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§§§§CHAP>CHAPTER ONE
Introduction



IN AN EPISODE of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, the protagonist’s father, Abe Weissman, finds himself in possession of a consecrated host that he wants to dispose of. His son makes a suggestion, to which Abe replies, “You’re going to flush the body of Christ down the toilet?!”1 In medieval Europe, Christian authorities frequently accused Jews of committing even more insulting, antireligious acts, although they sometimes had difficulty writing about the horrifying details. In 1146, Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny (ca. 1092–1156), wrote to Louis VII, king of France (1137–80), to complain that it was pointless to go on a Crusade against the distant Muslims when the Jews, who were “not far away from us, but right in our midst, blaspheme, abuse, and trample on Christ and the Christian sacraments so freely and insolently and with impunity,” and “use heavenly vessels for their evil uses to the disgrace of Christ and ourselves, things too horrifying to consider and detestable to mention.”2

Less inhibited to offer examples of Jewish “latrine blasphemy” was the greatest of medieval popes, Innocent III (r. 1198–1216), who expressed his disgust that after Christian wet nurses employed by Jewish families took communion on Easter, “the Jews make these women pour their milk into the latrine for three days before they again give suck to the children.”3

What are we to make of these and other accusations that Jews insulted Christianity by associating it with latrines? From contemporary Jewish discussions about such gestures that we will consider in detail in chapter 5, we learn that some Jews were capable of doing exactly what infuriated Christian officials.

These accusations and stories about Jews insulting Christian symbols with latrine blasphemy are not isolated examples of how Jews viewed Christianity in medieval Europe but rather are a hint about how Jews could provocatively assert themselves in Christian Europe—a story that has not been told before.4 For medieval European history is sometimes written as though the Jews of Christian Europe were living on the moon instead of in the small towns of northern France, England, and Germany, in a region that Jews came to refer to as Ashkenaz, the geographic focus of this book.5 Medieval Jewish historians have recently revised earlier narratives that saw the Jews as the victims of the Christian majority’s enmity and harmful policies.6 General historians of medieval Europe who do not work on Jewish history still tend to see the Jews as isolated in ghettos and passive victims of persecution, if they see them at all.7 Historians of the Christian majority sometimes forget that when they speak of “everyone,” they mean Christians and usually ignore their Jewish neighbors.8 Medieval Christians could never forget their Jewish neighbors even when Jews no longer lived among them. The Jews remained a presence even in their absence.9

This book reexamines not only how the Christian majority understandably affected the Jewish minority but also surprisingly how the Jews—real and imagined—so challenged the Christian majority that it became a society that was religiously and culturally antisemitic in new ways between 800 and 1500. That new self-understanding remained part of European cultural identity down to the time of the Holocaust and beyond.10


The Jews as a Fourth Medieval Civilization

The European Middle Ages is the often-told story of the transformation of the western provinces of the Roman Empire into several new Christian political territories. A history of medieval Europe can also be related to two other contemporary medieval civilizations, Islam and Byzantium, each of which ruled over large territories including parts of what became Europe.11 Byzantine emperors governed southern Italy and tried to recover other former Roman territories in Europe in the sixth century. Umayyad and Berber Muslims ruled significant areas of medieval Iberia, and Ottoman Muslims governed important parts of early modern southeastern Europe.

Missing from this picture of the formation of Europe is the story of a group that became more prominent over the centuries and by its assertive presence within Europe stimulated and provoked the Christian majority into reimagining its own collective identity. These were not the Muslims far off in the East or nearby in Iberia but the Jews, who like pagans and heretics lived cheek by jowl among Christians throughout Europe. They were still the bearers of the ancient religious culture out of which Christianity first developed. Survivors of the pagan and Christian Roman Empire and the Muslim conquest in the eastern Mediterranean, Jews migrated into the emerging Christian West with a unique relationship to Christianity. Once settled there, Jews usually resisted complete social assimilation through conversion.12 A distinctive minority organized in self-governing local communities, the Jews lived closely and sometimes intimately among their Christian neighbors for centuries. The Jews were a fourth medieval civilization embedded in three other civilizations: Islam, Byzantium, and Latin Christian Europe.13 This is the story of the Jews and the formation of Christian Europe, the West.14

Contrary to the widely accepted picture of Jewish history, medieval Jews were assertive agents. The Jews of the Middle Ages were convinced of their chosenness, and Christian rulers inadvertently reinforced Jewish solidarity by recognizing Jews as legal, self-governing communities, not just as individuals, if only to tax them better. The Jewish-Christian confrontation was grounded in a deep structural clash between two related religious cultures, each of which thought itself chosen and the other excluded from divine favor.15 Given the different power dynamics, this meant that force would be a Christian option, but the Jews had resources as well, even if limited and often ineffective. Jews were assertive, not passive, even without having the option of coercive force. Acts of Jewish assertiveness directed against Christianity, in turn, increased Christian authorities’ anti-Jewish views and policies. Christians reasserted their claims to divine election and tried to subject the Jews to servitude unless they converted. One effect of this confrontation between two chosen cultures was to make Christian Europe antisemitic in new ways.

In rethinking medieval Christian antisemitism, it becomes clear that the rivalry between Jews and Christians led each religious culture to create both symmetry and asymmetry in the way each created their imagined other.

The story was in part symmetrical in that each culture claimed to be the one God chose in its Bible. The Hebrew Bible and New Testament agree that it is the second or later party, not the first, that is God’s chosen one, and Jews and Christians each claimed to be the second. In the Hebrew Bible, the Israelites displace the Canaanites, who are there first, and the younger sons, Isaac and Jacob, displace the elder sons, Ishmael and Esau. In the latter case, the Bible says that the elder shall serve the younger (Gen. 25:23). The Christian reading of those texts read the church as Isaac and Jacob, and the Jews as Ishmael and Esau, who were to serve the younger Jacob as the church.

Despite this symmetry about rival claims to being chosen, an important asymmetry developed in medieval Europe. Although most rabbinic leaders viewed their Christian neighbors as misguided and not as pagans, they still assumed that Christianity itself was a form of forbidden “foreign worship” (‘avodah zarah).16 The Christian majority, on the other hand, asserted its own spiritual election and treated Jews as rejected and despised pagans, and paid little attention to Judaism except as foretelling the truth of Christianity.17 So medieval Christian antisemitism was directed at medieval Jews. Jewish animosity was directed at Christianity and its sancta that Jews associated with biblical idolatry and filth.18

In asserting their Jewish religious and communal chosen identity in new ways at the same time that medieval Christians were reaffirming the exclusive truth claims of Christianity, Jews collided with Christians, and the confrontation resulted in new collective identities that were shaped in part by the impact of the other. The ways Jews and Christians became aware of each other as competing claimants to biblical, covenantal chosenness played a central role in shaping the West.

The focus of this book is on cultural history and the social settings in which Jews and Christians from all levels of society interacted. To get at the mentality of ordinary Jews and Christians, we will consider carefully how they appear in written sources like saints’ lives, exempla or moralistic stories, such as the hundreds found in Sefer Hasidim (before 1225), behavior portrayed in chronicles, and a variety of images.19 These sources are important because they make use of everyday settings of life in contemporary Ashkenaz.

But the ways Jews and Christians regarded and treated each other in medieval Europe reflect fundamental religious assumptions about chosenness laid out in the Jewish and Christian Bibles, two very different books. In working out their differences, Jews and Christians engaged in a rivalry over chosenness in society that we can explore by studying what Peter Gay referred to as “the social history of ideas.”20



Ancient Theological Assumptions about Chosenness

For the Jews’ chosenness, the Book of Exodus foretells, Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured possession among all the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine (Ex. 19:5). On this verse, the ancient rabbinic midrash on Exodus, Mekhilta de Rabbi Yishmael (third century CE Palestine), elaborates: (the phrase) you shall be My (means) “(if you) turn to Me and are occupied with Torah and not with other things,” (then) you shall be My treasured possession. “Just as a man’s treasured possession is precious to him, so, you will be precious to Me.” The biblical passage continues: but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Ex. 19:6). On the phrase, And you shall be unto Me, the Mekhilta adds, “I shall not appoint nor delegate anyone else, so to speak, to rule over you, but I myself will rule over you.”21

The special relationship between Israel and God promised conditionally in the Book of Exodus is stated as a reality in the Book of Deuteronomy on which the early rabbis grounded their conviction of Jews as God’s Chosen People for all time. The Book of Deuteronomy asserts that all of Israel is holy now and therefore is chosen to be God’s special people: For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God: of all the peoples on earth the Lord your God chose you to be His treasured people (Deut. 7:6).22

This choice is not based on Israel’s great numbers: It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that the Lord set His heart on you and chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of peoples (Deut. 7:7). Rather, it is because of Israel’s holiness or dedication to God: For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God: the Lord your God chose you from among all other peoples on earth to be His treasured people (Deut. 14:2). And the rabbinic midrash on Deuteronomy, Sifrei Devarim (third century CE Palestine), explains that Israel’s holiness in the first part of the verse is the reason for its chosenness in the second part: “the holiness that is upon you has made you holy (that is, chosen).”23 “Another interpretation of the Lord your God chose you from among all other peoples on earth to be His treasured people (Deut. 14:2) is, “Hence we learn that each individual (Jew) is more precious to the Holy One, blessed be He, than all the nations of the world.”24

Medieval Jews who engaged with Christians in everyday encounters understood themselves, not Christians, as God’s “treasured people,” as referred to in Exodus and Deuteronomy, which they read annually in the synagogue, along with the commentary of Rashi of Troyes (d. 1105), who relied on the ancient midrash commentaries of Mekhilta and Sifrei.

Christians, for their part, also claimed to be the chosen Israel, as church father Justin Martyr (d. ca. 200) and others explained (see below), but they still developed a theological rationale for permitting Jews to live as Jews in a Christian society. Paul formulated this reason in his Letter to the Romans, and Augustine of Hippo (d. 430), the most influential of the Latin fathers, elaborated on it. It was supported by the Christian Roman legal traditions and adopted by the early popes as well. Unlike pagans, whom the church forced to convert, or heretics, who were to be exterminated, Jews who did not convert were theoretically allowed to live in a Christian society, though in a degraded or servile capacity, so that they could eventually play a divinely required role in salvation history.25



Paul, Justin Martyr, and Augustine of Hippo

In his letters, the earliest part of the New Testament, the apostle Paul glosses key passages of the Hebrew Bible to make his case that gentiles as well as Jews can be part of a new covenant between God and “Israel.” In his Letter to the Galatians (4:21–31), he identifies the Jews as Ishmael, the son of the “slave” Hagar, Abraham’s concubine, and Jewish and gentile believers in Christ as Isaac, the son of the “free woman” Sarah, Abraham’s wife (see Gen. 17 and especially Gen. 21). He further associates Hagar with Mt. Sinai, the law, and Jerusalem in this world, in contrast to the heavenly Jerusalem, the locus of Sarah’s son Isaac of the spirit, including gentiles as well as Jews who accept Christ. This interpretation is part of Paul’s insistence on Jewish servitude to those who accept Christ. Paul’s underlying idea, the first part of the three-part structure of the imagined Jew, is that Jews should be subordinate to Christians who received the divine promise—a view summarized as the binary of inverted hierarchy.

Paul reinforces the biblical warrant for Jewish servitude even more explicitly in a second biblical comparison. Following the narrative about pairs of siblings in the Book of Genesis, he then distinguishes between Isaac’s son Esau, the elder brother, and Jacob, also known as “Israel” (Gen. 32:29), the younger one: though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad, in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of his call, she was told, “The elder will serve the younger” (Rom. 9:11–12 RSV, quoting Gen. 25:23). Paul identifies the Jews as the elder son, Esau, and gentiles and Jews who believe in Jesus as Jacob, the younger, also known as “Israel,” the recipients of the covenant.26 The rabbis identified the Jews as Jacob and Christians as Esau.27

In these passages, then, Paul not only reinterprets the Book of Genesis to include gentiles and Jews who believe in Jesus as recipients of the divine covenant or promise made to Abraham (Gen. 15) but also insists that in each case the Jews are the elder sibling, the one who is to serve the younger whom God preferred and to whom he gave the covenant. Jewish servitude is expected and a condition for Jewish presence in a Christian society.

Moreover, Paul assigns a special role to subservient Jews in the economy of salvation history in the future. Complementing his view that Jews are to serve those who accept Jesus in the present is his hope that the Jews can eventually become part of the New Covenant in the future. In his Letter to the Romans, he says that God has not rejected the Jews for all time: I ask then, has God rejected his people? By no means! I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew (Rom. 11:1–2a RSV).

He then proceeds, in his parable of the wild olive tree, to present the relationship between Jews who do not accept Jesus and Jews and gentiles who do:


Now I am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I magnify my ministry in order to make my fellow Jews jealous, and thus save some of them … if the root is holy, so are the branches.

But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a wild olive shoot, were grafted in their place to share the richness of the olive tree, do not boast over the branches.… And even the others, if they do not perish in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again.

For if you have been cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these natural branches be grafted back into their own olive tree.

Lest you be wise in your own conceits, I want you to understand this mystery; brethren: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles come in, and so all Israel will be saved.… As regards the Gospel they are enemies of God, for your sake; but as regards election they are beloved for the sake of their forefathers (Rom. 11:13–28 RSV).



The Jews without faith in Jesus are the natural branches, but because of their unbelief, they have been temporarily lopped off and replaced by the engrafted gentiles, comparable now to Isaac and Jacob of the promise. He makes use of a logical argument to offer hope for Jews to be regrafted back in if they accept Jesus. If gentiles, who had nothing to do with the root and are a foreign body, can be grafted onto the root, the Jews who originally were descended from the root certainly could be regrafted back on.

The conclusion to Paul’s parable, Romans 11:28, was to have profound and lasting mixed consequences for medieval Jewish-Christian relations. Paul refers to Jews as both theological enemies and beloved, but for different reasons. When Paul says “as regards the Gospel they are enemies of God,” it is because they continue to follow the Old Covenant of the “letter” and reject the New Covenant of the “spirit” that includes gentiles and Jews with faith in Christ as chosen. In Paul’s binary vision of the world, the status of the literalist, Torah-law-following, fleshly, this-worldly Jew is in polar opposition to the new dispensation of the Gospels. But they are beloved for the sake of their forefathers. Jews are also beloved because of their earlier election or chosenness that made them special in the age of the biblical fathers. Jews thus exist in two planes in the present: they are formerly chosen, but now are still following the letter and not the spirit, and are in that sense “enemies” to the Gospel, its antithesis.28

Paul’s theological trope of the Jews as “enemies of God” would be transformed at the time of the First Crusade into the active social and political category of “the enemy nearby,” a new stage in the Christian construction of the imagined Jew (chapter 3).

Although Paul maintains that God’s covenant with Israel now includes all who accept Christ, he does not say explicitly that the church has superseded the covenant with the Jews and that the Christian Church, not the Jews, is now Israel of the covenant, but he hints at it.29 It becomes explicit in the second century, as in the writings of the church father Justin Martyr (ca. 100–160s) in his Dialogue with the Jew Trypho (ca. 160 CE). A gentile born in Samaria, Justin sought to defend Christianity by interpreting Scripture properly to a Jew, and he continued the New Testament tactic of using the Hebrew Bible as the platform from which to try to win over Jews to Christianity. To reassure Christians, he added that they, and not the Jews, are Israel, the heirs of the covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob also called by that name: “We have been led to God through this crucified Christ, and we are the true spiritual Israel, and the descendants of Judah, Jacob, Isaac and Abraham, who, though uncircumcised, was approved and blessed by God because of his faith and was called the father of many nations.”30

Medieval Jews were aware of the Christian claim, and it spurred them on to resist Christian triumphalism at times of crisis such as during the First Crusade. A Jewish chronicler in the early twelfth century has Crusaders taunting the Jews that they are no longer the Chosen People: “God has forgotten you and is no longer desirous of you since you are a stubborn nation. Instead, He has departed from you and has taken us for His portion, casting His radiance upon us.”31

Augustine of Hippo in North Africa (former Carthage) (348–430) was the most influential author of Christian doctrine in the West, and it is his image of the Jews as blind witnesses to the truth of Christianity that turned Paul’s contrast between free and slave in his Letter to the Galatians and the parable of the wild olive tree in the Letter to the Romans into theological policy.32

In his Contra Faustum, he defended the antiquity of the Old Testament with its prophecies of the truth of the New Testament from the attack of dualist Manichaeans, who denied its validity. The Jews themselves read in public the Old Testament that prophesies the coming of Jesus and the truth of Christianity even though they do not understand what they read. This proves to pagans and Christians alike that Christians have not invented the Hebrew traditions on which the church bases its claim to be the true Israel. Thus Jews unwittingly serve as “the desks (scriniaria) of the Christians, bearing the law and the prophets as testimony to the tenets of the church, so that we honor through the sacrament what it announces through the letter.”33

In The City of God, written to defend Christianity against the taunts of pagan Romans who blamed Christian impiety for the sack of Rome in 410, Augustine interprets Psalms 59:12 [58:12] to add other reasons why Jews serve a positive role in Christian societies. Slay them not lest they forget thy law. Scatter them in thy power and bring them down (Ps. 59:12 [58:12]) means that it is forbidden to kill the Jews, but it is God’s will that they should be dispersed and degraded to serve as blind witnesses to the truth of Christianity for Christians and others everywhere. By being scattered and subordinated in Christian society, Jews prove that God has rejected them since they killed Christ and has exiled them from their land, and this benefits the church: “For, if the Jews had remained bottled up in their own land with the evidence of their Scriptures and if they were not to be found everywhere, as the Church is, the Church would not then have them as ubiquitous witnesses of the ancient prophecies concerning Christ.”34

Four years after he wrote The City of God, Augustine wrote the tract “Against the Jews.” It begins with Paul’s parable of the olive tree in Romans 11, and after warning Gentile Christians not to boast, tries to convince Jews of the Christian meaning of their own Scriptures. The emphasis in Augustine on a positive role for Jews in a Christian society, despite their being Christ’s killers and servants to Christians, reinforced Paul’s position of hopefulness in Romans. The exegesis of Psalms 59:12 [58:12] that specifically forbade Christians to kill Jews, and instead emphasized scattering and subduing them, placed a powerful theological restraint on official Christian attitudes toward Jews.35



Early Europe

Despite the future redemptive role early Christian theologians assigned to Jews living in a Christian society, the presence of Jews is not what usually comes to mind when we think about the making of early Christian Europe. Instead, we are supposed to think about the search for unity and law that looked back to Rome, as when Pope Leo III crowned a Germanic Frankish king, Charles the Great (Charlemagne, d. 814), “emperor of the Romans” on December 25, 800.36 Newly formed kingdoms made up of partly Romanized and Christianized Germanic tribes took over several western Roman provinces. The Germanic kings were tied to their fighting men by bonds of loyalty according to ancient custom. Some German kings married into local Gallo-Roman, or Hispano-Roman, or Italo-Roman Christian noble families. Christianity gradually became the central religious identity, replacing pagan cults with the life of Christ and his representatives on earth as the bishops of Rome, the popes, and with attempts to approximate the Christian life in religious orders and reforms of lay behavior.

Rome, Germanic customs, and Christianity, then, combined over time to form early Europe—the West. And yet despite the fact that medieval Jews, unlike Byzantine Christian emperors or Muslim caliphs, did not exercise coercive power in any territory, the story of Europe is made more intelligible when one also looks closely at the Jews who formed a fourth medieval culture, the only religious minority that formed “infidel” communities that were permitted to live within Christian Europe itself.



Jewish and Christian Transformations

Two remarkable and lasting changes occurred during those centuries. Jews who migrated into Christian Europe from Byzantine Christian or Muslim Mediterranean lands became “Europeanized,” and even Christianized, without actually becoming Christians. The Jews changed: they were not only an Eastern Roman– or Muslim-dominated culture but also an integral part of the emerging Latin Christian West. By a process of selective inward acculturation, they absorbed some elements of that Christian cultural environment while rejecting others.37

Even though they looked down on Christians and continued to view Christianity as no different from ancient paganism, Jews had to take Christianity seriously in the Christian West. They didn’t have to like it, but they had to deal with it. Out of a sense of cultural competition, Jews sometimes selectively internalized and Judaized Christian motifs or practices and incorporated them into their own Jewish cultural and religious practices.

As a result, Jews now studied the Bible and Talmud with a French interpreter, Rashi of Troyes (d. 1105), who used thousands of French words to clarify the Hebrew text.38 Now they studied the Talmud with French scholastic commentators who resolved contradictions by making distinctions, as had Peter Abelard in his theological lectures at the University of Paris.39 Now they remembered Jewish martyrs and deceased relatives by lighting candles annually on the anniversary of their deaths or in public liturgical memorials, as did Christian monks in their monasteries.40

They built stone synagogues in the form of church chapter houses, and ritual baths designed by the same people who built the new local cathedrals and related buildings that they sometimes helped finance.41 They wrote Hebrew manuscripts with bold vertical letters like the Christian scribes’ Gothic script in Latin that they did not read but saw in books that were pawned as collateral for loans to Christian owners.42 They spoke Yiddish or French based on the local tongues they learned over the centuries.43 They wrote stories in Hebrew about romantic love as Christian writers did in Latin or French.44 They atoned for their sins by confessing them to rabbis and asking them for penances, as did Christian sinners who confessed to their priests.45 Jews took many of these Christianized practices with them into the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and continued to adapt selectively from their Christian environments later in early modern and even modern times. Judaism had become European and even Christianized while remaining defiantly Jewish.

But the everyday contact between Jews and Christians in medieval Europe transformed the Christianizing population there as well.46 Christians had difficulty understanding why Jews did not convert and adopt what they considered the obvious good news (gospel) of their religion. What was wrong with the Jews? Why were they so resistant to accepting the truth? To make matters worse, although Jews lacked coercive political power over Christian rulers, they actually were assertive in their conversations with Christian neighbors and affirmed that they, and not Christians, were God’s Chosen People. They hired Christian maids and wet nurses, like aristocratic Christian nobility. They prayed loudly in their synagogues, were in positions of influence when they were creditors, and abused Christian sacred objects. All of these Jewish actions rubbed Christian authorities the wrong way, making them more resentful and antisemitic.47



Competing Claims of Chosenness

As the population grew in the towns of Christian Europe, Jews continued to migrate there to make a secure living in an expanding economy. Close contact with Christians was inevitable.48 Isolation was not possible or desirable. Jews engaged in business with Christians first in trade and then also as borrowers or suppliers of credit. So much Jewish business depended on Christian clients that Jewish legal authorities permitted Jews to do business with Christians even though they considered Christianity to be a form of “foreign worship.” Jews were simultaneously attracted to Christians and repelled by Christianity.

At first, Christian rulers inadvertently reinforced Jewish religious self-confidence. Since antiquity, Christian theologians had argued that there was a degraded place for Jews in a Christian society, but early medieval Christian kings treated Jews as assets for their developing economies, invited them into their realms, and issued them protective charters that exempted them from tolls and taxes. These supportive Christian policies, motivated by self-interest, and a strong Jewish sense of “chosenness” encouraged Jewish settlement in early European Christian societies.

Although Jewish migration was gradual and went on largely unrecorded, members of different Jewish regional elites later created a “useful past” in the form of foundation legends. They remembered that a great king, Charlemagne himself, was a founder of the Jewish community of Narbonne in southern France and the Jewish community of Mainz in the German Empire, the heartland of what became Ashkenazic or northern European Jewish history. The elite claims expressed a sense of supremacy of one Jewish community in the West over another there, as well as a claim to being the heir to an earlier, esteemed Jewish center in the East. But intercommunal rivalries paled before the ongoing Jewish assertion that they, and not the Christian infidels, were God’s chosen (chapter 2).

Jewish assertiveness also clashed with the new Christian reform movements that emerged in the eleventh century and stimulated Jewish competition even further. Papal reformers launched a political and religious campaign to assert “right order.” One goal was to affirm ecclesiastical superiority over Christian kings by insisting that only the pope should be the “head” of the Christian social “body.” Right order also meant not allowing Jews to have power over Christians.

The concern for right order also dictated a new papal policy toward the recent Muslim occupation of holy sites in Jerusalem that resulted in what became the First Crusade. In 1095, reform pope Urban II called for an armed pilgrimage to the Holy Land to liberate the Church of the Holy Sepulcher from “pagan” pollution and reestablish right order there. The hysteria that the pope generated against non-Christian enemies abroad reinforced the Christian view that the Jews who lived among them now were the “enemy within.” To Paul’s imagined Jew as subservient to the church was added a second dimension: the Jew as the internal enemy.

As a result, Crusader knights and mobs attacked Jewish communities mainly in the towns of the German Empire in spring and summer 1096. Jews reacted defiantly to Crusader mob attacks by fighting invaders, bribing authorities, and even provocatively pretending to convert, only to spit in the face of their attackers, kill and be killed in the streets, and to the horror of Christian chroniclers, be driven by the cruel Crusaders to ritually kill their own children and themselves to avoid being forced into the church (chapter 3).

After peace was restored, Jewish assertiveness assumed other forms as well.

The Jews created an imagined Christianity that they continued to view since ancient times as a form of paganism to be avoided and derided as much as possible. And so Jews went out of their way, when safe, to insult Christian sancta by making offensive wordplays and confronting Christians informally about their beliefs, provoking Christians to defend their faith. Jews also illustrated their Hebrew books with images of knights in combat and imagined themselves to be God’s true knights as they engaged in everyday informal religious debates that irritated the church, which could not stop them. Christians saw this assertiveness and perceived Jews as Goliaths going out to battle them (chapter 4).

Moreover, Jews denigrated Christian sancta by engaging in private and public gestures of contempt, such as placing Christian images or statues in their latrines. Jews found the idea that God had been inside a woman preposterous and expressed their disgust about this idea in gestures that equated Christianity with bodily elimination, the opposite of the holy in both religious cultures. As Christian lay piety began to center on the Eucharist, a group of pietist Jews developed a ritual of childhood that challenged the efficacy of “eating God” by making young boys eat Torah verses written on cakes while seated on the lap of a rabbi in the pose of a Madonna and child. This nurturing ritual for young Jewish boys also served to discourage them from being lured away to a church increasingly eager to convert them (chapter 5).

There were limits, though, as to what real Jews actually did to show their contempt for Christianity. In the mid-twelfth century, as the eucharistic ritual reenactment of the Passion became more popular and enthusiasm for a Second Crusade gripped ecclesiastical circles, the idée fixe suddenly crystallized, first among English Benedictine monks, that Jewish infidels reenacted the Passion by ritually killing young Christian boys, whom monks now treated as local martyr saints. Local competition among Benedictines in England for making new Christian saints added a new dimension to the imagined Jew, augmented during the First Crusade frenzy as the nearby enemy of Christians. The imagined “enemy within” was now thought to harm “the body of Christ” in the present too, not just in the past, by ritually killing Christians (the ritual murder accusation), ingesting the victim’s blood or heart (the blood libel), stabbing the consecrated host that was understood as the real body of Christ (the host desecration accusation), and even trying to kill all Christians (the well-poisoning libel). Jews, in turn, were familiar with Christian saints and imagined that Jewish figures, like the martyr communities of 1096, were saintly Christ figures victimized by violent Christian Crusaders or other wicked people. Other Jewish holy men described how pious Jews living in a time of peace should keep away from Christians unless they were in a position of relative dominance or right order over them (chapter 6).

The idea of the body of Christ also led Jews and Christians to argue vigorously over Jewish and Christian bodies. Depending on the context, Christians considered Jews indistinguishable from Christians and therefore sexually threatening without external markers such as distinctive clothing, or in the framework of potential conversion, some Jewish physical features were thought to prevent especially an adult male Jew from becoming a sincere Christian despite baptism.

In their encounters over “cultural aesthetics,” Jews sometimes conceded to Christians that older Jewish (men) were dark and even “ugly” but insisted that they alone knew the inner truth about God and that such appearances were temporary. As the church tried to protect the faithful from heretics and assertive Jews in the thirteenth century, it took more defensive measures than before to convert Jews. An important question was, Could all Jews convert sincerely to Christianity and transform themselves completely, or were there physical traits that remained, especially among older Jewish male converts, in addition to circumcision? A gender and age analysis of Jews yields important nuances about the possibility of Jewish adult male conversion.

Thus to the imagined Jew as subordinate and then feared as the enemy within, a third characteristic was added: the belief that Jewish adult men could not change by conversion, and that their Jewish condition was permanent. At the same time, some room was left for the possibility that Jewish boys and “the beautiful Jewish woman,” a potential or actual Christian sexual partner, could convert sincerely (chapter 7).

The reform of Christian society took a new turn as town walls expanded to accommodate growing populations, and money and credit became more visible in everyday life. A Christian-renewed emphasis on apostolic poverty meant that wealth, and especially the uses to which money was put involving interest or “usury,” penalized foreign Christian bankers and local Jewish merchants and suppliers of credit but undermined vulnerable Jews more. Some pious kings supported these ecclesiastical reform efforts and thought that their realms needed to be purged of the polluting sin of usury, especially before they went on a Crusade.

Since even after conversion, some Jews persisted in their Jewish practices or were thought to retain hated Jewish characteristics, kings made bargains with political rivals by forcing Jews to emigrate, despite the ancient theological rationale to retain them. The danger that authorities said the Jews posed to Christian society now outweighed the Pauline and Augustinian need to keep them inside Christendom.

But even after their expulsion, the imagined Jew remained and expanded, along with converted Jews, as a persisting feature of antisemitic European Christian culture and society. Because Paul and Augustine taught that Jews, unlike heretics, were supposed to be part of Christian society, their physical exclusion created an even greater reason than before to emphasize the presence of the imagined Jew as an inner enemy within Christian social space. In literary works in England, we see the imagined presence of the unchangeable enemy Jewish male adult featured in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Prioress’s Tale, Christopher Marlowe’s Jew of Malta, and William Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice (chapter 8).

The imagined Jew, however defined, could not be expelled from Europe, because it existed in the minds of Christian Europeans and persisted for centuries there and wherever Europe spread its influence. It enabled medieval and early modern images of European antisemitism to linger and develop through the centuries until they were selectively redeployed to support new, antimodern, and pseudoscientific racial forms of Jew hatred in the late nineteenth century, becoming lethal in the twentieth. The Jews were first understood to be the enemy of the church and the body of Christ, and then became, in redefined racial categories, the enemy of the Volk.

Medieval antisemitism is related to its modern form. But instead of following those scholars who point to one or more stereotypes that seem to continue into modern times, this book suggests a different approach. Because medieval Christian antisemitism was built on structural assumptions about Jews and Christians in society, it contained the possibility of being translated into modern categories.

Christians had created an imagined Jew in three stages. First, Jews and Christians agreed that they lived in a binary of inverted hierarchy. Each thought that it should be above and control the other. Neither wanted to be subordinated to the other. This was an extension of the chosenness claims of both, and it meant that power was an important theme of difference from the Middle Ages on. Domination and resistance were the result when power was one-sided in favor of the Christian culture. But Jews were also assertive, and Christians sometimes were defensive.

Secondly, after the First Crusade and prior to each subsequent one, the structure of hierarchical power and chosenness was sharpened as Jews came to be seen as the dangerous enemy within. The many different stereotypes of the “Jew” were actually expressions of this second structural feature of the Jew as an inner enemy. The idea emerged in bursts of religious zeal created by the first Crusades, but it persisted long afterward, as did the binary of inverted hierarchy.

Third, Jewish identity, especially that of adult Jewish men, was seen as an unchangeable or permanent condition, regardless of conversion. Late medieval efforts to convert Jews in northern Europe, not just in Iberia, raised issues of “racial” permanence despite efforts to convert Jews, especially adult males.

