he had been much helped reading De legibus in the prima secunde of Saint Thomas. Seeing how learned was his treatment of the Old Testament therein, he said: ‘This Fr. Thomas understood the Old Law better than I myself, I who am regarded as very learned by my own people: because of all this I do not wish to remain a Jew’.80



Pablo’s major works of scholarship included the Additiones, a supplement to Nicholas de Lyra’s commentary on the Bible (1429), and the Scrutinium scripturarum, a polemical dialogue between a Christian and a Jew (1430s). A comment in Guzmán’s Semblanzas is especially interesting in its rebuttal of charges of insincerity of conversion, often made against New Christians. Pablo’s proof of Christ’s corporeality in the Scrutinium was seen as an indication of his sincere belief:


In this work (Scrutinium), with strong and vivid arguments he proves the coming of the Messiah and that He is both God and Man; in this way he contradicted the opinions of some, who without good reason, totally condemn and vehemently charge this nation of New Christians, with unfaithful and useless conversion.81



Here too, the emphasis on Pablo’s genuine acceptance of Incarnation reflects a contemporary view that converts might pick and choose what they believed. Guzmán claimed that great respect is due to converts who had been reared in ‘that Law’, yet chose the ‘new Law’ freely, without exhortation or threat. He was writing at a time, in 1449, when the rebels in Toledo had accused the conversos of insincerity and Judaizing.82 His comment shows that the conversion, even of so prominent a convert as Pablo, might not have been above suspicion.

Pablo’s understanding of his own conversion and the spiritual transformation effected by baptism was included by him in the Additiones. The prologue takes the form of an address to his son Alfonso (venerabili viro Alphonso legum doctori), probably written in 1429:


But I was born in the perfidious blindness of the Jews, I was not taught the sacred scripture by holy scholars; I received an erroneous way of thinking from mistaken teachers, rashly I was busy with literature and wrong-thinking sophistry and the rest of those treacherous works. Truly, when it pleased those whose mercy is limitless, to rescue me from darkness into light, from swirling mists to fresh air: somehow the scales fell from my eyes […] Thus it is that the desire for the catholic faith grew ever warmer within me, until I finally managed publicly, to profess that faith […] I received the sacrament of baptism in the holy font of this church, taking the name of Paul, at that time with you in joyful childhood innocence, following me at that tender age cleansed from original sin by the sacred water.83



In his pride of descent from the ‘tribe of Levi’, Pablo also expressed confidence in his personal transition from respected Jewish scholar to Christian prelate. He had achieved this change, he implies here, without sacrificing his Jewish identity:


Only I cannot be enjoined to silence, it has been clearly shown to us that we are descended from the line of Levites, wherefore many generations earlier it is written: ‘No possessions were given to the tribe of Levi, for the Lord is their possession’ (Deut. 10:9); so the Lord is our possession Christ is our inheritance, who shall cleanse the sons of Levi, so they might be presented to the Lord as a righteous offering.84



Pablo’s cultural transition indicates a hybrid identity, one grafted onto his former existence as a Jew. A similar resolution would be achieved and described by his son, Alonso de Cartagena, as well as by other New Christians in the aftermath of the anti-converso violence of 1449 that is the subject of Chapter 7.




Profiat Duran


Following the mass conversions of 1391, the exchanges between converts and Jews intensified. Profiat (or Profayt) Duran exemplifies the spiritual turmoil of a highly articulate convert, who simultaneously expressed guilt over his own conversion, and anger at others who had willingly abandoned their faith.

Duran was a native of Perpignan who probably converted between February 1391 and May 1392, becoming Honoratus de Bonafide, and he was soon appointed as the court astrologer of King Juan I of Aragon. Amongst his works, the tract Al Tehi ka-avoteḥa (Be Not Like Thy Fathers) written in 1396 exhibits subtle mockery of those articles of Christianity professed by recent Jewish converts. His literary tone varied from the ironic in Al Tehi to the forthright critique of Christianity in his Klimat ha-goyim (Shame of the Gentiles) of 1397. Because of the anti-Christian tone of much of Duran’s work, some have doubted whether he ever actually underwent conversion. However, his change of name and some aspects of his commentaries are now thought to point unequivocally to his having been baptised.85

There are at least eighteen manuscripts of Al tehi dating from the fifteenth century, so it must have been fairly widely read.86 It is an epistolary text in which Duran addressed an old friend, Bonet Bonjorn, who had converted under the influence of the newly baptized Pablo de Santa Maria, possibly in Avignon:


To David […] ‘who said to his father and his mother, I have not seen him’ (Deut. 33:9) […] I called him my brother, David Bonet the Christian, formerly in Israel called David Bonet Bonjorn.87



Throughout the letter, Duran admonished his old friend not to follow in the faith of his fathers, but the tone appears to be ironic. And so, on the Trinity:


Be not like your fathers who believed in the simple unity of God and rejected altogether any plurality in him and they mistook the sentence ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One’ […] But you are not like that! You believe He is one and three, the three is one and the one is three.88



His emphatic rejection of any Jewish conception of Trinity or Incarnation illustrates the centrality of this question for him as it would be for others. At the end of Al tehi, Duran allowed his ironic mask to slip as he castigated Bonjorn for disloyalty to his honoured father:


I beseech you that henceforth you shall not sign any book in the name of your honoured father, of blessed memory. Your soul shall not come into his secret (Gen. 49:6) and you shall not be honoured by his memory, for were he to be alive he would have chosen to banish such a son as you from his sight, and even now in his eternal rest his soul mourns him.89



This final flourish makes it unlikely that Duran intended the treatise to be misunderstood as a paean of praise for Christianity, but rather that it was a truly aggressive assertion of the superiority of Judaism.

Duran understood his ‘brother’ Bonjorn to have been converted through the influence of a teacher. Although the apostate Pablo de Santa María (formerly Shlomo ha-Levi) was not named, it is he who is clearly the teacher cited here:


You further wrote, my brother, how you marvelled and boasted of the perfection of your exalted teacher, all honour to his greatness, you told of his creation in the image of God, you make of him a Pope (I do not know if he will finally go to Rome or to Avignon). I too, my brother, knew of his great works.90



Duran’s comment on Rome and Avignon shows his contempt for a Christian faith riven by schism. The hubris of the New Christians was mocked in a further section:


You are naïve in your messianic faith; ‘in his light shall we see light’ (Psalms XXXVI:9), you will succeed in all that you do. Do not worry about the humiliation, poverty, and disgrace that clings to your soul and the degradation that lies before you. Your enemies will vilify you, your folly will melt before them as a snail (Psalms LVIII:8), saying to you daily: ‘impure’, ‘infidel’, or ‘circumcised’. It is enough for you that you remain forever in eternal pleasure no matter the cost, for you will see the face of the King and the concubine seated at his side.91



Modern scholars accept the putative dating of both Al tehi and Kelimat to after Duran’s conversion. The puzzling ability of a convert to compose such challenging polemic has been addressed by Maud Kozodoy, who notes that Kelimat was unsigned and may not even have been widely disseminated. Al tehi was indeed signed with his Hebrew name; however its sarcastic tone may have resulted in its misinterpretation by Christian authorities.92 Despite his conversion, Duran opposed the abandonment of Judaism; his sense of his own identity remained problematic and unresolved.

In a letter of consolation to a friend, the Iggeret kinah, Duran portrayed his belief in the hidden strength of the Jew, forced against his will to assume the outer mantle of an alien faith:


Surely the case for ourselves, the heirs of the Perfect Law, is that nothing has truly changed for us, only that which resembles the husk and the superficial, but yet the heart and virtue and the divine matter is preserved in the strength of the people.



He signed the letter with the Hebrew acronym ‘Ephod’:


I am your brother, ha-Levi, whose elegy is flawed. This is his name for ever, his memorial, Efod.93



The meaning of his mysterious acronym was probably multi-layered. It was both the initials of his Hebrew name (aleph, fé, dalet) and the name of a priestly garment which may have carried the hidden significance of atonement for the sin of idolatry.94





Choosing martyrdom


Although the riots of 1391 started in Seville, detailed records for Castile are deficient when compared to the available documentation from Valencia and Aragon.95 There is even less certainty about the numbers of deaths than there is of the numbers who converted during the riots that spread rapidly throughout the Peninsula. Yet records show that many Jews died rather than receive baptism, some by their own hand or even slaughtered by their families.

The practice of kiddush ha-Shem, dying for the sanctification of God’s name, was a form of martyrdom depicted in the chronicles of the Ashkenazi Jewish communities of the First Crusade.96 Studies of twelfth- to thirteenth-century Hassidic Ashkenazi Jews have described them as living in the ‘shadow of an extreme martyrological reality’ and of being possessed of a ‘heroic steadfastness’. Simha Goldin argues that the nature of the external pressures and of the socialisation of communities moulded individuals to such a behavioural norm.97

The depictions of suicide and the killing of families by parents that appear in the Crusade narratives, especially those of the First Crusade, became less common in assaults on the Jews in later centuries. In these most extreme examples of martyrdom, individuals chose to kill themselves, their neighbours, wives, and children rather than to convert. However, the term kiddush ha-Shem (sanctification of God’s Name) was also applied at that time and later by historians to denote all those who allowed themselves to be slaughtered by their attackers rather than choose salvation through conversion.

In one of the three Hebrew accounts of the events of 1096 in Mainz, that of Shlomo bar-Shimshon (or Shimon), the narrator voiced the prevailing ethos of the martyrs:


Happy shall we be if we do His will and happy everyone who is slain and slaughtered and dies for the Sanctification of His Name. Such a one is destined for the World to Come.98



Accounts of martyrdom by self-immolation were still evident, however, in Christian chronicles of the Shepherds’ Crusades of the 1320s. A Latin report from fourteenth-century Aquitaine documented the deeds of the Pastoreaux and the response of the Jews in their path, who ‘preferred to kill themselves rather than be killed by the uncircumcised’.99

Reports of kiddush ha-Shem through suicide are found in contemporary or later accounts of the riots of 1391, but these are scanty and mainly come from Hebrew sources that extoll the example set by religious leaders. An exceptional Christian account from this period is found in a letter of Juan I of Aragon to his bailiffs on 22 September 1391, issued in Zaragoza. This letter requested information about the possessions (synagogues, shops, dwellings, jewellery) that had belonged to the aljamas of his kingdom. Specifically, he wished to be notified of the assets of those who died by their own hand and who had no heirs:


Also, I desire information about all the assets of the dead Jews, be they movable or fixed, especially those who remain without heirs or those who killed themselves, in order not to be forced to become Christians.100



The seventeenth-century account by Zúñiga of the eruption of violence in Seville on 6 June 1391 admitted that the figure of over 4,000 Jewish deaths may have been excessive. Nevertheless, he believed that ‘only a few fearful Jews remained’, most of whom became insincere converts, their feigned Christianity becoming apparent later on.101 In his chronicle of Enrique III Ayala was more circumspect and less specific:


He (Enrique III) had news of how the people of Seville had robbed the judería, and that most of the Jews there had turned Christian, and many of them died.102



A contemporary Hebrew account of deaths and conversions in both Castile and Aragon is found in a letter of R. Hasdai Crescas to the Jews of Avignon. The letter was included in ibn Verga’s Shevet Yehudah, and made reference to martyrdom as well as to conversions in Seville, Toledo, Valencia, and Barcelona:


On the bitter and fateful New Moon of Tammuz 5151, the Lord directed the enemy’s bow on the community of Seville which comprised some six or seven thousand households, setting their gates on fire and slaying many people though most of them changed their faith and of these children and women were sold to the Ishmaelites and the paths of the Jews lay desolate and many died by kiddushat ha-Shem and many betrayed the covenant.103



Crescas (1340–1411) was a scholar and philosopher and author of Or Adonai which refuted Averroistic interpretations of the Torah.104 Prominent in public affairs, he lost his only son in the riots in Barcelona. A passage from his letter refers to this event although it is open to more than one interpretation:


The Lord cast the fire of his wrath upon […] the community of Barcelona which was stormed that day and the dead numbered about 250 […] Many sanctified God’s name among them my only son, a groom, an unblemished lamb, my sacrifice of him I grant as righteous judgement […] Of those many slew themselves and hurled themselves from the tower.105



Crescas was probably absent from Barcelona on that day and his ‘righteous sacrifice’ of his son must surely be an expression of survivor guilt. The alternative that he actually killed his son was considered by Marc Saperstein, who found it to be unlikely.106

Crescas’s description of the massacre of rabbis in Toledo is confirmed by a fifteenth-century elegy (kinah) by a Sephardi poet, ibn Albeneh, found in a book of prayers for the fast of the Ninth of Av.107 Eight scholarly Jews and their families died as martyrs, some identifiable as descendants of R. Asher ben Yehiel of Toledo, the RASh.