The three factors of inverted hierarchical power, internal enemy, and permanence shaped the Christian-imagined Jew, and these Christian antisemitic assumptions could be transformed into modern antisemitism by replacing medieval attributes with modern ones that fit the three structural categories. This new interpretation builds on the insight of Robert Stacey that “we need, in short, to put the history of antisemitism squarely at the center of the history of medieval Europe if we are properly to understand either one” (chapter 9).49

The story begins with the realization that Europe includes the role of the Jews as a challenging cultural presence before, during, and after they actually lived there. The real and imagined movements of Jewish populations into the early medieval West coincides with the birth of Europe. Jews were present at the creation and played an active part in shaping the new Christian culture that developed there.50 Before we consider how Christian religious reforms helped reinforce Jewish assertions of chosenness that, in turn, stimulated Christian competitive claims of its superiority, we need to see the early Jewish-Christian symbiosis that was based more on common business interests than on hierarchical claims of superiority. It serves as an instructive foil for what was to follow.







CHAPTER TWO
Migration to the West
FOLLOWING EUROPA



HOW AND WHEN did the Jews get to early Europe? Although Jews moved in and out of the various western provinces of the Roman Empire, there are few signs of Jewish settlements there in late antiquity.1 One is reported in 321 CE in Cologne, Germany, where Jews received the right to be tax collectors—an onerous and risky way to make a living since if there were a shortfall in collections, the collector had to make up the difference from his own pocket. Though prohibited from holding power over Christian Romans, Jews were conceded this exception because of the possibility that it might ruin them.2 It is not clear if that community was disrupted during the great population migration of late antiquity and refounded later, or if it persisted into medieval times.3

Local church councils and inscriptions of Jewish names on tombstones from the fifth century give us a blurry picture of the first Jews of Europe north of the Alps.4 Jews also settled in parts of the territory that had been Gaul. In the south, Jews settled early in Narbonne, Agde, Avignon, and Arles, among other locations. In his History of the Franks, Gregory, bishop of Tours (539–94) refers to a number of incidents that involve individual Jews.5

Other Jews lived in towns in Roman and Visigothic Spain, where bishops and kings tried forcibly to convert or expel them.6 Unlike the restrictive Visigothic kings’ laws, a branch of the Germanic Franks known as the Carolingians provided security to international Jewish merchants by means of issuing private charters of protection (tuitio) to them. Around 825, Charlemagne’s son, Louis the Pious (d. 840), issued three such private charters to Jews who were among the international traders doing business in the Carolingian Empire. Louis granted to each protection of their lives, exemption from tolls, guarantees of religious practice, and royal justice.7 At the same time, other international Jewish merchants from Baghdad brought rare spices and other commodities from China to the courts of Europe.8 The Carolingian privileges provided the framework for later communal charters that local and regional political leaders issued in the German Empire, and then in Angevin England and Christian Spain, though not in the Kingdom of France.9

The gradual migration of Jewish families into the former western provinces of the Roman Empire where the early communities formed went largely unrecorded. In contrast, later elites attributed their communal beginnings to the decisive act of a great Christian founder, Charlemagne (d. 814). The twofold pattern of gradual beginnings by immigration, on the one hand, or “foundation legends,” on the other, is instructive. Gradual migration meant that individual Jews took advantage of opportunities to better their lives as a matter of course. Creating foundation legends meant different Jewish elites invented a “useful past” to affirm their Jewish community’s superiority over another in either the European “West” or the Muslim “East.”

The dual tendency to be both pragmatic and defiantly assertive would also characterize how Jewish communities in Christian Europe interacted cooperatively with Christian populations and authorities from the late tenth century on. For about a hundred years, Jews and Christians did business together and formed close social bonds on a daily basis. Christians, including priests, became Jewish merchants’ favored clients, lending or borrowing money to make ends meet. On rare occasions, an ecclesiastical zealot temporarily forced Jews out of a particular town.10 For the most part, however, neither Jews nor Christians were confident or threatened enough to assert their own chosenness at the expense of the other. This early period of settlement provides a contrast to the emergence of Jewish and Christian confrontations based on rival claims to chosenness that intensified after the First Crusade (chapter 3). It also illustrates that the Jews were organized in communities and their leaders exercised agency.


The Tenth Century: Jews Establish New Communities in the German Empire

From the late tenth century onward, Jews in the German Empire and northern France participated in the slow expansion of urban life. Following a period of invasions by the Muslims, Vikings, and Hungarians, a new era of relative stability attracted merchants from the south and east, among them Jews seeking new economic opportunities.11 Jews settled down as international and local merchants in northern Christian lands in the episcopal market towns that were developing along major rivers.12 In a period of immigration of many different groups, Jews were not distinctive as newcomers and would not be treated as outsiders. Jewish occupations were diversified, but a significant part of the male population was engaged in trade. From the beginning, Jews were part of the developing “commercial revolution.”13 As a result of this new migration and settlement in the tenth century, Jews and Christians interacted on a daily basis in different towns to form early Europe.

Eventually, Jewish communities of varying sizes were organized locally in towns and governed internally by local committees of elders known as “good men of the town” (tovei ha-‘ir). Even though they had limited internal coercive power and did not rule over any territory, local Jewish leaders acted on behalf of their communities, exercised agency over their civic lives, and negotiated with Christian leaders. The Jews in medieval Europe, as elsewhere, have a political history.14

Between 950 and 1100, Jews lived in all the politically and economically important towns in the German Empire, where the earliest Jewish communities provide Hebrew sources of Jewish communal life. They settled early in Mainz around 950, and soon in Magdeburg, Merseburg, Prague, and Regensburg in the east, Bamberg on the Main River, Cologne, Worms, and Speyer on the Rhine farther west, and Trier on the Moselle. Although the Jewish settlements in the east reflect the early beginnings of the empire in the tenth century, Jewish demography increased in the west, along the Rhine. This pattern reflects the shift in German politics from the base of the Saxon emperor Otto the Great base in the tenth century in the northeast, to the eleventh- and twelfth-century centers of power of the Salian and Staufen houses farther west.15 They formed the beginnings of what became Ashkenazic or northern European Jewry, one of the major demographic and culture areas of medieval Jewry, alongside Eastern Byzantine (Romaniyot), eastern Muslim (Mizrahi), and Muslim, and later Christian, Iberian (Sephardi) communities.

Of special significance was the Qalonimos family from Lucca, Italy. As their Greek name implies, they originally hailed from southern, Greek-speaking Byzantine Italy (Magna Graecia) and ultimately from Roman Palestine. Another branch was the Abun family descended from a Rabbi Abun from Le Mans in northwestern France. Other families also came perhaps from Metz, and together they became the nuclei of the Mainz Jewish elite, the first important settlement that recorded its new beginnings.16

In the Rhineland, members of former Italian Jewish families quickly married Jews who had come to Germany from France. Into the newly melded local communities of a few families, Jews brought with them ancient family traditions as well as Palestinian and Babylonian lore, law, and especially customary patterns of local Jewish living (minhag). Ordinary and learned individuals alike recommended following not only ancient sacred books but also what came to be called “the custom of our ancestors” (minhag avoteinu), which both groups regarded as sacred, on a par with ancient texts.17

Among the early signs of Jewish economic activity in medieval German lands, we have a few short answers to religious questions (responsa) of Rabbi Qalonimos of Lucca, who seems to have moved back and forth from Italy and the Rhineland, and a significant number of others from his son, R. Meshullam ben (son of) Qalonimos, who spent some time in Germany but was based mainly in Lucca.18

From responsa attributed to R. Meshullam b. Qalonimos (late tenth century), probably referring to Jewish-Christian contacts in Germany, we hear that in order to sell to Christians some parts of a slaughtered cow that is not kosher for Jews to eat, a Christian butcher joins the Jewish ritual slaughterer (shohet), and after the shohet kills the Christian’s cow properly, the Christian puts his knife on the cow’s neck to help convince Christian buyers that he, and not a Jew, slaughtered the animal.19 In another case, a Jew serves as an agent of a wealthy Christian nobleman and advises him how to lend money to Christians or other Jews.20

But when a Jew who owns a baking oven wants to rent it to a Christian and share the profits, the ruling is that since the Christian fires the oven on the Jewish Sabbath and Jewish holidays, it will appear that the Jew is benefiting from this forbidden work. Therefore, a Jew may not rent the oven to the Christian unless he stipulates in advance that the Christian may not fire the oven on the Jewish Sabbath or Jewish holidays.21

From other responsa that also reflect aspects of everyday Jewish-Christian business interactions, we learn that even in the relative peace of postinvasion early Europe, there were reasons for Jews and Christians to cooperate in an atmosphere of uneven security. We see this in one of the distinctive patterns of Jewish economic life at this time: the exclusive partnerships of a Jewish merchant with one or more Christian favored client or ma‘arufia.22 This term that denotes a friend should be taken seriously as a sign of close personal relations in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries, despite occasional local interruptions, as in 1007 and 1012.23 From responsa attributed to R. Meshullam b. Qalonimos, we see that a ma‘arufia can be bought like property, and more than one Jew can share a ma‘arufia and divide the profits accruing from it.24 Brothers could also jointly inherit a ma‘arufia from their father.25

Local family customs, not authoritative shared ancient religious texts, came to play an important role in Jewish living. True, some northern French rabbinic pioneers would later travel to far-off centers in Palestine or Babylonia and even maintain contacts with the Jewish political and religious authorities in those lands or with Muslim Spain. And we also have communications between R. Meshullam b. Qalonimos and rabbinic masters (geonim) in Abbasid Baghdad, some of which have been found in the Cairo Geniza.26

But the geographic distance of Ashkenaz from other Jewish centers often gave the leaders of the Mainz community considerable room to improvise and experiment with new patterns of autonomous local governance.27 The most important of the early rabbinic masters of Mainz was Rabbeinu (our master) Gershom b. Judah (d. 1028), who was a merchant as well as one of the first major rabbinic scholarly figures in medieval Christian Europe. Shaping Ashkenazic rabbinic culture in northern Europe, R. Gershom functioned as a judge on matters of Jewish law, and his responsa rarely mentioned the decisions and precedents of the Babylonian rabbinic masters. Rather, he answered questions by interpreting and directly applying Talmudic, earlier Mishnaic, or even biblical passages, thereby imitating, rather than following, the geonim in the Muslim East.28

Of lasting significance are two decisions that he made on his own requiring a Jewish woman’s consent before her husband can divorce her and forbidding male polygyny, despite its permissibility in the Hebrew Bible and Talmud. He took these measures to inhibit Jewish international traders from staying away from their families for long periods of time when they set up additional families in their places of trade abroad.29

R. Gershom’s responsa also reflect close business dealings between Jews and Christians at different levels of society. Cases came up in which a Jew had “many priests as his exclusive customers” (ma‘arufia), or a Talmud teacher taught for no remuneration and “enjoyed the exclusive custom (ma‘arufia) of priests.”30 A Jew lends money against the collateral of ecclesiastical vestments used in Christian worship; a Jewish winemaker hires a Christian employee to handle barrels of wine; a Christian woman asks a Jew to buy expensive clothes for her and gives the Jew the money but asks for collateral while he is gone; and a Jew mortgages his vineyard to a Christian and agrees to pay him a fixed amount of wine each year.31

To be sure, there are also some signs of Christian hostility toward individual Jews in the course of doing business or just living in the same town. So, for example, Jews who were engaged in the production and sale of kosher wine for Jewish consumption might encounter a Christian putting a stone into an open barrel of wine, thereby making it prohibited “libation wine.”32 Or R. Gershom was asked about a Christian, described as “a violent man,” who seized one Jew’s house and sold it to another Jew.33 And yet in another case, one Jew sues another to recover the value of his barrel of wine that Christians used to put out a fire that saved the second Jew’s house. For whatever reason, the value of the wine could not be recovered from the Christians who used the wine to extinguish the fire, but instead the plaintiff tries to recover the value of his wine from the Jew who benefited from the Christians’ action.34

In other cases, a questioner complains about other Jews who are interfering with someone’s ma‘arufia monopoly, and R. Gershom points out that this means that technically, the legal restraint offered by a ma‘arufia monopoly does not actually exist where they are living and that other considerations determine the outcome of the case. What might underlie such informal monopoly relationships is made clear in a third case involving a Jew and Christians, who are not identified as priests. A plaintiff who had a ma‘arufia explains that this meant that he “assiduously cultivated the friendship of the latter, often lent him money at no interest, and countless times served him in various capacities.”35

Although the complaint may be framed in formulaic language, some hint of what might be involved in these Jewish-Christian business relationships is at least suggested here. It is not possible to overhear how friendly these ties were, but from the number of complaints just in R. Gershom’s responsa, it seems that close relations between Jews and Christians triggered social rivalries among Jews. There are even signs of Jewish complicity with Christians in committing crimes while ignoring Jewish communal and judicial discipline—another sign of close Jewish-Christian business relations, including the business of crime.36

A sign of how the social relations and legal systems of Jewish and Christian communities did work is revealed in another case that came to R. Gershom. A boat sank with Jews and valuables on board. The Jews survived, but salvaging the property on board became complicated because some Christians stole “some of the money, some of the silver, a sparkling gem, and other items and carried them off to their homes.” The following day, the Jews who suffered the loss bribed local authorities to carry out a search for their stolen cargo, and much of the property was recovered. One Jew, however, who had acquired possession of some of the property in the river and sold it to a Christian, claimed that he could do so because of a Talmudic principle that “ ‘goods engulfed in a river’ were considered ownerless property.”37 R. Gershom rules that the Talmudic principle does not apply here since the Jewish owner has clearly been making efforts to recover his lost property, and so the Jewish defendant must return the jewel to its owner.

Of special interest is the way the local Jews were successful in getting both Christian and Jewish authorities to enact judicial measures to restore the property taken either by Christian looters or the Jewish buyers of stolen property. There is no hint here of any anti-Jewish animus, that the Jews deserved what they got, or that there was any underlying enmity or even tension between members of the two communities.

We also learn how Jews were to view Christians theoretically in R. Gershom’s ruling in a case in which he says Christians as a group are not practitioners of “foreign worship,” even though Christianity itself was. The Talmud devotes an entire section to “foreign worship” (‘avodah zarah) or Greco-Roman pagan cults, but later interpreters had to decide if the rules of separation applied to Christians or Christianity. Among these, the Mishnah (early third century CE) stipulates, “For three days before the festivals of gentiles it is prohibited to engage in business with them; to lend items to them or to borrow items from them; to lend money to them or to borrow money from them; and to repay debts owed to them or to collect repayment of debts from them.”38

If applied to Christians, this would mean that Jews were not permitted to do business with them for three days before their religious holidays, and medieval Jews knew that almost every day was a saint’s day. R. Gershom makes a distinction between Christians and Christianity, and it had the effect of condoning close business relations that already had developed in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries: “We are justified in assuming that the non-Jews among us are not worshipers of ‘foreign worship.’ We may therefore accept the garments of their priests as pledges, though not the actual objects of their worship; and we may transact business with them on their holidays.”39

Close business dealings between Jews and Christians increased along with the general demographic and urban expansion in eleventh- and twelfth-century Christian Europe. As the first tiny Jewish communities grew, communal roles got more differentiated and specialized. Communal leadership assumed two overlapping but distinct forms. On the one hand, legal decisions were rendered by religious judges or rabbis, unpaid scholars who acquired expertise in custom and the written traditions of Jewish law, especially the Talmud. On the other hand, communal control over public affairs devolved on the “elders,” whose authority derived from their age, wealth, family lineage, perhaps government favor, and other personal qualities, and in some cases from their Torah learning as well. The elders maintained public order, collected taxes for the Christian authorities and the support of Jewish social services, and were the liaison between the community and the Christian central and local rulers. In the period of first settlement, rabbis were merchants like most of the rest of the male Jewish community, and they were among the elders who decided public policy. Eventually—exactly when is a matter of interpretation and even definition—a paid rabbinate developed, perhaps in embryo as early as the thirteenth century and certainly by the fifteenth.40



Local Communal Autonomy

We also find signs of improvisation in the actions of the early communal board (qahal) and communal leaders (parnasim) contemporary with R. Gershom. They undertook to maintain law and order, supervise the weights and measures in the market, and provide for the indigent. As early as the tenth century, local communal boards enabled a Jew with a grievance to interrupt the service in the synagogue (herem ‘iqquv ha-tefillot). As the Jewish population grew, members of the founding families tried to limit immigration and placed bans on new settlement (herem ha-yishuv) to prevent excessive economic competition and accompanying conflict.41

By the middle of the eleventh century, questions about the authority of local Jewish communal leaders arose in newer areas of settlement, like the County of Champagne. R. Judah ha-Kohen, R. Gershom’s successor in Mainz as head of the rabbinic school (yeshivah), replied to a question that the elders of Troyes (Champagne) sent him. The case involved the community’s decision to impose a six-month boycott on hiring a particular Christian maid who had been abusive to the Jewish plaintiff. In the areas of general public welfare and security, he ruled, each local community was completely autonomous. But if one Jewish community violated religious law, another community or outside religious authority could hold it accountable and impose sanctions, such as excommunication of its guilty members. Moreover, individual Jews in one community did not have the right to claim immunity from decisions reached by the elders there, even if those elders constituted a numerical minority of voting members.42

Rivalries existed not only among Jews. Christian leaders might assert their claim to have their own Jews to upgrade the political and economic status of their town. In 1084, when some Mainz Jews fled a fire that broke out in the Jewish quarter there, Rüdiger, the bishop of Speyer, issued them a formal charter of privileges in his town. The first community charter granted to a Jewish community in Christian Europe, it was similar to the charters of protection (tuitio) that Louis the Pious had issued to individual Jewish merchants over 250 years earlier. The Speyer charter extended to its new community guarantees of life, religious protection, self-government, and exemption from tolls. Just before the bishop died, he arranged for three Jewish communal leaders from Speyer to seek the confirmation of his episcopal charter from his temporal superior, German emperor Henry IV, who granted it in 1090. The Carolingian policy of royal and imperial protection of Jewish local self-rule, first developed in the German towns, became the model for Jewish communities in the regions of England, Christian Spain, and central Europe down to early modern times. It should not be surprising, then, to see that some Jews referred back to Charlemagne himself as the founder of their new community in the West. They made this claim in the form of what historians call “foundation legends.”



Foundation Legends Claim Greatness in the West

Since antiquity, the very name “Europe” was connected with a move across the Mediterranean Sea from east to west, and some have even claimed that it is connected etymologically to the land of the setting sun. In Greek mythology, Europa was a Phoenician goddess for whom Zeus changed himself into a bull to seduce her. She climbed on his back, and they swam off together westward and settled in Crete.

The lure of the West affected Christians, Muslims, and Jews. We see this in the themes of a transfer of authority (translatio imperii) and transfer of learning (translatio studii) in the case of Charles the Great himself (Charlemagne, d. 814), crowned Roman emperor in 800, although there was a Byzantine empress in Constantinople at the time. And we see it in the emergence of caliphs in the Tunisian capital of Qayrawan and Iberian capital of Córdoba in the tenth century, despite the Abbasid caliph ruling in Baghdad.

Although the western Jewish communities in the former Roman provinces of Hispania, Gallia, and Germania were the result of the gradual immigration of groups of families that sought economic well-being and new opportunities, later elites wrote down stories of origin or foundation legends to ascribe communal beginnings to a crucial event and prestigious founder. In so doing, a representative of a Jewish community in Islamic Spain or Christian France or Germany was proposing either a claim of successorship to an earlier community in the East or being more important than one of its neighboring Jewish communities in the West. For a long time, historians looked askance at these foundation stories as fictions and discarded them as historically irrelevant. But more recent approaches to literary expressions of historical change provide a methodology for appreciating these Jewish stories as documenting the “collective memory” of a particular community elite that sought to justify a shift from East to West of regional Jewish communal or intellectual leadership.



The Shift from East to West in Muslim Lands

In the foundation legends written down in the late twelfth century based on earlier oral traditions, there are three claims in each story: first, a great Muslim or Christian leader established an important new Jewish community or place of learning in the West; second, it succeeded an established Jewish center in the East; and third, the new western Jewish community was superior to a rival one in the West.

Although these stories tell us about the times when they were written down, they make use of historical traditions from the time they are describing from two hundred or more years earlier as well. They point back to a renewal of either study, governance, or both as occurring in the ninth or tenth centuries and not before. They also tell us about the cultural origins of each community.

The Jewish communities of the Muslim world generated such a foundation legend to explain why central rabbinic authority in Abbasid Baghdad was being challenged by rabbinic circles in Egypt, Tunisia, and especially Córdoba in the tenth century. A rabbinic legal and philosophical figure from late twelfth-century Iberia, R. Abraham Ibn Daud (ca. 1110–80), explained a shift in Jewish culture to the west as a divine intervention in a narrative that scholars refer to as “the story of the four captives.” It begins by making a broad claim about the transfer of learning from East to West: “Prior to that, it was brought about by the Lord that the income of the academies which used to come from Spain, the land of the Maghreb, Ifriqiya, Egypt, and the Holy Land was discontinued. The following were the circumstances that brought this about.”43

In a narrative designed to explain the shifting location claimed in the introduction, Ibn Daud tells about a dramatic capture at sea of four scholars, although actually only three are named, and how especially the one who was ransomed in Córdoba rose to take the place of the local rabbinic judge. This story served to legitimize the authority of Iberian Jewish rabbinic leaders and allow them to claim themselves as successors of the geonim in Baghdad:

The commander of a fleet, whose name was Ibn Rumahis, left Córdoba, having been sent by the Muslim king of Spain, Abd ar-Rahman an-Nasir. This commander of a mighty fleet set out to capture the ships of the Christians and the towns that were close to the coast. They sailed as far as the coast of Palestine and swung about to the Greek sea and the islands therein. [Here] they encountered a ship carrying four great scholars, who were travelling from the city of Bari to a city called Sefastin, and who were on their way to a Kallah convention. Ibn Rumahis captured the ship and took the sages prisoner. One of them was R. Hushiel, the father of Rabbenu Hananel; another was R. Moses, the father of R. Hanok, who was taken prisoner with his wife and son, R. Hanok (who at the time was but a young lad); the third was R. Shemariah b. R. Elhanan. As for the fourth, I do not know his name.

The author goes on to describe how each of the captives was sold to different Jewish communities, where they became heads of rabbinic academies: R. Shemariah in Fustat, Egypt, R. Hushiel in Qayrawan (Tunisia), and R. Moses in Córdoba, where he first disguised himself as an ignorant nobody only to displace the local rabbinic authority, R. Nathan the Pious. The story of succession then concludes:

The community then assigned him a large stipend and honored him with costly garments and a carriage. [At that point] the commander wished to retract his sale. However, the king would not permit him to do so, for he was delighted by the fact that the Jews of his domain no longer had need of the people of Babylonia.44

The point of the story is to explain the shift in learning and power in the Jewish elite of Muslim Spain from allegiance to the Abbasid court in Baghdad to the court of the second Umayyad caliphate in Córdoba. It remembers this as a displacement, even though we know that geonim continued to serve in Baghdad for over two hundred years after the episodes described here.45



Charles the Great as Founder of Western Jewish Communities

Whereas Ibn Daud credited the Muslim Iberian caliphate with the arrival in Córdoba of a new rabbinic elite, the Jewish communities in Christian Provence and Mainz looked to the north and the mythical figure of Charlemagne as their great founder.46 They did so to claim superiority over a nearby Jewish community as well as to assert themselves as legitimate successors to earlier Jewish political or intellectual centers that still existed in the East. In so doing, both elites appropriated Charlemagne, who himself exemplified the pattern of the transfer of empire (translatio imperii) from East to West, when Pope Leo III crowned him “emperor of the Romans” in 800. The elites of Narbonne in southern France and Mainz in the Rhineland, parallel to the mythical Europa riding on the back of Zeus to the West, claimed the backing of Charlemagne himself as their great founder.

Like Ibn Daud, who was primarily interested in showing how the Iberian Jewish elite in Christian Spain was independent of the geonim in Baghdad, the new Jewish West independent from the old Jewish East, the two other foundation traditions also claimed to succeed the rabbinic masters of the Muslim East (geonim). But they wanted to assert their supremacy over a rival Jewish community in Europe as well.

It is likely that the appearance of the Jewish culture of northern, Christian Spain, when Ibn Daud wrote in the late twelfth century, provoked the foundation legend of nearby Narbonnese Jewry in the south of France to be written down.47 Ibn Daud’s invoking the memory of Córdoba in the tenth century constituted a challenge to Narbonnese leaders, who now claimed the venerable Charlemagne as their founder even earlier in the ninth century.48

A Hebrew account that was published as an appendix to Ibn Daud’s Sefer ha-Qabbalah puts this as follows:

And King Charles (Charlemagne) sent to the (Muslim) king (Caliph) in Babylonia (Baghdad) (asking him) to send him one of his Jews of royal descent. He followed his request and sent him a great and wise man whose name was Rabbi Makhir whom he settled in the metropolis of Narbonne. And when he conquered the city from the Ishmaelites (Muslims), he gave him a great area and he took a wife from the grandees of the city. When he conquered the city, he divided it into three parts. One third he gave to a ruler who was in the city named Don Aymeric; a third he gave to the governor of the city; and a third he gave to R. Makhir. He freed him and out of his love for them made favorable laws toward the Jews living in the city, as is written and sealed in a Christian charter. (It) and the seal of the King whose name is Charles are in their possession to this day.49

Traditions about the Jews of Narbonne and its prince (nasi), a title denoting a claim to descent from biblical King David, is also part of Benjamin of Tudela’s travel account from the late twelfth century: “Three days further lies Narbonne.… This city contains many very wise and noble men, principally R. Calonymos son of the great and noble R. Theodoros o[f] b[lessed] m[emory], a descendant of the house of David, as proved by his pedigree.”50 The title of Jewish prince (nasi) is based on the claim of the exilarchs of Baghdad to descent from King David. In some communities, the title refers to a position of communal authority; in others, it was an honorific title.51

Competing with this story is another foundation legend involving Charlemagne. This time he is remembered as the founder of Mainz Jewry. It was written down at the end of the twelfth or the beginning of the thirteenth century. Rabbi Eleazar of Worms (d. ca. 1230), author of Sefer ha-Roqeah (Book of the perfumer), wrote his story as a response to another neighboring Jewish communal challenge, this time from northern France.

Here is the text of the most well-known version of R. Eleazar’s narrative, as preserved in his mystical Commentary to the Prayerbook:


They received the esoteric traditions about the arrangement of the prayers as well as the other esoteric traditions, rabbi from rabbi, all the way back to Abu Aaron, the son of R. Samuel the Nasi, who had left Babylonia because of a certain incident, and he was therefore required to travel all over the world. He came to the land of Lombardy, to a certain city called Lucca. There he found our Rabbi Moses who composed the liturgical poem (beginning) “the fear of your awesomeness” (eimat nora’otekha) and he transmitted to him all of his esoteric traditions. This is Rabbi Moses bar Qalonimos, son of Rabbi Meshullam bar Rabbi Qalonimos bar Rabbi Judah.



(Now Rabbi Moses) was the first who emigrated from Lombardy, he and his sons, Rabbi Qalonimos and Rabbi Yequtiel, and his relative Rabbi Itiel, as well as the rest of the people who counted. All of them were taken from Lombardy by King Charles who resettled them in Mainz. There they grew to prodigious numbers until 1096 when the Lord visited His wrath upon the holy communities. Then were we all destroyed, utterly destroyed, except for a few of our relatives who survived including Rabbi Qalonimos the Elder. He transmitted (the esoteric traditions)—as we have written—to Rabbi Eleazar Hazan of Speyer, Eleazar Hazan transmitted them to Rabbi Samuel (the) Pious and Rabbi Samuel (the) Pious transmitted them to Rabbi Judah (the) Pious. And from him did I, the insignificant one, receive the esoteric traditions about the prayers as well as the other traditions.

A second version, also derived from German pietist sources, refers to the Qalonimos family migration from Italy and contains a date that historians have pointed to as a credible fact, though a date found in a single, uncorroborated manuscript in alphanumeric shorthand (gematria) could easily contain a scribal error: “King Charles brought with him from the district of Lucca our master Moses the Elder 849 [tav tav mem tet] years since the destruction of the Temple [in 68 CE = 917 CE], may it be rebuilt speedily in our day. Amen. Amen. Selah.”52

A third tradition about “King Charles” and R. Moses and the founding of Mainz is found in manuscripts of Eleazar’s Commentary on the Prayerbook. The author inserted the reference to the founding of Mainz by a “King Charles” just before his comments on the morning prayer that begins and is therefore known as “Yishtabah” (Praised be [your name]). He placed the tradition about Charles there because the author was interested in the origins of the then new liturgical custom in medieval Germany of reciting the Song at the Sea (Ex. 15) in the daily morning service (shaharit) just before saying the prayer that begins “yishtabah.” It had not been the Babylonian practice to do this, and apparently Mainz Jews were following the Babylonian custom until R. Moses b. Qalonimos arrived there from Italy and brought the custom of saying it with him.53

The collective memory that Charlemagne, the most obvious meaning of “King Charles,” founded the Jewish community of Mainz is consistent with a basic historical fact: all the charters of privilege given to the Jews of Ashkenaz, to individuals and communities alike, were influenced by the Carolingian model with their favorable policy toward merchants. Yet another accurate historical feature of this story emerges, namely the tendency of Charlemagne and his court to use Italian models when reforming his empire. Thus he turned to Rome for a standard for the liturgy, the Rule of St. Benedict, and canon law. Intentionally or not, the idea of Charlemagne’s founding a new Jewish community in Mainz based on Italian models “remembers” this authentic Carolingian policy.54

But there is no evidence that Jews were settled in Mainz and environs in the ninth century by Charlemagne, or even in the early tenth by another German king. They actually arrived in waves in the second half of the tenth century, and like some immigrants, a few went back and forth between their old home in Italy and new one in Germany. The foundation accounts or legends of how the earliest communities of medieval Europe were established imply that later generations were unaware of how the community was settled gradually by migrating families and were ready to create a “usable past by inventing themselves retroactively.”55

Like many other medieval European foundation legends, Rabbi Eleazar’s contains a claim of a transfer of authority (translatio imperii) as well as learning (translatio studii). We see, then, that the foundation legend of Ashkenazic Judaism, based on a propagandistic use of a deep historical truth, is susceptible to an anthropological-historical reading.56

The Qalonimides were asserting their authority over that of the Jewish elites of northern France who had displaced earlier German Jewish rabbinic leadership in the eleventh century. It was exactly at that time that Rashi emerged as a major rabbinic figure, not in the Rhineland, where he had studied in the 1060s, but in Troyes in the County of Champagne. There his sons-in-law and grandsons developed the revolutionary methodology of Talmud analysis using dialectic, turning away from the traditions of the Rhineland based on collections of earlier custom.

Just as Rashi was emerging as a major figure in France, however, came the devastating blow of the 1096 riots in Mainz and Worms that nearly wiped out much of the Qalonimos family elite. Recall the words of Rabbi Eleazar, himself a descendant of the Qalonimos clan: “Then were we all destroyed, utterly destroyed, except for a few of our relatives who survived including Rabbi Qalonimos the Elder.” The urgency of the narrative derives from Rabbi Eleazar’s awareness that the days of German Ashkenaz were being challenged in the West—by Rashi and his descendants and students. The German Jewish citing of the Charlemagne legend is, then, part of the general German Jewish stance in its battle with the French Jewish community for authority in the post-1096 world of Christian European Jews.

In addition to these German Jewish polemical traces against northern French Judaism, the German Jewish Charlemagne legend corresponds to Christian uses of the legend of Charlemagne for similar political leverage. In the court of the German emperor Frederick Barbarossa (1122–90), the legend of Charlemagne played a major role in German imperial propaganda against the aspirations of the rising and ambitious French monarch Philip Augustus (1165–1223). Frederick had Charlemagne canonized in a state ceremony in 1165 as part of this German effort to appropriate Charlemagne for German, rather than French, political claims to compete with St. Denis, the patron of the Capetian monarchy. Significantly, we know that a relative of Rabbi Eleazar, another Rabbi Qalonimos, who was the father of the author of an important rabbinic work from late twelfth-century Germany, played a public role in the court of Frederick Barbarossa. He may well have witnessed the ceremony himself and surely was aware of the uses to which Charlemagne’s memory was being put in Germany.



Ashkenazic West versus Babylonian East

There is good reason to think of the refounding of Córdoban rabbinic leadership in the tenth century as a challenge to the sitting geonim of Baghdad, a parallel to the Umayyad challenge in Córdoba to the Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad. Eleazar of Worms’s traditions about the transfer of esoteric lore from Babylonia to the Rhineland claims that Ashkenazic mysticism is also a succession in the West to the venerable eastern rabbinic center in Baghdad.

The theme of eastern succession in Mainz is seen in another story that focuses on the loyalty of the Qalonimos family members to Ashkenaz despite an attempt on the part of a Babylonian Jewish leader to lure away one of its most promising rabbinic figures. Preserved in a manuscript from the thirteenth century, the story proposes a claim of German Jewish superiority over Babylonia, parallel to Ibn Daud’s story of the four captives, especially the one about Iberia succeeding Babylonia.57

The story starts out seeming to undo the foundation of the Mainz account by threatening a brain drain from Mainz to Babylonia, with a kidnapping of Meshullam b. Qalonimos, but in the end affirms that Ashkenazic rabbinic leadership is superior to the Jewish authorities in Baghdad. Although there is no evidence of any relationship between this story and Ibn Daud’s four captives, it uses a similar deus ex machina device to propel the plot. In Ibn Daud’s case, a piratical capture at sea and ransom establishes three new centers of Jewish rabbinic leadership in Fustat, Qayrawan, and especially Córdoba; in the case of R. Meshullam, the kidnappers almost undo Charlemagne’s establishment of the Qalonimide dynasty in Mainz by selling the grandson of the founding Qalonimide back to Babylonia! It is the story of R. Meshullam b. Qalonimos, the grandson of the founding Qalonimide, R. Moses ben Qalonimos of Lucca.

The focus is not on immigration from Lucca but on the relationship between Mainz and the Jewish leadership in Baghdad during the Abbasid caliphate, and the dominance there of the geonim and exilarchs. The story features an official called nasi, a title we saw before in the Eleazar of Worms’s legend. In several medieval Jewish communities, nasi was an honorific title that connoted descent from King David, but it usually was not an important title of actual communal leadership.

It begins with an act of violence, a kidnapping—perhaps an echo of the claim that King Charles brought R. Moses from Lucca to Mainz:


A story about Rabbeinu Qalonimos, the father of Rabbeinu Meshullam the great, who dreamt that (his son, Meshullam) would be taken away from him. Once merchants came to the market in (R. Qalonimos’) town when Rabbeinu Meshullam was fourteen years old. The merchants accosted him in the market, looked him over, grabbed him, and took him to their kingdom in far off Babylonia.58

The merchants sent to the Nasi of Babylonia and said to him, “Do you want to acquire a Jew to serve you?” The Nasi said, “Yes.” And so, he acquired (R. Meshullam) from them.59 The Nasi was the head of the yeshivah. Rabbeinu Meshullam asked him to see to it that he tells the rest of his household to treat him well.



Now the beit midrash (yeshiva) was next to the room where they prepared (the Nasi’s) meals and (Meshullam) was in charge of that room. Rabbeinu Meshullam heard that the Nasi was in doubt about some matter of Jewish law (halakhah) about which the students had raised difficulties.60

The immigrant great scholar who disguises himself is a motif found in the Talmud in connection with Hillel, who arrives in Jerusalem from Babylonia and, while disguised, overhears mistakes being made in the Jerusalem academy of the Benei Beteira, the rabbinic elite there.61 This tale of disguise and self-revelation is also reprised in Ibn Daud’s Sefer ha-Qabbalah in the story of Rabbi Moses, captured at sea, who corrects Rabbi Nathan the Pious of Córdoba. Both are important stories about the transfer of study (translatio studii), and the Meshullam story follows suit, even though it is not likely that either knew about the other.


When the Nasi left his school (beit midrash), Rabbeinu Meshullam went in and wrote down the explanation in the margin, just as his father had taught him, but said nothing. When the Nasi returned, he saw the note in the margin but said nothing. Rabbeinu Meshullam did the same thing each time the Nasi did not clearly understand something. The Nasi thought that it was from G[od] m[ay He be blessed], himself that these explanatory notes were appearing in the margins of his book.

Once he told his students, “I want to be unclear (on purpose). After I leave, can one or two of you see who is editing the books?”

Two of his students said, “We want to witness what will happen.” When the Nasi left, two of his students stood behind the wall and through a hole saw that it was Rabbeinu Meshullam who came in, explained the doubtful passages in the margin, and went back to his room.

When the students returned to listen to the Nasi’s lesson in Jewish law, the two young men who had seen him edit the book for their teacher said, “Our teacher, your servant is greater than you in Torah learning.” He asked them, “Who?” “It is the servant whom the merchants brought you from abroad who is editing your book.”

He immediately sent word to the servant to come to his beit midrash and in the presence of his students he asked for his forgiveness for treating him like an ordinary servant. Then he seated him next to himself whenever he taught Jewish law.

One day he asked him, “What is the name of your father and of your grandfather?” He replied to him, “The name of my father is Our Master (rabbana) Qalonimos ben h[a-Rav] R[abbi] Moses from Lucca who wrote (the piyyut that begins) ‘the fear of your awesomeness’ (eimat nora’otekha).”62

The Nasi wanted him to marry his daughter, but Rabbeinu Meshullam did not want to do so without his father’s permission. The Nasi said to him, “If you forgive me completely for having served me, I will give you a servant and food for the journey until you reach your father or other towns where people know you.” “Good,” he said.



The Nasi gave him a servant and food for the journey, and he reached Mainz. There he married a woman who was his relative’s sister and had a son named Todros. And so, Rabbeinu Meshullam returned to his father, died there, and Rabbi Todros, his son, became the head of the yeshivah in Mainz.63

The confrontation of the great scholar whose learning is deficient and corrected by an outsider is a story told by the community of the outsider to show the coming-of-age and maturity of a relative newcomer to an established intellectual order. In this case, it is Ashkenaz over Babylonia.

These stories are arguments from the time long after the communities were gradually established in the tenth century. But it is not the case that a legend tells us only about the teller and not about the told. This story asserts the authority and coming-of-age of the Mainz Jewish elite over that of the Babylonian geonim. We saw earlier that R. Gershom b. Judah actually was independent of the geonim when he made his legal decisions. The Meshullam b. Qalonimos story reinforces the image of Ashkenaz as an independent region as well as of the Qalonimos elite within it as the intellectual leaders of that community.

As in other stories comparing one scholar to another, the virtue of having greater learning is used here to prove superiority. There is something deficient in the scholarship of the eastern ruler, and it is the visitor from the West who knows more than the local authority. We see this, too, in the “Story of the Four Captives,” where the newly arrived Rabbi Moses, this time from Bari, knows more than the head of the local rabbinic school in Córdoba.64



Implications for the Jews in Christian Europe

The stories of rivalry over Jewish intercommunal dominance, especially in emphasizing the West against the earlier East, prefigures the even fiercer competition that ensued between different Jewish communities and the majority Christian cultures within which Jews lived. The gradual urban growth that began already in the late tenth and eleventh centuries meant that Jews and Christians would be in greater contact than before. For four generations, the population increased and both communities actively cooperated to rebuild the fragile towns of northern Europe.

Two changes occurred that would challenge those interreligious patterns of cooperation, producing new areas of confrontation and conflict. The first was the Gregorian reform, a religious reform movement that originated with a series of scholarly popes who aimed to reassert papal supremacy over Christian society. The quest for “right order” in Europe would also explode beyond it in an armed pilgrimage to rescue Jerusalem and Byzantine Christians from attack by newly converted Muslim Seljuk Turkish armies. The religious zeal that this effort aroused against enemies of Christ abroad would become a new rationale for attacking as “nearby enemies” the members of the relatively new Jewish communities in northern Europe, despite the close business relations many Jews and Christians had enjoyed over the years. The appeal to the ancient apostolic age remembered Jews not only as potential converts, as had Paul, but also as the killers of Christ whose descendants might endanger the faithful in the present. Neither the Christian nor the Jewish population would ever be the same again.







CHAPTER THREE
Reforms and Right Order
THE APOSTOLIC AGE AND CRUSADE ACTIVE MARTYRS



AS PART OF a demographic increase in the urban population of medieval Germany, Jews and Christians lived in a shared space and did business together, as reflected in the rabbinic responsa from the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. But by the middle of the eleventh century, counterforces began to emerge in the reform movement of the church, with the primary goal of reasserting the hierarchical superiority of Christianity in the world. As a result, the salient feature of the West emerges: a movement to create an ideal Christian society that is threatened by a perceived inner enemy, the Jew.1

The shift begins with the Gregorian Reform, initiated by Pope Leo IX (1049–54) and developed in new directions especially when Hildebrand, the future Pope Gregory VII (1073–85), was an important adviser to popes and sought to create a Christian society modeled on key values from the age of the apostles.2 Within the reform movement, Christian writers began to express a sense of belonging to the unique religious civilization of Christianitas or Latin Christendom.3 It is important to emphasize that the development of a new kind of pious Christian society was at first not concerned with Jews but was critical of a society marked by extreme violence. Efforts to reform society began in the countryside, where Jews rarely lived. The main encounters between Jews and Christians would occur after the great demographic expansion, when towns became centrally important. The pre-urban and urban stages of the formation of Europe reflect this pre-Jewish and Jewish reality.

The two phases have been described in several classic works. Marc Bloch referred to two feudal ages, the second from the middle of the eleventh century, with the emergence of merchant classes then as its defining feature.4 Richard W. Southern called the concluding chapter of The Making of the Middle Ages “From Epic to Romance,” a broad cultural shift from the age of aggressive aristocratic knights and local rulers to the urban life of the court and courtly poetry in growing, centralizing kingdoms.5 Similarly, Barbara Rosenwein and Lester K. Little proposed a two-phase correlation between a tenth- and eleventh-century spirituality that was expressed by monastic “patience and prayer” in a land-dominated and violent feudal society, and a twelfth- and thirteenth-century mendicant spirituality that emphasized apostolic “poverty and preaching” in an urban context of moneymaking and commerce.6

The first phase sought to recover aspects of the apostolic age in rural monastic life that was detached from the rest of society. During the tenth and much of the eleventh centuries, Christian piety was expressed in the ethos of Burgundy’s Benedictine house of Cluny, founded in 909, that revived the Rule of St. Benedict’s emphasis on apostolic withdrawal from the world along with the absence of violence and pride, associated with the knightly class. Cluny spread its values to hundreds of Benedictine monasteries affiliated with the motherhouse.7

Ecclesiastical leaders also took measures to deal with the violence that continued among the fighting class outside monastic walls. Local bishops in the south and then farther north tried to limit fighting in the late tenth century by calling for the “Peace of God” (pax dei), to make unprotected groups such as clergy, women, pilgrims, merchants, and other travelers immune from attack.8 In the first half of the eleventh century, advocates for the “Truce of God” (treuga dei) sought to limit Christian warfare to certain days of the week.

The peace movement reflected the violence that was common even after the threat from enemy foreign invaders was no more. It also meant that the society in which Jews were settling, no longer under the threat of foreign invasions, was still far from peaceful, and this violence promoted cooperation between Jews and Christian clients, including Christian merchants as well as priests and monks.9 At the same time, paradoxically, by limiting knightly violence to certain days of the week, the church was conceding some religious approval of the fighting knights.

In the second, more urban phase, reformers attempted to improve lay society within the expanding urban walls. There was a shift in the apostolic ideal from peace to poverty too—a critique of the growth of wealth and trade. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, pious kings in England and France would become concerned with ending the poison of Jewish and Christian usury, especially since they saw it as polluting their lands when they were about to embark on a new sacred Crusade initiative.

Gerd Tellenbach referred to these trends toward religious reform as a “struggle for right order.”10 Different Christian institutions and religious thinkers competed to establish, legitimate, and defend the proper hierarchical structure of a Christian society.11 Within Europe, popes vied with emperors for supremacy. At first, reform popes asserted their right to implement their prerogatives of spiritual superiority, which they derived from early collections of canon law, while German emperors appealed to a theory of sacred monarchy based on custom. To the reform pope Gregory VII, this was a struggle between custom and veritas—“truth” or “authenticity.” As he put it, “The Lord did not say my name is custom but my name is truth.”12

The primacy of pope or emperor was expressed symbolically in the issue of whether bishops or the emperor had the right to appoint and “invest” bishops with the signs of office—a struggle traditionally known as “the investiture controversy.” Custom dictated that emperors had that right, but the series of scholarly churchmen who became popes argued that precedent and church law actually conferred that right only on bishops.13

The issue of right order affected how temporal and ecclesiastical rulers thought of the place of Jews in a changing Christian society, and Jews also expressed their own view of right order in relationship to the Christian majority. In so doing, each was reflecting the unspoken assumption that Esau should serve Jacob.

At first, emperors granted Jewish merchants charters of protection that offered royal support for Jewish physical security and communal self-government.14 Medieval popes followed Pope Calixtus II (d. 1124), whose bull beginning Sicut iudaeis (1120) sought to guarantee the Jews physical safety and religious observances so long as they acted in a subordinate position to the Christian majority.15

But the Jews’ usefulness to Christian kings made reform popes critical. In a letter sent in 1081 to King Alfonso VI of Castile, the early reform pope, Gregory VII (r. 1073–85), advanced the idea, already prominent in the Christian Roman Theodosian Code of 438, that the Jews needed to be politically subordinate to Christians, not hold power over them.16 After praising the king for some reforms, the pope continued,

But since we are bound not only to congratulate you upon the glories of your well doing but also sorrowfully to restrain you from unworthy actions, we have to enjoin upon you no longer to permit Jews in your country to rule over Christians or have power over them. For to place Christians under Jews or to subject them to their jurisdiction—what is that but to oppress the Church of God, to exalt the synagogue of Satan, and in aiming to please the enemies of Christ to throw contempt upon Christ himself?17

By the twelfth century, the conflict over Jewish servitude as “right order” continued to alarm popes, as when Jews hired Christian maids, including wet nurses for their children, or when they became lenders of cash, instead of borrowers, to Christians, both lay and ecclesiastical.18

Although it has often been observed that servitude is the norm that the church expected to impose on Jews, the resistance of Jews to this expectation in acts of assertiveness has gone relatively unnoticed. The Christian reform movement bent on subordinating assertive Jews stimulated Jewish assertiveness further. The more that urban society became Christian, the more Jews affirmed their Jewish identity and did so sometimes by insulting Christianity even as they got along with Christians in business relations. The distinctive political and religious status of the Jews, coupled with an urban demographic expansion in the eleventh and twelfth centuries that peaked only in the early fourteenth, served to increase Christian notice of them and raised concerns, especially since Jews could be assertive when they met Christians in the street or marketplace.

The place of the Jews in Christian Europe was dramatically altered in the late eleventh century as a result of a struggle between Christians and infidels, first against Muslims viewed as the enemy far away, and then extended to Jews as the enemy nearby at home. The way Jews living closely with Christians until then in the growing towns of Christian Europe became “nearby enemies” set a precedent that lasted.


“God Wills It” and the Frenzy of Divine Immanence

The call for right order within Europe between secular and ecclesiastical leaders within Latin Christendom was also reflected in the question of who should have control over Christian holy places far away in distant Palestine. The precipitating event that shook up the old status quo was the Seljuk Turks’ conversion to Islam and their conquest of large parts of the Byzantine Empire in Asia Minor after the Battle of Manzikert in 1071. By 1076, they were in Jerusalem. In their religious zeal, the Seljuks prevented Christian pilgrims from visiting the Christian holy sites now under their control. A Muslim war against eastern Christians and the Turks’ subsequent occupation of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem led to accusations that Muslims had acted with great cruelty against Christians in the East. Both of these new realities could be viewed in the West as violations of right order, especially since many Christians continued to view Islam as a form of paganism.19 It was about Muslims that the author of the Song of Roland proclaimed, “Pagans are wrong and Christians are right.”20

Pope Gregory VII tried to launch an army of western kings and knights to redeem captives and liberate the holy places. On December 7, 1074, he wrote to German emperor Henry IV,

Christians beyond the sea, a great part of whom are being destroyed by the heathen with unheard-of slaughter and are daily being slain like so many sheep, have humbly sent to beg me to succor these our brethren in whatever ways I can, that the religion of Christ may not utterly perish in our time—which God forbid!

As his letter continued, Gregory was optimistic that the Eastern Church, which had split from Rome in 1054, “is seeking the fellowship of the Apostolic See,” one of Gregory’s reasons for wanting Henry’s encouragement for “Italians and northerners … to take up arms against the enemies of God and push forward even to the sepulcher of the Lord.” He concluded with his appeal to the emperor:

If God shall grant me to begin this, I beg you for your advice and for your help according to your good pleasure. For if it shall please God that I go, I shall leave the Roman Church, under God, in your hands to guard her as a holy mother and to define her for his honor.21

Nothing came of this call, and the pope and emperor soon became embroiled in the investiture controversy. Underlying the ritual dispute was the fundamental issue of lay interference in episcopal appointments and the freedom of the church from imperial control.

By 1095, another reform pope, Urban II (r. 1088–99), launched the effort that Gregory VII had begun.22 The call to send an armed pilgrimage or what became known as a “Crusade” to Jerusalem was an extension of the reform movement that began earlier in the eleventh century. The pilgrimage was to be led by knights who marked themselves with the sign of the cross—hence “Crusaders.”

Although the speech that Pope Urban II made to churchmen and knights assembled at a peace council in Clermont, France, on November 27, 1095, has not been preserved, different witnesses reported what he said.23 From the Latin accounts, it is clear that the pope did not mention the Jews, and no one would have even imagined that anyone claiming to be a Crusader would do anything but uphold the policy of all earlier popes, church fathers, and temporal rulers that Jews must not be killed or forcibly baptized but rather would be able to live and practice their religious customs and practices as in the past. But a spontaneous religious fervor emerged in that audience, and it led to a chain of events that affected many Jews who had settled in the Rhineland and central Europe just a few generations earlier.

The pope lashed out at the enemy to whip up enthusiasm among his listeners. In the version of Fulcher of Chartres, who was present at Clermont, Urban II refers to the Turks as “that wicked race” and as “a people so despised, degenerate, and enslaved by demons.”24 Robert of Reims, also possibly present, reported that Urban described “a race from the kingdom of the Persians, an accursed race, a race utterly alienated from God” that “invaded the lands of those Christians and has depopulated them by the sword, pillage and fire.… They destroy the altars, after having defiled them with their uncleanness.… What shall I say of the abominable rape of the women?” He told them to enter on the road to the Holy Sepulcher “to wrest that land from the wicked race, and subject it to yourselves.”25

But instead of avenging these insults and outrages, Christian knights attacked one another at home and spilled each other’s Christian blood. Stop these abuses and go to Jerusalem, Urban urged. Use your glorious military prowess to serve as “soldiers of Christ,” he entreated, and the temporal punishment due for your sins will be remitted in return for your sacrifice and service to him. The pope promised that if French knights and barons went east to kill the enemies of the faithful, they would be able to atone for their past sins. This was a powerful message that Crusaders could interpret in unexpected ways, and it produced unanticipated consequences.26

In light of the fact that the pope made the speech, we might think that papal authority alone was the source behind the call to take up arms and become pilgrims to oust the Turks. But the audience assembled at Clermont understood the religious authority behind the message differently. We see this toward the end of Robert of Reims’s narrative: “When Pope Urban had said these and very many similar things in his urbane discourse, he so influenced to one purpose the desires of all who were present, that they cried out, ‘It is the will of God! It is the will of God!’ (Deus vult! Deus vult!).”

The pope was so struck by this spontaneous outburst of the assembled that he interpreted it as a sign that the audience was divinely inspired then and there by the Holy Spirit itself:

My beloved brethren, today is manifest in you what the Lord says in the Gospel, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name there am I in the midst of them” [Matt. 18:20]. Unless the Lord God had been present in your spirits, all of you would not have uttered the same cry. For although the cry issued from numerous mouths, yet the origin of the cry was one. Therefore, I say to you that God, who implanted this in your breasts, has drawn it forth from you.27

For some, then, the authority came from the potentially uncontrollable inspiration of God that was, as even the pope himself said, known directly to the future Crusaders themselves. We may think of this as a case of collective prophecy, a group’s claim or belief that they can directly intuit God’s will independent of any institutional sources of religious authority. If, indeed, as the pope’s interpretation of the passage from Matthew indicated, the spirit of God was with the knights listening to his speech, why should we be surprised if these same knights, or others who heard about the events at Clermont, should decide to go out to fight other enemies of the faithful closer to home?

As we will see, the idea of immediate revelation of God’s will was also a feature of unprecedented Jewish behavior in the Rhineland acts of active martyrdom. The reward they anticipated was personal salvation. As some scholars have noted, one major figure in the anti-Jewish massacres, Emicho of Flonheim, was motivated by personal millennial fantasies, but the unprecedented behavior of Crusaders and Jewish martyrs alike was driven more by collective prophecy in general rather than by any millenarian or messianic fervor in particular.28



Enemies at Home

But who were the enemies of Christ? The pope was not thinking about Jews but only of Muslims as the enemies of God in his appeal to the knights of France to launch a counteroffensive in the East. In view of the religious enthusiasm the pope aroused in 1095 and his failure to indicate explicitly that the Jews should be protected, it was easy for lay knights and barons to jump to the conclusion that, on their way to Jerusalem, there might be other “enemies among us,” namely the Jews of northern France and especially Germany along the Rhine. As Jonathan Riley-Smith has noted, the Christian knights who led the armies and mobs that invaded the Rhineland Jewish communities in 1096 could well confuse avenging the Jews’ killing of Christ in the past with attacking the hostile Muslim Turks in the East in the present. For them, vengeance against both was part of the familiar institution of a vendetta—a blood feud to seek revenge on those who were their enemies.29

Contributing to the diffusion of the idea that all infidels could be viewed as enemies at home was a letter Urban wrote shortly after his rousing speech at Clermont to the counts of Besalù, Empurias, Rousillon, and Cerdaña along with their knights in the south of France and northeast Spain. His object this time was not to counter the Turks in the East but to fight the Muslim enemy in Spain. As Urban put it, there is a logical reason for Christian knights there to agree to take up arms in defense of the church:

If the knights of other provinces have decided with one mind to go to the aid of the Asian Church and to liberate their brothers from the tyranny of the Saracens, so ought you with one mind and with our encouragement to work with greater endurance to help a church so near you resist the invasions of the Saracens.… It is no virtue to rescue Christians from Saracens in one place, only to expose them to the tyranny and oppression of the Saracens in another.30

In that letter, Urban differed from his predecessor, Pope Alexander II, who wrote in 1063 to Spanish bishops indicating that war was to be waged only against the Muslims in Spain, but that the Jews were to be protected: “The situation of the Jews is surely different from that of the Saracens. Against the latter who persecute Christians and drive them out of their cities and homes, one may properly fight; the former, however, are prepared to live in servitude.”31

We will see that by the mid-twelfth century, others would disagree with the pope and argue to the contrary that Jews were worse than Saracens (see chapter 5), but for now what is of special interest is the pope’s reference to nearby enemies. It did not take a great leap to go from understanding the enemies of “a church so near you” in Spain to include not only the enemy Saracens in Iberia but also all whom the church ever referred to as enemies of Christ, namely the Jews of northern Europe.

As a result of the association of Jews at home as included in the call to avenge the enemies of Christ near and far, before the army of nobles set out for the East, a mob of French and German peasants and villagers swept through the Rhineland. They understood their mission to be the liberation of the towns in their path from the infidel Jews, whose property they felt free to pillage.32

Jews living peacefully with Christian neighbors in Europe for three or more generations now became the hostile enemies of God by a process of association. Knights and rabble attacked Jewish communities, mainly in the upper Rhine towns of Speyer, Worms, and Mainz and the lower Rhine villages around Cologne.

The Jewish and Christian sources report acts of Christian violence directed at the civilian population with a specific intent to kill Jews or forcibly convert them.33 Jews now transferred to themselves and Christians the binary categories of holy versus polluted that Pope Urban II had applied at Clermont to Muslims. As the twelfth century progressed, the intensity of Jewish anger and outcry for revenge increased, as measured by the anti-Christian language in the three chronicles (see chapter 4). What changed was the emergence of the imagined Jew as nearby threatening enemies of the faithful, on the one side, even as Jews continued to imagine Christianity as paganism, on the other. In this respect, the end of the eleventh century saw a distinctive shift in European Christian attitudes toward the Jews, and 1096 was a decisive turning point in medieval Jewish-Christian relations.34

There is abundant evidence that the Crusaders who attacked the Jews in Germany in spring and summer 1096 were thinking of them as nearby enemies who deserved revenge. Inspired by Crusader hysteria, some Christians took matters into their own hands and acted as though they had a divine mandate to kill Jews or force them to convert.

Jewish and Christian awareness of Crusader motives appears in several Hebrew and Latin chronicles. Some of the former put attributed speeches into the mouths of the Crusaders just before the attacks. In the three Hebrew chronicles on the riots and acts of martyrdom in 1096, the authors even put blasphemous terms of abuse about Christianity into the mouths of the Crusaders.35 This rhetorical technique was designed to reinforce in the Jewish reader a sense of religious solidarity by expressing the author’s contempt for Christian sancta, in contrast to Jewish sacrifice and martyrdom. We will look more closely at the history and range of Jewish verbal assaults on Christianity in chapter 4 and then in chapter 5 take up various Jewish gestures of contempt acted out toward Christianity, including some that associated Christian symbols with bodily excretions and latrines (“latrine blasphemy”). These verbal and especially physical acts of Jewish assertiveness, we will soon see, prompted popes to rail against the Jews’ refusal to remain subordinate. Defiance of right order could result in the forfeiture of their place in a rightly ordered Christian society.



The Crusaders’ Rationale

In the speeches the Hebrew chronicles attribute to the attacking Crusaders, the local Jews are considered nearby enemies deserving death because they killed Christ. According to the earliest of the Hebrew chronicles, the so-called Mainz Anonymous, written shortly after the events,

They said to each other, “Look now, we are going to a distant country to make war against mighty kings and are endangering our lives to conquer the kingdoms which do not believe in the crucified one, when actually it is the Jews who murdered and crucified him.” They stirred up hatred among us in all quarters and declared that either we accept their “abominable faith” or else they would annihilate us all, even infants and sucklings. The noblemen and common people placed an “evil symbol”—a vertical line over a horizontal one—on their garments and special hats on their heads.36

Another version of the speech is in the chronicle of Rabbi Eliezer bar Nathan (1090–1170), written slightly later in the early twelfth century and preserved in at least nine manuscripts:

Now it came to pass that as they passed through the towns where Jews dwelled, they said to themselves: “Look now, we are going to seek out our ‘profanity’ (tarputeinu) [literally, “our idolatry”] and to take vengeance on the Ishmaelites for our messiah, when here are the Jews who murdered and crucified him. Let us first avenge ourselves on them and exterminate them from among the nations so that the name of Israel will no longer be remembered or let them adopt our faith and acknowledge the ‘offspring of menstrual impurity’ (ben ha-niddah).”37

And near the beginning of the so-called Solomon bar Samson account, from around 1140, the longest and latest version, we find a speech close to the one in the previous chronicle:

Now it came to pass that as they passed through the towns where Jews dwelled, they said to one another: “Look now, we are going a long way to seek out the ‘profane shrine’ (beit ha-tarput) [literally, “house of idolatry”] and to avenge ourselves on the Ishmaelites, when here, in our very midst, are the Jews—they whose forefathers murdered and crucified him for no reason. Let us first avenge ourselves on them and exterminate them from among the nations so that the name of Israel will no longer be remembered, or let them adopt our faith and acknowledge the ‘offspring of menstrual impurity’ (promiscuity).”38

A few lines after these words, in connection with a reference to the pope’s speech, the same Hebrew chronicle continues:

Why should we concern ourselves with going to war against the Ishmaelites dwelling about Jerusalem, when in our midst is a people who disrespect our god—indeed, their ancestors are those who crucified him. Why should we let them live and tolerate their dwelling among us? Let us commence by using our swords against them and then proceed upon our stray path.39

Here we see included as an additional reason to attack the Jews that they “disrespect our god.” This addition shifts the emphasis from the past and the Passion of Christ to the present and a claim of Jewish disrespect for Christianity. This theme becomes increasingly more prominent in the twelfth century, especially in connection with propaganda for the Second Crusade.

We see this second theme reiterated in the Hebrew composition of Ovadiah the Proselyte, a former Christian whose composition written around 1100 has been preserved in the Cairo Geniza:

[And when they were determined] to go to Jerusalem, [one said to the other], “Why are we [going to a distant land, to] our enemies, when here in our own land [and towns dwe]ll our enemies and those who hate [our religion. Why should we leave] them with our wives?” [And an outcry was heard in the Franks’ camp.]40

This source does not mention the Passion as the reason for Christians wanting to attack the Jews but instead justifies attacking them because “they hate our religion” now. Moreover, Ovadiah fears Jews as a sexual menace. This theme does not appear in the other speeches attributed to the Crusaders.

A contemporary Latin text provides additional evidence that Crusaders were making the argument that if they were going all the way to Jerusalem to kill the enemies of God, they should first deal with the Jews, the enemies of Christ at home. In his Autobiographie, Abbot Guibert of Nogent (ca. 1055–1124) attributes to the people of Rouen who were about to go on Crusade the following opinion that again emphasizes the present danger rather than the Passion in the past: “After traversing great distances, we desire to attack the enemies of God in the East, although the Jews, of all races the worst foes of God, are before our eyes. That’s doing our work backward.”41

These Hebrew and Latin sources about the First Crusade agree that some of the knights as well as the mob thought it was only logical that if God wanted them to attack the enemy Muslims far off in Jerusalem, he certainly wanted them to kill the enemy Jews nearby.

Similarly, it was assumed that just as Pope Urban II had told the crowd at Clermont that going to Jerusalem would earn the forgiveness of earthly sins, others reasoned that “whosoever kills a Jew will receive pardon for all his sins.”42 The mindset of the time that motivated masses to join the Crusade is captured in the idea that the world had to be purified of evil.43 The argument in almost all the attributed speeches emphasizes revenge on the nearby enemy Jews.

Pope Urban II never hinted that there was a connection between his remission of earthly punishments for Christians who went on Crusade and a call to kill Jews, the enemy living nearby, to achieve the same end. On the other hand, unlike Pope Alexander II, who had explicitly written of protecting the Jew in Iberia in his letter of 1063, Urban never mentioned the Jews. Here, too, we see the consequences of a belief that Crusaders could know the will of God in a direct, unmediated way. And so if the Crusaders could equate the enemy Jews with the enemy Seljuk Turks as deserving of death, they could also imagine that their reward would be the same for killing a Jew at and home as for killing a “pagan” enemy abroad.