§15First was R. Yehuda who was a man of renown. He slew his wife as sacrifice and his sons in Israel.108



The exiled Castilian historian Abraham Zacuto referred in the Sefer Yuhasin (1504) to this martyrdom of R. Yehuda, the great-grandson of the RASh, and to the slaughter by him of his own family:


All this family were holy for in all the massacres they sanctified God’s name […] especially the holy R. Yehuda was killed sanctifying God’s name, he and his mother-in-law, his wife and all his children and they killed each other.109



These few examples show that the practice of kiddush ha-Shem was indeed followed by some of the victims of 1391. The mindset that engendered such self-sacrifice has been discussed by Marc Saperstein. He argues that there may not have been the communal awareness of the Crusade massacres in Iberia, since they received scant mention in late medieval Sephardi commentaries.110 However the biblical example of the ‘binding of Isaac’ in Genesis 22:1–19, the Akedah, may have been the inspiration for these sacrifices in all communities and throughout the Middle Ages.111 An anonymous sermon of fifteenth-century Castile made this plain:


All who wish to be of the seed of Abraham must be prepared to offer their lives for the sanctification of God’s Name when the proper time comes […] That is why all the righteous and virtuous Jews martyred themselves: to demonstrate that they were from the seed of Abraham and Isaac.112

They should be prepared to take the lives of their children and the children prepared to be bound by their fathers and to bind them as Abraham did to perform the will of Heaven.113



The polemicist Profiat Duran provided an alternative martyrological narrative and insight into the ambiguity of the Sephardi converts over their new identity. In his Letter of Lamentation (Iggeret kinah) of 1393, already referred to, he consoled a friend whose father, R. Avraham Yitzhak ha-Levi, had been martyred in Girona:


For the righteous slaughtered sanctifying God’s Name handing themselves over to death by his Holy Name […] the pious rabbis, the three Shepherds of Girona, the city of your fathers’ graves and of the rest of those holy ones as well as those others from around and about who died by the sword and the fire.114



He also revealed his own anguish as a recently converted Jew who hoped for salvation. He argued that those who changed faith under duress still remained of the seed of Abraham and would be redeemed:


So shall it continue in this great exile, for though a portion of the people fail through absolute compulsion and fear of persecution, not because of this shall they be excluded from God’s people and the seed of Abraham who loved Him. For He knows the hidden places of their hearts and the future will be like that of their brothers, to be redeemed, raised up and forgiven to the end of days.115






A convenient conversion: Juan Sánchez de Sevilla and the Marmolejos


The many forced conversions which took place during the violence of 1391, including those of rabbis and scholars, were only a part of a wider phenomenon. Jews converted both before and after the massacres for a variety of reasons. We know of elite converso families from the commentaries of later authors. Lope de Barrientos, though not himself a converso, named numerous individuals and families of Jewish origin in 1449 in his Contra algunos zizañadores de la nación de los convertidos del pueblo de Israel (Against those who Disparage Converts of the People of Israel).116 Written at the time of the Toledo uprising against the New Christians that is discussed in Chapter 7, his purpose was to extol their virtues and confound the mounting resentment to them in Castilian towns. We find here a guide to converso families, the identities of which would otherwise be unknown. Detailed accounts are available for only a few and the circumstances of their conversion are generally lacking. However, the assimilation of certain individuals and their families into Christian society can, in some cases, serve to show what material gain could be achieved. This was especially true of those enterprising conversos who voluntarily crossed the cultural divide.

The case of the Jewish arrendador Samuel Abravaniel is exceptionally well documented in both Hebrew and Castilian documents.117 His conversion preceded the 1391 riots, and his baptism was presumably a matter of choice and of convenience. Abravaniel’s name appeared several times as a tax farmer in the cuaderno de cuentas of 1379 prepared for Enrique II in 1378. That record shows him to have been in some financial difficulties in meeting his commitments to the Crown.118 As a converso who was now going by the name of Juan Sánchez de Sevilla, he was mentioned in the chronicles of Lope de Ayala. In 1391, a dispute arose within the regency council of the young King Enrique III: this was between his uncle D. Fadrique and the Archbishop of Santiago concerning the appointment of a certain contador mayor:


D. Fadrique, Duke of Benavente, then demanded that they award the office of contador mayor (chief treasurer) to a man called Juan Sánchez de Sevilla, who was a converso who knew a great deal about the accounts […] and was so employed in the revenues of the kingdom in the time of King D. Enrique (II) and the King D. Juan (I).119



The chronicle further mentions that the Archbishop questioned some financial irregularity in the converso’s accounts, stating that an honest man was needed in these matters. The dispute led to an armed confrontation between the two parties.120

One text unequivocally links this servant of the Crown with his former Jewish self. It is found in the ritual book Zeḥer Tsaddik by Joseph ben Tsaddiq of Arévalo, written fifty years after the death of Juan Sánchez:


R. Menaḥem ben Zeraḥ the son of the holy R. Aaron of France who wrote Tseda l’dereḥ, in honour of Don Samuel Abravaniel whose name was changed to Juan Sánchez de Sevilla.121



Abravaniel was neither a rabbi nor a scholar. This dedication shows, however, that he must have been close to intellectual circles before his conversion.

Opinions about Abravaniel and the fate of his descendants have changed. The earlier view that his conversion was precipitated by the violence of 1391 is clearly contradicted by the contemporary record. A transaction was documented between the converso and the wife of the alcalde of Toledo in 1387:


Juan Sánchez de Sevilla, tesorero mayor of the queen, informs D. Yuçaf Abudarham of Toledo that he received 9,000 mrs. from Doña Inés de Ayala wife of Diego Gómez, previously alcalde mayor of Toledo.122



Although Baer believed that Abravaniel converted because of his premonition of impending disaster, other motives have been proposed.123 Benzion Netanyahu has suggested that his close association with Enrique II’s contador mayor, Yosef Pichón, influenced his decision to convert. The well documented murder of Pichón by Jews jealous of his success at court has been described earlier in Chapter 1. Netanyahu’s view was that the affair led to Abravaniel’s disillusionment with his co-religionists and to his subsequent severing of his ties with them. Entirely speculative, this is not supported by any documentary evidence.124

The rapid improvement in his social standing following conversion is consistent with material motives for his decision. Juan Sánchez soon married a Christian woman and made substantial land acquisitions. With other family members he purchased houses near the walls of the San Bartolomé Nuevo district of the judería of Seville, even earning it the appellation adarve de Abrabaniel (battlements of Abravaniel): in 1396 he also acquired lands in Aljarafe, in the Sevillian countryside.125 Isabel Montes Romero concluded that many of the family’s possessions were sold and that their wealth and social status declined after the death of King Enrique III in 1406. Yet, this is not supported by the genealogical detail provided by Juan II’s secretary, the relator Fernán Díaz de Toledo, in his Instrucción of 1449:


Similarly, Juan Sánchez de Sevilla, who was of that descent (i.e Jewish), who was the king’s contador mayor, his grandchildren and great-grandchildren are today those of Arauzo, of Porras, of Valdez, of Anaya, of Ocampo, of Monroy, of Solís de Sosa, of Villaquirán and of Bobadilla.126
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Figure 6.1 Lineage of Juan Sánchez de Sevilla (Samuel Abravaniel)


The marriages of his children brought the family further titles and lands (see Figure 6.1). Juan Sánchez married Juana Rodriguez de Monroy, and their son Fernán Rodríguez became Señor de Arauzo. Fernán married Isabel Ordóñez de Villaquirán and Salazar y Castro (1660) documented three generations of Sánchez’s descendants, as far as a marriage in 1487 of his great-granddaughter, Isabel Ordóñez de Guzmán, to Bernardo Manrique de Lara. The recording of the contador’s distinguished lineage and his founding of a family sepulchre in the monastery of San Francisco in Salamanca suggest that the family continued to flourish after conversion.127 There is no hint of a return to Judaism, as the nineteenth-century historian Meyer Kayserling believed.128 Nor is there good evidence for the direct descent of the eminent late fifteenth-century scholar and court official Isaac Abrabanel from Juan Sánchez’s son Judah who, it was suggested, had fled to Portugal in 1391.129

Not all of the conversions within the wider Abravaniel family of Seville endured. In 1396, a plea before the justice questioned illegal possession of houses in the aforementioned district of San Bartolomé Nuevo:


In the adarve de Abrabaniel, that belonged to Yusal Abrabaniel, later on a converso by the name of Pedro González, who had taken himself off to the land of the Moors and ‘lived there as a Jew’.130



If it were the case that members of his family had fled to Portugal or to Muslim lands with the intention of returning to Judaism, Juan Sánchez may have wished to distance himself from them. This would explain the sale of his houses in the judería of Seville, and the retention of rural lands acquired through purchase or matrimonial alliances.131

A further although less securely documented conversion of a prominent Jewish family took place many years before 1391. The certainty with which both Barrientos and Fernán Díaz claimed Jewish ancestry for the Marmolejo family is not matched by the evidence of the record. According to Díaz:


Juan Manuel de Olanda should take heed, for he is the grandson of Francisco Fernández Marmolejo, previously contador mayor of the King, who was of that lineage (i.e. converso) of which there are today in Seville many regidores and caballeros, as well as officials.132



Unlike Samuel Abravaniel/Juan Sánchez, there is not even the slightest indication of the date of conversion of any of the Marmolejo ancestors. A detailed genealogy of the family was recorded by Ortiz de Zúñiga in the seventeenth century, and by Rivarola y Pineda in the eighteenth century. According to the latter, Fernán Fernández Marmolejo was an alguacil (justice) of King Sancho IV in the thirteenth century, and took the name of Marmolejo after a locality in newly conquered Cordoba. Without any mention of Jewish antecedents, his descendants are named in these sources as jurados, contadores mayores, or veinticuatros (councillors) throughout the fifteenth century.133

Recent studies have questioned the likelihood of a conversion in the thirteenth century, and have even suggested that the lineages of Sancho’s alguacil, and that of the converso family named by Díaz, were quite separate.134 Francisco Ferrández del Marmolejo was cited as tesorero of Pedro the Cruel in a pleito (legal action) of 1377, brought by the dean and chapter of Seville cathedral over outstanding Jewish debt.135 There is little doubt of Francisco’s relationship to his cousin Alonso Marmolejo, or of their successive marriages and offspring, all of which are well documented. Generations of Marmolejos served at the court of the kings Enrique II, Juan I, and their successors in financial and other administrative functions, marrying into both Christian and converso families well into the sixteenth century.136

Three final possibilities should be considered. The Instrucción was written very quickly as a response to the Toledo rebellion of 1449.137 It might be that Díaz erred in his lists of the oldest converso families, an error then copied by Barrientos in his Zizañadores. Or, the apparent longevity of the Marmolejo lineage was a deliberate deception. Before the growing antipathy to the New Christians erupted into the violence of the Toledo riots of 1449, successful converso families expressed pride in their lineage and success and the family might have adopted the name of the illustrious alguacil in order to enhance social standing. Finally, as Romero-Comacho has argued, the confusion arose out of a desire to hide their converso roots altogether.138




Converso occupations and their demography in the city of Toledo (1391–1422)


Many thousands of Jewish artisans, shopkeepers, or labourers must have been among those who converted to Christianity in the wake of the 1391 violence. Yet we have little detail to illuminate particular cases. The converts appear often to have retained their previous occupations after conversion, and some continued to reside within the juderías, close to their Jewish neighbours. Where this can be shown, this co-habitation contrasts sharply with the campaign of 1411–1412 by the Dominican Vincent Ferrer, whose aim it was to separate the conversos and Christians from Jews and Muslims within the towns.139

Two sets of records, from Jerez and from Toledo, illustrate aspects of the occupations and dwellings of those Jews who converted at the end of the fourteenth or beginning of the fifteenth century. A deed of 20 August 1391 in the Recopilación de privilegios del Real Convento de Santo Domingo de Xerez mentions forty-nine conversos of Jerez, just two months after the onset of the attacks in neighbouring Seville. These conversos were signatories of a donation of dos aranzadas (three acres) of land, constituting a part of their own Jewish cemetery and purchased by the aljama only eight years earlier. The beneficiary was the Dominican Fr. Pedro Sánchez, who received it in gratitude and in return for the instruction of the conversos in their new faith:


Since we have become Christian, recognising the Holy Catholic faith of our saviour Jesus Christ, for the well-being and health of our souls and for the many benefits we have received and continue daily to receive, instructing us and revealing to us that said Catholic faith.140



The forty-nine individuals included one saddler, five tailors, three weavers, four silk traders or weavers, one dyer, two button-makers, a broker, a clog maker, a bodice-maker, a blacksmith, and two minors (chiquillos). Being so close in time to the violence, one might wonder how freely given the gift really was. Taken at face value, however, the instruction by the friars shows how the converts were assisted and supervised in the process of becoming Christians.141

Each of the conversos named in the Jerez donation had adopted a Christian name. In registers from late fourteenth- and early fifteenth-century Toledo, however, those recently converted are seen to have adopted hybrid forms of their old Hebrew and the new Christian names. The houses of the judería belonged to the cathedral chapter (cabildo), and many conversos are seen to have continued to dwell there and to continue in their previous occupations.142 Already, in an ordinance of 1302, the Archbishop of Toledo had granted Muslim and Jewish converts security of their possessions:


They ordered that should any Jew or Muslim turn to the Catholic faith, they should not on that account lose those possessions they had before when they were Jew or Muslim.143



This privilege needs to be seen in the light of frequent opposition by both the Crown and the aljamas themselves to the retention of their assets by the conversos. The Crown feared the loss of those revenues paid by Jews, and the Jews wished to discourage conversion by denying inheritance rights to converts.144 By 1392, Enrique III’s revenues from the Jews of Toledo had substantially dropped. Many Jews had died in the riots, and the wealth of the aljama had already been depleted by the huge ransoms collected by Enrique II during the civil war. But a royal ordinance indicates that the extent of conversion had changed the economic relations between Jews and Crown irreversibly:


Enrique III ordains that his recaudador of the archbishopric of Toledo […] exchanges the 40,000 mrs annually that had been conceded to doña Juana de Espina during her lifetime, from the head-tax of the aljama of the Jews of Toledo, for the same amount from whatever income from that same archbishopric, ‘since the Jews of the aljama of that city … were catholic.145



The boundaries of the judería of Toledo in the fourteenth to fifteenth century are shown in Figure 6.2.
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Figure 6.2 Toledo juderías 1380–1422:[image: inline image] main (judería mayor), [image: inline image] Alcaná (judería menor). D: abattoir (degolladero), HZ: baths (hamanzeite). Households: Jewish [image: inline image], converso [image: inline image]


Most Jews lived in the judería mayor, fewer in the judería menor, also known as the Alcaná, the judería vieja, or the arrabal.146 The Alcaná was near the cathedral; it had a market and many Jewish shops rented from the cabildo. Less easily defended than the judería mayor, the Alcaná suffered many deaths of its Jewish inhabitants in both Trastámaran assault in 1355 and in 1391.147 After 1391 it all but disappeared, though some Jewish and converso residences continued to be recorded there.