Jewish Actions Attempt to Restore Right Order

The search for right order was not limited to the pope inspiring Crusaders armed to fight the Turks in the East. It also appears in how Jews behaved in different communities under threat from Crusaders. The violence Christians perpetrated on the Jews as nearby enemies was actually a disruption of right order—Christians were not supposed to kill or forcibly baptize Jews—and Jews devised different ways to try to restore their proper protected place in Christian society, with varying degrees of success.44

As the lengthy Solomon ben Samson account indicates, when they realized the danger they were in, the leaders of Mainz Jewry elected an emergency council to go to the archbishop, the local ruler, and seek his protection, by bribery if necessary. Taking this political tack meant that Jews were willing to risk relying on their safety as theoretically guaranteed by imperial charters such as those Emperor Henry IV issued in 1090 to Speyer and Worms.45 And it is not surprising that R. Qalonimos b. Meshullam, the local leader (parnas) of Mainz Jewry, “dispatched a messenger to King Henry in the Kingdom of Apulia” to secure guarantees temporarily preventing the Jews of Mainz from being harmed.46

At least in Mainz, Jews also met the attacks by mounting armed resistance.47 The Mainz Anonymous puts the fighting this way:

When the saints, the fearers of the Most High, saw the great multitude, they placed their trust in their Creator and clung to Him. They donned their armor and their weapons of war, adults and children alike, with Rabbi Qalonymos, son of Rabbi Meshullam, at their head.48

The account of Solomon bar Samson made use of the Mainz account but elaborated on it as follows:

When the people of the Holy Covenant, the saints, the fearers of the Most High, saw the great multitude, a vast horde of them, as the sand upon the seashore, they clung to their Creator. They donned their armor and their weapons of war, adults and children alike, with Rabbi Qalonymos, the son of Rabbi Meshullam, the Parnas at their head.… The Jews armed themselves in the inner court of the bishop.49

Thus in Mainz at least, the two chroniclers depict acts of knightly behavior of physical fighting in the streets, and only when the Jews there realized that they were overpowered and that bribing local authorities could not protect them from the invading forces did they resort to the unprecedented ritualization of violence in acts of sacrificial martyrdom, designed to prevent a fate worse than death.50



Knowing the Will of God

When political action or fighting in the streets failed, the Jewish narrators of the events of 1096 understood that the Jews of the Rhineland as well as the Crusaders were able to intuit the will of God directly in a form of collective prophecy. It was the Jews’ awareness of God’s will that made them turn away from typical political and even military acts of defense and assume that God now wanted them to carry out unprecedented acts of ritual sacrifice of their children and self-sacrificial martyrdom.51

We see this pattern in a story about a young man named Barukh ben Isaac, who claimed that he had heard someone crying in the synagogue.52 It turned out, however, that no one was there: “Upon hearing this, we cried out: ‘Ah, Lord God! Will you make an end of the remnant of Israel?’ ” Then they went and reported the occurrence to their brethren, who were concealed in the court of the count and the bishop’s chambers, and all knew that this decree was of God.53

The other two Hebrew chronicles also claim that the Jews can know the will of God directly. For example, in R. Eliezer bar Nathan’s narrative, “They hastened to fulfill the will of their Creator, not wishing to flee just to be saved for temporal life, for lovingly they accepted Heaven’s judgment.”54 Similarly, in the Mainz Anonymous, the narrator assumes that the Jews know the will of God when he says, “When the people of the Sacred Covenant saw that the Heavenly decree had been issued and that the enemy had defeated them, they all cried out.”55

In all of these First Crusade texts, we see evidence of the spontaneous religious enthusiasm that prevailed according to which it was possible for Christians and Jews to intuit the will of God. Based on this knowledge, some Crusaders killed Jews or forcibly converted them, against the norms of both church and state. Some Jews under attack thought that they had a divine mandate to try to kill a Christian, usually not possible, or instead to ritually slaughter their families and themselves as sacrifices, in unprecedented acts of defiance, to prevent any physical contact, let alone forced baptism, at the hands of their impure Christian “enemy.”

It was important for the Hebrew chroniclers to present the Jewish martyrs knowing that it was the will of God that they take the lives of their families and their own. Some Jews looked back critically at what the Jewish martyrs had done. Among them is a Tosafist (Talmud glossator) who remarked in a commentary to Genesis 9:5:

It once happened that a certain rabbi slaughtered many children during a persecution because he was afraid they would be forced to become Christians. Another rabbi there got furious with him and called him a murderer, but the first one ignored him. The (second) rabbi said, “If I am right, let the other rabbi die a horrible death.” And so it happened that Christians caught (the first rabbi), skinned him alive and put sand in his wounds. Soon the persecution ended and had he not slaughtered the children they would have been saved.56

There was no legal precedent for the acts of ritual homicide and suicide described in the sources about the martyrdom of 1096, and some have proposed literary models such as the behavior of ancient Jerusalem Temple priests or the defenders of the Herodian fortress of Masada who took the lives of other Jews and then their own after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE.57 According to those ancient literary traditions, it was even required that certain Jews take their own lives and even kill one another when it was God’s will that the Temple be destroyed. The decision that their sacrifice was according to God’s will followed from a sense that they could decipher it then and there.58



Innovative Rituals of Assertiveness

A Jewish narrator describes an innovative ceremony in which “Master Isaac the saint took his two children—his son and daughter—and led them through the courtyard at midnight into the synagogue before the Holy Ark, and there he slaughtered them, in sanctification of the Great Name, to the Sublime and Lofty God, Who has commanded us not to forsake pure fear of Him for any other belief, and to adhere to his Holy Torah with all our heart and soul. He sprinkled some of their blood on the pillars of the Holy Ark so as to evoke their memory before the One-and-Only Everlasting King. And he said, ‘May this blood expiate all my transgressions!’ ”59

This act of sacrifice turns on its head the false but accepted Christian claim that a Crusader killing a Jew would avoid earthly punishment for sins. Aware of this claim, the narrator of the Hebrew account sees Jews ritually killing other Jews as an act of atonement.60

In the martyrologies of the Hebrew chroniclers, unlike the descriptions of political encounters preceding them, women as well as men play individualized roles.61 For example, in the story of Rachel (of Mainz), who is described in the Mainz Anonymous and at greater length in the later Solomon bar Samson chronicle as ritually killing her four children, Rachel assumes poses that suggest associations with Mary and the Mother Church, or ecclesia, as Jeremy Cohen has pointed out. These associations, however, reinforce Jewish assertiveness of the holiness of the Jewish family and deny, without any ambivalence, the value of the Virgin Mary or Holy Mother Church.62

Trying to defend the unprecedented behavior of the martyrs, the Jewish narrators describe them as “Holy Things” (qodashim) that must not be touched by impure hands. In this way, it becomes clear that political intervention is insufficient to enable the Jews to retain their normal status of tolerated but subordinate within the Christian hierarchy. And for that reason, the Jewish narrators justify the creation of a cultic boundary, the sacrificial death of the martyrs at their own hands, to maintain the separation of Jew from Christian. Political containment of the attackers fails; ritual avoidance by means of self-inflicted sacrificial martyrdom follows.

By portraying the martyrs as sacrificing themselves, the chroniclers polemically enable the Jews to turn defeat into victory. The outcome of the narrative makes this especially clear. The Crusader mob will never get to Jerusalem. Along the way it will attack fellow Christians in Hungary and be destroyed. In noting this, the Jewish chronicler asserted how the Crusaders’ wicked behavior toward the Jews was punished—a confidence not completely shared by Christian chroniclers such as Albert of Aachen, who criticized the Crusaders’ attacks on Jews but was not certain whether or why God was against the Crusaders (see below).

The Jews whom the Crusader mob tried to destroy on the way to Jerusalem were even capable of symbolically rebuilding the Temple in Mainz, their own Jerusalem. As with pilgrim shrines in England or Spain, the acts of the martyrs in the Rhineland symbolically replicated another Jerusalem in Europe.63

In addition, Hebrew chroniclers describe Jews attacking one or more Christians, as in Mainz, where Jewish mothers “hurled stones from the window on the enemy.”64 Or “they found one of the errant ones (Crusaders) in the room, and all of them, men and women, threw stones at him till he fell dead.”65 Others acted out passively, such as when Jewish women refused to enter “the edifice of idolatry” (church) and “inhale the odor of the offending incense” and were cut down at the door.66 In Worms, Simcha ha-Kohen was taken to a “house of idolatry” (church), where he drew a knife from his sleeve and slew a knight who was a nephew of the bishop, whereupon he was killed.67 These acts of assertive violence toward the Christian attackers are described as active ways of provoking Jewish martyrdom.

The narrators also mention assertive acts of loyalty to Judaism by Jews crying out, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One” (Deut. 6:4) before and during acts of martyrdom. This gesture seems to be an innovation in 1096 and became a feature of some later Jewish martyrological behavior.68 It served as a declaration of Jewish identity in defiance of Christianity, understood as idolatry.69

For example, Jews in Worms who are about to be killed by other Jews say it:

Fathers fell upon their sons, being slaughtered upon one another, and they slew one another—each man his kin, his wife and children; bridegrooms slew their betrothed, and merciful women their only children. They all accepted the divine decree wholeheartedly and, as they yielded up their souls to the Creator, cried out: “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.”70

At other times, Jews whom Christians are about to kill say it, as in Mainz: “And when the enemy was upon them, they all cried out in a great voice, with one heart and one tongue: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.’ ”71

At still other times, Jews say it when they witness other Jews killing each other, as in the town of Wevelinghoven:

There was a pious man there of ripe old age by the name of Rabbi Samuel, son of Yechiel. He had an only son, a handsome young man, whose appearance was like Lebanon. They fled together into the water, and the youth stretched out his neck to his father for slaughter as they stood in the waters. The father recited the benediction for Ritual Slaughter over him, and the son answered, “Amen.” All those standing around them responded in a loud voice: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.”72

Apart from these instances in the Hebrew narratives of someone crying out “Hear, O Israel” (shema yisrael), one of the Hebrew lamentations about 1096 mentions this as well. In his liturgical poem that begins “I said, look away from me, while I weep bitterly” (amarti she‘u minni, ba-bekhi amareir), R. Qalonimos b. Judah says,

The father subdued his compassion to be able to sacrifice his children like lambs to the slaughter, indeed he prepared the slaughter-house for his own children.… Who can hear (yishma‘) and not weep? The son is slaughtered, and the father recites the Shema (qorei et shema‘).73



Christians Also Criticize Crusader Perversion of Right Order

What especially impressed Christian as well as Jewish chroniclers were the acts of ritual slaughter and suicide in which fathers and mothers killed their own families and then themselves. The Jewish narrators extolled the martyrs as saints from whose sacrificial acts accrued a well of religious merit that others could draw on for vicarious atonement. Christian chroniclers, all clerics, criticized the Crusaders who acted cruelly and forced Jewish parents to kill their children rather than be baptized forcibly or killed. Although there may have been different motives at play in 1096, neither the murder nor the forced baptism of Jews was permitted as a legitimate policy toward Jews, whose subordinate presence was supposed to be part of right order in Christian society.

There are nearly thirty Latin chronicles that mention the events of 1096, but only a few refer to the Jews’ acts of killing their families and themselves.74 The Christian chroniclers who do mention Jews killing their families do not blame the “cruel” Jews for killing their children but instead the Crusaders for driving the Jewish parents to commit extreme acts. Killing Jews or forcibly baptizing them were sins, and this is clear in the Christian chronicles that are critical of the Crusaders, not the Jewish parents. Apart from one chronicler who criticizes Jewish behavior as motivated by the devil, the Latin evidence overwhelmingly blames the Crusaders for their sinful behavior even if they sometimes express some ambivalence about why God allowed the events to happen in the first place.75

We see signs of this theological uncertainty in the chronicle of Albert of Aachen, a German priest who wrote a history of the First Crusade:

I know not whether by a judgment of the Lord, or by some error of mind, they rose in a spirit of cruelty against the Jewish people scattered throughout these cities and slaughtered them without mercy, especially in the Kingdom of Lorraine, asserting it to be the beginning of their expedition and their duty against the enemies of the Christian faith.76

The chronicler here expresses some doubts as to the justification for the massacre but does not doubt the Crusaders’ cruelty. He continues,

Horrible to say, mothers cut the throats of nursing children with knives and stabbed others, preferring them to perish thus by their own hands rather than to be killed by the weapons of the uncircumcised.77

In the end, the chronicler attributes some of the Crusaders’ failure to achieve their destination to their immoral behavior toward the Jews, although here too there is some ambivalence about the Crusaders’ motives but no hint at any Jewish cruelty:

So, the hand of the Lord is believed to have been against the pilgrims, who had sinned by excessive impurity and fornication, and who had slaughtered the exiled Jews through greed of money, rather than for the sake of God’s justice, although the Jews were opposed to Christ. The Lord is a just judge and orders no one unwillingly or under compulsion, to come under the yoke of the Catholic faith.78

On the face of it, Albert is shocked, but not at the Jews’ cruelty. Rather he blames the Christians who forced the Jewish mothers to kill their children to prevent something worse, being “killed by the weapons of the uncircumcised.”79

Other clerical writers emphasize the horror as well and blame the Crusaders for their attacks on the Jews, regardless of whether they mention the acts of Jewish parents or not.80 A chronicler from Trier reports,

When in their fiery zeal (the Crusaders) approached Trier, the local Jews thought to themselves they too would experience a fate similar (to Worms and Mainz), some of them took their children and thrust the blade into their stomachs, saying that it was their obligation to bring them down to the bosom of Abraham to prevent their humiliation in the madness of the Christians. Some of their wives went out onto the bridge over the river, filled the [pockets of their] skirts and the sleeves of their clothing with rocks, and jumped into the water.81

Sigebertus Auctarium Acquicinense says, “Out of a zealous desire to preserve the ways of their ancestors, there were Jews who killed one another; others pretended that they were accepting the (other) faith temporarily and afterwards reverted to Judaism.”82

The only Latin chronicle that even hints at blaming the Jews for killing each other is from the Bernoldi Chronicon:

In that year [1096] in certain towns, many Jews were killed by those who were on the way to Jerusalem. And so I say: those who fled to the palace of the king and of the bishop in Speyer were able to defend themselves with great difficulty even if the bishop Johann was helping them. Afterwards he became enraged and was assuaged by the Jews’ money that caused the killing of other Christians. It was similar in Worms—in order to escape the Christian persecutions, the Jews fled to the bishop. When he advised them to be baptized to save their lives, they asked (him) to delay their response and others, after they entered the bishops’ living quarters, when our men were waiting for their answer, by the influence of Satan and their hardness of heart, they killed each other.83

But even Bernoldi does not emphasize that Jews killed their children out of cruelty; he blames the Jews, and Satan, because they preferred to kill each other rather than convert. The overwhelming view of the other Latin sources is that the Crusaders were completely to blame for what happened, not the Jews.

For example, Annales Hildesheimenses comments on the forced baptisms and murder of the Jews:

In their armed march to Jerusalem, countless people from parts of different nations forced Jews to be baptized and struck dead those who resisted in an immeasurable bloodbath. In Mainz, Jews were killed, men, women, and children, 1,014 in number, and the greatest part of the city was burned down. In many places, Jews were made into Christians, and they turned away from Christianity again.84

An important chronicle not usually considered and quoted by Benjamin Kedar in a significant study condemns the Crusaders in general for their actions:

Jews were killed in that year [1096] in many places by the men who set out for Jerusalem. Certainly, it may seem extraordinary that this extermination was done on one day in many places with the same fervor of the spirit, although the deed is condemned by many and appraised as contrary to religion. Yet we know that it was impossible to prevent it, as many priests attempted to disrupt it by imposing excommunication and many great men by issuing threats.85

In addition, Ekkehard of Aura (d. 1126), a German abbot, wrote a chronicle that included details about 1096:

There arose in those days a certain military man, a count of those lands around the Rhine named Emicho, formerly a very infamous tyrant, then however by divine revelations, it was said, called to this sort of religious profession [Crusade (or conversion of the Jews)] like another Saul, took control of 12,000 crusaders; who were led through the cities of the Rhine, Main, and Danube, and wherever they found the accursed Jews, because of Christian zeal they either killed them or tried to force them into the bosom of the church.86

William of Tyre’s account expresses outrage about Crusader cruelty, without mentioning Jewish martyrs’ acts of ritual killing. He refers to “innumerable bands of people on foot … among them, indeed, some men of noble birth” who

cruelly massacred the Jewish people in the cities and towns through which they passed, for the latter, having no reason to fear anything of the kind, took no precautions. These outrages occurred especially in the cities of Cologne and Mainz, where Count Emicho, a powerful nobleman, well known in that country, joined the pilgrim bands with a large following. He … himself shared in the evil deeds of his followers and urged them on to crime.”87

These Christian sources show that some clerical Christian chroniclers were aware that Jewish acts of assertive martyrdom happened in the Rhineland in 1096, but the point of nearly all of them is criticism of the Crusaders, not of the Jewish parents.88

In 1096, Jews and Christians acted out their assertive claims to right order in conditions that were extreme. As William Chester Jordan correctly observed, “Thus, the image of martyrdom served as a constant reminder of the fragility of social life and nurtured the spirit of resistance among the Jews to the overtures and threats of the Christians and reassured the Chosen People.”89

After the riots, Jews continued to assert their sense of chosenness in words and acts designed to show contempt for Christianity, which they considered to be idolatry. As in the Crusader speeches inserted into the Hebrew chronicles, Jews replaced descriptive words like “church” with insults such as “abomination” to express their sense of religious superiority. Jews expressed their views about Christianity, the religion, and themselves in many different ways, among them insulting verbal challenges to Christian beliefs, blasphemous gestures, and counter rites.90







CHAPTER FOUR
Assertive Words
INSULTING CHRISTIANITY



THE JEWS IN medieval Europe were not just passive sufferers in “a persecuting society” but also actively expressed the “deviance” that the persecuting society sought to contain or eliminate.1 Words and gestures made up an arsenal of Jewish assertiveness.2 Over the course of the medieval centuries, the escalating confrontations between increasingly assertive Jews and more self-aware committed supersessionist Christians reinforced both Jewish solidarity and an intensely Christian collective identity that included new forms of Christian antisemitism. The process was dynamic and mutually reinforcing. Each culture shaped the other as its counterimage.

Jews expressed their self-confidence and contempt for Christianity in words not only when they were under attack but also when they were living peacefully with their Christian neighbors. In recounting the ways Jews asserted their loyalty to God in 1096, the Hebrew chronicles use a rhetoric of contempt when they refer to Christianity. Sometimes the terms of abuse are found in the narrator’s voice; at other times, they are put into the dialogue of Jews engaged in direct verbal assault on their Christian attackers. The chroniclers’ anti-Christian insults encouraged their Jewish readers to assert themselves as Jews, but they sometimes made Christians act defensively.3


Insulting Christianity Even When Complimenting Christians

Although most learned Jews agreed with R. Gershom of Mainz’s responsum and considered Christians to be mere followers of their misguided ancestors’ customs, not idolatrous pagans, the same Jewish scholars continued to view Christianity and its symbols as idolatry.4 A French Talmud glossator who made this clear was unusually emotional in affirming, “God forbid that we should rule in a case of idolatry that one should transgress rather than die.”5

We see this distinction in the several ways Jews insulted the symbols of Christianity even when they praised Christians for behaving in church the way Jews should behave in synagogue.6 For example, R. Judah the Pious (d. 1217), the author of Sefer Hasidim (Book of the pious), criticizes Jews who gossip in a synagogue by comparing how Christians behave in church, but he replaces the word “church” with a phrase that insults Christianity: “The Christians (goyim) in their house of foolishness (be-veit tiflotam) stand respectfully (be-tarbut); all the more should a Jew who stands before the great King not talk nonsense in the synagogue.”7

Similarly, R. Isaac b. Joseph of Corbeil (d. 1290), one of the great rabbinic masters of the thirteenth century, in his best-selling legal compendium Sefer Mizvot Qatan (The short book about the commandments), also compared how Jews pray noisily in the synagogue to Christians praying silently in church:

We should make an a fortiori argument about ourselves: if Christians (ha-goyim), who believe in nothing stand up in their house of idolatry (be-veit tarput shelahem) as though mute, how much the more should we, who stand before the King of the King of Kings, the Holy One, blessed be He.8

The author distinguishes between something that Christians do, which he praises, and Christianity, which he finds worthless. It is the anomaly of proper behavior performed in a worthless setting that is the basis of his rebuke to his Jewish audience. There is no basis here for anyone to think that the author is praising Christians.



Insulting Jews When Complimenting Their Behavior

Christian authors also could compliment Jewish behavior that they wanted Christians to emulate. In northern Europe, the point of telling Christians to act like Jews is that one can learn how to behave even from a despised Jew. This is not the same thing as when Giovanni Boccaccio in the Decameron uses a Jew to serve as a positive foil for criticizing a Christian, and there is little doubt that it is sincere.9 Even the assumption that these cases show familiarity with Jewish behavior needs to be examined. One recalls the “polemical ethnographies” of the early modern Christian Hebraists as not simply reports of observed fact when it came to describing Jewish customs and ceremonies.10

Thus a student of Peter Abelard (1079–1142) is quoted as praising Jews for educating all of their male children, not just those who want to be clergy, and even their daughters:


If the Christians educate their sons, they do so not for God, but for gain, in order that the one brother, if he be a clerk, may help his father and his mother and his other brothers. They say that a clerk will have no heir and whatever he has will be ours and the other brothers.… But the Jews, out of zeal for God and love of the law, put as many sons as they have to letters, that each may understand God’s law.



A Jew, however poor, even if he had ten sons would put them all to letters, not for gain as Christians do, but for the understanding of God’s law, and not only his sons but his daughters.11

This comparison needs to be looked at carefully and not taken at face value. The generalization about why Christian parents educated their children is not to be trusted, and neither is the idea that Jews “educated” all of their sons and even daughters as a general rule, even if there were exceptions (mainly in rabbinic families).

Similarly, William Langland (ca. 1332–ca. 1386) praises Jewish care for the poor in Piers Ploughman: “For never would a Jew see another Jew begging, if he could help it, not for all the riches in the world! … Why cannot we Christians be as charitable with Christ’s gifts as the Jews, who are truly our teachers, are with theirs?”12 John Gower (1330–1408) in the Vox Clamantis also praises Jews in order to chastise Christians: “For we are so bent upon money at all hours that scarcely one festival day now remains for God. O how the Jew preserves the sacred Sabbath of the Lord, neither buying nor selling nor seeking for gain” (5.11.687–88).13

Richard Rex notes that Geoffrey Chaucer might have heard a sermon preached in the 1380s that included the following:

But, as I say, the real truth seems to be that the faith of the Christians is less directed to good works than that of the Jews or the pagans. For the Jews do not do servile labor on their feast days, but the Christians commonly engage in worldly and mercantile activities on Sundays and their feast days. And whereas those days should be set aside for God and the saints alone, they in fact give them more to the flesh, the devil, and the world. The Jews do not take usury from their brethren, but the Christians do not lend money to Christians without usury. The Jews cherish the poor with gifts lest they go begging; the Christians, and especially their rich, do not take care of the poor. And even if gifts are granted, the rich escape and the poor pay the whole thing.14

These and other comparisons have sometimes been cited as evidence that Christians admired Jews. We should remember that these texts claim Christian familiarity with Jewish behavior that they admire and wished that their fellow Christians would emulate despite the fact that they were Jews. They were making the argument that if Jews, who are despised and rejected, can do X, how much the more should you who are God’s elect do it? The comparison presupposes contempt for Jews even though they are praised for doing something worth imitating. The Jewish examples of assertiveness are more transparent and state explicitly the basis of the comparison. Each side praised specific behavior that a writer admired while asserting or implying its superiority over the despised other.



Verbal Insults and Blasphemy

Wordplay denigrating pagan religion is found already in the Hebrew Bible and Talmud. In both, Jews engaged in a form of verbal aggression by substituting insulting plays on words for pagan sancta that later on included Christian terms. In the Hebrew Bible, puns against pagan religion play on the sound of the name, or are based on a pattern of letters shared between the name and explanation.15 For example, the prophet Hosea criticizes the “idolatrous” cult of the northern Israelite rebel Jeroboam by referring to the place-name of the cult Bethel (House of God) as Beit-aven (House of Sin): “Do not come to Gilgal, do not make pilgrimages to Beth-aven. And do not swear by the Lord” (Hos. 4:15).16 On “Beth-aven,” Rashi glosses, “This is Bethel, for Jeroboam set up the calves there,” so the meaning of the substitution was known to medieval Jews who knew Rashi.

The Talmud continued this biblical way of insulting idols by replacing the name of an idol by a term that sounds like the original but undermines its meaning. For instance, if pagans call their house of worship a “house of elevation” (beit galya), it should be called a “house of digging” (beit karya); if they call it “the all-seeing eye” (‘ein kol), it should be called the eye of a thorn (‘ein qotz).17

Extending this practice from pagan to Christian terms in the Talmud, Jews denigrated the New Testament in different forms that Christians would find offensive when ecclesiastical leaders learned about them in the thirteenth century. Thus Rabbi Meir would call the Christian Gospels (Greek: evangelion) the “wicked folio” (aven gilyon); Rabbi Yohanan would call it the “sinful folio” (‘avon gilyon).18 In rabbinic literature, we also find puns on the name of “Mary” as “hairdresser” (megadla sa‘ar neshayya), a riff on Mary Magdelene.19 To mock the Christian claim that Jesus was born to a virgin (Greek: parthenos), the Talmud refers to him as the “son of Pantera,” meaning (son of) a Roman soldier (Greek: pantheros).20



Piyyutim and the Nestor ha-Komer Polemic

During the same centuries when the Babylonian Talmud was being compiled in the Persian Empire (third to seventh centuries CE), rabbis in Christian Roman (Byzantine) Palestine were composing liturgical poems (piyyutim) that included insults directed at either pagan or Christian Rome as personified in the biblical figure of Esau. A few anti-Christian Roman references were written by Yannai and Qallir in sixth-century Byzantine Palestine.21 As Leopold Zunz noted, ancient and especially southern Italian and German medieval piyyutim include a variety of anti-Christian terms.22 A church is called not a house of prayer (beit tefillah) but instead a house of foolishness (beit tiflah). Jesus is referred to as a stinking corpse (peger muvas) (Isa. 14:19) and the hanged one (talui), referring either to hanging and suffocating on a cross or tree, or to death by actual hanging. These verbal insults were part of a Jewish awareness of the growing Christian presence in the Land of Israel, where the building of new churches was met by the construction of new synagogues.23

In the same spirit, we find anti-Christianity epithets in an early Jewish polemical handbook, known as The Polemic of Nestor ha-Komer (Sefer Nestor ha-Komer), written by a Christian convert to Judaism living in the East.24 It was written in Judeo-Arabic and appeared in a Hebrew translation in southern France, perhaps to help Jewish refugees escaping from the persecution of the Almohads in southern Iberia adjust to living in Christian society in southern France. This text includes many insults directed against Christianity: para. 2, “their error” (ta‘utam); para. 5, “pollution of the stomach” (tinnuf ha-beten); para. 28, “in the book of your error” (be-sefer ta‘utkhem); para. 35, “in the book of their error” (be-sefer ta‘utam); para. 51, “in the sinful scroll” (be-‘avon gilyon); para. 68, “in the book of your error” (be-sefer ta‘utkhem); para. 127, “in the waters of pollution” (bi-mei ha-tzahanah); para. 128, “in the house of your abomination” (be-veit to‘eivoteikhem); para. 128, “sacred prostitutes” (qedeishim) for qedoshim (saints); and para. 130: “in the house of their foolishness” (be-veit tiflatam).25

As we will soon see, this trend of verbal insult of Christian sancta continued in the later anti-Christian polemical handbooks and other Hebrew genres as well, even though the terms were limited to just a few.

Another text with only a few insulting expressions but sometimes credited with being the source of the abundant anti-Christianity insults in the 1096 chronicles is the often-copied narratives known as Toledot Yeshu (Life of Jesus). These texts mock Jesus, Mary, and Joseph in a scathing attack on the New Testament.26

Especially prominent are references to Jesus as “son of a prostitute” (ben zonah), to which was added in some later versions “son of a menstruant” (ben niddah). These narratives are quoted for the first time in the Latin translations of Bishop Agobard of Lyon (r. 816–40) and his successor, Amulo (r. 841–52).27 Agobard cites this text as part of his criticism of the court of Louis the Pious (d. 840) for the king’s sympathy toward the Jews. Despite its outrageous slurs against the holy family and the Gospel accounts, this text seems not to have caused widespread alarm among Christian authorities either in the ninth century or later when Dominican Friar Raymond Martini (ca. 1220–ca. 1285) included it in his Pugio Fidei (Dagger of Faith) in the late thirteenth century.28 It became a problem only in early modern times, when the Hebrew text appeared with a Latin translation in the massive anti-Jewish anthology Tela Ignea Satanae (Satan’s Flaming Arrows), produced in 1681 by Johann Christian Wagenseil, professor in Altdorf near Nuremberg.



The Solomon bar Samson Chronicle

The variety and quantity of these negative epithets about Christianity are not evenly distributed across the sources. Despite a few references in the twenty-seven Hebrew liturgical dirges (qinot) written about 1096, the three Hebrew chronicles about the First Crusade riots are the most graphic sources documenting the Jewish state of mind in the generation of survivors from the Rhineland of the first half of the twelfth century. Although we see expressions of anti-Christian insults in different Hebrew writings before 1096, they took a quantum leap forward, especially in the twelfth-century chronicle anonymously written but known by the name of one of the sources used: Solomon bar Samson, composed around 1140.29

Writing in the twelfth century before 1140, the narrators of the 1096 chronicles wanted to praise the Jewish martyrs and called on God to avenge them against a religion of idolatry. This motivation produced a wide range of insults aimed at Christian sancta. The Jewish narrator was aware of the Christian claim that they were God’s Chosen People and that God had rejected the Jews: “God has forgotten you and is no longer desirous of you since you are a stubborn nation. Instead, He has departed from you and has taken us for His portion, casting His radiance upon us.”30

Anna Abulafia correctly called attention to the presence of these insults in the Hebrew chronicles, although she did not emphasize enough how they overwhelm the text compared to other medieval Jewish sources.31 Of the earlier sources to which she pointed, Byzantine Hebrew piyyut and Toledot Yeshu, the latter does not contain most of the terms that appear with such intensity and frequency for the first time in the Solomon bar Samson chronicle.

And although some epithets seem to have originated in piyyut that began in Byzantine Palestine, the terms increased and developed further in southern Italy and then exploded in the Solomon bar Samson chronicle from around 1140, which contains over a hundred instances. That narrative survives in a single manuscript and shows physical signs of internal censorship.32 The insulting language about Christianity in this and the other two Hebrew chronicles assert for Jewish readers that the Christian god was not God.33

Note that the terms are found in the narrator’s voice and also put into the mouths of the Jews challenging Christians about to kill them—the same rhetorical device of attributing speech to protagonists that we saw in the speeches of the Crusaders who refer to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher as “the profane shrine.”

In addition to crying out “Hear, O Israel” (shema yisrael) (Deut. 6:4) as a form of Jewish loyalty in the face of Christian violent pressure to convert or die (see chapter 3), individual Jews use the language of contempt toward Christianity. In the dozens of anti-Christian slurs that are found especially in the Solomon bar Samson chronicle, some are quoted as dialogue picturing Jews publicly insulting Christianity in the moment of the speaker’s death: “They taunted and reviled the errant ones with the name of the crucified, despicable, and abominable son of harlotry, saying: ‘In whom do you place your trust? In a putrid corpse!’ ”34

Another scene imagines defiant Master David, the gabbai, who fools Christians into thinking that he is willing to convert, only to tell them, “You are children of whoredom, believing as you do in a god who was a bastard and who was crucified.”35 He contrasts his belief in the “everlasting God who dwells in the lofty heavens” and concludes, “To Gehenna are you and your whoreson condemned, and to boiling excrement will you be consigned.”36

The insult language that was associated with the First Crusade riots became widespread in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.37 Wordplays that insult Christianity are also mentioned in reference to new names Jews gave to apostates. R. Jacob b. Meir (Rabbeinu Tam, d. 1171) mentions that a Jew named Abraham (avraham) would be renamed Lost (avdan); Judah (yehudah) was renamed Rejected (Yehuda[het]).38 Moreover, Jews used insulting terms even in bilingual Hebrew and Latin contracts with Christians who could read only the Latin parts.39

In the more than eighty Latin books that medieval Jews had in their possession as pawns for loans, Jewish lenders sometimes used Christian saints’ dates such as “Michaelmas,” written in Hebrew letters, in addition to the Hebrew date.40 In Sefer Hasidim, the author advises his readers not to use the names of Christian saints, a sure sign that they did this, but to replace them instead with pejorative terms:

It is written, Do not mention the names of other gods; they shall not be heard on your lips (Ex. 32:13). Right afterwards, it says, Three times a year you shall hold a festival for Me (Ex. 33:14). Now why did (Scripture implicitly) compare (the two)? This is to teach you that a Jew (yisrael) should not say to a Christian (le-goy), (“I will lend you so much money) until the day of the festival of idolatry” (‘ad yom eid shel ‘a[vodah] z[arah]) or “until the day of that sacred prostitute” (‘ad yom shel oto qadeish). Instead, (a Jew) should say, (“I am lending you the money) for so many weeks.”41

Although insult language can be found almost anywhere, it is not surprising to see it in Jewish texts written to attack Christianity, such as polemical writings designed not only to reply to Christian arguments based on the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament but also to belittle Christian beliefs based on the New Testament. It is found in the early anti-Christian polemic Nestor ha-Komer and continues in the French thirteenth-century Hebrew polemical text known as Yosef ha-Meqaneh (Joseph the Zealot) written by R. Joseph b. Nathan Official in late thirteenth-century northern France.42 His work includes references to Christian icons with insulting slurs.43

The late medieval polemical handbook known as Nizzahon Vetus, from around 1300, refers to the New Testament several times, not as “Evangelion” but as a “sinful folio” (avon gilayon), as in the Talmud.44 The author also refers to Christian saints not as “holy ones” (qedoshim) but rather as “sacred prostitutes” (qedeishim).45 He refers to St. Peter as “Peter the ass” (peter hamor), a play on the biblical phrase regarding the redemption of the firstborn donkey (peter hamor).46 The author also frequently renders Mary (Maria) by the rhyming Aramaic for feces (hariyya), but sometimes as “Miriam” (miryam).47 In both cases, the editor cautiously translated the name as “Mary” and relegated the medieval author’s offensive intent, the association of Mary with feces and latrines, to a footnote.48 Medieval Jews liked to insult Christian sancta in this way, and for the most part they got away with it either because the Hebrew sources remained inaccessible to Christian authorities, or because texts such as Toledot Yeshu or the 1096 chronicles had no religious authority.

The sheer volume of anti-Christian epithets in the Solomon bar Samson chronicle is matched only later in the early thirteenth century in Judah the Pious’s Sefer Hasidim, a book that has many anti-Christian expressions, as Mordecai Breuer indicated.49 Writing at a time of peace and economic growth, Judah the Pious understood his small group of German pietists to be religiously superior to other Jews who did not follow the pietistic way and certainly to Christianity, which he considered a form of idolatry. There are hundreds of passages like this one:

In a certain place where Jews were constructing a synagogue, the builder was a Christian (goy) who had recently built an abomination (to‘eivah) [a church] and the builder had leftover (ve-nish’ar) sand and plaster that the Jews needed. The builder said to them, “I will find some that is cheap.” One of the elders realized what was happening and understood that the builder wanted to sell them the plaster and sand that was left over from the (construction of the house of) idolatry (‘a[vodah] z[arah]). The elder said to the other Jews, “It is not permitted to buy anything from them for one’s own private house; how much the more does the prohibition apply to a synagogue!” Similarly, if any materials are left over after building a synagogue, it is forbidden to sell it to a builder who is constructing (a house of) idolatry (le-‘a[vodah] z[arah]).50

The practice continued in Ashkenaz well into the early modern period.51



Debating Religion in Public

In the thirteenth century, one or more major Jewish rabbinic figures was forced to defend Judaism when attacked by a Christian convert of second rank in front of the Christian authorities. Public theatrical performances like the Paris Talmud trial of 1240 are of special interest here because Nicholas Donin, the Christian protagonist who was a former Jew, had doubts about the religious authority of the Talmud, and the Jewish community had excommunicated him. He selected Talmud passages that were or were said to be insulting to the Christian faith as reasons to either censor or destroy the Talmud. As a result, many Talmud manuscripts were publicly burned in Paris in 1242. In the event, the pope was persuaded that Jews needed the Talmud to interpret the Bible correctly, and censorship rather than additional destruction of the Talmud resulted.52

The Disputation of Barcelona aimed to demoralize Jews by claiming that the Talmud itself proved that Jesus was the Messiah. This represented a shift in emphasis in Christian polemics from proving the Incarnation, in the earlier Middle Ages, to arguing for the Christian truth claims about Jesus as messiah from Jewish sources.53 This approach was sometimes used to pressure Jews to convert, though not everywhere.54 It went beyond the ancient and early medieval Christian interpretations of the Hebrew Bible by focusing instead on the Talmud. Pablo Christiani (d. 1274), the leading protagonist in Barcelona, presented the case, and R. Moses ben Nachman (Nachmanides) (1194–1270) defended Judaism but soon departed for Palestine.

In addition, there was a second Paris debate in the 1270s conducted for the Christian side by the same Christiani who spoke at Barcelona in 1263.55 The most effective public confrontation was in Tortosa in the Kingdom of Aragon in 1414–17, and it resulted in mass conversions of Jews and several rabbis as well.56 Other public disputes are known from Ceuta in North Africa and Majorca, but Paris, Barcelona, and Tortosa stand out among these public performances.57

There is little doubt that these spectacles had some impact at the time and place where they were held, although most of the analysis of these public events tends to focus, as do studies of polemical literature in general, on the arguments and proofs offered in the different written accounts and less on the social impact these grand public events made.



Polemics about Holy Architecture

Sometimes polemics and everyday life mirrored each other. For example, the church criticized Jews for violating hierarchy by building synagogues higher than Christian buildings, as when Pope Innocent III in 1205 accused Jews of building synagogues higher than churches in France:

They have become so insolent that at Sens they have built a new synagogue near an old Church, a good deal higher than the Church. There they celebrate the Jewish rites, not in a low tone, as they used to before they were expelled from the Kingdom, but, in accordance with their custom, with great shouting; thus, they do not hesitate to hinder divine services in that church.58

Polemical writings also imagined public debates between Jews and important Christian leaders to argue that the Temple in Jerusalem was more valuable than famous churches, in what we might call a “polemics of sacred architecture.”

Verbal jousting over the worth or height of iconic religious buildings is seen in Jewish and Christian sources over the years in texts that describe the comparison of the Temple in Jerusalem and monumental churches, and we see signs of everyday architectural polemics in references to Jews building synagogues higher than churches in different parts of Christian Europe too.59

The eleventh-century Hebrew family chronicle known as Megillat Ahimaaz (Scroll of Ahimaaz), from southern Italy, describes an imaginary meeting in Constantinople between the Italian rabbi Shephatiah and the Byzantine emperor Basil. The two debate the relative monetary value of the Temple in Jerusalem compared to the Hagia Sophia that Justinian built in Constantinople in 538. This Hebrew text, which survives in a single manuscript written for family reading about an illustrious past, reflects issues that bothered Jews and Christians alike about hierarchy in religious buildings.

The substitution of religious terms of the other with insult language is meant for the benefit of the Jewish reader. We see this insult language even in quotations of reported speech attributed to Christians with power, as we did in the speeches attributed in the Hebrew First Crusade chronicles. In the debate over the relative worth of the Temple of Solomon and Justinian’s great Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom), the author refers to church as an “impure building” and the name of the building as Wisdom (Sophia), without the word Holy (Hagia), in order to denigrate it:

The king then conversed with Shephatiah about the Torah. He asked him regarding the construction of the Temple and of the “impure building” (binyan ha-tum’ah) that is called by the name “Sophia”: “Which one required more funds?” inquired the king. He insisted it was the construction of Sophia, for untold wealth had gone into this one building. But R. Shephatiah’s response was correct and considered: “Let the king command that Scripture be brought before him; there he will find the answer as to which structure cost more.” Immediately it was done, and the king found that the funds used by David and Solomon exceeded the measure weighed out for Sophia by 120 talents of gold and an additional 500 talents of silver. Thereupon the king conceded: “R. Shephatiah has excelled me in wisdom.” But Shephatiah responded and said: “My lord, Scripture has prevailed against you, not I.”60

The words the author puts in the emperor’s mouth are a Jewish response to the tradition that Justinian proclaimed after dedicating the great church: “I have bested you, Solomon.”61 Here, the Jewish writer seeks to undermine the Christian triumph by reasserting the greater value of Solomon’s Temple.

A more intentionally offensive version of a polemic over sacred architecture is found in an imaginary confrontation in the anonymously written Hebrew polemical handbook Nizzahon Vetus. Emperor Henry and Rabbi Qalonimos of Speyer argue over the comparative cost of the Temple of Solomon and the Speyer Cathedral (Dom) that was completed in 1106:


“Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting … and the presence of the Lord filled the Tabernacle” (Ex. 40:35). The evil King Henry once called Rabbi Qalonymus of Spires after the former had completed the building of the “ugly abyss” (ha-tehom [= Dom] ha-mekho‘ar) in Speyer. The king asked him, “In what way was the building of the Temple greater than this so that several books should have been written about it?”

He answered, “My lord. If you will permit me to speak and swear that you will not harm me, then I shall explain it to you.”

The king replied, “I swear. You may rely on my royal faithfulness that no evil will befall you.”

Rabbi Qalonymus then told him, “If you would combine the money that you have already spent with all the gold and silver remaining in your treasury you would still be unable to hire sufficient workers and craftsmen to supervise and perform the work, for it is written, ‘Solomon also had seventy thousand porters and eighty thousand quarriers in the hills’ (1 Kings 5:29), and the Chronicler adds, ‘with three thousand six hundred men supervising them’ (2 Chron. 2:1). Moreover, they labored eight years to build the Temple, something that you did not do for this church. And regarding the time when Solomon completed the building, see what is written:

‘And the priests were not able to remain and perform the service because of the cloud, for the Presence of the Lord filled the House of the Lord’ (1 Kings 8:11).

In this case, however, if one were to load a donkey with vomit and (filth) [feces] and lead him through the church, he would remain unharmed.”



The king replied, “If not for my oath, I would have you decapitated.”62

Although the imagined confrontation presents a Jewish critique of the German cathedral and contrasts the presence of the Lord in the Jerusalem Temple to “vomit and feces” in the cathedral, the Jewish community of Speyer took advantage of the materials and architecture of the Dom to design and build their own synagogue and ritual bath. In so doing, they also acted out a polemics of sacred architecture by converting building materials used for the church to build a synagogue and other sacred Jewish structures.63 The tactic of competing with Christianity by redeploying something used in the Christian cult for Jewish benefit will also be seen in connection with the Eucharist and Jewish wet nurses in chapter 5.



Private Encounters

The social history of Jewish-Christian debating and discussing religion is not limited to a few public debates or polemical handbooks that tend to dominate the scholarly literature as well as serve as an important baseline for social history. Much more difficult is to assemble the detailed evidence for everyday meetings that occurred.64 A dynamic religious culture war developed between Jews and Christians at different levels of society well before Christian kings tried to put an end to it by removing Jews from their lands, and as we will see, even that did not end the Christian preoccupation with the imagined Jew who existed before and remained within Christian society after Jews were forced to emigrate.

In addition to insulting verbal plays on words, directed mainly to Jewish readers, Jewish verbal assertiveness was expressed in informal conversations between Jews and Christians about religion. Every day “debates” over religion took place even though these encounters are not always easy to overhear. Jews provoked Christians to defend their religious beliefs and practices that Jews thought were of no value. We lack quantitative data as to how frequently these took place, but there is more than enough anecdotal evidence to indicate that they were real.65

The aggressive Jewish attack on Christian beliefs is implied, for example, in one important Christian theological defensive tract from the twelfth century and made explicit in another. As Richard Southern observed, some of the Schoolmen in Paris were motivated to use the tools of logic and dialectic to reconcile apparently contradictory authoritative Christian sources and fashion a coherent personal theology expressly because Jews questioned and challenged their Christian neighbors. These Christians then pressured the theology faculty in Paris for clear, coherent answers. In his defense of the Incarnation, the main topic of Jewish-Christian debating in the twelfth century, Anselm of Canterbury wrote his Cur Deus Homo to defend the Incarnation against infidels, most likely including local Jews.66 Even before Anselm’s work appeared, his student Gilbert Crispin wrote a debate to argue with a Jew about the truth of Christianity; in a prologue, he explains,67


To the Rev. Father and Lord Anselm, Archbishop of the holy Church of Canterbury, his servant and son, Brother Gilbert [Crispin], proctor and servant of Westminster Abbey, wisheth prosperous continuance in this life and a blissful eternity in the future one.



I send you a little work to be submitted to your fatherly-prudence. I wrote it recently putting to paper what a Jew said when formerly disputing with me against our faith in defense of his own law, and what I replied in favour of the faith against his objections. I know not where he was born, but he was educated at Mayence; he was well versed even in our law and literature, and had a mind practised in the Scriptures and in disputes against us. He often used to come to me as a friend both for business and to see me, since in certain things I was very necessary to him, and as often as we came together we would soon be talking in a friendly spirit about the Scriptures and our faith. Now on a certain day, God granted both him and me greater leisure than usual, and soon we began questioning as usual. And as his objections were consequent and logical, and as he explained with equal consequence his former objections, while our reply met his objections foot to foot and by his own confession seemed equally supported by the testimony of the Scriptures, some of the bystanders requested me to preserve our disputes as likely to be of use to others in future.68

Here the initiative is taken by Jews who approach the learned Christian scholar. Similarly, the Jewish convert to Christianity Judah-Hermannus describes how he initiated a debate with Rupert of Deutz.69

Evidence of everyday encounters is found in several sources. Christian laws and Jewish admonitions prohibited such private discussions, and exempla in Latin and Hebrew reflect their likely occurrence from the twelfth century on. The trend to meet informally and debate points of religion was common enough that it was prohibited by twelfth-century councils—an indication that it was becoming known to authorities that were trying to control this public form of debate. In contrast to the great public disputations, the evidence about everyday arguments about religion shows that the Jews often took the initiative and were a source of concern for the Christian authorities. Such encounters were considered so dangerous to the faithful that church officials repeatedly tried to prevent Christians from arguing with Jews about religion.

For example, in 1200, in an addendum to the so-called Synodical Rules of Odo in Paris, we read, “Moreover, laymen shall, under pain of excommunication, be forbidden ever to dispute with Jews about the articles of the Christian faith.” The Council of Trier in 1227, canon 8, elaborated, “We furthermore decree that ignorant clergymen shall not dispute with Jews in the presence of laity.” At least one other council reiterated this concern in the same decade in the Council of Tarragon in 1233: “We decree absolutely forbidding any lay person to dispute about the Catholic faith whether publicly or privately.”70 Christians and Jews feared that they might lose an informal debate and a conversion might result. William of Malmesbury (1080–1143) reported that King William Rufus joked that had a Jew prevailed at a local debate, he would have converted to Judaism himself.71 Other Christian authorities also advised caution debating with Jews.72

In Hebrew sources like Sefer Hasidim, we find a similar prohibition from the Jewish side, and the verbal confrontations between Jewish pietists and Christians in religious debates, “polemics” in the narrow sense, were to be regulated by hierarchical considerations. This may be seen from a commentary in Sefer Hasidim on two adjoining, but apparently contradictory, biblical verses that require a distinction to make them understood harmonistically. Thus Proverbs 26:4 reads, Do not answer a dullard in accord with his folly, else you will become like him; yet, the following verse continues, Answer a dullard in accord with his folly, else he will think himself wise. The Talmud cites these verses as an example of a blatant contradiction and resolves it by saying that the command to answer back refers to “matters of Torah” (ha be-divrei torah) and the admonition not to answer back refers to “ordinary matters” (ha be-milei de-‘alma).73 Sefer Hasidim, however, goes even further in its commentary and defines precisely when a pietist is to answer back, and when not, including in “matters of Torah” such as in discussions of polemics. Jews are advised to debate with a cleric only if they are experts and will not lose the argument:

Suppose a monk or a priest or a learned and erudite sectarian or a non-pietist Talmudist who is busy chasing after his own reputation approaches a pietist who is not as learned; or a learned person encounters a witch to debate (le-hitvakeiah) Torah. If he debates them, they might persuade him to follow them. About this it is written: Do not answer a dullard in accord with his folly, else you will become like him.” … Even if you are more learned than he, do not permit a less learned person to listen to your debates (vikkuhim) because that person might be persuaded (by your opponent) since he does not understand (which position) is the true one. But if you are so learned (hakham) that you are confident you will defeat your opponent (she-tenazheihu) … then Answer a dullard in accord with his folly, else he will think himself wise.74

In case of formal religious discussions, the relative strength of the opponents—in other words, their hierarchical positions—is the criterion that Judah the Pious invokes to determine whether contact should take place between pietists and Christians. His reasons were practical. The danger of debating in front of a person who was susceptible to being swayed by a more astute Christian debater was real, as we see from the following exemplum in Caesarius of Heisterbach’s Dialogue on Miracles about the conversion of “the daughter of a Jew at Louvain”:

A little while ago the daughter of a Jew at Louvain was converted to the faith in the following manner. A clerk named Rener, chaplain to the Duke of Louvain, was in the habit of going to the house of this Jew to argue with him about the Christian faith. His daughter, then a little girl, would often listen eagerly to the discussion, and would weigh, as well as her intelligence allowed, both the arguments of the Jew her father and those of his clerical opponent. And so, little by little, she became by the providence of God, imbued with the Christian faith.75

Among Jewish polemical texts aimed at attacking Christianity, there is one that Judah Rosenthal published that reflects Jewish confidence and assertiveness toward Christian clergy. It is between a Jew and a monk (galah) and deals mainly with challenges to the Incarnation. It is not a Jewish defense of Christian attacks but instead a set of arguments for Jews to use when attacking monks:


I ALSO PROVE TO YOU that (Jesus) is not God. You say that “he rode on an ass,” as it says, (Lo, your king is coming to you …) riding on an ass (Zach. 9:9) refers to Jesus (Matt. 21:5; John 12:15). But is it not so that when the Holy One, blessed be He, gave the Torah on Mt. Sinai to Israel, it is written, neither shall the flocks and the herds graze (at the foot of this mountain) (Ex. 34:3)? If he commanded the flocks and herds, that are fit for sacrifices, not to graze at the foot of this mountain (ibid.), how could he himself ride on an unfit animal? Say further: When the Holy One, blessed be He gave the Torah, he commanded Israel, (Be ready for the third day,) Do not go near a woman (Ex. 19:15) for three days. If he himself was God, how could he enter a woman? And if you reply: She was pure but the other women were impure, if so, and she really was pure, why did she sacrifice two doves to atone for her impurity (Luke 2:24)? Thus, you see for certain that (Jesus) is not God.

A REPLY TO A MONK: Why are you not circumcised? Do you imagine yourself to be better or worse than Jesus? You know that Jesus was circumcised on the eighth day after he was born (Luke 2:21), in accord with what is written in the Torah of Moses, On the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised (Lev. 12:3). And if he answers that the water of apostasy [i.e., baptism] takes the place of circumcision, tell him that (Jesus) submerged himself in the Jordan (only) at age thirty-three. You, too, should have done both: (first) circumcision and (then) baptism. And if you say that he did the wrong thing by being circumcised, then you want to be better than your God! What kind of a God do you have if you are better than he is?



It also says in Psalms, I said rashly, all men are liars (Ps. 116:11). If he were a man, as you claim, he would lie. And Scripture also commands, Man cannot be God and lie (Num. 23:19). If so, he was not God. Why don’t you believe in the God who created the heavens and the earth, the seas and the depths? And it is also written in the Torah of Moses, If your brother, your own mother’s son, entices you (Deut. 13:7). Why does it not say, “your father’s son”? Know (from this) that Moses prophesied that a Jewish son would be born about whom the nations of the world [gentiles] would claim that he had no (human) father. Everything in that biblical section was a prophesy about Jesus. And so they stoned him and hanged him on a cabbage stalk [see Life of Jesus].76

Some handbooks, like R. Nathan Official’s Sefer ha-Meqaneh and the anonymous Nizzahon Vetus, were designed to prepare Jews to confront Christians with passages from the Old Testament and New Testament at the ready. David Berger offers many examples of Jews informally debating to affirm Judaism and challenge Christians in the street.77

And once in a while we encounter an acting-out form of a Jewish anti-Christian polemic. Such was the case of Sampson son of Samuel of Northampton, who “assumed the habit of a Friar Minor [Franciscan], preaching certain things in contempt of the Christian faith.” Although his fate is not known, he combined a verbal assault on Christianity with a gesture of impersonation and appropriation that bridges the realm of words and deeds, to be discussed in chapter 5.78



Jewish Knights as Goliaths

The challenge of Jews to Christian theologians was also expressed metaphorically as Jews imagining themselves as Jewish knights whom Christians saw as a threat.79 In supporting Jewish self-confidence by denigrating Christian beliefs, Jewish writers saw Christian knights as foolish people who risked their own lives for a fleeting bit of earthly pleasure or benefit. Jews imagined themselves as the true knights, serving the true God.80 The assertive Jew was an urban dweller engaged in several activities that included private banking or moneylending, or artisanal occupations, but he also imagined himself to be an aristocratic, landed, country knight.

With the image of Jews as knights came the implication that Christians were compared to squires or servants. This reversed the correct ecclesiastical hierarchical order between Jacob and Esau in favor of the Jews as Jacob and the church as Esau.81 Sara Offenburg has shown abundant evidence from material culture that illustrates this as well.82

The central importance of personal honor in Sefer Hasidim, a sin the author opposes as the height of irreligion, is the mirror image of the knightly code of honor to which some Jews in Ashkenaz compared themselves. As Manford Harris observed long ago, the code of love reflected in Sefer Hasidim overlaps with romance literature.83 One might even see in the comparisons in Sefer Hasidim to Christian knights as foils for pietist virtue a critique of Jews who saw themselves as such knights and the epitome of nonpietist behavior.

Sometimes Christians wrote as though they were Davids and certain Jews were threatening them as Goliaths—armed knights in fact. In this context, consider the anonymous Tractatus, written in 1166, which refers to Jewish Goliaths challenging Christian Davids to engage in battle or polemics: “I am writing, then, not to extol our (faith) but rather so that we give the Jews no cause to jeer at our ignorance, they who so frequently confront us and somewhat like Goliath say, ‘Give me a man, that we may fight together’ ” (1 Sam 17:10).84

Jews retold and read stories about knightly battles, and decorated their walls with romances of knights, falcons, and ladies. Christians were as aware of such representations as Jews were of Christian sculptures of ecclesia and synagoga on the facades of cathedrals. The idea that medieval Jews in Christian Europe thought of themselves as knights is not as unlikely as it first sounds.85 Even Christian peasants could think of themselves as knights, and since Jews were in a more favorable socioeconomic position than the vast peasant population of Christian Europe, they certainly could and did.86

There are many examples that show how comfortable Jewish patrons were illustrating their religious texts with images of knights in battle. Rashi mentions that Jews decorated their homes with paintings with inscriptions that were not supposed to be read on the Sabbath, and they included battles and pictures about David and Goliath: “It is like people who draw on the wall strange animals or images of people doing great deeds such as the battle between David and Goliath and they write underneath: ‘This is the image of such and such an animal and this is the image of so and so.’ ”87 From the late Middle Ages, there is a private Jewish house in Zurich with walls painted with illustrations of the aristocratic life of falconry, and this association is another example of Jews familiar with and identifying as aristocratic knights.88

Another aspect of this is reflected in some Hebrew texts that have been preserved that represent Judaized versions of courtly or romance literature that deal with knightly adventures. For example, the earliest passage of preserved Yiddish is a romance fragment scratched on a roof slate found in the rubble layer of the community of Cologne from 1348.89 The interest some Jews showed in thinking about themselves as knights and the Christian majority as servants was another sign of Jewish assertiveness that enabled Jews to resist Christian blandishments.

In the long twelfth century, from the mid-eleventh to the mid-thirteenth centuries, Christians rethought their own religious culture in new ways partly to differentiate themselves from Jews. At the same time, Jews asserted the truth of Judaism by denigrating Christianity. Each understood themselves increasingly as not the other, and in so doing, redefined themselves as a mirror image of the other they rejected.

The rabbinic view of Christianity as idolatry took different forms but focused more on its religious practices than on the people who followed it. With few exceptions, the northern rabbis considered Christianity to be idolatry and referred to Latin as the language of priests and monks. Sometimes hostile words turned into gestures of contempt that Jews acted out toward Christian sancta.







CHAPTER FIVE
Offensive Gestures
LATRINE BLASPHEMY



IN ADDITION TO using words of contempt to insult Christianity, Jews expressed their assertiveness in specific acts and gestures of disgust directed at Christian sancta. In many ways, they asserted strong religious views about the Christian other, and in so doing, acted out a challenge to Christianity. These acts included spitting at crosses, placing Christian icons in latrines, urinating or defecating on Christian symbols, and farting in a Christian setting, all of which are examples of “latrine blasphemy.”1 Such behavior was designed to insult and ridicule Christianity, which Jews equated with bodily elimination and idolatry, and by contrast assert the truth and holiness of Judaism.2

Both religious cultures tried to isolate the holy from bodily excretions, but the target of each culture’s latrine blasphemy was different. Jews associated Christianity with feces; Christians did so with Jews.

Jewish acts of latrine blasphemy did not go unnoticed.3 Jews were accused of putting ecclesiastical vessels, for example, into latrines. Sometimes Christian leaders had difficulty saying this explicitly. Consider again the complaint of clerics, such as Peter the Venerable’s letter to Louis VII, king of France, and note Peter’s assumptions about what Jews do to make them worse than Saracens:

What good is it to pursue and persecute the enemies of the Christian faith in far and distant lands if the Jews, vile blasphemers and far worse than the Saracens, not far away from us but right in our midst, blaspheme, abuse, and trample on Christ and the Christian sacraments so freely and insolently and with impunity?4

The letter goes further and accuses Jews of abusing ecclesiastical vessels that they held as pawns against loans: “They use those heavenly vessels for their evil uses, to the disgrace of Christ and ourselves, things too horrifying to consider and detestable to mention.”5

Peter’s rationale for treating Jews as nearby enemies—because they “blaspheme, abuse, and trample on Christ and the Christian sacraments” and “use heavenly vessels for their evil uses”—adds some concreteness to the argument some chroniclers offered after 1096 that the Crusaders should seek vengeance not only for the Jews’ ancient crime of killing Jesus but also because they are a people “who disrespect our god” (Solomon b. Samson), “hate [our religion]” (Ovadia the Proselyte), and are “the worst foes of God” (Guibert de Nogent) (see chapter 3). But we are still not sure exactly what he is talking about.

In the late twelfth century, as Philip Augustus, king of France, was considering what to do with his Jews in the tiny royal territory around Paris that he was about to expand into the Kingdom of France, his court biographer, Rigord (ca. 1150–1209), noted that Jews were capable of latrine blasphemy.


At that time, the Jews were afraid that their houses might be ransacked by royal officials. It happened that a certain Jew, who at the time was staying in Paris, held certain ecclesiastical objects as pledges. He had a gold cross, marked with gems, a book of the Gospels decorated with gold and precious stones in an extraordinary manner, silver cups, and other vessels. He placed them all in a sack and vilely threw it into the deep pit where he used to relieve himself (for shame!).



A short time afterwards, Christians discovered the objects in that very place—God having shown the way. The objects were all returned to their own church with great joy and honor, a fifth of the debt having been paid to the lord king of all that was owed.6

The consequences of such behavior could be disastrous (see below).

As we saw, the most powerful of medieval popes, Innocent III, accused Jews not only of hiring Christian servants and wet nurses but also of making them express their milk into a latrine after they had taken communion on Easter.7 We will consider this letter below in connection with how Jews looked at the Eucharist and why they associated it with latrines.

Jews, for their part, did not accuse Christians of putting Jewish ritual objects, such as Torah scrolls, into latrines. Instead, they described Christians tearing up Torah scrolls and trampling them in the mud—not the same thing.8 Christians did associate Jews with feces and money, but not Jewish sancta. For example, the “Jew of Tewkesbury,” from Ranulph Higden’s Polychronicon, is a sardonic story about a Jew who falls into a latrine on his Sabbath and refuses to be rescued:

About that time [1258] at Tewkesbury a certain Jew fell into a latrine on a Saturday but would not permit himself to be extracted, out of reverence for his Sabbath. But Richard de Clare, count of Gloucester, did not permit him to be extracted the following Sunday out of reverence for his Sabbath. And so, the Jew died.9

Acts of Jewish assertiveness were designed as part of a strategy not only to resist pressure to conform to Christian expectations of them but also to express outrage to Christians about their religion, to say to them that it was not a religion at all but idolatry.10 Jews assertively insulted Christian sancta in northern Europe during most of the two hundred years of relative peace that followed the 1096 First Crusade riots. Christians accused Jews of insulting Christian sacred objects, such as those used in the liturgy or images of Jesus or Mary, by putting them into latrines. This was the most offensive act imaginable, since Jews and Christians both considered bodily elimination to be the opposite of the holy.11

Of course, there was always danger and concern about popular or judicial violence from leaders, but Jews also gained much by living on the edge, and that included having to calculate the risk-benefit ratio of acting out against Christian symbols that they loathed even if they were sometimes attracted to some of the ways Christians behaved.