The records of the cathedral chapter’s refitores (rent-collectors) have been published by Pilar León Tello. They help us to reconstruct the lives and residences of Toledo’s Jews and conversos before and after 1391. They list residents by neighbourhood, the rents, charges, and sometimes they also mention occupations.148 The retention of their dwellings in the juderías by the conversos became a major issue throughout Iberia after the statutes ordering the separation of Jews and Muslims from their Christian neighbours in 1411–1412. It remains unclear whether Toledo was an exception, or a more general example of failure to implement the royal ordinances in both Aragon and Castile.149

The Jew Mosé Abzardiel and his wife and children were living close to the old bath-houses of the judería mayor (Haman Zait, later Hamanzeite) in 1380.150 He was still listed there in 1394, and repeatedly until 1417.151 In this district, well within the judería, a number of conversos were also listed. The tailor (alfayate) Ferrand Pérez Obadías, formerly known as Çuleman, son of Abadias, had several residences in the judería. He was in Hamanzeite in 1422, but had previously been living by the soap shop in the alacava district in 1394. Other conversos lived in the barrio de alacava (today, Cuesta de la Cava): the silk weaver Alonso González Aben Halas and Fernand Lopes Aben Nomen the spice dealer (especiero), alongside the Jews Çuleman, Simuel Asabanaque, and Davi Alaneque.152 In 1380, still as a Jew, Çuleman fijo de Abadias (later Ferrand Pérez Obadías) was living by the slaughterhouse (degolladero) close to the Puente de San Martín.153 Also in Hamanzeite, in 1408, lived the Jew Abrahem candelero, next to the vaño de Hamanzeyte and the converso, Pedro Ferrández el Romo.154

In the Santo Tomé neighbourhood of the judería there was a bakery (el forno) rented by converso Pero Alonso in 1401 and still occupied by him in 1417. By that date, Pero was paying rent to another converso, Gil Ferrández, que solia llamarse don Çag Aben Sánchez de Sevilla.155 Also in Santo Tomé in 1422 lived Jacob the tanner, once a Jew and now called Pascual Garcia.156 The smaller of the juderías, the Alcaná, was particularly vulnerable to attack in 1391.157 Although it had lost most of its Jewish traders by the end of the fourteenth century, a few continued to live and trade there together with conversos and Muslim shopkeepers close to the district of Cuatro Calles. In 1408, the silversmith (platero) Aben Nino and two silk weavers (sederos), Pedro González Abentoui and Çag Abençara, together with other Jews and conversos had their workplaces in the silk market (alcaceria). This was close to one of the gates, la Puerta de los altares.158

The record also provides evidence for ownership of agricultural land by Jews and conversos in the Toledo hinterland, lands owned by ecclesiastical institutions. Johan Ferrández was a resident of Torrijos, 10 kilometres outside the city. As Çag Abzaradiel, he leased a vineyard in 1380 which he continued to hold as Johan Ferrández Abzaradiel in the libro del refitor in 1394 and still in 1408.159 In Ponzcaras (possibly near Torrijos), Ferrán Rodríguez Izrael and Gudiel Alonso Izrael – whose names speak loudly for their previous identity – together with Alonso Gómez (carpintero) obtained a vineyard, wine cellar, and olive press from the cabildo on a ten-year lease.160

We cannot be sure whether the individual conversos wished still to be known by the hybrid names listed by the refitor, or whether these were ascribed to them as a bureaucratic convenience. It may have been a stratagem for successive recorders of the ecclesiastical rentals, to ensure continuity at a time of changing identities by creating these hybrid appellations. Three almost identical entries in the libro del refitor for 1408, 1411, and 1422 are particularly puzzling:


Fuentealtamia: This inheritance, the children of Juan Sánchez de Ocaña, Mosé Abravalla, Sisa Abravalla, and Yuçaf Abravalla, received in perpetuity that he had previously held in the year 1400, 400 mrs.161



It appears that Juan Sánchez de Ocaña had three children with Jewish names. The record sheds no further light but it is hard to imagine that we are dealing here with a return to Judaism.

The records of rents, sales, and leases made by the cabildo in Toledo provide strong evidence that life after 1391, for both Jews and converts, went on much as before. Yet these arrangements, convenient as they must have been for the residents who could continue to live in the familiar judería, would not last. Just as the gathering storm of Christian anger and jealousy would be directed against wealthy and powerful converso families, so too the neighbourliness exemplified by Toledo’s judería was soon found to be unsustainable.




Sermons of segregation: the preaching of Vincent Ferrer


The emergence in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries of a converso elite and of whole neighbourhoods of New Christian families cannot be attributed to the one hundred years of listening to forced sermons of the Friars Preacher. Nor can it be solely attributed to the violence of the mob and the terrifying choice made by Jews between baptism and martyrdom.

At the time, large numbers of the conversions were believed to have resulted from the mission of one man, the Dominican friar Vincent Ferrer. The number of Jews and indeed also Muslims that Ferrer was said to have brought to Christ was surely exaggerated by later writers who justified his canonisation by the Pope. Yet there is substantial evidence from Jewish as well as Christian sources that testify to the unique character of his mission and to the baleful influence he brought to bear on the Crowns of both Aragon and Castile. This resulted, for the first time in Peninsular history, in a deliberate attempt to undo centuries of mutual tolerance and convivencia.

One encomium of Ferrer appears in the Vita Sancti Vincentii by the Italian Dominican Petrus Ransanus. This work was commissioned by Pope Callixtus III to justify his earlier canonisation.162 An eighteenth-century scholar cited Ransanus for his description of the Saint’s wonderfully successful mission to the Jews:


According to the Processo one reads, in thirteen months in Castile twenty thousand converted […] Also one reads that in Aragon more than thirty thousand Hebrews were baptised through his preaching […] if we add to this the thirteen thousand, who in 1391 converted in the City and Kingdom of Valencia, the numbers converted by the Saint surpasses seventy thousand.163



The evidence for Ferrer’s presence at the massacres or that he played an active part in the conversions of 1391 is flimsy. It is also notable that neither of two recent studies, of Ferrer himself and of the 1391 riots, makes any mention of his preaching in Iberia at that time.164 According to Philip Daileader Ferrer only returned to Iberia in 1409 from a mission in Fribourg, Switzerland. He had preached first in Girona in 1409 and then in Murcia and Castile in 1411–1412.165

A sixteenth-century account attributed a massacre of Jews in Toledo, including women and children, to his preaching in that city.166 Although that description has been considered apocryphal, there are two Hebrew accounts that conflated Ferrer’s later missionising with the violence of 1391. So, in 1558 Joseph ha-Cohen, the son of Jews exiled from Cuenca, wrote:


Massacres multiplied in Sepharad in those days, because there arose Fr. Vincent, his name be cursed, the monk from the city of Valencia, hammer of the Dominicans, adversary of the Jews. He set the people upon them, they rose up to destroy their lives, many were smitten by the sword, many consumed by fire, many of them turned from the God of Israel, and Israel was much diminished.167



The sixteenth-century Portuguese Jew Samuel Usque believed that 15,000 were converted by Ferrer. The depiction of the preacher and his followers in his Consolacam as tribulacoens de Ysrael (1553) also implied that the threat of violence was used to obtain converts:


At that time there was a Dominican friar called Fr Vicente the greatest persecutor and enemy of Israel […] He was accompanied by many followers proceeding through the towns, with a crucifix in his hand and holding a sefer torah aloft calling to the Jews in loud and frightening voice to come and gather beneath the cross of Christianity and become Christians, and threatening those that refused with death from his company armed with spears and swords. Others for fear of death delivered themselves to become Christians […] Thus, throughout Spain, more than fifteen-thousand Jewish souls left their religion.168



Whether or not Ferrer was directly involved in forced baptisms, accounts indicate that violence was sometimes a consequence of his preaching.169 Even when this was not the case, later hagiography attributed conversions to the charismatic nature of his preaching and although this was probably true, it was only one part of the story.

The visits that Ferrer and his followers made to towns and cities throughout Iberia were spectacles, attended by large and fervent audiences drawn from the wider locality.170 His sermons were delivered in his native Valencian or in Catalan and were written down, often in Latin, by attendant scribes.171 His attitude to unbelievers, particularly to Jews, wavered between benevolence and a vicious stereotyping that prefigured the racial antagonism of the later fifteenth century. Believing that the Antichrist had been born in 1403, he was convinced Jews would welcome him as the true Messiah. This fear and his vision of an approaching apocalypse prompted the urgency of his mission of conversion.172 A sermon preached in Castile (1411–1412) must have imbued his listeners with his own misgivings:


The commandment ‘Sanctify Christ in your hearts’ (1 Peter 3, 115) may be specified particularly to the Jews, since the Jews do not believe in the coming of the Messiah, when the Antichrist arrives they will receive him as Messiah, thus they believe he is their Messiah.173



In his preaching placatory injunctions to both Jews and converts appeared alongside venomous denunciations. In sermons in Valladolid and in Ciudad Real, he urged forbearance:


None shall harm the Jews, on the contrary you may please them if you so wish, and bring them to the faith in a good way and not with violence […] So you shall not despise nor vilify the converts, calling them marranos, but hold them close to you and instruct them in the faith, otherwise you do great injury to Christ and the blessed Mary who, firstly, were Jews.174



Yet his saintly purity of intent towards the Jews was less in evidence elsewhere. In a sermon preached in December 1411 in Valladolid, Ferrer invoked the ancient image of the Jew as a devilish sorcerer intent upon killing their Christian neighbours:


For it is the plan of the Jewish magicians that they wish devilish evil upon us Christians. I know this well and I go about the world preaching that a certain Jewish physician as he faces death, says weeping: ‘Do not cry, it does not pain me that I am dying, for I have killed more than 500 Christians with my treatments’ […] They must be avoided in business, neither should they be allowed to sell anything to Christians […] but if they give you chickens […] or any living things you certainly may accept that, because as living things they cannot be poisoned. Thus, you should not accept anything that is not alive from them, not even baked bread, as they wish much harm to Christians even if they do not seem to, for they are in bondage.175



Christian townsfolk were well accustomed to public portrayals of Jews as tools of Satan, and the images he conjured of Jewish plots against Christians in Valladolid would have served to strengthen anti-Jewish sentiment. Furthermore, the malign nature that Ferrer attributed to the Jews would also surely have tainted the conversos in the minds of his receptive listeners.176

In a sermon delivered in Valencia, although Ferrer rejected violence in favour of the power of persuasion, this did not preclude the use of force or the imposition of a hefty fine for absence from his sermons:


Christians should not kill Jews with the knife but with the word […] for the riots against the Jews are against God […] Rather they should come to baptism of themselves […] You others, you Jews, for this you should come to the sermons. For this, a fine of 1000 florins is imposed.177

The King’s statute commands your attendance at the sermons, it is for your salvation even though you are forced to come with goading and against your will […] for you never did anything except with force.178



Most sermons were delivered at dusk so as to ensure the presence of those returning from their day’s labour.179 The spectacle of his flagellant followers, carrying fiery brands through the darkened streets of the town, must have been a terrifying spectacle. In the Aragonese town of Teruel, the municipality had to bear the expenses of the procession:


Forty solidos and seven dineros jaccensis for the wax that was consumed in the torches that were carried by the company of the reverend Master Vincent Ferrer whilst they mortified themselves proceeding by night through that city.180



So great was their terror that Jews fled from the town of Ainsa in anticipation of the arrival of the preacher with his entourage. Fernando I of Aragon wrote of his concerns to his son, the Infante Alfonso, in 1414 following representations to him from three Jews of the aljama:


When recently Fr. Vincent Ferrer came to that town in order to preach the Word of God, the Jews, uncertain whether his preaching against the Jews would be followed by violence, fled from that town of Ainsa with the express intention of returning to it once Fr. Vincent had left.181



It is telling that the King went on to command the town’s officials to allow the Jews to return peacefully and regain their possessions. Granted a separate and reasonable quarter within the town (terminum congruum de quo vobis videatur), they would then be converted to the Catholic faith.

The spectacle, the sermons, and the ever-present threat of violence and intimidation would have had considerable impact upon the Jews and Muslims who were the target of his invective. Ultimately, however, the most damaging aspects of Ferrer’s mission for the Jews were his condemnations of trade and of intimacy between Jews and Christians. He was remarkably successful in having his rhetoric translated into royal statutes and was able to persuade the rulers of both Aragon and Castile to separate the conversos and the three faith communities in Iberia.

The chronicle of Juan II for the year 1411 tells how the sixty-year-old Ferrer was invited to the court of the young King who was accompanied by his tutors, the Infante Fernando, and the queen mother, Catalina of Lancaster. The royals had been so impressed by the tales of Ferrer’s preaching in Toledo that they wanted to hear his sermons in person:


Among many notable things about which the sainted friar cautioned them in his sermons, he petitioned the King and Queen and the Infante, that they separate the Jews and Moors within the towns and villages because their continued intercourse with Christians led to great harm, especially to those newly converted to the sacred faith.182



This was to be accomplished physically by segregation of their dwellings and culturally and materially by depriving them of their livelihoods and of their social contacts with their Christian neighbours. An early indication is given in an ordinance of the municipality of Murcia in March 1411. Issued in the name of Juan II, the conditions were noted to be in accordance with the saintly recommendations of Ferrer:


In consideration of the saintly words preached in his sermons in this city by the very reverend Fr. Vincent […] who has illuminated the error in which we lived, especially the usages and meetings we had and continue to have with Jews and Moors so that we commit mortal sin daily against God.183



Neither Jew nor Muslim was to live outside the confines of judería or morería. Fears of miscegenation were paramount in this and in subsequent documents. No unaccompanied young Christian woman was to cross into the Muslim or Jewish quarters because of the dangers of pimping and adultery that this presented (por quanto y se hazen muchas alcagueterias e adulterios con cristianos e judios).184 Nirenberg identified a sexual panic among Ferrer’s listeners, for whom violation of Christian women by Jews or Muslims was a blasphemy, a transgression of religious as well as social borders.185

The many restrictions cited in the ordinance were to be communicated to the population by public announcement in the market place. This was timed to coincide with Ferrer’s preaching, so that municipal and royal will and the theological message of his sermons would all converge in the consciousness of the townsfolk.186 The conditions appeared more formally in a letter to Murcia’s officials later that year from the Infante Fernando, and Catalina de Lancaster, the young King’s mother, both acting as regents for the young Juan II. Now, only Jews and not Muslims were mentioned. Statutes not only advocated segregation of Jews from Christians but also constrained new converts from living within the judería:


The Jews should not live among the Christians nor the Christians among the Jews, so the Jews live separately in their judería […] If any Jew be baptised willingly or in any other way, and should come from elsewhere to live in this city with the Jews, and goes around as a Jew, then the Jews must send him away and not allow him to live amongst them or have dealings with them.187



It was the social contact that trade entailed, not just the dangers to Christians of Jewish foodstuffs or medicines that lay behind these prohibitions. Thus, the bans that Ferrer had demanded in 1411 extended beyond edible provisions and medicinal herbs to the sale of spices, cloth, and ‘other merchandise’.188 This did not, however, apply to the sale of these items amongst the Jews themselves.