Jewish assertiveness was partly responsible for Christian alarm and led to new efforts to contain and subordinate Jews. Two mutually exclusive religious cultures were trying to coexist, and this cultural friction made an impression on each. Christians needed certain images of the Jew to understand themselves better as their opposite; Jews, in turn, came to imagine themselves as inverted mirror images of the Christian other.12


“Polemic of Filth”

Judaism has an elaborate system of ritual purity and impurity that emphasizes bodily fluids related to reproduction and life-giving substances, such as blood and semen.13 Judaism does not consider human waste products, especially feces and urine or even saliva, to be impure or generate impurity.14 A related but separate category of practices is concerned with bodily excretion and is in opposition to the category of the holy. In Christianity, too, the category of the holy or “spirit” is viewed as the antithesis of filth and elimination of the “body.”15

The study of bodily waste has become a new way of approaching Jewish-Christian interactions. It is an extension of “body studies,” which has been used as an approach to the role of women in history and is sometimes given the term “elimination studies” but is also important for better understanding Jewish-Christian encounters in medieval society and imagination.16

Alexandra Cuffel discusses many of these associations in her book Gendering Disgust and includes how Islam fits into the larger picture of what she aptly calls the “polemic of filth.” Jewish physical assertiveness assumed many forms. It is difficult to know how widespread these acts were, but the sources suggest that in their variety and distribution, we are not dealing with just a few isolated incidents.17

Here I would like to develop further the different Jewish and Christian associations of bodily excretions—a difference that tells us about how Jews asserted their own truth claims in relation to Christianity.18 Jews were concerned to separate their holy activities from bodily elimination. This is typical of rabbinic literature and exaggerated in medieval Europe as in Sefer Hasidim, where a Torah student should not think about Torah when in the latrine or talk in a latrine in Hebrew about holy matters, or even about other matters.19 Another exemplum supposes that a second story was added to a building where there had been a latrine. If any feces remain there, it is not proper for there to be a place of worship upstairs until it is covered over with dirt.20

[Or] if a man’s house has a window that faces the street in which people pass by on their way to the synagogue, neither those who sleep upstairs nor a Jew should pour urine out of the window into the street. People go to the synagogue very early in the morning, and those who walk there in the dark will not be able to take care not to become soiled by the urine on their way to the synagogue. And it is written, Guard your foot when you go to the house of God (Eccl. 4:17).21

In contrast, Jews view Christianity as bodily elimination. One reason is found in ancient Jewish sources that equate idolatry and Jesus with feces. In a rabbinic passage that considers how a pagan might be able to cancel the religious power of an idol, the Mishnah (early third century CE) proposes acts involving secretions and excretions that it assumes are the antithesis of the holy: spitting, urinating, throwing feces, and dirt: “How does (a pagan) cancel (the status of an idol as an object of worship?) … If he spat before (the idol), urinated before it, dragged it, threw feces at it, it is not cancelled.”22

In the Book of Numbers, an incident is described about Israelites who are enticed by the women of Moab to follow their pagan cult known as Ba‘al-Pe‘or (Num. 25:1–3). The Mishnah and Talmud, followed by Rashi, all interpret the name “pe‘or” from the Hebrew as meaning “to defecate,” and say that the god was worshipped by followers defecating in front of or on it.23

The text begins by indicating ways that a pagan can “neutralize” an idol and thereby make it usable for a Jew: “How does he neutralize it? If he cut off the tip of its ear, the tip of its nose, or the tip of its finger; or if he defaced it, although there was no reduction in the mass of the material, he has neutralized it.” The text continues with pagan acts that cannot neutralize an idol because they are forms of worshipping it: “When someone defecates in front of/on the idol known as Ba‘al-Pe‘or, he is liable to receive capital punishment, even though defecating is a degrading act, because that is the way it is worshiped.”24

This association between worship of the idol known as Ba‘al-Pe‘or and feces is also stated elsewhere in the Mishnah: “One who defecates before Ba‘al-Pe‘or is its (form of) worship.”25 In addition to this classical association of pagan religion with feces, the Talmud reports that Jesus of Nazareth is in hell in boiling excrement.26 These traditions reinforced the association of Christianity with both paganism and feces.

A second reason Jews developed an association of Jesus with bodily filth in acts of latrine blasphemy is as a social polemic against the Incarnation. Jewish authors express disbelief and horror that God could be inside the body of a woman. Earlier polemics going back to ancient times asked how could God be inside a filthy woman’s stomach that empties into a latrine. Christianity, not Judaism, has an internal contradiction: holy should be the opposite of feces and urine, but the Incarnation puts them together. To deny the Incarnation, Jews act out by putting Jesus (and Mary) into a latrine, which is like a woman’s body from which Christians say Jesus came.27 We see this association of Jesus and the latrine, for example, in a Latin polemical work by Odo of Cambrai (1050–1113) in which the Jew, Leo, raises doubts about the God-Man Jesus by pointing out the absurdity of Jesus being inside “his mother’s womb, surrounded by a vile fluid”—a figure that despiritualizes Jesus and Mary.28

Placing Christian sancta into latrines ritualizes Jewish contempt for Christianity as the opposite of the holy. At the same time, it affirms the truth and sanctity of Judaism. Associating Christianity with bodily fluids or waste was a prominent aspect of Jewish assertiveness in the Hebrew chronicles about 1096. In one situation, R. Eliezer b. Nathan says about the Jews of Worms that “in the end they regarded the object of the enemy’s veneration as no more than slime and dung (tit ve-zo’ah).29



Latrines

Jewish rules about praying either in synagogue or at home try to isolate prayer from either ritual impurity or bodily elimination—different categories, but both to be separated from the act of praying and the holy. The marital bed that might have semen on it or clothing that might be stained with semen, a source of ritual impurity, are to be kept separate from holy activities, but small children are also a problem because they might urinate on or soil the father holding the baby during prayer.

Christian authorities accuse Jews of desecration by using latrines as places to put Christian sancta. Latrines feature prominently in stories about ritual murders, starting with Thomas of Monmouth’s Vita of William, and this emphasis serves to contrast alleged Jewish behavior with the purity of the Eucharist. In his account of the ritual murder of William of Norwich, Thomas says that the Jews rejected putting the boy’s body in their latrine because that is where the Christian authorities would look first. Using latrines for nefarious purposes was assumed to be Jewish behavior as much as their killing a young Christlike boy.30

Most of our Latin sources were written by clerics, and as one would expect, they expressed horror at the blasphemous ways they thought Jews behaved. A leitmotif insists on seeing Christian sancta in latrines as among the most horrifying act Jews could think of doing to achieve this reaction. It is also prominently featured in the Chronica Maiora of Matthew Paris. He refers to the way Hugh of Lincoln was attacked in 1255. Although Matthew actually says that Hugh was found in a well, that detail was transformed in other versions in light of Jews disposing of Christian bodies in latrines, as in the case below, and it reappears in Chaucer’s The Prioress’s Tale too (see chapter 8).31 Matthew also describes another Jew getting away with latrine blasphemy:

There was a quite rich Jew, Abraham by name but not in faith, who lived and had property in Berkhamstead and Wallingford. He was friendly with Earl Richard for some improper reason or other. He had a beautiful and faithful wife called Floria. In order to dishonour Christ the more, this Jew bought a nicely carved and painted statue of the blessed Virgin, as usual nursing her son at her bosom. This image the Jew set up in his latrine and, what is thoroughly dishonourable and ignominious to mention, as it were in blasphemy of the blessed Virgin, he inflicted a filthy and unmentionable thing on it, daily and nightly, and ordered his wife to do the same. Noticing this after some days, by reason of her sex, she felt sorry and, going there secretly, washed the dirt from the face of the disgracefully defiled statue. When the Jew her husband found out the truth of this, he impiously and secretly suffocated his wife. However, these crimes were discovered and the Jew, clearly proved guilty, although there were other grounds for putting him to death, was thrust into the foulest dungeon in the Tower of London. In a bid to be freed, he promised most positively that he would prove all the Jews of England to be the basest traitors. [Text continues in the margin:] Thereupon he was accused by almost all the English Jews who tried to put him to death, but Earl Richard spoke up for him. So, the Jews, accusing him of clipping coins and other serious crimes, offered the earl a thousand marks to stop protecting him, which however the earl refused because the Jew was said to be his. This Jew Abraham then paid the king seven hundred marks so that, with the help of the earl, he could be freed from the life imprisonment to which he had been condemned.32

Other examples have been noted in the sources in recent studies. They seem to be everywhere.33



Spitting

Showing contempt by spitting has an ancient pedigree and is well documented in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament. It is ritualized in the Book of Deuteronomy, in connection with the commandment about the levirate marriage in which a brother must marry his widowed, childless sister-in-law. If the brother-in-law of the childless widow who wishes to marry him refuses (yibbum), his brother’s widow shall go up to him in the presence of the elders, pull the sandal off his foot, spit in his face, and make this declaration: Thus, shall be done to the man who will not build up his brother’s house! (Deut. 25:9).34 Elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, too, spitting in the face is a sign of humiliation, as in They do not withhold spittle from my face (Job 30:10).

In the New Testament, people spit on Jesus to insult him: They spat on him (Matt. 27:30), and spit upon him (Mark 10:34), then some began to spit at him (Mark 14:65), spat upon him (Mark 15:19), and spat (Luke 14:32). There is a contrasting curative use to saliva in the New Testament in the case when Jesus restores the sight of a blind man (Mark 8:23; cf. John 9:6), but this is not done by spitting on him.35

In the Mishnah, from early third-century Palestine, spitting is to be avoided in synagogues yet permitted at home, but there is an opinion of Rava (ca. 280–352 CE) in the Babylonian Talmud that one may spit in the synagogue as in one’s house.36 This issue continued to be discussed in medieval Germany, such as in Sefer Hasidim.37



Spitting on a Cross

The cross as the symbol of Christianity, like the Eucharist, can embody Jesus and was the target of Jewish gestures of abuse, like spitting or urinating, but it also could become attractive, as in the case of Yom Tov of England, who became attracted to it and committed suicide.38

In the 1096 Hebrew chronicles, we see spitting as a vehicle to express Jewish contempt for Christianity. So Isaac son of Elyakim was grabbed outside his house and taken to “their house of idolatry,” where “he spat at them and at the object of their idolatry (i.e., a cross) and he reviled and ridiculed them” before they killed him.39 In episodes connected with the Second Crusade, R. Ephraim of Bonn mentions the instance of a Jew named Qalonimos of Bacharach who “openly spat on the image of the crucified one and they slew him on the spot.”40 The sister of Simon ben Isaac of Würzburg was taken to a church to be baptized (literally to their “place of idolatry” so as to “profane” her), but “she sanctified the Name and spat upon the abomination (cross).”41



Urinating (or Trampling) on a Cross

There are other incidents that involve Jews and the cross, including individuals urinating on a cross to show contempt for Christianity. In Oxford in 1222, English chronicler Matthew Paris describes a deacon who became so involved with a Jewish woman that he converted to Judaism and showed contempt for his former religion by urinating on a cross.42 Related is a case that also took place in Oxford, on Ascension Day in 1268, during the reign of Henry III. It is preserved in eighteenth-century historian D’Blossier Tovey’s Anglo-Judaica, which describes a cross being paraded in town: “A certain Jew of the most consummate impudence violently snatched it from the bearer, and trod it under his feet, in token of his contempt for Christ.”43 The king became involved and forced the local Jewish community to make restitution.44

In mid-thirteenth-century France, R. Joseph Official refers to an incident he claimed took place between his father, R. Nathan, and a Christian count:

Once my lord and father, Rabbi Nathan, may he rest in Paradise, was riding alongside the Count of Sens. The count got off his horse opposite a bush in order to urinate. My lord and father saw him, and he too got off his horse opposite an abomination (to‘eivah) and urinated on it. The Count saw it and objected. (The Count) said to him, “It is not proper to do that and make the cross smell bad.” My father replied, “To the contrary, it was a foolish thing for you to do (Genesis 31:28). (And this is why:) You urinated on a bush, on which the Holy One, Blessed be He, radiated His Presence only for salvation [i.e., the burning bush, Exodus 3:1–3]. (However,) this (abomination) [i.e., the cross], on which you (Christians) say that (the god) you fear, was defeated, stank, and rotted, it is right that you should expose yourself and eliminate all over it!”45

Was it safe to do this? Also writing in Hebrew for the benefit of a Jewish audience, Judah the Pious tells a story in Sefer Hasidim that a Jew had to be cautious when acting out views about Christianity because blasphemous gestures could be dangerous.46

A (Jew) wanted to relieve himself (on or near a Christian image). His companion said to him, “They might kill you (if you do it there).” He said, “It is for the sanctification of the Name (of God)!” The other one replied, “You will have no reward but will be sinning if you jeopardize your life. Moreover, don’t jeopardize your children and the other (Jewish) residents of the town. That which is written, I should be sanctified in the midst of the children of Israel (Lev. 22:32) refers to when gentiles are oppressing one (by threatening), ‘If he doesn’t do such and such, they will kill him.’ It is also written, It is for Your sake that we are killed all day long (Ps. 44:23). But if one causes himself to be killed, about him it is written, But for your own life-blood I will require a reckoning (Gen. 9:5), and it is (also) written, Preserve well your life (Deut. 4:9).”47

The author counters proof texts justifying martyrdom with one admonishing against suicide. Of interest in this exemplum is not whether this kind of situation actually occurred but rather that the author thought it could happen and warned his readers to be careful and not risk sinning. Also inhibiting some pietist Jews was the ancient precedent of the scatological worship of idols, the case of Ba‘al-Pe‘or mentioned earlier: “Nor should one think, ‘Because they used to expose themselves (to idols in antiquity), I will insult idolatry (now) by urinating or defecating on it.’ ”48 There was no point in a Jew insulting a Christian “idol” by reenacting a pagan rite. But as in much of Sefer Hasidim, the standards the pietists held up for themselves did not jibe with what other Jews did.

Another sign of Jewish antagonism to the cross is seen in an exegetical passage embedded in a polemical handbook from late medieval Germany, the Nizzahon Vetus. It involves insulting a cross by sitting on it.


The apostates say: If “there is a basis (lit., mother) to tradition,” then one should consider the fact that in the verse, Then Israel bowed at the head of the bed (Gen. 47:31), the Hebrew word for bed (mittah) is written without a yod and can therefore be read matteh, which means “staff”? Consequently, it is probable that it was customary to place a cross at the head of dying men, and it was to the cross that Jacob bowed.



One may answer them according to their own foolishness and say that Jacob was distraught as a result of his illness, and he therefore bowed to the cross. But when he came to his senses, he changed his mind and regretted what he has done, as it is written, And he sat up on the bed (or staff) (Gen. 48:2). Thus, Jacob put it under his anus.49

The association here of elimination and a Christian symbol is consistent with the other examples of latrine blasphemy, which were all designed to express contempt for Christianity.



Farting

As suggested by the passage from Sefer Hasidim, Jews were considering the option of insulting Christian symbols by associating them with bodily elimination of some kind. An example, not previously understood, involves farting as an expression of contempt. This form of acting out is shared by many cultures that seek to show agency without risk of punishment. Thus James C. Scott refers to an Ethiopian proverb, “When the great lord passes, the wise peasant bows deeply and silently farts.”50

Scholars have been aware of how this physical act can be used in social polemics.51 There is concern to avoid farting in sacred spaces as in the synagogue or generally as in Sefer Hasidim:

And even though it says, The remnant of Israel shall do no wrong and speak no falsehood (Zeph. 3:13), one may say, I made a mistake … like the story about a woman whom the heads of the community approached about halitzah [release from the levirate marriage]. She farted. One of the men said, “What of it? I did it because I needed to relieve myself and I was embarrassed to go out.” (He lied) so that the woman would not be embarrassed.52

One should also cover holy objects if one cannot avoid doing it in close proximity to them.53

In the Hebrew First Crusade chronicles, translators have missed two additional examples that show Jews asserting themselves by farting in moments of religious confrontation. The passages refer to Jews in Xanten and Trier. In the first,

Natronai, son of Isaac, a wholehearted man, was also there. His acquaintances the priests had come to him throughout the entire previous day attempting to persuade him to defile himself in their evil waters, for he was a handsome man, pleasant to the sight. He threw a (branch) [melody] in their faces (ve-zaraq zemorah be-fihem) and said: “God forbid that I should deny God-on-High; I will trust in Him until my soul expires.” He slaughtered his brother and then himself, in witness to the Oneness of the One Holy Name.”54

In Trier,

they then led Asher, son of Joseph, the Gabbai, outside to kill him so as to instill fear and terror in the rest so that they would acknowledge their error. Asher called out: “Who amongst you of the entire nation of the Lord—may his God be with him—will come forward: one who desires to receive and welcome the Divine Presence—and in that world which lavishes an abundance of goodness in the space of a few moments?” A youth named Meir, the son of Samuel, spoke up and said: “Wait, I desire to accompany you to the World-that-is-All-Light, and with you I will bear witness to the Oneness of the One, Venerable, and Awesome Name—wholeheartedly and willingly.” When they emerged from the door of the Palais, the crucified one was brought before them so that they would bow to him. They cast a (branch) [melody] at the abomination (ve-hittilu zemorah ‘al ha-to‘eivah), and the two pious men were slain in sanctification of the Name.55

Elliott Horowitz proposed that the word zemorah, which Shlomo Eidelberg translated as “branch,” was based on the verse, They reached the wadi Eshcol, and there they cut down a branch (zemorah) with a single cluster of grapes (Num. 13:23). If so, the enigmatic phrase “threw a zemorah” might be a euphemism for the Jewish martyrs in Xanten and Trier exposing themselves and either urinating or showing a readiness to do so. Although Horowitz mentions a note by Eidelberg, “The reference is to an act of distain toward the offered baptismal rites,” he neglected to quote another part of it, “After Ezekiel 8:17.” The medieval interpretation of that verse holds the key to the phrase as referring to an entirely different gesture.56 Although it is possible to imagine that the two Jewish men would take the time needed to undress to expose a circumcised penis in front of the cross, the expression means something else.

The NJPS Tanakh renders the verse in Ezekiel as, “And thrust the branch to their nostrils” (ve-hinam sholehim et ha-zemorah el apam) (Ezek. 8:17).57 The verb in the verse, sholehim, is replaced in the chronicle by shalah or the verb hittilu, but the meaning is “thrust.” Rashi on Ezekiel 8:17 leaves nothing to the imagination:

Behold they send to their nose the foul odor of this “song” (zemorah = zemirah), which they “sing” (mezammerim) with the wind emerging from their anus; i.e., this disgrace of theirs will come back to their faces.

The Hebrew zemorah can refer to a “branch,” or “rod” as in Num. 13:23, but here it is a musical sound (zemirah) as in Ezekiel 8:17. The meaning is that the two men turned their back on the cross and farted, and not so silently, thereby assuring their immediate death.58



Jewish Awareness of the Eucharist and Mocking It

The letter of Pope Innocent III accusing Jews of making their Christian wet nurses pour their milk into the latrine after taking communion on Easter, to be discussed shortly, raises the question of how Jews viewed the Eucharist, the increasingly central rite of Christian worship. Besides formal polemics that shed light on Jewish denial of any religious meaning or truth of the doctrine of transubstantiation’s belief in the real presence of Christ in the bread and wine, we get glimpses of how Jews looked at it or how Christians imagined Jews did, both in social polemics and in stories about certain gestures in everyday living.

An early Christian example is the passage in Benedictine Guibert of Nogent’s Autobiographie, where he describes a black Mass in which a Jew mocks the sacrifice by offering semen instead of bread and wine.59 Shortly thereafter, the Cistercian monk Caesarius of Heisterbach writes in the early thirteenth century about a Jew whose daughter became romantically involved with a local cleric, confronts the local bishop with other Jews in the church on Good Friday, and stands there struck dumb, mouth agape, as the clerics take communion. The bishop assumes that the Jews are mocking the Eucharist; their open mouths seem to the bishop to be denigrating the act of Christians receiving the wafer at the holiest moment in the year.60

These Christian clerical perspectives see Jews as blaspheming or mocking the Eucharist. A learned Jewish view is found in the gloss to the Talmud that deals with “foreign worship” (‘avodah zarah). In his comment on the Mishnaic law that prohibits Jews from doing business with idolators for three days before their holiday, R. Jacob b. Meir (Rabbeinu Tam, d. 1171) restricts the meaning of the text to prohibit only selling to Christians “objects used in the sacrifice” (midei de-tiqrovet)—that is, items used in the Mass. Here we see some awareness on the part of Rabbeinu Tam of what was involved in the Christian liturgy. The ruling means that R. Jacob considered the Eucharist to involve a form of idolatry and must be taken seriously. As Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit point out, Rabbeinu Tam’s interpretation permitted Jews to do business with Christians because it restricted the prohibition only to selling Christians what they needed for the eucharistic sacrifice.61

Jewish moneylenders regularly received valuable ecclesiastical objects such as liturgical books and chalices as collateral against loans, or as forfeited property for the nonpayment of loans. When royal biographer Rigord wrote that Jews blasphemed the church by abusing holy vessels in their care as pawns, it is not clear if there was some actual Jewish behavior behind the Christian accusation, or whether it was unsubstantiated rumor or fantasy. We do have reason to believe that Jews were familiar with Christian religious objects because religious leaders took pains to warn Jews about them.

In an unusual case from Bristol, England, in 1265, several Jews were excommunicated by ecclesiastical authorities because they “were guilty of iniquitous insults, blasphemies, and injuries and of an assault upon a chaplain … who had administered the holy Eucharist to a sick person in the Jewry.”62

How medieval Jews looked at the Eucharist may also be inferred from Pope Innocent III’s letter, mentioned earlier, that claims that Jews insult the Eucharist by indirectly putting it into their latrines. The case involves Jews hiring Christian wet nurses for their infants. The church continued to insist, without much success, that Jews should not hire Christian servants, including wet nurses.63 See, for example, the council in Rouen (1074), Third Lateran Council (1179), and councils in Montpellier (1195), Paris, (1213), and Tarragona (1239). It was insulting enough for Jewish families to employ young Christian women as servants and wet nurses for their newborns, a practice associated more with aristocratic Christian households than with even middle-class Christian families.64 This social fact aligns Jewish families that did so with aristocratic Christian domestic behavior and itself would be offensive to a reform pope. Popes railed repeatedly against this common practice. Jews were concerned that if their infants were farmed out to Christian wet nurses, they would be in danger of being killed, or if older, converted. Church authorities were equally concerned that young Christian women working for Jews in their homes would be attracted to Judaism.65

We hear complaints that Jews were not only hiring Christian servants including wet nurses but doing something worse too. One of the best-known illustrations of latrine blasphemy is found in Etsi Judeos, a letter Pope Innocent III wrote to the archbishop of Sens and bishop of Paris on July 15, 1205.66 In it he noted that he had also written to the king of France, duke of Burgundy, and countess of Champagne to “forbid (their Jews) to have any nurses or other kinds of Christian servants in the future” on penalty of Christians not being able to have any commercial relations with their Jews.67

But Innocent also accused Jews of something we know about only from this letter, although it is one of several allegations that involve Jews blaspheming Christian sancta by connecting them with latrines. The text has been translated differently in the scholarly literature. Until recently, Solomon Grayzel’s translation has been adopted. According to Grayzel, Innocent claimed the following:

Thus, whenever it happens that on the day of the Lord’s Resurrection [Easter] the Christian women who are nurses for the Jews, take in the body and blood of Jesus Christ, the Jews make these women pour their milk into the latrine for three days before they again give suck to the children.68

Here, in Grayzel’s translation, the pope claims that Jewish parents prevent the Christian wet nurse from nursing their child “for three days” (per triduum), during which they make the wet nurse express their milk into the latrine. Only after doing this for three days are they permitted to nurse the infant again.

The pope seems to think that Jews knew about the power of the Eucharist, and they wanted to insult it so much that they were ready to starve their infants for three days. The Jews thought that the host might harm their child and were ready to act cruelly toward their own child to prevent contact.69

The polemical gesture attributed to the Jews, then, is twofold: they wanted to insult the Eucharist and keep it from possibly contaminating or harming their children. Whatever the understanding of the relationship between ingestion and lactation was, this interpretation means that the Jewish family wished to identify the milk as the product of the ingested host and thus associate the body of Christ with elimination into a latrine in the form of the expressed milk.70

Jeremy Cohen has offered a better interpretation of Innocent’s letter.71 He understands Innocent to be describing Jews making the Christian wet nurses express some of their milk into a latrine during the three days after they took communion, but on each of those three days after they expressed some of it into the latrine, they then did nurse the Jewish child. They were not made to wait until three days had passed to nurse the Jewish infant “again,” as Grayzel translates it.

Here is the Latin as Grayzel published it: “Faciunt enim Christianas filiorum suorum nutrices, cum in die Ressurectionis Dominice illas recipere corpus et sanguinem Jesu Christi contingit, per triduum; antequam eos lactent, lac effundere in latrinam.” Read simply, as Cohen does, the last nine words of the Latin say that “during three days, before they nurse the baby, they pour milk into the latrine.” This seems to say that on each of three days (triduum), after the wet nurses have ingested the host, they pour out some milk into the latrine and then nurse the baby. This is the simple meaning of the Latin, although the words are not as clearly phrased as they could be, and Grayzel’s semicolon after “triduum” should be a comma, connecting, not separating, what comes afterward. According to Cohen’s interpretation, Innocent did not think that Jews withheld the milk from their children for three whole days, “nor would it attribute to the Jewish parents the presumption that the host in their nurses’ bodies had become the flesh and blood of the crucified Jesus” and could contaminate their babies, and thus was not fit for their child to ingest.72 Innocent’s focus is only on the Jews insulting Christ in the host along with the outrage of Jews hiring Christian servants and wet nurses in their homes, violating right order.

Did this Jewish ritual exist? We do not know. It is possible given the widespread discussion of latrine blasphemy in the sources. There is no indication that this practice was investigated and disproven, such as the blood libel to be discussed in chapter 6. The ritualization of three days is widespread in different cultures, among them the Hebrew Bible, such as the purification for three days before the theophany at Mt. Sinai (Ex. 19) or Esther’s fasting for three days (Esther 4:16), in the New Testament in the three days after the crucifixion and Jesus’s rising, and Paul’s fasting for three days (Acts 9:9). Three days is a common motif in folklore as well, and in some cases, it had legal consequences, as in the time Jews had to consider whether to convert. In the Hebrew story about Amnon of Mainz, he waits three days before refusing to convert, reinforced by Christian law that gave potential voluntary converts three days to decide.73

In contrast to the situation in Innocent III’s 1205 letter, earlier in medieval Germany the Hebrew chronicle associated with Solomon bar Samson claims that

when they had fulfilled their intention to fast three days, day and night—boy and girl, babe and suckling, along with old men—their tongues clung to their palates from thirst. Babes did not suckle at their mother’s breasts before they were slaughtered. It was on the third day that they readied themselves and make haste to perform the command of their Creator and to demonstrate their love for Him even unto death!74

This extreme situation alone justified mothers depriving their infants of food and makes the situation assumed in 1205 to be just as Cohen has suggested. Note that “per triduum” echoes the Catholic period of three days from Maunday Thursday through the Saturday before Easter, a period known as “triduum paschis.” The Jewish rite of blaspheming the church, then, involved the same number of days as the holy three days of the church.

Cohen supports his interpretation that Innocent is possibly describing a Jewish rite involving the Christian wet nurses partially pouring out their milk into a latrine by referring to Caesarius of Heisterbach’s exemplum where a Jewish mother is pictured trying to undo her daughter’s baptism by passing her over the opening of a latrine three times.75 This alleged rite, Cohen argues, suggests that Jews used gestures of three to insult the church in latrines. That is a definite possibility.

We also have evidence from Bernard Gui in his Inquisitor’s Manual that Jews tried to undo the baptism of conversos or New Christians by rubbing with sand the parts of the body that had been touched by holy liquid.76 The case of baptism, a rite that affects the surface of parts of the body, might be neutralized by acts that are done to the external body. In contrast, the Eucharist that is ingested could be negated only by eliminating it from the body—here by the wet nurse expressing the milk into the latrine, a ritualized enactment of the Talmudic tradition that Jesus is in hell in boiling excrement.

What, then, did Jews think about the Eucharist? Miri Rubin’s claim that Jews thought the host was a joke is too dismissive.77 Jews understood that Christians thought it was Jesus, and treated it accordingly in order to insult and show their contempt for it, but this did not mean that they would keep it from their children.

Moreover, having the Christian wet nurse continue to feed the Jewish infant each of the three days becomes a Jewish adaptation of the Christian motif of Mary as nursing mother (Maria Lactans), a well-known representation of Mary as nurturing at the breast.78 Here, however, the Jewish mother and father not only insult the Eucharist but then also turn the Christian wet nurse into a mater lactans by having her nurture their Jewish child with her milk, thereby reversing correct hierarchy, supporting the growth of a Jewish child with the milk of a Christian woman who has received the host.

The intention of Jews desecrating the Eucharist indirectly by making their baby’s wet nurses spill some of their milk into a latrine after they take communion is one of several indications that Jews were aware of the importance Christians ascribed to the Eucharist. The attributed Jewish practice of Jews making Christian wet nurses spill out some of their milk could have been viewed correctly as an antieucharistic parody.79 But Jews then having their wet nurses feed their babies the same three days might be viewed as a Jewish countereucharistic rite and reinforce a Jewish interpretation of Jewish-Christian hierarchy according to which the elder (the church) will serve the younger (the Jews). The latrine ceremony first neutralized the positive value that the church associated with the Eucharist. It despiritualized it by associating it with human bodily waste. Then by the Christian wet nurse feeding the baby, it made “the church” physically nurture “the synagogue.” It is this reversal of correct hierarchy that bothered the pope in the first place when his letter refers to Jews inappropriately hiring Christian servants.80



Re-riting the Eucharist: A Jewish Countereucharistic or Conversion Rite?

Rites of latrine blasphemy were one of the ways that Jews may have insulted Christians who were now seeking communion with members of the faithful and the exclusion of others. Jews in northern Europe also developed what might be thought of as another countereucharistic rite, which involved a Jewish boy being initiated into his Hebrew letters by an elaborate set of ritual acts that included eating cakes and hard-boiled eggs on which verses from the Hebrew Bible were written.81

This ceremony appears in the Rhineland and northern France in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, when different rabbinic authors describe it and anchor its elements in biblical verses—a sign that it was not ancient or early medieval.82 It appeared at the same time that eucharistic piety was growing in Christian Europe, and disappeared until recent times in the late thirteenth century, perhaps because it was too similar to the Christian rite and might have made Jews concerned that it might be misinterpreted as blasphemy.

The main parts of the rite include the following. At age five or six—perhaps even as young as three—a Jewish boy living in medieval Germany or northern France might begin his formal schooling by participating in a special ritual initiation ceremony. In Germany, early on the morning of the spring festival of Shavuot (Pentecost), someone wraps him in a coat or prayer shawl (tallit) and carries him from his house to the teacher, who is either in the synagogue or at the teacher’s house.83 The boy is seated on the teacher’s lap, and he shows him a tablet on which the Hebrew alphabet has been written. The teacher reads the letters first forward, then backward, and finally in symmetrically paired combinations, and encourages the boy to repeat each sequence aloud. The teacher smears honey over the letters on the tablet and tells the child to lick it off.

Cakes on which biblical verses have been written are then brought in. They must be baked by virgins from flour, honey, oil, and milk. Next come shelled hard-boiled eggs on which more verses have been inscribed. The teacher reads the words written on the cakes and eggs, and the boy imitates what he hears and then eats them both.

Although there are obvious differences between the Jewish initiation ceremony and the Eucharist, they both have in common the problem of what happens in the body to the ingested symbolic foods: the wafer of the Eucharist, and the inscribed cakes and eggs in the Jewish rite. Ecclesiastical and some Jewish writers discussed the excretion of the consecrated host or alphabet Torah cake, respectively, and the former proposed that the Eucharist is spiritualized and absorbed into the body of the faithful, and not excreted like ordinary food. In the case of the Jewish rite of passage, Judah the Pious commented that it is not proper to excrete Hebrew letters.84 Already the rabbinic midrash on the Book of Numbers, Sifrei Bemidbar, contains a tradition that biblical manna, divinely provided food, was not excreted.85

The development of the Jewish boy’s Torah initiation ceremony may also be seen, as Simha Goldin and Julie Goldstein have proposed, as a way of asserting and reinforcing Jewish identity among young Jewish boys at a time when Jewish boys especially were vulnerable to conversion to Christianity. The assertive pro-Jewish aspect of the innovative rite complements the interpretation of it as a counterritual to the Eucharist in the sense that both are affirmations of a faith community that believes it to be God’s people, and the eating of the “divine food” ritualizes and literally incorporates that assertion.86

Were there limits to Jewish assertiveness? What about alleged rites that Christian authorities investigated and determined that Jews never did? How did the widespread assumption get “invented” that Jews reenacted the Passion in the present as a further expression of their behavior as inner enemies? Although the ritual murder accusation is sometimes pointed to as the beginning of the “deterioration” of European Jewish life, it should also be viewed as a time when Jews competed with Christians for making saints that embodied the truth of their own religion in contrast to that of the other.87 Jews knew about Christian saints, and claimed that real Jews could be saints, and even compared them to Jesus.







CHAPTER SIX
Eucharistic Fantasies
SAINTS, IMAGINED KILLERS, AND JEWISH SAINTS



ALTHOUGH JEWS ACTED out against Christianity in different ways, Christians began to accuse Jews of doing certain hostile acts toward Christians that Jews never actually did and in which even their accusers assigned them only a supporting role at first in rituals of Christian saint making. From the mid-twelfth century on, the imagined Jew understood since the First Crusade not only as Paul’s subordinated other but also as the inner enemy began to assume new forms that Christians thought posed imminent danger to them in ways that reflect how Christians imagined themselves.1 The first allegation was that Jews ritually reenact the Passion of Christ by crucifying a Christian boy at Easter time. It originated among Benedictine monks in England, where the focus was less on the Jews than on the body of a dead young Christian boy who was now understood to be a local martyred saint.2

Benedictine houses witnessed a revival of martyred Christian saints in mid-twelfth-century England. Christian saint martyrs were known and remembered from the time of the Roman persecutions in the third and early fourth centuries, but apart from the martyrs of Córdoba, in Muslim Iberia, there had been few universally remembered Christian martyrs since then.3 Exceptions were the cults of Santiago (St. James) de Compostela and St. Thomas Becket, murdered on December 29, 1170.4

Benedictine writers helped spread the new idea of ritual murder even when they denied that a particular incident ever occurred or a story about one did not correspond to an actual event. The repetition of the narrative, even when it was disproven, helped create the mindset that it existed or could exist. When the conditions were right, the story could be invoked to explain the discovery of a male Christian youth’s body. The death, like that of many children in the Middle Ages and today, was likely the result of physical trauma caused either by an accident or a relative’s or neighbor’s abuse, but now a new explanation was available that could produce a local martyr saint. Sometimes a story lacked one or more elements, such as the right time of year (Easter), or there might not even be a body, but even these cases could be made to fit the narrative that had a reality more believable that any facts that might emerge. In some situations, political rulers exploited the idea of a ritual murder, regardless of the evidence, and this could bring about devastating consequences for a Jewish community.

The emergence of the ritual murder accusation in mid-twelfth-century England has remained a puzzle. Many scholars have tried to explain its origins—so many in fact that it becomes clear that there is not enough evidence to support any one explanation. The problem is why at a specific point in time did it occur to Benedictine monks in England and other clerics in northern France, or to Crusaders setting out from Germany in the mid-twelfth century, that if a boy’s mutilated body was found around Easter week or even some other time of the year, it was because Jewish men had purposefully reenacted the Passion of Jesus on a young Christian boy? Moreover, the dead body was described as performing miracles and possibly smelling sweet, both signs of sainthood. The boy, then, was understood to be a martyred saint, but to be a martyred saint, a Christian had to be killed by an infidel. In twelfth-century England, there was only one available infidel: the Jew.

Although the accusations of a ritual murder sometimes led to anti-Jewish violence on the Continent, the cases in England did not result in attacks on local Jews until 1255, with Hugh of Lincoln, over a century after they first appeared.5 An indicator of the presence or absence of violence is who was memorialized. In the early ritual murder cases, the Christian child martyr saints were remembered, not the local Jews who were not attacked and so did not become Jewish martyrs. No Hebrew chronicle or liturgical poem remembers the fate of the Jews in Norwich who were accused of crucifying St. William in 1144, nor those of the second case, St. Harold of Gloucester in 1168 or 1167, nor those of the third, St. Robert of Bury St. Edmonds in 1181.6 All three accusations were made in Benedictine houses, the first and the third in East Anglia, and the second farther to the southwest. Each now had a saint of its own. From the Jewish point of view, nothing had happened. This silence contrasts starkly with the liturgical poems and Hebrew chronicles that Jews wrote after the 1096 Rhineland massacres and acts of active Jewish martyrdom that accompanied them.

The absence of anti-Jewish violence in the early English cases suggests that the social context in England was not antagonism toward Jews but rather the rivalry among Benedictine houses to create a local child martyr saint.7 How did this new idea occur to so many people at the same time?

Before the idea of a ritual murder occurred to anyone, children were found dead for a variety of reasons. Child mortality was high, estimated at anywhere from between 30 to 50 percent.8 This meant that the death of children was commonplace enough, often due to parental neglect. We find examples in saints’ lives when the power of the saint is said to have revived them.9 In Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend, one of the most popular collections of saints’ lives circulating in medieval Europe, we read that St. Elizabeth of Hungary (1207–31) revived children who were found dead:


A schoolboy called Burchard, from the diocese of Mainz, was fishing, but carelessly fell into the river and drowned. He was pulled out after quite a while, but the body was rigid, without feeling or motion, and showed no signs of life, so he was judged to be dead by the men who had found him. Then the merits of St. Elizabeth were invoked, and, wonderful to behold, the boy was restored to life and health.

A boy three and a half years old, whose name was Hugolin, of the diocese of Mainz, died on the road and his body lay rigid and lifeless. His mother carried him a distance of four Teutonic miles, imploring St. Elizabeth with all devotion, and the boy returned to life and health.

A four-year-old boy fell into a well, and a man who came to draw water noticed the body submerged and lying at the bottom. He got the boy out with some difficulty and determined that he was dead. The indications of death were the length of time the boy had been in the water, the rigidity of the body, the horrible staring eyes and gaping mouth, the blackened skin, the swollen body, and the utter absence of movement and feeling. The man therefore pronounced a vow to St. Elizabeth, invoking her help for the deceased, and the boy recovered the life he had had.



There was also a girl who fell into a river, and when she was pulled out, she was quickly restored to life by St. Elizabeth’s merits.10

Unlike the deaths of children of both sexes, the saints in ritual murder accusations were usually boys.11 In his lengthy Latin account, the Benedictine monk Thomas of Monmouth imagines that a group of local Jews lured a young Christian named William, twelve at the time, into a private place, where they reenacted aspects of the biblical Passion accounts and caused him suffering and death. His body was reportedly the source of miracles. As a result of publicity surrounding this ritual killing of a Christian boy, the local clerics established a memorialization of his death as a shrine, and marked the anniversary of the death with prayers for the soul and petitions for divine mercy for living sinners.12

Thomas of Monmouth himself knew that the new idea was not the only way to explain the body of a dead boy. In an invented speech, a prominent Jew tells his fellow Jews not to hide William’s bruised body in the latrine of their rented houses. A new tenant might discover it one day and blame the Jews. Instead, they should hide it somewhere else so as not to incriminate themselves:

I say the body should be carried away and be left exposed in a place far away from us, where—if perchance it is found—the Christians may think of it, so to speak, as a murder. And when news of the murder becomes common knowledge there is no doubt that the officers of the king’s justice, to make their profit, may lend covetous ears to the false rumour. At that time when the blame has been attached to Christians, it will render us secure forever.13

When Thomas was writing book 1 of his Life of St. William in 1150, he was aware of two ways to account for the discovery of the injured body of a young boy: either the usual explanation that a Christian killed him, so that the king’s officials would step in, or the new idea that Jews committed a ritual murder.

How did children dying because Christian parents abandoned or killed them, or because they accidently drowned in rivers, become the obvious occasion for a child martyr made at the hands of the only available infidel, one or more local Jews? And why did this explanation become obvious as well as spread across time and space? Why did some of these alleged incidents become politicized, as in Blois with Thibaut, count of Blois, in 1171, in France with the young King Philip Augustus in 1182, and in England with Henry III in 1255?

Moreover, while the first documented accusation based on the discovery of a body in Norwich took place around Easter, even the second incident, Harold of Gloucester, was not originally identical to Norwich regarding the date. Based on the rumor, the facts about Gloucester were doctored so that an accidental death in the Severn River in 1167 became a ritual murder in 1168 when the dates fit Easter week.14 This suggests that the idea of a ritual murder existed independent of local facts from the beginning. Gloucester, in turn, made the idea of ritual murder into a pattern, not a onetime event, and it continued to circulate among Benedictines so that it was possible three years later to condemn an entire Jewish community to death in Blois without the existence of a body (see below). The idea was real; the facts were irrelevant and made to fit the idea.15

Thomas did not invent the ritual murder accusation, and it did not spread to the Continent via familiarity with Thomas’s written account in 1150 about the death of William of Norwich, which he said took place in 1144.16 But he did fit the death of William, probably a case of domestic violence, into the new religious paradigm of ritual murder that was becoming a common assumption around the same time in England and on the Continent, especially in Benedictine circles. He thus “documented” a case of the phenomenon for the first time. As Joe Hillaby has noted, “Transmission must have taken place within that small group of Benedictine monks with special interest in such matters. It was then seized on by powerful lay figures who realized that allegations of child martyrdom could be a useful tool in promoting their political and economic objectives.”17

Ritual murder, then, was not so much an event as it was a shared mentality or assumption which spread by rumor, was then made visible or real in selective events starting with William’s case. Nor did it become the default explanation for all suspicious deaths of young boys afterward. Yet it did become an explanation when useful to either Benedictine monks or Crusaders in need of a saint, or to political figures who had a local problem that a ritual murder could solve.


Würzburg and Blois

The ritual murder charge first surfaced in Norwich, England, unaccompanied by anti-Jewish violence. On the Continent, although key elements of the Norwich case were lacking, an allegation that Jews had harmed a Christian could lead to violence.

Take Würzburg. It takes place in the context of the growing religious enthusiasm for the Second Crusade. The incident occurred in February 1147, not during Holy Week, and no allegation was made that the Jews ritually crucified the victim. There was a gruesome murder involving dismemberment, not a ritual murder. How are we to make sense of the way this incident has been understood? What does it tell us about the beginnings of the ritual murder accusation and how it has been interpreted?

Two narrative sources describe the Würzburg murder. One is in R. Ephraim of Bonn’s Sefer Zekhirah (Book of Remembrance), and we also have a Latin source from an anonymous local chronicler, Annales Herbipolenses.18 The sources do not agree about some of the details of the violent attack and counterattack in February 1147, but certain matters stand out.

R. Ephraim of Bonn’s Hebrew account attributes the following to Christians there:

On the 22nd day of the month of Adar the evil doers attacked the community of Würzburg. The enemy made false accusations in order to justify their attack upon them. They declared, “We have found a Gentile in the river whom you slew and threw there. He is thus achieving sainthood and is working miracles.”19

An important emphasis in Ephraim’s account is that the violence was instigated by “the errant ones [i.e., Crusaders] and the poorer segment of the population.”20 This is different from the English cases, where local Benedictine monks take the lead in claiming a local martyred saint at the hands of the local Jews. The emphasis on the Crusaders is also clearly stated in the Annales, which says “citizens and crusaders” blame the Jews. The whole story starts when “crusaders streamed into the city” in February 1147.

Ephraim’s account is less detailed and graphic as to what the alleged crime was, and seems to have been received second- or thirdhand compared to the Annales. Ephraim states only, “They declared, ‘We have found a Gentile in the river whom you slew and threw there.’ ”

Compare that to the Annales:

The body of a man was found, cut up into many pieces. Two large pieces were discovered in the Main river, one among the mills toward the suburb called Bleicha and another toward the town of Thunegersheim. The remaining pieces were found in a ditch opposite the tower that is generally called Katzinwichus. When all the scattered pieces of the body were gathered together, it was taken to an inn within the town and there was buried in the forecourt of a church.

The details in the Annales about dismemberment are credible and make sense of the report later on in Ephraim’s account of the condition of the Jewish victims: “On the following day, the bishop ordered that all the slaughtered saints be collected on wagons—all the choice severed limbs: hips and shoulders, thumbs of hands and feet, sanctified with holy oil, together with everything else that remained of their bodies and limbs—and buried in his garden.” The dismemberment of Jewish bodies, which Ephraim did not mention earlier, seems to have been in retaliation for the dismembered Christian body whose death the Crusaders and “citizens” attributed to the local Jews.

The importance of the body parts is also related to the second claim that Ephraim says is on the minds of the Christian accusers. “Thus, the crusaders began to honor the man as if a martyr, carrying around relics of the body, and demanded that he—whom they called Theodore—should be canonized.” According to Ephraim, the Christians claimed, “He is thus achieving sainthood and is working miracles.” Ephraim explains the saint making of the victim as the result of the prior assumption that it was Jews who killed him and threw his body in the river. There is no mention in either the Hebrew or Latin source, however, that the Jews tried to crucify the Christian.

In Würzburg, the Crusaders are the ones interested in saint making, not the local bishop, who later resisted any move to harm the local Jews. Compared to Ephraim’s laconic report about the body—“He is thus achieving sainthood and is working miracles”—the Annales is more detailed: “Signs were said to occur at the grave of the body. The dumb were said to speak, the blind to see, the lame to walk, and other signs of this kind.”

Ephraim’s reference to sainthood and miracles is one of several indications of Jewish awareness of the way Christians understood saints, and his comment also places the death and accusation of the Jews in Würzburg into the framework of Christian saint making that we find in England. But in Würzburg, there is no linkage to Easter. Nor is there any indication of the gender or age of the victim, and no mention of a ritual crucifixion. Even without all of those details, it is understood that the Jews who allegedly murdered a Christian produced a martyr saint who can make miracles, and this understanding is characteristic of the early cases in England too.

And so in different but related ways, the Würzburg and Norwich cases are part of the general rumor that Jews are responsible for killing innocent Christians who are considered martyr saints. One major difference is that in Würzburg, Crusaders passing through town, not local Benedictine monks, led to anti-Jewish violence; in Norwich, the initiative came from the local Benedictines and there was no anti-Jewish violence. It seems that the idea of a ritual murder is so bound up with saint making from the beginning that one does not need evidence of attempted crucifixion or timing around Easter to define a case, only the claim that Jews killed a Christian who could work miracles and be considered a martyr saint.

Würzburg, then, was less a ritual murder accusation than an extension of anti-Jewish violence perpetrated in the wake of a new propaganda campaign to promote the Second Crusade. We see the ideology of the Second Crusade toward the Jews in the Würzburg incident in 1147, perpetrated by Crusaders passing through the town and actively opposed to the local clerics, who not only could not defend their Jews but were almost in fear for their own lives as well. And yet it has one feature in common with the early ritual murder accusations: it involves saint making, thereby reinforcing that context in England as an important factor in imagining the ritual murder accusation in the first place.

Würzburg began to receive special attention as a ritual murder when Israel Yuval claimed in a speculative Hebrew article, later published as part of an English monograph, that Würzburg was not only a ritual murder but also the first, and may have influenced Thomas of Monmouth and the English cases. Yuval has since backed away from this extreme position of Würzburg’s priority, but in his revised English version continued to maintain that it was “considered” a ritual murder: “Three facts support the assumption that the murder in Würzburg was considered a ritual one: the episode took place about a week after Purim, that is, during a period marked by high religious emotion; the corpse of the slain person worked miracles; and many Jews were killed, suggesting a collective accusation.”21

But there is no evidence that any medieval Jews or Christians “considered” what happened in Würzburg to be a ritual murder rather than a grisly one that produced a Christian saint. Neither the Latin nor the Hebrew sources refer to a ritual murder accusation. The timing is not Easter week; the death of many Jews is unlike the English ritual murder cases, when Jews were not killed. The claim about sainthood could have linked Würzburg to the first ritual murder. The ritual murder in Norwich is associated with Easter, not “a week after Purim.” Jews were not killed in the ritual murder accusations in England until 1255. It did become a special kind of murder by its association with saint making, but did anyone consider it a ritual murder? As E. M. Rose notes, before 1171 there were only two cases, not counting Würzburg—Norwich (1144/1150) and Gloucester (1168)—and the ritual murder accusation was not yet widely disseminated.22

By 1171, the new idea of a ritual murder was so flexible and porous that it could even be invoked in Blois without the body of a martyr saint. The case emerged in a complex political and social context. Count Thibaut V of Blois and Chartres, married to Alix, daughter of Louis VII, king of France, and his first wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine, at first was opposed to the accusation and looked for a Jewish bribe to make it go away. But a priest appeared from outside the town who insisted on testing the witness by ordeal and prevailed in proving that the event happened, despite the absence of a body. In Würzburg, it was the outsider Crusaders en route to the East who made the accusation stick despite the local clergy who opposed it. In both cases, unlike the English ritual murder accusations, Jews were put to death.

The incident and a Jewish interpretation of what transpired is recorded by R. Ephraim of Bonn:


In the year 4931 [1171], evil appeared in France, too, and great destruction in the city of Blois, in which at that time there lived about forty Jews. It happened on that evil day, Thursday, toward evening, that the terror came upon us.

A Jew, Isaac bar Eleazar, rode up to water his horse; a common soldier—may he be blotted out of the book of life—was also there watering the horse of his master. The Jew bore on his chest an untanned hide, but one of the corners had become loose and was sticking out of his coat. When, in the gloom, the soldier’s horse saw the white side of the hide, it was frightened and sprang back, and it could not be brought to water.



The Christian servant hastened back to his master and said “Hear, my lord, what a certain Jew did. As I rode behind him toward the river in order to give your horses a drink, I saw him throw a little Christian child, whom the Jews have killed, into the water. When I saw this, I was horrified and hastened back quickly for fear he might kill me too. Even the horse under me was so frightened by the splash of the water when he threw the child in that it would not drink.” The soldier knew that his master would rejoice at the fall of the Jews, because he hated a certain Jewess influential in the city. He as much as put the following words into his master’s mouth: “Now I can wreak my vengeance on that person, on that woman Pulcelina.”23

In Blois, there was no body, but only a witness who reported that he saw something fall into the river. Moreover, the alleged crime did not take place around Easter. It was when a priest arrived and arranged for an ordeal by water that it was “determined” that local Jews had ritually killed a Christian. Because there was no body, there were no miracles, and saint making was not a factor in Blois. It was an alleged murder accusation. Although Count Thibaut was hoping for a bribe to make the accusation go away, the clergy won, and he ordered that thirty-one or so Jews be burned. They and not a Christian boy were memorialized as Jewish martyrs. The animal hide did not become a saint.

But is Blois a ritual murder accusation? The Hebrew accounts say that the executions by burning took place on May 24, 1171. Apparently, the alleged murder took place a few days earlier, not in the Easter/Passover season at all, and no Hebrew or Latin source refers to Easter or Passover in relation to Blois.24

What we see in the Blois account is that the idea of sainthood was attached to Jewish as well as Christian martyr saints. R. Ephraim of Bonn ascribes attributes of sainthood to the Jewish martyrs that were usually associated with Christian saints, thereby showing that he was aware of the idea of Christian saints: “Nevertheless, they were not burnt, neither they nor those thirty-one persons. Only their souls were released by the fire; their bodies remained intact. When the Christians saw it, they were amazed and said to one another: ‘Truly these are saints.’ ”25

R. Ephraim also shows that he is aware of how Christians understood what constituted a saint when he adds a bit further on in the narrative about the Jewish martyrs that “God smelled the sweet savor.” A pleasing aroma is a feature of Christian saints.26 Further awareness of Jews about Christian saints and relics is seen even in Jewish legal writings that permit oaths sworn to saints since they are not deemed to be divine.27

Given the political status of the temporal ruler in Blois and that his wife was the daughter of the king of France, it is not surprising that the matter was brought to the king, Louis VII, the father-in-law of Count Thibaut of Blois. In a Hebrew letter written after the Blois incident, the author expresses skepticism about the accusation in question, but from his answer it is clear that saint making was the context of at least one other accusation that Jews were involved in a Christian’s death. Here, too, there is no mention of a ritual murder accusation but possibly only reference to an alleged murder:

“For people have leveled the same accusation against the Jews of Pontoise and Janville, but, when the charges were brought before me they were found false.” Then the king told the Jews of the Pontoise incident and [Richard] who was beatified in Paris and indicated that it was completely unfounded—likewise in the present instance. “Therefore, be assured all you Jews in my land, that I harbor no such suspicions. Even if a body be discovered in the city or in the countryside, I shall say nothing to the Jews in that regard. Therefore, be not frightened over that issue.”28

From the king’s perspective, there was no legal basis for what his son-in-law had done in Blois. In Blois, there was no body and not even proof of a murder, and it did not take place around the time of Easter or Passover.29

Yet the Benedictine clerical perspective was very different, and some scholars have ignored the relevant sources and adopted the tendentious interpretation of Robert de Torigni (Robert de Monte [d. 1186], Benedictine abbot of Mont Saint-Michel), who made Blois into a ritual murder like Norwich and Gloucester. He also made Gloucester and Pontoise into ritual murders but did not mention Würzburg. In his Chronicle, he writes,

Theobald Count of Chartres, burnt many Jews who resided at Blois, because, in order to mark their contempt to the Christians, they had crucified a child at Easter, and afterwards had put him in a sack and thrown him into the Loire. When the body was discovered, they were found guilty of the crime; whereupon (as we have stated) the count gave them up to the flames, excepting such of them as embraced the Christian faith. During the reign of king Stephen, they did the same thing at Norwich, in England, to St. William; he was buried in the cathedral church there, and many miracles are performed at his tomb. The like thing occurred at Gloucester, in the time of king Henry the second. And again; these wicked Jews perpetrated the same crime at a castle in France, called Pontisare, [Pontoise] upon St. Richard; he was conveyed to Paris, and buried in the church there, where he shines by his many [115] miracles. (These martyred persons are reported to be most liberal with their miracles about Easter-tide, if they have the opportunity) [sic]. [Corrected last sentence: And frequently, as was said, they (i.e., Jews) do this at Easter time, if they get the opportunity (Et frequenter, ut dicitur, faciunt hoc in tempore Paschali, si opportunitatem invenerint)].30

Robert’s account imposes on Blois, Gloucester, and Pontoise the Norwich template of the ritual murder accusation, and even reiterates the time of the year when such ritual murders are likely to occur. This shows how the actual date of real events was irrelevant. Even the absence of a body did not matter, and so in this case, saint making was not at issue. According to de Torigni, all four cases were ritual murders that occurred at Easter time; furthermore, he alleged that Jews ritually crucified a Christian youth. Despite the absence of any factual basis, Robert asserts that Blois is to be assimilated into “a ritual murder” just like those of William of Norwich and Harold of Gloucester.31

These sources suggest the existence of the idea of a ritual murder that was widely shared in clerical, Crusader, and royal circles, even when they differed as to what happened in any particular case. It was the idea of ritual murder that came into being in the mid-twelfth century, and since it now existed, different parties for different reasons would adjust the facts to fit the idea or deny its existence altogether. It was diffused in stories, as Anthony Bale correctly emphasized.32

The disparity between the facts of these cases and their association with William of Norwich shows that the construct of a ritual murder was around in Benedictine circles at least as a default in some situations for explaining how a dead young Christian boy died or when a ruler needed to think there had been such a crime, as in Blois.

Although we saw that Louis VII denied that Jews were responsible for any alleged killing of Christians, the idea persisted, and his teenage son, Philip Augustus, born in 1165 (r. 1179–1223), did not follow his father on this matter.33 In 1182, court chronicler Rigord (d. 1209) reports that Philip was persuaded that Jews not only abused ecclesiastical objects that they held as pawns but also perpetrated ritual murder and were dangerous enough to merit expelling Jews from the tiny royal domain. He repeats the allegation written by de Torigni about Jews committing a ritual murder in Pontoise on St. Richard. This clearly demonstrates how de Torigni spread the rumor that he thought had political consequences in royal France in 1182:

Philip Augustus had often heard that the Jews who dwelt in Paris were wont every year on Easter day, or during the sacred week of our Lord’s Passion, to go secretly into underground vaults and kill a Christian as a sort of sacrifice in contempt of the Christian religion. For a long time, they had persisted in this wickedness, inspired by the devil, and in Philip’s father’s time, many of them had been seized and burned with fire. St. Richard [of Pontoise], whose body rests in the Church of the Holy Innocents-in-the-Field in Paris, was thus put to death and crucified by the Jews, and through martyrdom went in blessedness to God. Wherefore many miracles have been wrought by the hand of God through the prayers and intercessions of St. Richard, to the glory of God, as we have heard.”34

Advancing de Torigni’s Benedictine point of view, Rigord claims that the king expelled at least some of his Jews in 1182 in part based on his belief that Jews had ritually murdered a Christian who was considered to be a martyr saint.35

The examples of Blois and royal France show that a count or king might use the ritual murder idea to advance a political agenda and promote himself as a pious Christian ruler as well. The politicization of the ritual murder accusation emerges in England only in 1255 with the execution in London of nineteen Jews and the arrest of dozens more after an investigation of Jewish coin clipping, along with an additional charge of the ritual murder of St. Hugh of Lincoln under Henry III.36

Matthew Paris reports this case in his Cronica Majora as follows:

In this same year [1255], about the time of the festival of the apostles Peter and Paul [June 29], the Jews of Lincoln stole a boy of eight years of age whose name was Hugh; and, having shut him up in a room quite out of the way, where they fed him on milk and other childish nourishment, they sent to almost all the cities of England where the Jews lived, and summoned some of their sect from each city to be present at a sacrifice to take place at Lincoln; for they had, as they stated, a boy hidden for the purpose of being crucified.37

The case of little Hugh was not only another example of judicial violence, like Blois or the expulsion of the Jews from France, but would also be immortalized in Chaucer’s The Prioress’s Tale, where a ritual murder, compared to that of Hugh, was transformed into a Mary story with an anti-Jewish point of view (see chapter 8).

Narratives about ritual murders continued to resurface thanks in part to de Torigni’s chronicle. We see the accusation being reinvented again in the early drama that produced the story of Adam of Bristol in the mid-thirteenth century.38

And we also see circulating as a story without any correspondence to an alleged incident the remarkable Cronicon of Richard of Devizes.39 Matthew Paris turned an accusation about a kidnapping and forced circumcision in Norwich in 1234 into a ritual murder story.40 There were others as well.41

The power of the accusation derives not from facts on the ground but from the narrative idea itself that somehow formed in the minds of Benedictine clerics and spread beyond to Crusader groups en route to the Second Crusade, as in Würzburg, or was seized on by interested political parties such as Philip Augustus. Unlike his father, Louis VII, who doubted the allegations about Blois, Philip insisted on the reality of the case of Richard of Pontoise, regardless of whether knowledge of the cult was even partially responsible for Philip’s expelling the Jews from his royal lands in 1182.42

Although each ritual murder accusation has or claims a local context, the idea was not deduced from a series of cases. Rather, it preceded the cases, and the cases, even if they lacked one or more key elements, were made to fit the idea.43 This porousness shows that the binary assumption in David Nirenberg’s Communities of Violence, which he himself rethought in Anti-Judaism, requires further revision. History consists not only of individual incidents that have a separate and unique history but also of imagined patterns that can define the meaning and shape of specific events.44 In some sense, the event does not exist apart from the idea of a ritual murder that precedes it. Without that idea, there would only be dead bodies, not saints or ritual murder accusations. And the existence of narratives without a body (Blois) or even a real local accusation (Bristol and Winchester) reveals how relatively dependent the “facts” are in situations, even where there was a body and local incident that provoked an accusation.



Blood Libel and Ritual Cannibalism

Not only could the ritual murder charge appropriate cases of murder or imagined murder and be of use to temporal rulers for their own ends, but the very idea of the “body of Christ” could change, and with it, new ritual accusations emerge based on its different meanings.45

Accompanying the idea of transubstantiation and its ritualization in the eucharistic devotion, the body of Christ now came to mean the real presence of Christ. The blood and body ingested in the rite generated an imagined countereucharist of Jews ingesting the blood or heart of a Christian victim.46 Dramatic accusations followed in the form of ritual cannibalism or the blood libel in Fulda, Germany, in 1235, which five children of a Christian butcher.47 After an investigation, it was shown to be a false accusation. Fulda took place in December but was later connected to Passover and Easter along with allegations that the blood was needed for the holiday.48 Other cases occurred in Valréas, France, in 1247 and with Werner of Oberwesel in 1287.49 The most notorious case was little Simon of Trent in 1475.50 It has been the subject of serious scholarship as well as scandalous revisionism, which has since been repudiated.51

The appearance of the new accusation is attested in its denial in Jewish and Christian sources at the highest level of society. In Nizzahon Vetus, for example, the author argues in defense that “the heretics anger us by charging that we murder the children and consume the blood.”52 Its denial was also incorporated into a saint story about Judah the Pious (d. 1217), about whom hagiographic stories were written in Hebrew and later Yiddish. In a story about an apostate and Judah the Pious, the apostate seeks to return to Judaism, but Judah refuses on the grounds that he is too wicked. When a miracle occurred and a stick began to sprout, Judah sent for him to find out what caused the miracle. The confessing apostate told him that he prevented an anti-Jewish massacre that was about to erupt because of a blood libel accusation:


He replied that he did not do (any repentance) or speak favorably about Jews, and (I) [he] was often wicked toward them, apart from one time when he was in a large town and there also were there a large gathering of Jews [lit., people of truth and God fearers]. And they (pl.) libeled them, falsely accusing them about a certain gentile (sheqez) who was killed and tossed into the Jews’ street and the whole town formed a mob against them to oppress and kill them and they said: “One of their own did it”! “Let the apostate who came from them testify about them that they need blood, then they will not be able to say anything evil about us elsewhere. And our desire will be carried out by them.”



They sent for the apostate and asked him if they need blood. He replied to them, “By my oath on and cursed faith in the impure [insult language for Jesus] they do not need blood.” He told them how the Jews rinse (medihim) their meat and salt it (to extract) the blood. “The evil decree was annulled because of me.” Judah the Pious said to him, “If so, I am guarantor that you will be in Paradise if you repent sincerely.”53

We hear similar denials that Jews are capable of ingesting Christian blood from an imperial decree from Frederick II in 1236 where he reports,

When a serious crime was imputed to the Jews of Fulda concerning the death of certain boys of the town, because of that terrible incident (!) the harsh opinion of the neighboring populace, spawned by recent misfortune, was projected against the rest of the Jews of Germany, although covert attacks were not yet in evidence.

After an investigation took place and “when their findings were published on this matter it was clear that it was not indicated in the Old or New Testament that Jews lust for the drinking of human blood. Rather precisely the opposite.”54

In addition, two papal letters from the thirteenth century show that a more specific accusation was going around that the popes each denied. Whereas Innocent III writes a letter in 1205 in which he says that a Jew is capable of killing a Christian, the blood libel was different.55

On July 5, 1247, Innocent IV wrote that Jews are being persecuted because people believe that on the Passover holiday, “Jews share the heart of a murdered child.”56 In 1272, Gregory IX writes,

Since it happens occasionally that some Christians lose their Christian children, the Jews are accused by their enemies of secretly carrying off and killing these same Christian children and of making sacrifices of the heart and blood of these very children.… And most falsely do these Christians claim that the Jews have secretly and furtively carried away these children and killed them, and that the Jews offer sacrifice from the heart and the blood of these children, since their law in this matter precisely and expressly forbids Jews to sacrifice, eat or drink the blood, or to eat the flesh of animals having claws.57

Despite all of these investigations, the blood libel did not go away. It continued and proliferated into modern times and became a widely believed motive for antisemitic violence, especially in eastern Europe in early modern times and beyond.58



Host Desecration and Well Poisoning

A further development of the idea of the body of Christ focused on the host, which was understood in the thirteenth century as containing the real presence of the body of Christ. Beginning with Paris in 1290, we hear stories about the host desecration libel, according to which Jews were accused of acquiring consecrated hosts, often from a Christian woman, and testing or attacking them by stabbing and other procedures to cast doubt on the reality of Christian claims about the host. These stories circulated widely, and in 1298 (Rintfleisch) and again in the 1330s (Armleder) led to major outbreaks of anti-Jewish violence in the German Empire.59

Stories circulated about miracles involving bleeding hosts that accompanied the accusation to prove the truth of Christian beliefs and frequently ended with Jews converting.60 In the case of the consecrated host that Jews treated like a baked wafer that they knew Christians thought was God, there is some reason to think Jews might have been involved in trying to test the host. The force of most of the stories is the miracle that the host bleeds, after which the Jew converts.