That genuine social intercourse, even friendship, which was common between Jews and Christians is implicit in both royal and municipal documents. Christians were forbidden to attend circumcision ceremonies, weddings, or celebratory meals. Jews and Muslims were forbidden to serve as god-fathers at Christian baptisms or to attend Christian burials. The offer by Christians to light the lamps or prepare food on the Sabbath for Jewish households was not to be tolerated. So intent was the Crown to ensure compliance with its code of segregation that, of the monetary fines imposed for contraventions, a third was to be awarded to informers (la tercia parte para el acusaador).189

The queen-regent of Castile, Doña Catalina, issued her own comprehensive version of these ordinances in January 1412 to officials in the bishopric of León.190 Ten occupations and trades were specified as forbidden to both Muslims and Jews in commercial interactions with Christians. Tax farming and rent collection were prohibited as were certain items of clothing, while the wearing of the red badge (sennales vermejas) by Jews was to be re-enforced. However, Catalina’s co-regent, Fernando de Antequera, later issued a partial retraction of the harsh constraints on Jewish traders. He stated this to be in response to the pleas of Murcia’s Jews, that they were unable to survive these measures. Furthermore, echoing the anxiety of many previous monarchs, Fernando complained that this harmed the revenues of the Crown.191

Ferrer’s mission to achieve segregation of Jews, Muslims, and Christians was in direct opposition to the convivencia that had prevailed for centuries. The measures intended to terminate these social and commercial interactions in Murcia were promoted by the preacher in other towns too. In Teruel in Aragon twenty-eight documents from the municipal archive record the preacher’s visits there between 1412 and 1413. The peaceable relations of Jews living among Christian neighbourhoods there must have disturbed him considerably. This is evident from a record of February 1413 in which the concejo granted a monetary stipend to their envoy for his mission to the King at Barcelona:


The honourable Johan Munyoz, citizen of this town who travelled as envoy to the King at Barcelona, about the separation that should have been made of the houses of the Jews and Moors, living among the Christians, according to the requests and admonishments of the Reverend Father Master Vincent Ferrer, made in this town in his notable sermons.192



Ferrer’s zeal in unmaking the pre-existing convivencia in Iberia appears to have had three main objectives: to prevent the sacrilege of miscegenation, to protect Christians from evil intentions of the Jews, and, most importantly, to so impair the survival of Jewish households that they would seek relief through conversion. The suppression of Jewish commerce would have chimed with the ambitions of the townsfolk, who thereby would stand to benefit from the loss of competition. This consequence of royal decrees seems to be reflected in the dispute over the new boundaries of the aljama of Alba de Tormes in Castile. Representing the aljama were Rabbi Yacó and Yuçef Çarafati: the latter protested to the concejo that:


They (the aljama) did not agree regarding the boundary, insofar as it was not done according to the King’s ordinance.



R. Yacó requested a copy of the King’s letter of 1412 about the establishment of separate neighbourhood for the Jews. The concejo claimed that the Jews’ existing dwellings around the synagogue were in the best part of the town. Furthermore, they stated in their reply:


That place is more valued and used for the trade of the Christians than any other part of town. If that were to be the quarter of the Jews, they said it would be a great scandal and prejudicial to Christian commerce which, they said, would not be to the benefit of the King of Aragón (sic) or of the Archbishop.193



The Hebrew scholar Solomon Alami describes vividly in his Moral Epistle (Iggeret Musar) the consequences of these restrictions, which he attributed to the preacher. Written in Portugal in 1415, his Hebrew account lacks clarity and his meaning is clouded by his oblique literary style. Following the destruction of communities in 1391, he continued:


Twenty-two years later (1412) those that remained in Castile were a byword and an example, and because of one iniquity after another, I know not how many left* […] They were compelled to change their dress, to refrain from trade, from rent-collection and artisanship […] So most of the tax-collectors left there* because of their inability to farm and collect taxes, since they had learned no craft to earn their living. In the face of ruin and oppression, many artisans also left*, seeing what happened and the hardship, they repudiated§ and were unable to withstand the experiences and the changes. The same thing occurred amongst the remnant in the kingdom of Aragón.194



The word יצאו (they left), used by Alami in this passage, may be interpreted also as ‘they left their religion’. This would be the most reasonable interpretation and is supported by the word used later, דוחו (they repudiated), which indicates that they abandoned their faith.195 There is no mention here of Ferrer or of his influence upon the events of 1412. Alami linked the conversions, first of the wealthy tax officials and then of the humbly artisans, to the economic deprivation that followed the 1412 edicts.

Rather than explicitly attributing this misfortune to Ferrer or to the Crown, Alami believed that the Jews had brought it upon themselves, through the hubris of their wealthy court officials and the slander of the apostates:


If you question your hearts why all this happened to us, know and understand it was our fault it came upon us, through our sins […] Most of our recent misfortunes are because of our own rebels who uncovered our secrets and our misconduct towards the idolaters whose captives we are.196



As in most of the Jewish historical writing of the late medieval and early modern period, misfortune was commonly attributed to spiritual failings of the people and frequently portrayed in biblical terms.197 Whilst Alami’s correlation of economic hardship with submission to baptism is readily understandable, he could make no concession to the charismatic preaching of a man like Ferrer. On the other hand, his fatalistic view of contemporary events may have reflected a deep pessimism, one that undermined the ability of many Jews to continue to adhere to the faith of their fathers.

Alami’s account confirms that the restrictive edicts of 1411–1412 had real and devastating effects on the communities. Nevertheless, the demography of Jewish and converso settlement in Toledo already described suggests an uneven implementation of royal policy. The juxtaposition of Jews with their converso neighbours there continued at least until 1420, according to the registers of the refitores. It is notable that the cathedral chapter of Toledo, to whom the Jews paid rent, did not receive Ferrer’s visit there in 1411 with enthusiasm. An account rendered to the Infante, Fernando de Antequera, suggests they may have been equally disdainful of his passion for segregation in the city:


The lords of the Church did not receive him with any sort of pomp, because he was not an acceptable preacher or holy man nor one who had the right to be so received.198



The cabildo’s attitude conflicted with the popular clamour and seems to have been related to internal church politics or to a fear that Ferrer would excite riot as Ferrand Martínez had done twenty years earlier.

The statutes were rescinded only five to seven years later in both Aragon and Castile: as was also the papal bull of 1415, Etsi doctoris gentium, which Benedict XIII had issued and which had incorporated similar conditions.199 But by then, the combined effects of the forced baptisms of 1391, the economic and social hardships of the royal statutes, and Ferrer’s campaign of preaching had taken their toll of the Jewish communities throughout Iberia. Also, the long drawn out disputation at Tortosa, unlike that at Barcelona in 1263, had been a failure for the Jews.200 That the disputation resulted in many conversions was recorded in the Vatican protocols for 1413–1414. More than 1,000 may have converted over the period, many in public baptisms:


Everyone of the aljama of the Jews of the towns of Alcañiz, Caspe and Maella, all of them were converted to the orthodox faith, which was up to 500 persons or more; afterwards the aljama of Lérida, and the Jews of Tamarit, Fraga and of Alcoleja and most of Barbastro and of Daroca more than 1,000 souls.201



The result of the conversions and deaths proved catastrophic for the aljamas in the second decade of the fifteenth century. By 1419, according to one estimate, the Jewish population of the Kingdom of Aragon had been reduced to 8,000 persons, a reduction of 50 per cent of its pre-1391 numbers.202 No similar figure is available for Castile.




Conclusion


We cannot, of course, know the circumstances and the motives of the vast majority of those Jews who converted to Christianity around the turn of the fifteenth century. We do know that many, an unknown number, did so involuntarily when faced with the choice between martyrdom and submission. Although sometimes overlooked by modern historians, Jewish martyrdom and the sacrifice of their families did occur in Sepharad as they had in Ashkenazi communities in earlier centuries.

Described here are instances of both awesome courage and self-sacrifice as well as examples of the diverse routes to voluntary conversion exemplified by the lives and the decisions of a few individuals. The records available to us disclose something of the mental attitudes of these conversos as well as the reactions to their conversion made by members of their own communities.

Selected extracts from the rabbinical responsa and correspondence of the fourteenth century suggest that communal leaders were well aware of the fragility of their religious authority, particularly over young people. Their concerns focused upon secular education and its threat to their adherence to the Law and to custom. The external threat, that of the missionising of the friars, does not feature. One can only speculate whether this was because, as has been argued here, the forced attendance by Jews at their sermons was considered ineffectual, even derisive, by the majority of those who were forced to attend them. It is also possible that the rabbis may have considered the merest mention of the Church and its minions to have been beneath their consideration.

Yet, there were notable cases of apostasy. We cannot entirely discount the influence of Christian preaching in sowing the seed of religious doubt in the minds of men who had hitherto been upstanding members of the Jewish community. Nor can one exclude the power of individual example so clearly illustrated by the intellectual struggle of Joshua Halorki that he portrayed in the correspondence with his friend Shlomo ha-Levi/Pablo de Santa María. His letters are especially relevant insofar as they tackle the difficult issue of acceptance of the Triune divinity that was (and still remains) anathema to Jewish monotheism as expressed in the daily prayer, the Shema ‘Hear O Israel; the Lord our God, the Lord is One’. Halorki’s conversion shortly thereafter was remarkable not only for his extraordinary volte-face but also for the enthusiasm with which he embraced his new-found faith. The accommodation that he reached and that allowed him to play a prominent part in the later disputation at Tortosa cannot have been lost on the Jews forced to listen to his preaching. Here was a further instance of conversionary example that, by all accounts, was remarkably successful in procuring large numbers of Jewish conversions.

The dismay of another scholarly converso, Profiat Duran, could be expressed only in bitter, ironic terms. His secret and tenacious adherence to Judaism was the obverse of Halorki and of Pablo de Santa María. For us, a further irony was Duran’s pride in his Levite heritage, ‘I am your brother, ha-Levi’, when it is set against Pablo’s belief that his descent and that of his family from the line of the Levites only added brilliance to their new-found Christian faith.

There can be little doubt that many conversos, whatever the circumstance of their conversion, were able to adapt comfortably to their new status. There could be no better example of this than Samuel Abravaniel. As Juan Sánchez, he founded a line of New Christians through intermarriage and was able to continue in his lucrative occupation of contador mayor to the Crown of Castile. Many conversos, including Juan Sánchez himself, even continued to live in or close to the juderia. This was certainly the case in Toledo as we have seen from the registers of properties that were recorded there over more than three decades.

The advent of Fr. Vincent Ferrer provides the first example of how the anomalous nature of mass Jewish conversion was starting to dawn on Christian consciousness. The co-habitation of Jews and conversos within the same urban spaces and the easy social and commercial intercourse between them and their Christian neighbours were not to be tolerated. However powerful Ferrer’s oratory, it was the coupling of his notion of theological purity with royal decree that proved to have major implications for Jew and converso alike. It was economic pressure that would be a final straw for many Jews. They were unable, through royal decree, to make a decent living segregated from and forbidden to trade with their Christian neighbours: for them, conversion must have seemed the only viable recourse. Whatever the material advantage, however, the true sincerity of their new faith would remain ever suspect to Old Christian society. This growing suspicion would soon serve as a powerful trigger for social discontent and for violent rejection by Old Christians of their New Christian neighbours.
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7 Identity and power
The rebellions of 1449


It did not take long for the social consequences of the widespread conversion described in the previous chapter to make themselves felt. Only one year after the forced conversions of 1391 the neophyte conversos of the city of Burgos faced hostility from their Christian neighbours. In pursuance of a petition that the conversos had made to the King, Enrique III wrote sternly to the concejo. The citizens (vezinos) he referred to were the newly baptised Jews in the former judería of Santa María la Blanca:


Your citizens complained to me saying that some dare to wish evil upon them and proceed against their honour, injuring them without reason […] you well know that these people in that quarter are Christians and newcomers to the Catholic faith, whom you must treat as brothers and who must enjoy our privileges, liberties usages and customs.1



The complexity of the social dynamic was such, however, that animosity worked in yet another direction that required royal intervention. On this occasion it was the Jews wanting to return to their old judería from their displacement in other parts of the city. According to Enrique’s letter of 1392, both the conversos and the Old Christians rejected Jews wishing to return to their old homes:


They dare not enter in to live in their houses in that judería for fear that some Jews now turned Christian oppress them and do them much harm, furthermore that they force them to go to their sermons, so that they are frightened to go, fearing an uprising of people against them […] You should not allow anyone, Christian or converso to afflict or punish them or to force them to turn Christian against their will.2



The King’s gentle admonishment seemed to offer his protection to those Jews wishing to return to their old homes in Santa María la Blanca. How different was his tone and his intention from that of his son, Juan II, and of his wife-regent, Catalina de Lancaster, more than twenty years later? By that time, as we have seen, the combined forces of Vincent Ferrer and the Crown would seek to enforce a strict segregation between Jew and converso.

The simmering antagonism of Christian society against the conversos was already evident a few years before it erupted into the more serious violence of 1449. The Crónica del Halconero tells of attacks against them in Seville in 1434 during the revolt of the Aragonese noble, Fadrique de Luna, against Juan II.3 In 1437 a petition to Pope Eugene IV on behalf of the conversos showed the bitterness they felt about the obstacles that were placed to their advancement:


Other Christians do not wish to admit them to public office or to councils and governance of the communities; and even they do not want to marry them or to raise a family, and they are so disparaged that it is worse than if they were still Jews.4



Christian hostility to these newcomers to the Catholic faith exploded in 1449 into violent disturbances that were accompanied by an unparalleled outpouring of vitriol against the conversos. The polemic that appeared a little later added further fuel to the fire. Both the physical and verbal attacks were in the guise of a Christian defence of the purity of religious belief, but they barely concealed other agendas. These may be seen to have been rooted in a collision of social and political factors, some of which have been outlined in the earlier chapters of this book. On the one hand there was the still unfamiliar presence in society of an only partially assimilated community of judeo-conversos living alongside and competing economically with Christian neighbours. On the other hand there was the continuation of the long struggle of the Crown and of its surrogates to assert centralised authority over the local concejos and over those local officials possessing a vested interest in their own advancement.

The disturbances in Toledo started in January 1449 as a riot in protest against an unfair tax: violence, however, soon developed into a full-scale rebellion against the Crown that was not fully resolved until 1451.5 The facts are well known and there is a wide modern literature that has examined the origins and the consequences of the rebellion.6 Less well known, however, was a smaller offshoot of the rebellion that occurred in the town of Ciudad Real some seventy miles south of Toledo in June of the same year. The history of this lesser conflict is of interest because of the additional material it provides for an assessment of converso mentality and behaviour.

The discontent in Toledo was sparked by the imposition of a forced loan (emprestido) of one million maravedís on the city. This had been demanded by Álvaro de Luna, Master of Santiago and chief-minister (condestable) of Juan II. In response to the protest of the hombres honrados de la cibdad of Toledo, de Luna retorted that ‘This is a loan that may not be avoided, because of the great needs of the King’.7 Almost immediately, upon hearing the ‘peal of the great bell of the church of Santa María’, the indignant population arose to attack and burn down the house of the tesorero, Alonso Cota, the man who had been charged with collecting the tax. They further seized strategic parts of the city that had been held by de Luna.8 Cota, according to the chronicle, was ‘a very rich and honourable merchant and citizen of Toledo’. Though not so specified in the chronicle, Cota must have been a New Christian. An ancestor, Sancho Ferrández Cota was recorded as a converso, living in the judería in Toledo in 1394.9 Furthermore, though Alonso Cota survived the riot, dying in 1461, a number of his descendants were either reconciled or burned by the Inquisition as Judaizers in 1486.10

Such an urban uprising was not particularly unusual, viewed in the context of European popular revolts in the fourteenth century which had also often originated in protests at royal taxation.11 As has already been shown in Chapter 3, in Castile between 1300 and 1350 the targets of the rebellious townsfolk were the caballeros villanos and the regidores, leaders of the municipalities in Segovia, Cordoba, Toro, and Seville. At that time, popular resentment was stoked by taxation and the privileges of wealthy officers appointed by the Crown.

In the opinion of Angus Mackay, the soaring price of grain due to crop failures was partly responsible for popular movements of the mid-fifteenth century, just as they had been in the fourteenth century.12 In common with the earlier revolts, the resentment of the Toledans was directed against those who wielded authority over the city in the King’s name. Yet unlike the revolts of the earlier century, the anger of the people was not directed at the caballeros villanos. Instead, these men appear in records as allies of the rebels and not as despised and cosseted agents of the Crown. The converso officials, closely associated with the ambitions of the King’s condestable, can be seen to have replaced the caballeros as scape-goats for popular anger at the royal demand:


Those conversos are living and dealing without fear of God and shown they are enemies of that city and its Old Christian inhabitants.13



An awareness of the Jewish background of the conversos and of their newly privileged position in Christian society only accentuated their image as unwelcome interlopers in local affairs.

The following months saw the violence spread with the murder, looting, or ejection from the city of wealthy and honourable merchants: mandó prender ciertos cibdadanos, hombres honrados e ricos mercaderes.14 Fernán Pérez de Guzmán, who wrote this section of the chronicle of Juan II, does not mention that these men were conversos.15 That this was the case, however, is confirmed by the anonymous chronicler of Álvaro de Luna, writing sometime between 1453 and 1460:


Truly, the underlying cause of it all was the persecution and destruction of the conversos […] in opposition to their being heretics and non-believers in the holy Catholic faith.16



The leadership of the popular revolt in Toledo soon passed into the hands of Pero Sarmiento, the King’s steward (repostero). There is actually no evidence that the initial fury of the population was inflamed by hatred of New Christians though antipathy to Cota as a converso and to other converso officials was very likely. The repostero’s opportunistic exploitation of this situation changed the complexion of the protest. His personal aim was to wrest back power in Toledo from de Luna.17 In May 1449, however, his conflation of the role of the conversos with the ambitions of the condestable was clearly proclaimed in his petition to the King, Juan II:


It is notorious that the aforementioned Álvaro de Luna, your chief-minister, publically defended and accepted converts of Jewish descent of your domains and kingdoms, who in large part are found to be infidels and heretics and have judaized and are judaizing.18



The letter was an ultimatum, issued in the name of all the municipal officers, and it ended with a threat; should the King fail to rid himself of his minister (de Luna) and of the converso officials, then they would transfer their fealty from him to his son, the Infante Enrique.19

Sarmiento had personal reasons to resent his treatment by the King and to detest Álvaro de Luna. As has been argued by Nicholas Round, Sarmiento’s displacement as alcalde mayor de las alzadas in Toledo by another royal favourite in 1446 by command of Juan II must have rankled with him. Having been deprived of some of his power in the city, he was also commanded by the King not to meddle in the affairs of his successor. In 1448 the position of alcalde was passed by royal decree to Álvaro de Luna: the condestable promptly appointed as his lieutenant Ruy Garcia de Villalpando to hold the office in his place. Round argues that this ultimate beneficiary of the privilege was, himself, of converso descent.20

The instability of the political situation in Castile played a large part in the unfolding events in Toledo: yet, on this occasion, it was the conversos and not the Jews who suffered from being too close to the King and to those wielding power in his name. Juan II, though reigning for forty-eight years, was a weak and indecisive monarch. In the words of his chronicler, Fernán Peréz de Guzmán, ‘the king was more to be ruled than to rule’ (quel Rey era mas para ser regido que regidor).21 As a consequence of the vacuum of royal power, his close advisor Álvaro de Luna effectively ruled in his place to the huge resentment of his nobles. Though banished from the court on two occasions, he was rapidly reinstated, and continued to exert authority for nearly thirty years until finally executed by Juan II in 1453.

Further contributing to the political instability at this time was the fact that, during Juan’s reign and because of his perceived lack of authority, the Crown of Castile came under increasing threat from outside the kingdom. This came from his cousins, Alfonso V of Aragon and Alfonso’s brothers, the Infantes Enrique and Juan of Navarre, all of whom were of the Trastámaran succession.22 Seeing their opportunity, and fearful of the influence of the condestable, they procured de Luna’s banishment from the court in 1441 holding Juan II a virtual prisoner in his own kingdom. However, the return of Álvaro de Luna and the subsequent and conclusive battle against the Aragonese pretenders at Olmeda in 1445 saw the restoration not only of the King but also of his ambitious privado who was rewarded with the Mastership of Santiago. The years that preceded Sarmiento’s rebellion were therefore fraught with a ‘bewildering complex of conspiracies, intrigues, shifting alliances and clashes of arms, all directed toward the destruction of Álvaro de Luna’.23 Neither the rebellion of 1449 nor the direction it took against the conversos can be properly understood without an appreciation of the divisive career of one man, Álvaro de Luna, condestable to Juan II and Maestre de Santiago.24

On 5 May 1449, a month after Sarmiento’s petition to Juan II, the King having ignored his ultimatum, the repostero issued the Sentencia-Estatuto (judgement and statute). This was now supported by all classes from the judges and knights to the common people (alcaldes, alguaciles, caballeros y escuderos, común, y pueblo).25 The first mention of the quasi-legalistic support for the rebels’ case against the conversos appeared here. Having repeated the accusations of heresy against them found in Sarmiento’s earlier letter, the signatories also named the fourteen who were to be deprived of their offices (two of them of the family of Alonso Cota). The conversos’ heresy had been proven, they stated, by a clerical inquisition (pesquisa) that sentenced some of them to the stake. No record of the pesquisa has survived, but the rejection of converso rights to office was also based by the rebels on an historic privilege awarded to the city by Don Alfonso, an earlier but unspecified king of Castile. According to the Sentencia the privilege had stated that:


No-one of Jewish lineage should have or hold any office or benefice in the city of Toledo or its surrounds, being suspect in the faith of our Lord and Redeemer.26



The localised character of the Toledo rebellion prompts us to ask why the hatred of conversos fomented by the rebels’ leaders did not spread more widely in Castile as had that preached against the Jews by Martínez fifty years earlier in 1391. One reason is apparent: unlike the religious invective that roused the gente menuda to murder and pillage in 1391, the later rebellion was directed against the Crown and was led and controlled by a municipal elite. Another factor, largely overlooked by historians, may also have served to limit the spread of the violence. This was the assertiveness of the New Christians, a self-confidence strengthened by familial ties and loyalties. Unlike the largely defenceless Jews in 1391, the conversos were willing to take up arms to protect themselves and their interests. So, we learn that in Toledo:


Others (conversos) died in gangs that dared to confront the pure Christians. The captain of the conversos in Toledo, was one called Juan de Cibdad, who was a great tax-farmer and wealthy, a defiant converso, but certainly a low-life; for later on some of his lineage left for foreign lands and turned from Christians into Jews. This Juan de Cibdad had a bad death at the hands of the mob who proclaimed his Jewish descent so that after death he was hung upside-down by the feet.27



A further example of armed resistance was seen in Ciudad Real, seventy miles south of Toledo. There, a confrontation on 18 June 1449 appears to have been initiated by bands of conversos led by those with prominent positions in the municipality (alcaldía), who feared a repetition there of the persecution in Toledo. We know of this from a petition of September 1449 in which the concejo pleaded pardon from King Juan II for the serious rioting resulting in many deaths and extensive looting in the town. Three hundred conversos armed themselves, and having spread the rumour that they were about to be robbed, threatened to set fire in the city and kill Old Christians and even innocent conversos sleeping peacefully in their beds.


Juan González (a tax-farmer) with others of his lineage of conversos spread rumours saying they knew they were about to be robbed […] going about most of the night […] thus armed […] saying that rather than be robbed they would set fire with tar to many places […] so that all the Old Christians and even others of converso lineage would be burned in their houses […] and most of them in their sleep.28



It is notable that close family links between the leaders of the converso bands are evident from the petition and that such ties were common in New Christian society.29 After the murder of Fray Gonzalo, Commander of the Order of Calatrava, at the hands of the conversos, reinforcements were called to Ciudad Real and, following a battle, they prevailed. Just sixty years after their parents or grand-parents had been the passive victims of religious violence, the events in Toledo and in Ciudad Real testify to a strong sense of converso identity and a willingness to bear arms in order to defend themselves. The rebels’ advocate, the lawyer Bachiller Marcos García de Mora, could mock this as being uncharacteristic of those of Jewish descent. The converso resistance, he said, was not typical of cowardly Jews who were more used to finding victory through trickery:


All of the conversos […] armed themselves saying how they would kill that Pero Sarmiento and the Old Christians of that city.



But after the execution of their leader, they lost heart:


All the rest fled, fearful just like those of their wretched lineage, used more to winning through tricks and deceit rather than by fighting.30



The Toledo rebellion was characterised by many of the features and causes that were common to urban disturbances in the Middle Ages: economic depression, resistance to royal control of local affairs, political intrigue, and simple greed and personal ambition.31 Two novel aspects, however, distinguished the 1449 rebellion from earlier events of a similar nature: first, the overt challenge to royal authority expressed in Sarmiento’s ultimatum to the King and in the Sentencia, and second, the purported legal and historical justification for discrimination against the New Christians. This was first mentioned in the Sentencia, and was presented in detail and with even greater venom by the rebellion’s advocate, the lawyer Bachiller Marcos García de Mora.32

Before considering de Mora’s contribution to the anti-converso polemic, it is useful to understand its context. His work, the Memorial, was written quickly and as a response to the rebuttal of the accusations of the Sentencia that had been issued by Fernán Díaz de Toledo, secretary (relator) to Juan II.33 In his treatise of October 1449, the Instrucción del Relator, Díaz did not hide his own converso origin. He referred to Sarmiento as the ‘Second Haman’:


The great persecutions of the evil Haman against those of our line in the time of King Ahasuerus, is well known, and the punishment it brought: I hope that the second Haman will receive the same.34



His biblical allusion to the Esther story betrays the Relator’s still Jewish mindset and, in his treatise, he referred repeatedly and disparagingly to García de Mora.35 The Instrucción was written for his colleague the Bishop of Cuenca, Lope de Barrientos, in October 1449 and the Memorial appeared just one month later.36

Díaz de Toledo complained, as had the conversos of Aragon to the Pope twelve years earlier, that the persecution of New Christians now made them worse off than Jews and that some would flee to other kingdoms in order to return to Judaism. He refuted Mora’s argument that Visigothic legislation had denied the right of ‘baptised Jews’ to hold honours or offices.


The sainted King Recceswinth […] ordained that baptised Jews may not testify against the Old Christians nor hold offices or public benefices amongst the said Christians.37



The Visigothic law of the Fourth Council of Toledo to which Mora had indirectly referred had stated that those ‘who are of the Jews (aut hii qui ex Iudeis sunt)’ should not hold office since they might thereby harm Christians.38 Díaz de Toledo, however, described this as blasphemy and quoted many later edicts, including the Siete Partidas of Alfonso X. This had specified the rights of conversos to be equal to that of Old Christians.39

Díaz de Toledo did not address the cryptic reference in the Sentencia to an Alfonsine edict that lent support to Mora’s argument.40 Netanyahu, however, has shown that this prohibition occurred in the twelfth-century Fuero de Toledo of Alfonso VII (1118). Later confirmed by Alfonso VIII in 1176, it stated: ‘No Jew nor neophyte shall have dominion over Christians in Toledo, or in its neighbourhood’.41 It is perhaps because Alfonso’s prohibition had applied only to new conversos (nuper renatus) and not their descendants, that reference to it in the Sentencia was left deliberately vague by its author.

The papal response to the rebellion and to the Sentencia was swift. Nicholas V issued a series of bulls that included the Humani generis inimicus of 24 September 1449, which was unequivocal in its assertion of equal privileges to New and Old Christians:


We command that each and every one who converts or will in future convert to the Christian faith […] is eligible for all dignities, honours, notarial offices, testimonies and all other things for which all other Christians of whatever antiquity are eligible.42



Mora accused the Pope of closing his ears to ‘the sacred deeds and the upheaval of that sainted city of Toledo’.43 The Memorial portrayed all conversos as baptised Jews or their descendants, and as supporters of the evil tyrant, malo tirano, Álvaro de Luna. They were guilty of heresy and were heirs to all the detestable failings of Jews:


Hated, damned and detested class of baptised Jews and those descended from that damned lineage, adulterers, sons of disbelief and infidelity, fathers of all greed, sowers of dissent and division.44



His image of conversos, ‘sucking up the sweat and blood of poor Christians through deceit and usury’ (sorviendo por logros y usuras la sangre y sudor del pobre xénero christiano), recalls the characterisation of Jewish tax farmers that appeared in Ayala’s Rimado de Palacio sixty years earlier.45 Mora alluded to forty years of subjugation of the kingdom to tyranny and to the Jewish yoke, los dichos Reynos han sido súbditos e sujetos e usurpados so el tirano e judaico iugo suso dicho de quarenta años a este parte.46 His reference was surely to the years since the mass baptisms of 1391; now, he asserted, continued toleration would be a mortal sin. Canon law, he says, justifies seizure of their assets as heretics and evil doers: la ley canónica permite ocuparles sus bienes por sus heregias e maldades.47

By likening conversos to Jews, Mora added a new component of racially inspired venom to the political, economic, and legalistic arguments of Sarmiento’s Sentencia. All of the perceived vile qualities of the Crown’s former Jewish privados and tax farmers and the greed of the money-lenders were now projected on to the New Christians. Whereas in earlier times a few Jews in high office had the patronage of the King, now a whole class was perceived not only as the recipient of the patronage of King and Church but also as enjoying equal status with Old Christians. Its power and arrogance extended even to the bearing of arms in their own defence.

Mora used the term nobleça natural to describe his own pure Christianity identity (gesto de limpio) in contrast to that of his opponent, Fernán Díaz de Toledo, whom he mockingly called Mose Hamomo.48 His opponent’s character was that of a wretched Jew, bereft of the natural nobility that pertained to ‘a pure Old Christian’ (ca tiene gesto de judio ruin e yo de christiano e christiano viexo, limpio).49 The equation of Mora’s own purity of faith with nobility is noteworthy. Together with honour, courage, and martial skill, nobility was a preoccupation for New and Old Christian alike.50 New Christians could claim, and sometimes did, the superiority of a faith chosen by them or their ancestor at baptism, whilst the Old Christians such as Mora proclaimed a genealogical purity that exclusively conferred nobility of character.

Díaz de Toledo’s outrage at the accusations levelled by Mora was expressed in his contempt for the lowly origins and inaptitude of the Bachiller Mora. An argument in defence of conversos, adopted by the relator, would also later be taken up by Barrientos. In his enumeration of the many distinguished figures throughout Spain who were of converso descent, Díaz pointed to the futility of the mission of Mora and the rebels to defame New Christians:


It is impossible to know who is descended from whom […] all are mixed up with each other in this lineage: indeed it was thus commanded in the Conciliar Decree of Basle, that it should be so until the World’s end.51



Lope de Barrientos transcribed much of the Instrucción, incorporating it into his own Contra algunos zizañadores completed in 1449.52 He went further and took issue with the very term converso for New Christians of Jewish origin:


I am astonished when I reflect what reason there may be to call those who are children of grandchildren of converts, conversos; for those who were born Christian know nothing of Jewish customs, in themselves they are as diverse as we are.53



Barrientos was drawing a significant distinction between the neophyte and those families who had been Christian for generations. His argument, therefore, invalidated the rebels’ reliance on the twelfth-century Alfonsine edicts for their exclusion of New Christians from office. He further concluded that Jews could not truly be termed conversos since, thanks to their traditional observance of the Law, only ‘baptism and a belief in Jesus Christ as the Messiah, promised in the Law and by the Prophets’, were necessary to become true Christians: no les era necesario otra cosa, salvo baptizarse e creer que Nuestro Señor Jesucristo era el Mesías prometido en la ley e en los profetas.54

The forging of a new identity acquired through baptism was a concept that Pablo de Santa María had conveyed to his son in the Additiones twenty years earlier. That son was now the bishop of Burgos, Alonso de Cartagena. He responded to the rebellion and to Mora and elaborated on the same theme of latent nobility of spirit in his Defensorium unitatis christianae of 1450:


Those descending from the Israelites, having through baptism removed the handicap caused by the stain of infidelity […], we see how often and without being forced, they go on to bear arms and to behave with military boldness in war-like actions. This is exceptional, since before the suppression of the handicap, they were considered to be, and were, so cowardly.55



Cartagena here conflated the change of faith with the acquisition of a new character that was more in line with the norms of the majority culture. His expression may be considered symptomatic of the aspirations of the converso writer in general, described by Aronson-Friedman and Kaplan as a ‘socio-religious outsider, at an historical juncture when nationhood and religion were inseparable in Europe’.56 Bruce Rosenstock has argued that in the Defensorium, Cartagena provided an answer to the continuing debate among present-day historians as to whether there was any basis to charges of Judaizing by the New Christians. Cartagena’s scholarly defence of sincere Christian faith revealed a pride in his Jewish ancestry. It implied a covenantal continuity attributable to the conversos that would bring salvation to all humankind. They were not Judaizers as claimed by the rebels, but professed a new sort of Christianity and a unity of faith that was denied by ‘paganising’ anti-converso rhetoric.57

Barrientos, bishop of Cuenca, was not of converso origin. Both he and the Cardinal Juan de Torquemada, who did have Jewish ancestors, were scorned by Mora: Barrientos for his disparagement of the rebels’ cause to the Infante Enrique, and Torquemada for his denial of an audience of the rebels with Nicholas V.58 In Torquemada’s Tractatus contra Madianitas et Ismaelita of 1450, he quoted the privilege awarded to the conversos by Juan II. This was a confirmation of one granted by his father, Enrique III in 1412, and it cited the Siete Partidas just as Díaz had done. It provided a contemporary royal legitimisation of the rights of the conversos and their descendants.59

The counter-attack by scholarly defenders of the conversos took many forms: a personal attack on García Mora’s background and integrity, legal justifications for the equal rights of the conversos and their descendants, and proof of the acquisition of a pure and noble Christian identity through baptism. The argument for the beneficial effects of baptism on the inherent nature of the Jewish (or Muslim) convert to Christianity was a denial of Mora’s incendiary portrayal of the faithless, heretical, baptised Jew.

Alonso de Cartagena’s explanation of how personal transformation was achieved through baptism postulated that Jews throughout the centuries had possessed an ember of nobility (algún rescoldo de nobleza) that could burst into the flame once disbelief was banished.60 An analogous explanation was given by Mosén Diego de Valera in his work, Espejo de verdadera nobleza (A Mirror of True Nobility). It is uncertain whether the Espejo was written before or after the rebellion, in either 1441 or 1451.61 If Jews possessed noble qualities before conversion, he claimed, this grew after baptism as theological nobility was added to their innate civil nobility. True knowledge restored them, as though released from captivity and from the yoke of servitude owing to their rejection of Christ.


Truly […] because of the terrible sin they committed are not only deprived of their honour and dignity but are furthermore placed under a yoke of servitude to all people.

These converts to the true understanding are restored and returned to what they had formerly been, just like those released from captivity.62



It should be no wonder, Diego reflected, that honour, dignity, and strength might not be restored immediately after one thousand years of captivity. Yet, he continued, ‘we shall see many of those to whom our Lord restored these qualities not long after their conversion’ (fallaremos muchos de aquellos a quien nustro Señor restituyóen la mayor de sus dignidades non mucho tiempo pasado después de la conversión).63



Conclusion


The nature and the scale of the uprisings in Toledo and in Ciudad Real can be seen on the one hand to reflect the new reality in Castile, that of the caste of New Christians. Yet in many ways the rebellions can also be seen to have had at their source the same social, political, and economic factors that had plagued the kingdom and its Jews in the two centuries since the reconquest.

The hostility was not only against the conversos but also symptomatic of a social conflict between the urban population, mostly unskilled workers and artisans, and the ruling mercantile and professional oligarchy. According to Francisco Márquez Villanueva, it was around the wealthy merchants and the urban oligarchy that there ‘crystallised an emerging anti-converso sentiment’.64 The conversos, he believed, had integrated sufficiently into society to fill a bureaucratic vacuum, although his judgement that this was a result of cultural disintegration of the Jewish communities now seems unduly harsh.

The centuries-long antagonism to the Jewish appointees of the Castilian Crown, seen in the repeated petitions by the procuradores in the Cortes, had been transformed following the mass conversion of Jews and the adoption of these same roles by the New Christians. It may well be that the element of stability that the conversos introduced to municipal administration was welcomed by the Crown.65 Yet, the strong family ties and the clannish nature of New Christian society that is apparent from the record would have further strengthened Old Christian perception of them as an alien oligarchy.66

It is hardly surprising that the spark that lit the violence was the imposition of a new tax on Toledo’s citizens. As has been previously discussed in Chapter 3, this was a common cause for urban resentment, whether in Iberia in a wider European context. The first victim of the mob was the man entrusted with its implementation, who also happened to be a converso. Once popular anger had been inflamed it could be harnessed by Sarmiento to his own ends. Aggrieved at his loss of power, his quarrel was with Álvaro de Luna but also accompanied by veiled threats against the King whose authority was challenged both by factions in his own household and from outside his kingdom.

The motives of Sarmiento may well have been cynical and self-seeking. After all, he enriched himself considerably from the looting of converso property even if his political ambition was never realised. But if the passion of the mob was aroused further by his invective against the insincerity and evil intent of the New Christian oligarchy, it would have been further magnified by the polemic of the Bachiller Mora. Whatever the political or personal motives of the instigators of the rebellion, the vitriol against the conversos ensured that what was a local city uprising about taxation would have widespread and far-reaching results.

The leaders of the rebellion tried, unsuccessfully, to resurrect canonical injunctions against conversos holding office over Old Christians even in the face of papal denial of their veracity. The polemical response came with remarkable speed. Largely defensive, it laid claim to the redemptive power of the baptism of their Jewish ancestors. But as was made clear in the protestations of Alonso de Cartagena and of Mosén Diego, they went further, believing conversion to have transformed not just their faith, but their temperament and natural disposition too.

New Christians believed they had assimilated but their assimilation was not acceptable to their Old Christian opponents. From a modern perspective it is not difficult to see why this was so. Because so many had continued in the social role their forebears had adopted so successfully, their protestations of pure faith would fall on deaf ears. The image they projected in the early converso polemics is telling. In its conviction of change, of having surmounted the barriers that separated Jew from Christian, the authors say more about their perception of self than about how they may have been seen by the wider Christian population. On that account alone, the assimilation, even by the most sincere of New Christians, must be deemed to have been incomplete.
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Conclusions


In these chapters I have examined the profound social transformation that affected the Jews of Castile in the two hundred years that followed the thirteenth-century reconquest. A few themes stand out as fundamental, whether to the survival of the communities or as agents of change. The prosperity of the aljamas, at least in the early part of our period, was reflected in their large tax revenues which were of great benefit to the Crown. This, together with the talents of a select cadre of Jewish administrators, tax-farmers and privados, ensured royal protection of the communities in the face of a constant barrage of complaints from the nobles, the Church and from representatives of the municipalities. Yet, as we have seen, there existed a permeability of cultural boundaries at all social levels that carried its own attendant risks: foremost among these was an instability of individual and of group identities. None of these factors should be viewed in isolation. Rather, they were closely linked to the evolution of the Jewish, and later of the converso communities throughout the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries.

The histories that have been presented here have relied heavily on narratives derived from a wide variety of textual sources. The ‘linguistic turn’ in recent historiography has questioned the reliability of using such sources in order to arrive at conclusions about events, their causes, or the motives of their protagonists.1 Forty years ago, however, in an article that defended the value of historical narrative, Lawrence Stone argued the following:


The historical record has now obliged many of us to admit that there is an extraordinarily complex two-way flow of interactions between facts of population, food supply, climate, bullion supply, prices, on the one hand, and values, ideas and customs on the other. Along with social relationships of status or class, they form a single web of meaning.2



Certainly, great care is necessary in the interpretation of language and the avoidance of ascribing meaning where it is not plainly apparent. This is especially true of many of the Hebrew accounts that often couched historical fact in biblical terms or used words or expressions, the literal translation of which is not always clear to the modern reader. Equally, the careful circumlocution of the Hebrew poet Ibn Sasson commenting on his contemporaries or the sardonic verses of the converso poets in the Canionero de Baena is open to more than one modern interpretation. Stone believed that historians should attempt to use narrative to discover ‘what was going on inside people’s heads in the past’. But, as pointed out by Angus Mackay in relation to Spanish history, this may prove difficult in the case of the conversos where social appearances and behaviour might be divorced from their interiorised religious belief.3

Hyperbole, such as that which exaggerated the success of Vincent Ferrer’s zealous mission of conversion, is easily identified and discounted: so too are medieval estimates of numbers killed in battles or as a consequence of local uprisings or massacres. However, an exception to the justifiable scepticism of medieval attempts at quantification can be made in the case of the comprehensive royal revenue accounts discussed in Chapter 2. Despite the complexity of the thirteenth-century coinage, these accounts provide us with invaluable information about the relative affluence of the communities in Castile. When taken together with church records of urban properties, such as those of Segovia or Ávila reviewed in Chapter 3, these figures also allow one to arrive at reasonable approximations of population numbers in certain of the Jewish aljamas.

The part played by Jews in the economy of post-reconquest Castile cannot be overstated. Here was a community that after centuries of life under Muslim rule had, in the opinion of Yitzhak Baer, developed ‘patterns of life (that) laid the foundations of Jewish existence in Spain under Christian rule’.4 There are limitations, however, to the historical concept of convivencia that have been discussed in the Introduction. Also, not all historians agree that the Ibero-Islamic phenomenon was a model for Christian interfaith coexistence in the Peninsula.5 Many Jews had had to flee from Almohad persecution to the Christian kingdoms in the twelfth century. Nevertheless, it is hard to escape the conclusion that norms of Jewish secular education and the fluency in Arabic of officials appointed to the courts of Castile and Aragon owed much to the centuries of uneasy coexistence in Muslim caliphate and taifa.

Money-lending was only one aspect, and not a major one at that, of the Jewish contribution to the money-economy. Depopulation, or rather underpopulation, of the new territories, a failed agricultural economy, and a debased and fluctuating currency that affected prices were all factors that required effective management from the centre. The numerous Jewish tax farmers and court officials, many with Arabic language skills, were therefore highly valued by the Crown in the kingdoms both of Castile and of Aragon.

Some indication of the cultural accommodations made by this elite caste of court Jews is found in both the Christian and Jewish records. This accommodation is perhaps best considered as an example of ‘inward acculturation’, as it has been defined by Marcus.6 The Jewish tax-farmers, tesoreros, and privados displayed an ability to cross, with relative impunity, the cultural boundary between the closed life of their own communities and the life at court. Though this may have endangered their identity as Jews, it did not erase it altogether. Some, through greed and belligerency, brought their offices and their communities into disrepute. But there were also clear instances of investment by others in the lives and worship of their fellow Jews. At least in one case, that of Juçaf de Écija, this was recognised by no lesser person than the King himself.7

The prominence of these men and the details of their careers are comparatively well known, thanks to the extensive contemporary records of their offices. These offer many insights not only into how they fulfilled their duties to the Crown but also into their very human failings. Much less well known until now, however, was the extent of the revenue contributions made by the Jewish taxpayers, the pecheros of the aljamas: their households provided financing that was crucial to the support of an ailing economy and a state of continual warfare with the Muslim South and with Castile’s neighbours. How this was achieved is apparent from Hebrew records that demonstrate the self-governing nature of the communities. Community discord over taxation may have been common but the social constraints within these tight-knit social groups ensured compliance and the timely delivery of the stipulated sums of maravedies to the kings’ coffers.

Jews of a locality were not always socially isolated from their non-Jewish neighbours. This is vividly apparent from the small town of Molina de Aragon: there, the leader of the community (the rab de la corte) made common cause with his Christian and Muslim neighbours in soliciting some beneficial adjustments to the burdensome taxation that affected them all. The example of inter-communal cooperation that emerges from Molina’s petitions is mirrored by the manner in which debt disputes might be settled amicably between neighbours, as happened in the small town of Ocaña. Although these were isolated instances, the clear intent of the protagonists for a joint resolution of financial matters may be accepted at face-value. In other areas of daily life, the evidence for cross-communal social relationships is more circumstantial. That is certainly the case for the records of habitation documented between 1300 and 1422 in three major towns, Toledo, Ávila, and Segovia. In each case the textual record clearly supports a close topographical relationship between Jews, Muslims, Christians, and conversos.

How far this extended to any sort of social relationship (beyond that of commerce) can only be surmised. The sharing of Passover unleavened matzot between Christians and Jews in Segovia, as described in Chapter 3, was enough to scandalise the archbishop. A century later, the prohibition of trade and social intercourse between Christian and Jew imposed by Juan I at the instigation of Vincent Ferrer had a profound effect on Jewish livelihoods. It serves as a confirmation that commerce with their Christian neighbours was the life-blood of the aljamas: the Portuguese Jewish historian Solomon Alami cited this prohibition as a reason for the conversion of many of Castile’s Jews.

Closeness to power was dangerous, even fatally so, for individual Jewish officials and privados. Although the disgrace and execution of Zag de la Maleha resulted in the ransoming of the entire Jewish community in 1280, in general the peaks and troughs of the careers of these men left their fellow Jews unaffected. Indeed, although poor harvests, taxation, and plague led to extensive urban unrest, Jews were initially not the targets of the fury of the townsfolk. Since many of these households would have been in debt to their Jewish neighbours, it is all the more remarkable that they did not take advantage of the social disorder to settle accounts. Although purely speculative, it is possible that there was a general awareness of the value of Jewish lending and even of their assumption of a large burden of royal taxation.

Why then, one might legitimately ask, after decades of relatively tranquillity in communal relations did things change quite so radically for the Jews? As has been discussed in Chapter 4, historians have attributed the upsurge in anti-Jewish sentiment during the civil war to a cynical stoking of traditional tropes by Enrique Trastámara. The evidence for this is slender and alternative explanations need to be considered.

It was not only the privations that accompany any civil conflict such as that in Castile between 1355 and 1369 that destabilised the existing social order. More important surely were not only the perception but also the fact that the Jews backed Pedro in the war with his half-brother. There is good evidence that this support extended to their taking up arms on the King’s behalf. Pedro lost and the Jews suffered as a consequence: financially through Enrique’s ransom demands as well as from violence and pillage by his French mercenaries. That such attacks came also from the English forces of the Black Prince is further evidence for the disruption of civil norms caused by Castile’s surrogacy in the Hundred Years War. The fratricidal conflict had a polarising effect on the kingdom and upended the previous fragile relations between the communities.

We may accept as likely that the vitriolic preaching of the archdeacon of Écija was a direct cause for the Peninsula-wide riots of 1391. But it should be remembered that his mission against the Jews had started in 1378, long before the riots and only a few years after the end of the war. So this was no sudden turning by the townsfolk on their Jewish neighbours. Thirteen years of relentless and vicious verbal abuse was finally coupled with a temporary hiatus in royal and church authority: together they culminated in the deaths and forced conversions of many thousands of Jews.

The disruption of war, the spoliation of Jewish communities by foreign troops, and the rabble-rousing of the archdeacon are incontrovertible. Is it also possible that literary portrayal or popular ballad could have shaped popular consciousness, shifting it towards a more negative perception of Jews? In the case of Marían fables, their performance may have reached a wide audience. However, it is unlikely that the population needed any reinforcement of their vision of the stubborn, Christ-denying Jew, an ally of Satan. The portrayals of Jews or later of conversos held up a mirror to the imagination, reflecting rather than shaping the mentalité of successive generations. There is no indication that they provoked popular reactions in the way in which, in our own times, media representations may mould or warp public opinion. Moreover, the provenance of much of the mid-fourteenth-century tropes that imputed malign, magical powers to Jews did not originate in Castilian but in French or English sources.

Sermons, however, were another matter. It is no coincidence that the bile of the archdeacon Martinez and the religious invective of Fr. Vincent Ferrer were each a trigger for the widespread conversion of Jews at the end of the fourteenth and the first decades of the fifteenth century, respectively. The impetus to conversion was different in each case, being the mortal threat of the mob in the former and a combination of terror and economic destitution in the latter. The success of Ferrer’s mission needs to be set beside the failure of the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century campaign of forced sermons by the Friars-Preacher. There is no doubting his charisma or his oratory that alternately castigated and cajoled Jews, Muslims, and Christians into submission to the true faith. But the epoch and the circumstances in which he preached were very different from the earlier century. In accordance with Stone’s ‘single web of meaning’, Jews were persuaded as much by economic pressures and by the example already set by earlier converts who had successfully integrated into Christian society.

The issue of what conversion actually meant in fifteenth-century Iberia remains hotly debated by modern historians. Ram Ben-Shalom has portrayed a complex triangular relationship that developed between Jews, conversos, and Old Christians.8 As has been described in Chapter 6, there was enmity between each of the social groups: in the case of that of the New Christians towards the Jews this may well have been a defensive strategy. But, at the same time, Ben-Shalom suggests that they may have acted as a social bridge between the communities, as a ‘conduit’ for ideas and customs between majority and minority cultures.9 Property registers from fifteenth-century Toledo show the two groups may have remained as neighbours at least for a time.

Marc Baer argues that conversion should not be viewed as a clean break in belief or practice and clearly this was the case for very many of the Jewish conversos and their descendants in Iberia.10 Even Abner of Burgos took many years finally to convert to Christianity. This fact and his exclusive use of Hebrew in his polemical works have led some to question whether he should truly be considered a convert at all: was he rather, in the words of Yitzhak Baer, ‘a heretic within the Jewish camp’?11 Ryan Szpiech, using Abner/Alfonso’s apostasy as an historical example, has highlighted the need to steer carefully between an overinterpretation of textual sources and scepticism in the attribution of motives for conversion.12

The exceptionalism of the Jewish experience in Iberia that resulted in so many conversions has been questioned, notably by Paola Tartakoff and David Malkiel.13 The distinction they draw between not just the numbers but also the motivation for conversion between Ashkenaz and Sepharad belies their contention that the nature of apostasy differed little north or south of the Pyrenees. If things were so different in Iberia, Tartakoff questions, why were there not more conversions before 1391?14 I believe that the many and varied facets of Jewish existence in Castile following reconquest, be they educational, economic, or social, go some way to answering this question. The anxieties voiced by the rabbis for the integrity of their communities, the corrosive influence of men such as Abner/Alfonso, Joshua Halorki, and Pablo de Santa María, and the tortured conscience of Profiat Duran are evidence for the crisis of religious belief in Sepharad as was posited by Baer. The easy integration of Jewish converts into Christian society, before or after 1391, argues for the fluidity of cultural and social boundaries in Castile. The later threat to that integration that manifested itself in the Toledo riots and the Inquisition does not gainsay the process of assimilation that the New Christians represented, whether or not that may be deemed to have been either sincere or complete.

It is not only the interpretation of the textual record that has been called into question in the last few decades. So too have terms such as ‘assimilation’ and ‘acculturation’, ‘tolerance’ and ‘intolerance’, and ‘conversion’ itself. What exactly is meant by the tolerant society in medieval terms and why have historians of medieval Spain arrived at such different visions of that society over the seven centuries of coexistence of Christians, Jews, and Muslims in the Peninsula?15 One may acknowledge that the historian can never fully understand how things really were, or in the terms used by Leopold von Ranke, wie es eigentlich gewesen.16 This book has gathered together economic, social, and cultural accounts from both Jewish and Christian sources over two centuries that were transformative for the Kingdom of Castile. It may not provide definitive answers to the many questions that still remain. However, it is hoped that this approach may yet provide a useful springboard for further scholarly investigation of a unique historical phenomenon and one which holds many resonances for the world of today.
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	Assis, Yom Tov, The Golden Age of Aragonese Jewry: Community and Society in the Crown of Aragon, 1213–1327 (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 1997).


	Baer, Fritz (Yitzhak), ‘Los Mozarabes de Toledo en los siglos XII y XIII, a Review’, Tarbiz, 5 (1934), pp. 228–236.


	——— ‘S’ridim mi-meshorarai kastilia b’meah ha-arba’esrai’, in S. Assaf, B. Dinaburg, S. Klein (eds.), Minḥah le-David (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Vaʻad ha-Yovel, 1935), pp. 197–204.


	——— A History of the Jews in Christian Spain. Vol. 1. From the Age of Reconquest to the Fourteenth Century (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1961).


	——— A History of the Jews in Christian Spain. Vol. 2. From the Fourteenth Century to the Expulsion (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1966).


	Baer, Marc, ‘History and Religious Conversion’, in Lewis Rambo, Charles Farhadian (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 25–47.


	Bagby, Albert, ‘The Jew in the Cantigas of Alfonso X, El Sabio’, Speculum, 46 (1971), pp. 670–688.


	Ballesteros, Antonio, ‘Don Juçaf de Écija’, Sefarad, 6 (1946), pp. 253–287.


	Ballesteros, Mercedes Gaibrois de, Historia del reinado de Sancho IV de Castilla, 3 vols. (Madrid: Talleres Voluntad, 1922–1928).


	Ballesteros y Beretta, Antonio, Alfonso X El Sabio, 1st edn. (Barcelona: Salvat, 1963).


	Barkai, Ron, ‘Les trois cultures Iberiques entre dialogue et polemique’, in Ron Barkai (ed.), Chrétiens, Musulmans et Juifs dans l’espagne médiévale: de la convergence à l’expulsion (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1994), pp. 227–251.


	Barton, Thomas, W., Contested Treasure: Jews and Authority in the Crown of Aragon (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015).


	Baumgarten, Elisheva, ‘Introduction’, in Elisheva Baumgarten, Ruth Karras, Katelyn Mesler (eds.), Entangled Histories: Knowledge, Authority, and Jewish Culture in the Thirteenth Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), pp. 1–20.


	Belasco, George, ‘Isaac Pulgar’s “Support of the Religion”’, The Jewish Quarterly Review, 17/1 (1904), pp. 25–56.


	Beltrán de Heredia, Vicente, ‘Las bulas de Nicolás V acerca de los conversos de Castilla’, Sefarad, 21/1 (1961), pp. 22–47.


	Benito Ruano, Eloy, ‘El Memorial contra los conversos del bachiller Marcos García de Mora (“Marquillos de Mazarambroz”)’, Sefarad, 17/2 (1957), pp. 314–351.


	——— Toledo en el siglo XV: vida política (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1961).


	——— Los orígenes del problema converso (Barcelona: Ediciones El Albir, 1976).


	Ben Shalom, Ram, ‘The Social Context of Apostasy Among Fifteenth-Century Spanish Jewry: The Dynamics of a New Religious Borderland’, in Jeremy Cohen, Moshe Rosman (eds.), Rethinking European Jewish History (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2009), pp. 173–198.


	Berger, David, The Jewish-Christian Debate in the High Middle Ages: A Critical Edition of the Niẓẓaḥon Vetus (Northvale: Jason Aronson Inc., 1979).


	Bermejo-Mesa, Ramon, Edicion y traduccion castellanas de veinticinco inscripciones sepulcrales hebraicas: pertenecientes al cementerio judío de Toledo (Siglos XIII al XV) (Madrid: C. Bermejo, 1935).


	Bolton, James, Money in the Medieval English Economy 973–1489 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012).


	Brand, Paul, ‘Jews and the Law in England, 1275–90’, The English Historical Review, 115 (2000), pp. 1138–1158.


	Brann, Ross, Saenz-Badillos, Angel, Targarona, Judit, ‘The Poetic Universe of Samuel Ibn Sasson, Hebrew Poet of Fourteenth-Century Castile’, Prooftexts, 16 (1996), pp. 75–103.


	Burns, Robert, ‘Baths and Caravanseries in Crusader Valencia’, Speculum, 46 (1971), pp. 443–458.


	——— Muslims, Christians and Jews in the Crusader Kingdom of Valencia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984).


	——— Society and Documentation in Crusader Valencia (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985).


	——— ‘Jews and Moors in the Siete Partidas of Alfonso X the Learned: A Background Perspective’, in Roger Collins, Anthony Goodman (eds.), Medieval Spain: Culture, Conflict and Coexistence. Studies in Honour of Angus Mackay (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), pp. 46–62.


	Butterfield, Ardis, The Familiar Enemy: Chaucer, Language, and Nation in the Hundred Years War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).


	Cabrillana, Nicholas, ‘La crisis del siglo XIV en Castilla: la peste negra en el obispado de Palencia’, Hispania, 28 (1968), pp. 245–258.


	Cadiñanos Bardeci, Inocencio, ‘Los judíos de Belorado y sus contornos’, Sefarad, 54/2 (1994), pp. 227–251.


	Cantera, Francisco, ‘De Hispania Judaica. La Judería de Miranda de Ebro (1099–1350)’, Sefarad, 1 (1941), pp. 89–140.
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	Muñoz y Romero, Tomás, Coleccion de fueros municipales y cartas pueblas de los reinos de Castilla, Leon, Corona de Aragon y Navarra (Madrid, 1847).


	Munslow, Alun, Deconstructing History (London: Routledge, 2006).


	Nader, Helen, The Mendoza Family in the Spanish Renaissance, 1350 to 1550 (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1979).


	Netanyahu, Benzion, ‘Did the Toledans in 1449 Rely on a Real Royal Privilege?’, Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, 44 (1977), pp. 93–125.


	——— Toward the Inquisition: Essays on Jewish and Converso History in Late Medieval Spain (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997).


	——— The Marranos of Spain: From the Late 14th to the Early 16th Century, According to Contemporary Hebrew Sources, 3rd edn. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999).


	——— The Origins of the Inquisition in Fifteenth Century Spain, 2nd edn. (New York: New York Review of Books, 2001).


	Nieto Soria, José Manuel, ‘Los judíos de Toledo en sus relaciones financieras con la monarquía y la iglesia (1252–1312)’, Sefarad, 41/2 (1981), pp. 301–319.


	——— ‘Los judíos de Toledo en sus relaciones financieras con la monarquía y la iglesia (1252–1312) (Conclusión)’, Sefarad, 42/1 (1982), pp. 79–102.


	Neuman, Abraham, The Jews in Spain: Their Social, Political and Cultural Life during the Middle Ages (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1942).


	Nirenberg, David, Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998).


	——— ‘Mass Conversion and Genealogical Mentalities: Jews and Christians in Fifteenth-Century Spain’, Past & Present, 174 (2002a), pp. 3–41.


	——— ‘Conversion, Sex, and Segregation: Jews and Christians in Medieval Spain’, American Historical Review, 107 (2002b), pp. 1065–1093.


	——— ‘Review: New Men: “Conversos, “Christian Theology, and Society in Fifteenth-Century Castile” by Bruce Rosenstock’, Speculum, 80/1 (2005), pp. 315–317.


	——— ‘Figures of Thought and Figures of Flesh: “Jews” and “Judaism” in Late- Medieval Spanish Poetry and Politics’, Speculum, 81 (2006), pp. 398–426.


	——— ‘Was There Race before Modernity? The Example of ‘Jewish’ Blood in Late Medieval Spain’, in Miriam Eliav-Feldon, Benjamin Isaac, Joseph Ziegler (eds.) The Origins of Racism in the West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 232–264.


	——— ‘Christian Love, Jewish “Privacy”, and Medieval Kingship’, in Katherine Jansen, Guy Geltner, Anne Lester (eds.), Center and Periphery: Studies on Power in the Medieval World in Honor of William Chester Jordan (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 25–38.


	——— Neighboring Faiths: Christianity, Islam, and Judaism in the Middle Ages and Today (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2014).


	——— ‘Medieval Media and Minorities: Jews and Muslims in the Cantigas de Santa María’, in Yuen-Gen Liang, Jarbel Rodriguez (eds.), Authority and Spectacle in Medieval and Early Modern Europe: Essays in Honor of Teofilo F. Ruiz(London: Routledge, 2017), pp. 147–170.


	Novikoff, Alex, ‘Between Tolerance and Intolerance in Medieval Spain: An Historiographic Enigma’, Medieval Encounters, 11/1/2 (2005), pp. 7–36.


	O’Callaghan, Joseph, ‘The Cortes and Royal Taxation during the Reign of Alfonso X of Castile’, Traditio, 27 (1971), pp. 379–398.


	——— A History of Medieval Spain (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975).


	——— ‘The Ecclesiastical Estate in the Cortes of Leon-Castile, 1252–1350’, The Catholic Historical Review, 67/2 (1981), pp: 185–213.


	——— ‘Paths to Ruin’, in Robert Burns (ed.), The Worlds of Alfonso the Learned and James the Conqueror: Intellect and Force in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985).


	——— The Cortes of Castile-León, 1188–1350 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989).


	——— The Learned King: The Reign of Alfonso X of Castile (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993).


	——— ‘Kings and Lords in Conflict in Late Thirteenth Century Castile and Aragón’, in P. Chevedden, D. Kagay, P. Padilla (eds.), Iberia and the Mediterranean World of the Middle Ages, vol. 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1996), pp. 117–138.


	Orduna, Germán (ed.), Pero López de Ayala, Rimado de Palacio (Pisa: Giardini editori e stampatori, 1981).


	Passini, Jean, ‘La Juiverie de Toledo: Bains et Impasses de Quartier de Hamanzeit’, in Ana López Álvarez, Ricardo Izquierdo Benito (eds.), El legado material hispanojudío. VII curso de cultura Hispanojudía y Sefardí de la Universidad de Castilla-la Mancha (Cuenca: Ediciones de la Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, 1998), pp. 301–307.


	Patton, Pamela, ‘Constructing the Inimical Jew in the Cantigas de Santa María: Theophilus’s Magician in Text and Image’, in Mitchell Merback (ed.), Beyond the Yellow Badge: New Approaches to Anti-Judaism and Antisemitism in Medieval and Early Modern Visual Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2007), pp. 233–256.


	Paz y Melia, Antonio, Series de los más importantes documentos del archivo y biblioteca del exmo. señor duque de Medinaceli (Madrid: Imp. de Blass, 1915).


	Perry, Theodore, ‘The Present State of Shem Tov Studies’, La corónica, 7 (1978), pp. 34–38.


	——— The Moral Proverbs of Santob de Carrión: Jewish Wisdom in Christian Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014).


	Petro de Marca (ed. É. Baluze), Marca Hispanica sive Limes Hispanicus, Omnia nunc primùm (Paris, 1688).


	Pike, Ruth, Enterprise and Adventure: The Genoese in Seville and the Opening of the New World (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1966).


	Pilar Laguzzi, María del, Ávila a principios del siglo XIV (Buenos Aires: Instituto de Investigaciones Historicas, Seccion Espanola, 1949).


	Pomeroy, Hilary, ‘Yantar e identidad religiosa’, in Ricardo Izquierdo Benito, Uriel Macías (eds.), La mesa puesta: leyes, costumbres y recetas judías, XVI Curso de Cultura Hispanojudía y Sefardí de la Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha (Cuenca: Ediciones de la Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, 2010), pp. 69–88.
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	Sancho de Sopranis, Hipólito, ‘Contribución a la historia de la judería de Jerez de la frontera’, Sefarad, 11/2 (1951), pp. 349–370.


	——— ‘La Repoblación y el repartimiento de Cádiz por Alfonso X’, Hispania, 61 (1955), pp. 483–539.


	Santob de, Carrión, Proverbios Morales, Ig. Gonzalez Llubera (ed.) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1947).


	Saperstein, Marc, ‘A Sermon on the Akedah from the Generation of the Expulsion and Its Implications for 1391’, in Aharon Mirsky, Avraham Grossman, Yosef Kaplan (eds.), Exile and Diaspora: Studies in the History of the Jewish People Presented to Professor Haim Beinart (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1991), pp. 103–124.


	Sapir Abulafia, Anna, Christian-Jewish Relations, 1000–1300: Jews in the Service of Medieval Christendom (London: Routledge, 2014).


	Serrano, Luciano, Los conversos d. Pablo de Santa María y d. Alfonso de Cartagena: obispos de Burgos, gobernantes, diplomáticos y escritores (Madrid: Bermejo, 1942).


	Shamir, Yehuda, Rabbi Moses Ha-Kohen of Tordesillas and his Book ʻEzer ha-Emunah: A Chapter in the History of the Judeo-Christian Controversy (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975).


	Shatzmiller, Joseph, Shylock Reconsidered (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).


	Shepard, Sanford, Shem Tov, His World and His Words (Miami: Ediciones Universal, 1978).


	Shneidman, J. Lee, ‘Jews as Royal Bailiffs in Thirteenth Century Aragón’, Historia Judaica, xix (1957), pp. 55–66.


	——— ‘Jews in the Royal Administration of Thirteenth Century Aragon’, Historia Judaica, xxi (1959), pp. 37–52.


	Simon, Larry, ‘Intimate Enemies: Mendicant-Jewish Interaction in Thirteenth Century Mediterranean Spain’, in Susan Myers, Steven McMichael (eds.), Friars and Jews in the Middle Ages and Renaissance (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp. 53–80.


	Simonsohn, Shlomo, The Apostolic See and the Jews: History (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1991).


	Snow, Joseph, The Poetry of Alfonso X, El Sabio: A Critical Bibliography (London: Grant and Cutler, 1977).


	Soifer Irish, Maya, ‘Beyond Convivencia: Critical Reflections on the Historiography of Interfaith Relations in Christian Spain’, Journal of Medieval Iberian Studies, 1 (2009), pp. 19–35.


	——— ‘Tamquam domino proprio: Contesting Ecclesiastical Lordship over Jews in Thirteenth-Century Castile’, Medieval Encounters, 19/5 (2013), 534–566.


	——— ‘The Problem of Old Debts: Jewish Moneylenders in Northern Castile (Belorado and Miranda De Ebro, Ca. 1300)’, Sefarad, 74 (2014), pp. 279–302.


	——— Jews and Christians in Medieval Castile: Tradition, Coexistence, and Change (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2016).


	Sola-Solé Josep y Rose, Stanley, ‘Judíos y conversos en la poesía cortesana del siglo XV: el estilo polígloto de Fray Diego de Valencia’, Hispanic Review, 44 (1976), pp. 371–385.


	Soloveitchik, Haym, ‘Religious Law and Change: The Medieval Ashkenazic Example’, AJS Review, 12/2 (1987), pp. 205–221.


	Soyer, Francois, ‘Living in Fear of Revenge: Religious Minorities and the Right to Bear Arms in Fifteenth-Century Portugal’, in Susanna Throop, Paul Hyams (eds.), Vengeance in the Middle Ages: Emotion, Religion and Feud (Farnham: Routledge, 2016), pp. 85–104.


	Spufford, Peter, Money and Its Use in Medieval Europe (Cambridge University Press, 1988).


	Stacey, Robert, ‘Jewish Lending and the Medieval English Economy’, in Richard Britnell, Bruce Campbell (eds.), A Commercialising Economy: England 1086 to c.1300 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), pp. 78–101.


	Steinschneider, Moritz, Catalogus Librorum Hebraeorum in Bibliotheca Bodleiana (Berlin: Friedlaender, 1852).


	Stone, Lawrence, ‘The Revival of Narrative: Reflections on a New Old History’, Past & Present, 85 (1979), pp. 3–24.


	Stow, Kenneth, Alienated Minority: The Jews of Medieval Latin Europe (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992).


	——— Popes, Church, and Jews in the Middle Ages: Confrontation and Response (Farnham: Ashgate, 2007).


	Strayer, Joseph, ‘France: The Holy Land, the Chosen People, and the Most Christian King’, in David Herlihy, Robert Lopez, Vsevolod Slessarev (eds.), Action and Conviction in Early Modern Europe. Essays in Memory of E. H. Harbison (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 3–16.


	Suarez Fernandez, Luis, Judíos Españoles en la Edad Media (Madrid: Ediciones Rialp, 1980).


	Szpiech, Ryan, From Testimonia to Testimony: Thirteenth-Century Anti-Jewish Polemic and the Mostrador de justicia of Abner of Burgos/Alfonso of Valladolid. PhD, Yale (2006).


	——— ‘The Jargon of Authenticity: Abner of Burgos/Alfonso of Valladolid and the Paradox of Testimony’, in Conversion and Narrative: Reading and Religious Authority in Medieval Polemic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), pp. 143–260.


	——— ‘On the Road to 1391? Abner of Burgos/Alfonso of Valladolid on Forced Conversion’, in Mercedes García-Arenal, Yonatan Glazer-Eytan (eds.), Forced Conversion in Christianity, Judaism and Islam: Coercion and Faith in Premodern Iberia and Beyond (Leiden: Brill, 2019a), pp. 175–204.


	——— ‘Historical Approaches to Leaving Religion’, in Daniel Enstedt, Göran Larsson, Teemu Mantsinen (eds.), Handbook of Leaving Religion (Leiden: Brill, 2019b), pp. 255–266.


	Taggie, Benjamin, ‘Samuel ha-Levi Abulafia and the Hebraic Policy of Pedro I of Castile 1350–69’, Fifteenth-Century Studies, 5 (1982), pp. 191–208.


	Tartakoff, Paola, Between Christian and Jew: Conversion and Inquisition in the Crown of Aragon, 1250–1391 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012).


	——— ‘Testing Boundaries: Jewish Conversion and Cultural Fluidity in Medieval Europe, c. 1200–1391’, Speculum, 90/3 (2015), pp. 728–762.


	Tate, Robert, ‘Lopez de Ayala, Humanist Historian?’, Hispanic Review, 25 (1957), pp. 157–174.


	Tenorio y Cerero, Nicolás, El concejo de Sevilla. Estudio de la organizacion político-social de la ciudad, 1248–1312 (Sevilla: E. Rasco, 1901).


	Torres Fontes, Juan, ‘Moros, judíos y conversos bajo Fernando de Antequera’, Cuadernos de historia de España, 31–32 (1960), pp. 60–97.


	Tosh, John, Historians on History, John Tosh (ed.), 2nd edn. (London: Routledge, 2014).


	Trachtenberg, Joshua, The Devil and the Jews: The Medieval Conception of the Jew and Its Relation to Modern Antisemitism (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1983).


	Trautner-Kromann, Hanne, Shield and Sword: Jewish Polemics against Christianity and the Christians in France and Spain from 1100–1500 (Tübingen: Mohr, Paul Siebeck, 1993).
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