The most ambitious expansion of the idea that Jews threaten the body of Christ is the well-poisoning accusation that became important in the fourteenth century, first in association with lepers in 1321 and then with the Black Death in 1348–50, as Tzafrir Barzilay has discussed in great detail. The idea is a further expansion of the Jew as inner enemy, now understood as attacking the body of Christ in the form of all Christendom (see chapter 8).61

Of all these allegations, the host desecration is the only one that did not involve harming a human being. It is not surprising, then, that despite the traditional denial on the part of Jewish historians that none of these alleged events ever happened, there is some revisionist evidence that in the case of host desecration as well as insulting the cross, Jews may have acted out to insult the consecrated host if they could get one.62



Christian and Jewish Historical Contexts

The many different attempts to explain the ritual murder accusation demonstrate that we do not know what “caused” it. But what also needs explaining is why it was widely accepted and reiterated as soon as the first case appeared in Norwich. Historical factors making the idea plausible need to be sought, such as widely shared beliefs held in mid-twelfth-century Europe, not only in East Anglia, where the first case appeared. Taken together, these factors need to be reasonably likely to have suggested and legitimated the new idea by the time that it is first reported in the middle of the twelfth century.

If some cases are strictly a murder reinterpreted as a ritual one, as in Würzburg, or a political fantasy, as for Count Thibaut of Blois in 1171, Philip Augustus of France in 1182, and Henry III in England in 1255, the spread of the belief was accelerated by Benedictines like de Torigni, who made Blois into a ritual murder like Norwich and the other English ones even though they were not.63 Historians need to go back and ask not only what happened in each case but also how it happened that people assumed as a default explanation at certain points in time that a damaged Christian body (or a rumor about a body that never was produced, as in Blois) was a martyr, not a victim of domestic violence. Why was this believable? Why was it assumed only some of the time?

Unlike the motivations attributed to the Christian attackers in 1096, who sought to avenge the ancient Passion of Christ on the nearby Jews before avenging the enemy Ishmaelites in the East, the ritual murder accusation builds implicitly on the eucharistic sacrifice as the reenactment in the present not only of the Last Supper, but of the Passion, especially at Easter time. Miri Rubin notes that from the twelfth century on, there is a rise in the importance of the Eucharist as contributing to the consolidation of Christian identity: “The quintessence of this claim now lay in the most powerful ritual of mediation, the eucharist, emerging as it was as a re-enactment, not merely memorial, of the central act of sacrifice which had been foretold in the Last Supper, and suffered in the Passion.”64 And David Berger considered this trend an important factor in the emergence of the new idea of the ritual murder: “The belief that the body of Jesus was regularly sacrificed in Christian ritual greatly increased Christian receptivity to the assertion that Jews sacrificed his surrogates in their own perverted fashion. Where the belief in the ‘real presence’ waned, the blood libel found considerably less fertile soil.”65

Eucharistic piety and the ritual murder accusation are both understood as reenacting the Passion now, but a live Christian boy is substituted for the host and wine.66 In the Eucharist, it is the priest, not the Jews, who offers up the sacrifice. This follows from understanding the Eucharist first as a reenactment of the Last Supper, and the priest as repeating the role of Jesus. But the further association of the Eucharist as reenacting the Passion presents the incongruity of a priest, not the Jews, as the killer of Christ. In the ritual murder idea, Jews reenact the Passion in the present by killing an innocent Christian boy. It restores the Jews to the reenactment of the Passion that the Eucharist dramatizes too. In creating a close Christian bond, it adds specificity to the imagined Jew as inner enemy, begun with the First Crusade, to include Jews ritually crucifying a Christlike saint martyr boy.67

Another factor was the growth of the cult of the Virgin Mary along with the more human depiction of the child Jesus and his mother. It is part of the transformation of the image of God the Father, frequently found in Romanesque church entrances, into the Christ Child, increasingly popular in the twelfth century, and the growing cult of the Virgin Mary as Mother of God and protector of children. Some of the stories about the Virgin portrayed her as saving Christian children from a cruel Jewish father, and this combination contributed to the idea that Jewish men were cruel toward Christian children. Also involved is the perception of the Christ Child in the eucharistic sacrifice.68

The spread of eucharistic piety and cult of the Virgin contributed to the widespread interest among Benedictines in new saints and their cults—the context for the earliest cases in England, such as Norwich, Gloucester, and Bury, and an early possible case on the Continent in Würzburg.69 Saint making helps explain some of the early occasions when the rumor was invoked. The popularity of the Eucharist as well as the new emphasis on Mary and the baby Jesus contributed to the mindset of a ritual murder reenacting the Passion.

Yet another factor, closer to the specific timing of its appearance in the middle of the twelfth century and present in all parts of Christian Europe, is the religious enthusiasm stirred up for a Second Crusade. In 1144, Pope Eugenius III asked Bernard of Clairvaux to preach a Second Crusade, and on March 31, 1146, Bernard preached a Crusade sermon in the Burgundian Abby of Vézelay, where King Louis VII and Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine accepted the call.

Although the religious zeal that Urban II unleashed in 1095 led only indirectly to the anti-Jewish riots in the Rhineland, it did not produce the ritual murder accusation in the late eleventh century.70 The Crusaders’ main argument for attacking local Jews in 1096 was to avenge the Passion by seeking vengeance on the Jews, the nearby enemy, before going off to fight the enemy in the East. The focus was on the past behavior of the Jews.

But in the days leading up to the Second Crusade, the Jews at home were understood as posing a more immediate threat than the far-off Muslims because of what they were doing now. We see this new emphasis on the Jewish threat in the present in the letter we considered earlier that Peter the Venerable sent to Louis VII, king of France, in 1146, and the abbot of Cluny:

What good is it to pursue and persecute the enemies of the Christian faith in far and distant lands if the Jews, vile blasphemers and far worse than the Saracens not far away from us but right in our midst, blaspheme, abuse, and trample on Christ and the Christian sacraments so freely and insolently and with impunity?71

Eucharistic devotion, the cult of Mary and the Child, the Jews as nearby present danger just before the Second Crusade, and a renewed interest in local martyred saints combined to encourage Benedictine monks in northern Europe to imagine that Jews reenacted the Passion around Easter time in the form of the ritual murder of Christian boys.72 Although there is no evidence that the idea originated at a single point and diffused from there, it must have been “obvious” to at least some people at about the same time in England and on the Continent, and spread from their circles. The idea appears quickly in France and Germany but is not appealed to in Iberia until the fifteenth century and written about there only in the sixteenth, when Jews are no longer in the Kingdom of Castile and Aragon.73



Explanations That Are Inspired by Jewish Practices?

Related to the possibility that Jews acted out and insulted the host or cross is the question of whether any actual Jewish practices might have led Christians to invent these different alleged attacks on the body of Christ. In minor ways, some incidents might have been triggered by Jewish religious celebrations that brought together large numbers of Jews. For example, in the case of Gloucester, our Latin source refers to Jews gathered for a circumcision feast as the time when little Harold was ritually crucified. The accusation against Hugh of Lincoln took place when Jews were gathered to celebrate a wedding.74

Other scholars have proposed some more regular Jewish practices, such as the annual celebration of the carnivalesque early spring holiday of Purim, in which Jews read the Book of Esther in synagogue.75 Purim is a ritualized way to act out Jewish victory over hostile forces. It is possible to imagine the joyous Hebrew month of Adar beginning just as Ash Wednesday falls and the potentially explosive situation of Jews celebrating Purim noisily during Lent. Already the Theodosian Code (438) legislated against Jews behaving on Purim in ways that were thought to be anti-Christian.76 A report in the fifth-century chronicle of Socrates describes an incident on Purim in which Jews ritually hanged a figure of Haman/Jesus. In medieval times, celebration of Purim in various gestures could rightly or wrongly be confused with Jewish acts of hostility toward Jesus.77

Cecil Roth tried to connect Jewish ritual acting out on Purim, including burning in effigy Haman figures understood sometimes as Jesus, as contributing to the new idea of ritual murder.78 Salo Baron claimed, perhaps defensively, that this practice was not known in the Christian West.79 This approach seems to derive from a desire to account for a Christian libel by attributing it in part at least to Christian misunderstanding of Jewish behavior. It cannot believe that Christians could have invented something so preposterous out of whole cloth.

But in fact, the whole force of the imagined Jew shows precisely the opposite tendency. The imagined Jew is the antagonistic opposite of Christian beliefs and rituals. Christians can imagine Jews doing things they never did precisely because Christians need an imagined Jewish other in order to see themselves as the divinely elected Christian Israel.

The assumption that something Jews actually did influenced Christians to think that Jews could commit a ritual murder was taken to new lengths by Israel Yuval in his controversial article, which continues to be cited approvingly despite the fact that all the Latin or Hebrew sources contradict it, and the fact that several scholars have shown it has no merit.80 This is the admittedly conjectural explanation that connects the Jewish ritual homicide of Jewish children and suicides in the riots of 1096 in the Rhineland to the allegation that Jews killed Christian children in England (and Norwich, etc.). The idea is logical and assumes that those Christians who knew about the 1096 Jewish acts reasoned that if Jews were cruel enough to kill their own children, they certainly were cruel enough to kill Christian children. The motif of the cruel Jewish father is sometimes supported by references to the Mary story of the Jewish boy. The cruel Jewish father throws the Jewish son into the oven after the boy comes back from taking communion as a convert. Mary saves the boy, and the father is thrown into the oven instead.81

But as we saw in chapter 3, the Christian chroniclers blame the Crusaders for killing or forcibly baptizing Jews in 1096. When they mention Jewish parents killing their children or themselves, they blame the Crusaders for driving them to extreme behavior. Thus the Christian chronicles implicitly agree with the Jewish chroniclers that the martyrs are destined to share in the eternal reward of “the saints—Rabbi Akiba and his companions, pillars of the universe, who were killed in witness to His Name.”82 Despite the fact that there is no doubt that Jewish fathers and mothers killed their own children before hundreds committed suicide in 1096, the Latin sources that mention those acts were not known to those Christians who proposed or transmitted the ritual murder accusation. Thomas of Monmouth never heard of 1096, as Willis Johnson noted.83 Thomas wrote, “It does not seem likely that Christians would have done such a thing to a Christian nor, up to a point, Jews to a Jew.”84 Thomas was right. There was no connection between Jewish martyrdom in 1096 and the invention of the ritual murder accusation. None.



Christian Guilt, Crusaders as Jews, and Jews as Jesus

Although the acts of Jewish martyrdom in 1096 involving Jews ritually killing Jewish children and themselves played no part fifty years later in the Christian imagining of the ritual murder accusation, can the same be said about the consequences of what the Christian mobs and Crusaders had done to the Jews in 1096, and were doing again in 1146? Hebrew and Latin sources hint that guilt over Christian criminal behavior toward Jews should not be ruled out as generating Christian fears about possible acts of Jewish revenge that Christian monks could have imagined included ritual murder.

Christian temporal authorities, papal and other ecclesiastical legislation and precedents all were supposed to make Jews secure, if degraded, in Christian society. And yet in 1096, Crusaders and mobs attacked and either killed innocent Jewish civilians or forced them to be baptized, against all church law and temporal privileges. Unlike the statement of Pope Alexander II in 1063, Urban II’s address to the crowds at Claremont did not distinguish between the far-off Muslim enemies and nearby Jews, who should be protected because they are subservient.

In 1146, once again we learn about Christians being incited to violence against Jews before going off to fight the distant enemies of Christ in the East. In his remarkable Hebrew chronicle about twelfth-century events, Sefer Zekirah, R. Ephraim of Bonn describes how a renegade monk named Radulph took it on himself to preach a Second Crusade to Christians “to avenge the crucified one upon his enemies who stand before you; then go to war against the Ishmaelites.”85 In late summer 1146, Ephraim tells us that Radulph was in Cologne, and in October 1146, Bernard left Flanders for Germany to discipline him.

According to Ephraim, God stopped the persecution of the Jews when “in His great mercy and grace, He sent a decent priest, one honored and respected by all the clergy in France, named Abbé Bernard of Clairvaux, to deal with this evil person.” Bernard is quoted as reprimanding Radulph that Christians are not to kill Jews, and quotes Psalm 59 [58]:12, Augustine’s proof text, Slay them not, lest my people forget. And yet that is exactly what Christians had done in 1096, even though the pope never mentioned the Jews then as inner enemies. In 1146, it was worse because a cleric had preached it and directly incited riots.

Ephraim then quotes Bernard: “It is good that you go against the I5shmaelites, but whosoever touches a Jew to take his life, is like one who harms Jesus himself. My disciple Radulph, who has spoken about annihilating the Jews, has spoken in error.”86 In this remarkable attributed speech, Bernard considers Christians killing Jews to be a reversal of the Passion account. The Christian mob that Radulph has incited is compared to the biblical Jews who were responsible for killing Christ. Now the innocent Jewish victims are like Jesus. This reversal of the Passion points to Christian clerical guilt for Christians killing Jews in the mid-twelfth century.

At nearly the same time that Bernard was blaming Christian killers of Jews for criminal behavior, Thomas of Monmouth was writing the first book of his description of the ritual murder of William of Norwich. In it he has a theory as to why Jews could commit such an act on an innocent Christian boy: Jewish revenge for their suffering at Christian hands. He claims that a “former Jew who is now a monk named Theobold” told about Jewish writings that claim Jews cannot return to their homeland without shedding human blood. “For this reason, each year a Christian must be sacrificed and so they take revenge for the injuries of Him, whose death is the reason for their exclusion from their fatherland and their exile as slaves in foreign lands.”87

Thomas thinks a Jewish ritual murder of a Christ figure is revenge for Jewish suffering in general—suffering that is deserved because the Jews killed Christ. Unlike Bernard, Thomas is not blaming Christians for their treatment of the Jews. But both make a similar assumption about Jews: Christians persecute them. Did this awareness contribute to some Benedictine clerics thinking that Jews were capable of avenging their suffering, justified or not, by reenacting the Passion on an innocent Christian boy?



Rabbi Jacob as a Crucified Jesus Who Lived

Thomas’s story about the ritual murder accusation dovetails with Ephraim’s speech attributed to Bernard in another way. Both assume that Jews killing a Christian boy or Christians killing Jews now are reenactments of the Passion. In Thomas’s case, the ritual murder reenacts the Passion where the Jews kill Christ, but in Bernard’s case, the Passion is reversed and guilty Christians kill innocent Christlike Jews. The same Ephraim who tells us about Bernard’s speech also reports a story about another reversed reenactment of the Passion of Christ, this time involving a great rabbinic scholar. The figure of Rabbeinu Jacob, as he was usually called in Jewish sources, is an illustrious one. We have some depictions of him engaged in conversation with the Count of Troyes on biblical interpretations as he was active in the county of Champagne.88 We see him through his work and students from northern France, Germany, and elsewhere. We see him as well bested in hagiographic stories about German Jewish pietist Samuel, the father of Judah the Pious, who travels to see Jacob or wants something of his. And we hear about him physically attacked in a story that some think historical, but that resonates as a memory of the transformation of a rabbi into a Jewish Christ figure.89

Here is Ephraim:

On the second festival day of Shavuot [Pentecost], French crusaders gathered at Rameru[pt], and they came to the house of our Master Rabbi Jacob, may he live, and took all that was in his house. They ripped up a Torah scroll before his face and took him out to a field. There they argued with him about his religion and started to assault him viciously. They inflicted five wounds on his head, saying: “You are the leader of the Jews. So we shall take vengeance upon you for the crucified one and wound you the way you inflicted the five wounds on our god.”90

Christians with crosses marked on their clothes—that is, contemporary “Crusaders”—attack Jacob, drag him from his house into the field, and impose five stigmata on him. They are about to kill him when a Christian knight intervenes and saves him with the hope that he will convert to Christianity. In this scene of a near-Passion account, a disguised Akedah, or near sacrifice of Isaac (Gen. 22), Jacob takes on the role of Jesus and the Crusaders reenact the role of the ancient biblical “Jews” (according to John).

The Jewish story portrays Crusaders as the wild hunter Esau, in the field, in contrast to studious R. Jacob b. Meir, as the ancient rabbis imagined the biblical Jacob.91 The ritual murder accusation reverses the associations, as in earlier church writers such as Augustine of Hippo (d. 430), who identifies Jews as violent Esau and Christians as the innocent (tam) Jacob.92

Ephraim proceeds to contrast Christianity to the Torah, which the Christians understand to be embodied in the physical Torah scroll as well as the body of the rabbi. The ripping of the Torah scrolls, as well as killing Jews, is also described repeatedly in the Hebrew narratives about 1096. The scroll is a material and symbolic attack on Judaism that is understood here incorrectly as based on the Bible, not the Talmud. As in 1096, by portraying attacks on the Torah scroll and the Jews who revere it, the Jewish narrators accurately describe Christians who mistakenly equate the two. The Jewish narrators for their part transform the objects of Christian violence into innocent victims who die or are destroyed for the truth. Where are the volumes of the Talmud that Rabbeinu Tam glossed as the great Talmud glossator? The Christians did not know yet about the Talmud. The Jewish reader appreciates the irony because Jacob is the great Talmudist and survives.

Moreover, as in the case of the English allegations of ritual murder, where a cult was established with a saint’s day to mark the event of the slain boy’s death or spiritual birthday, so with the report on Jacob we see an attempt to mark the occasion with an annual fast day that was not enacted but is mentioned in Ephraim’s account.93

The near crucifixion of R. Jacob b. Meir, Rabbeinu Tam (“Our Rabbi Innocent”) (1100–1171), Rashi’s grandson and master Tosafist or Talmud glossator, is also about making a saint, a Jewish saint, by Christian infidels attempting to ritually crucify him. It suggests divine protection of the great rabbi too, as in the saving of Isaac, and a Jewish triumph over the whole Christian salvific idea of the crucifixion.94

Ephraim’s account of an attack on Jacob reflects an awareness not only of the Passion accounts in the New Testament but its reenactment now as well, as is assumed in the Eucharist and ritual murder accusation that arises in the mid-twelfth century and thereafter. As in Bernard’s speech, the attempted ritual murder of Jacob is a reversed Passion account: the Jew plays the role of the innocent Christlike figure, and the violent Crusaders play the role of the biblical Jewish killers of Christ.

By telling a story about the present, in which Christians attack a living Jew who substitutes for Jesus, Ephraim assumes the possibility of a reenactment in the present of the Passion. We find just such an assumption underlying contemporary Christian allegations like Thomas’s that Jews tried to crucify an innocent Christian boy.

The appearance of these two stories at about the same time in the mid-twelfth century, one in Hebrew and one in Latin, suggests that the idea of the reenactment of the Passion of Christ was commonly held then, at least in some monastic and rabbinic circles, at a time when we know Benedictines and others were interested in identifying new innocent Christian martyr saints. The two stories show that the question of reenacting the Passion and the Jews’ role as perpetrators or innocent victims was both shared and contested. Mid-twelfth-century saint making, not echoes of 1096, contextualizes the ritual murder accusations in the middle of the twelfth century, at least in England.

The fact that Jacob was not killed can be viewed as a polemical Jewish version: Jews saw the relationship between God and the Jews as superior to the Passion account. Here Jacob Tam as Jesus = Isaac is saved; God used a knight instead of a ram to intercede and redeem him. Moreover, the failed attempted ritual murder of Jacob argues that the living Jewish saint as Torah scholar is more important than the model of the crucified Christ. Jacob lives to continue to teach his students.

The idea of making martyr saints like Jesus is thus shared in these remarkable Jewish and Christian narratives from the mid-twelfth century, the very time that the ritual murder as reenactment of the Passion of Christ was read into William of Norwich’s death as well as others in Benedictine houses in England, and de Torigni’s chronicle spread the association to the Continent to include Blois as well as Richard of Pontoise.

In addition to the stories about Bernard and Tam in Ephraim’s Sefer Zekhirah that portray reversals of the Passion and criticize Christians for ritually attacking Jews as though they were Christ, there are Latin narratives that make a similar reversal. One of these, unsympathetic to the Jewish victims, is found in Richard of Devizes’s Cronicon, in which he describes the anti-Jewish riots that broke out at the coronation of Richard I in London in 1189. Here, the author compares the slaughter of Jews as a sacrifice of a whole burnt offering (holocaust) to the sacrifice of the Son to the Father, or Eucharist. This brief narrative conflates priests with Christian murderers of Jews: “On that same coronation day, at about the hour of that solemnity in which the Son was immolated to the Father, they began in the city of London to immolate the Jews to their father, the Devil. It took them so long to celebrate this mystery that the holocaust was barely completed on the second day.”95

This narrative resembles Ephraim’s story about the Crusaders attacking Tam and also pictures Christians attacking Jews as a reversal of the Passion. Both stories portray Christians as the biblical Jews who torture and kill Jesus on the cross, now understood as Jews. Another Latin example of rewriting an attack on Jews as though it were a collective, inverted Passion is the Passio of Prague in 1389, which Barbara Newman has analyzed.96

In these stories about Jews in reverse Passion accounts, Christians and Jews show an awareness of Christian guilt for what got out of hand in 1146. Some of that sense of clerical guilt for persecuting Jews may have contributed to the belief, reflected in Thomas’s theory about the ritual murder of William, that Jews were avenging the suffering that Christians imposed on them for killing Jesus.

In addition, these and other sources reveal that Jews were aware of Christian saints and how Christians invoked them by name, such as when they took an oath, and that Jews had saints of their own.97 Martyr saints smelled good. Ephraim mentioned in connection with the Würzburg murder accusation that saints work miracles. Christian martyrs sing when they are sacrificed, and so do Jewish martyrs, as at Blois. Ephraim tells us about Bernard, actually sainted in 1174, “All the gentiles regarded this priest as one of their saints (ki-qedoshim shelahem).”98 And we also have evidence that Jews in medieval Ashkenaz developed local practices of going to saints’ tombs as in Worms or being buried ad sanctos (near the saints’ graves).99



Jewish Saints in Medieval Germany: Shared Piety about Saints

Learned Jews like Ephraim not only knew that Christians had saints but thought Jews did too. And they did. Like the martyrs of 1096, the Jewish pietists of medieval Germany were aware of unique expressions of Jewish piety. Indeed, this awareness of alternatives to how pious Jews usually behaved stimulated them to conceptualize their religious ideal as an inward struggle, defined as the need of the pietist to make difficult choices between competing values and courses of action.100

In his pioneering essay about Judah the Pious and his circle, known as the pietists of medieval Germany (hasidei ashkenaz), Solomon Schechter referred to these writers as “Jewish Saints from Medieval Germany.”101 Over the years, the term “saints” seemed inappropriate for a group of Jews living in Christian Europe. Jewish saints? But more recently, it is becoming apparent that the term is apt. Although Jewish saints did not leave relics, they did generate awe and sanctity enough to lead to Jewish behavior that was not traditionally required by biblical or rabbinic norms. Sometimes their teachings even conflicted with the Talmud.102

One of the saints of medieval Germany was R. Samuel b. Qalonimos the Pious, the father of Judah the Pious of Regensburg. Samuel lived in Speyer and made his career there, but there are several saint stories about him that picture him traveling around other parts of Christian Europe.103

Like the Jewish martyrs of 1096, the pietists appealed to hierarchical considerations when they dealt with other Jews and especially Christians. This was especially so when the pietists discovered that there was great resistance on the part of other Jews to following their revision of traditional Judaism.104 This resistance and the resulting isolation of the pietists, similar to how the 1096 martyrs had been viewed with horror and shunned by not only the attacking mobs but also those Christian bishops and dignitaries who had once sworn to help them, served to reinforce their group solidarity and produce a sense of the need for exclusivity. Together with their hierarchical views toward Christians, this sense of necessary exclusivity, as will now be seen in some detail, led the pietists to regard all outsiders in roughly identical, hierarchically defined terms. Although the major figures in the pietist circle spanned three generations, R. Samuel b. Qalonimos the Elder (mid-twelfth century), his younger son, Judah the Pious (d. 1217), and Judah’s relative and student R. Eleazar ben Judah of Worms (d. ca. 1230), it was Judah the Pious alone, in his magnum opus Sefer Hasidim (Book of the pious), who articulated a socioreligious utopian program to be followed by pietists in their dealings with outsiders.105

In his discussion of pietist attitudes, Jacob Katz proposed that Sefer Hasidim assumes two distinct postures toward Christians. On the one hand, pietists are instructed to avoid contact with Christians and especially their ritual objects. On the other hand, the realities of continuous interaction with Christians in business and the domains of everyday life made such contact unavoidable. Theoretical separation and exclusiveness are contrasted to a de facto recognition that contact between pietists and Christians was inevitable.106 Yet did the pietists always advocate separation as the ideal? The evidence points to the conclusion that the ideal itself was twofold, and consonant with variations in a hierarchical relationship between pietists and Christians. If pietist contact with Christians was from a position of relative strength or security, with the Christian subordinate to or dependent on the Jew, then there was little reason to fear undue influence, and contact was permitted. It was, however, to be avoided in the absence of a hierarchically favorable boundary, which left the pietist exposed to Christian pressures like those exercised by lay governments. The method of avoiding contact was physical separation. Thus underlying the pietist attitude toward relations with Christians was the same sense of hierarchical boundaries and right order that had shaped the responses of the 1096 martyrs.

Examples of this behavior are not hard to find. Pietists did not, for instance, object to having Christian servants in their homes, including wet nurses, since the Jew was the superior, the employer, and the Christian the inferior, the employee.107 This was exactly why popes and other clerics were so opposed to the practice. Each was invoking right order. Similarly, a Christian might help a pietist in need of assistance to erect a sukkah, for the Jew would sanctify the profane structure only afterward, when while seated in the booth after the festival had commenced, they recited the appropriate blessing.108 Once an object was sanctified, however, such as an etrog on the same holiday of Sukkot, or a garment that a pietist had used as a tallit, or a cup from which the pietist drank ritually prescribed wine with a blessing, it could not be given or sold to a Christian. As the author of Sefer Hasidim puts it, “I would not degrade it from its (state of) holiness,” a variation on the Talmudic statement, “We may raise an object to a higher degree of holiness but not degrade it to a lower one.”109

Again, a pietist was not to pawn a Jewish holy book (sefer) to obtain a loan from a Christian, even if the book remained in Jewish hands as collateral. That would be subordinating a Jewish religious object to a Christian lender.110 And if a pietist needed to have his religious book rebound, he was to prefer a less expert Jewish craftsman over a Christian bookbinder. The Christian might use the leftover scraps of parchment for binding a Christian book, and that would violate the pietist’s concept of the correct hierarchical order. On the other hand, a Christian binder could be employed if the binding were to be made from a schoolboy’s writing boards, but even then, only on the condition that the pietist himself supervised the work to ensure that the scraps would not be used to bind a Christian book.111 In a similar vein, a pietist was permitted to interpret the dreams of a Christian, for this made the Christian dependent on the pietist, but pietists were not to reveal their dreams to “people who have them,” including, of course, all Christians.112 A medical remedy was not permissible if it involved anything connected to Jesus.113

This cursory examination of provisions in Sefer Hasidim reflects the pietists’ need to define “right order” by drawing social boundaries between themselves and Christians during times of peace. Jewish saints insisted on being “on top” whenever possible. This posture complemented the extreme behavior during the massacres of 1096, when Jewish martyrs acted out polemical gestures of religious defiance and superiority embodied in ritual killings of other Jews and suicides designed to avoid baptism at all costs. It is not surprising, then, that the two sources that have the most anti-Christian rhetoric, filled with insults to Christianity, are the Hebrew First Crusade chronicles and Sefer Hasidim. The former expresses the religious assertiveness of the Jewish martyr at war; the latter, that of the Jewish pietist at peace. But each understood Jewish martyrs or pietists, respectively, to be in radical opposition to Christianity.

Yet another index of how Jews and Christians understood the other turned on how they regarded the appearance of Jewish and Christian bodies—a subject I refer to as cultural aesthetics. When it came to concerns about sexual mixing, Christian authorities thought Jews and Christians were indistinguishable from one another, but when it came to the possibility of Jews converting to Christianity, some Christians pointed to physical features, at least of older male Jews, that made complete conversion impossible despite baptism. A contextual analysis of how Christians thought Jews appeared reveals new aspects of the imagined Jew.







CHAPTER SEVEN
Cultural Aesthetics
SEXUAL THREATS, CONVERSIONS, AND IMAGINED “RACIAL” JEWS



JEWS AND CHRISTIANS competed with each other not only over the sanctity of the few but also over cultural aesthetics, the imagined appearance of the many. Physical appearance need not be an empirical category. Depending on different contexts, Jews and Christians might seem indistinguishable from one another, if the concern was about sexual fraternization. But when it came to sincere conversions to Christianity, adult Jewish men might have or seem to retain physical features that were permanent. Which was it? Did Jews and Christians look alike? Or were there permanent physical traits that made Jewish men unchanged by baptism? Jews could be both similar and dissimilar to Christians because how Christians perceived the imagined Jew, like the ritual murder accusation, was a cultural construction, not an observation of empirical reality. The appearance of the Jew, as Denise Despres observed, is protean, not constant.1

At stake was how appearance related to both a standard of “beauty” and truth claims about each group’s religion.2 The appearance of the body or material things attached to the body, such as clothing, could be a stage on which each group asserted its own collective identity in relation to the oppositional other with whom it lived.


Do Clothes Make the Jew? Or, Do Jews Make the Clothes?

We have been told that in antiquity, it was not possible to tell a Jew when you saw one.3 What was the situation in medieval Europe?4 In some neighborhoods today, ultra- and not-so-ultra-Orthodox Jews walk about, sometimes in black pants and open-collar white, long-sleeved shirts, with long white woolen fringes hanging out of their belts, and we forget that there are no medieval illuminations that show visible ritual fringes (zizit) attached to Jewish male figures’ clothing. Nor do we find medieval depictions of men with long earlocks (pei’ot), another commonplace today even if some hide their tresses by winding their hair around their ears to be less obvious. Similarly, male head covering, a prevalent custom but not a religious law, is not consistently found in the Middle Ages, and more attention is paid to the Jews’ hat, a Christian trope, rather than to how Jews portray men’s heads as covered or bare (see below).

Married Jewish women seem to be portrayed more visibly in medieval illuminations in accordance with Jewish law and custom by showing them with their hair covered, and we presume that a young woman or girl with visible tresses is unmarried. But how different would such images of Jewish women and girls be from the way married and unmarried Christian women are depicted, at least of the middle class, to which almost all Jews belonged?

The same Fourth Lateran Council that met in 1215 to require that every Christian take communion at least once a year on Easter also issued a canon to require male and female Jews (and Muslims) to wear clothing (habitus) that would distinguish them from Christians. The reason given is to avoid sexual contact between men and women of the different religions. Canon 68, issued on November 11, 1215, states,

Whereas in certain provinces of the Church the difference in their clothes sets the Jews and Saracens apart from the Christians, in certain other lands there has arisen such confusion that no differences are noticeable. Thus it sometimes happens that by mistake Christians have intercourse with Jewish or Saracen women, and Jews or Saracens with Christian women. Therefore, lest these people, under the cover of an error, find an excuse for the grave sin of such intercourse, we decree that these people (Jews and Saracens) of either sex, and in all Christian lands, and at all times, shall easily be distinguishable from the rest of the populations by the quality of their clothes especially since such legislation is imposed upon them also by Moses.5

This well-known text has often been cited to argue for the lack of differentiating features among medieval Jews, Christians, and Muslims, even though this seems far-fetched. Muslims are distinctively dressed in medieval Christian illuminations, and one wonders if Innocent had ever seen a Muslim man or woman, or an image of either.6

Scholars have discussed the implementation of this canon and how it was interpreted to require a patch of some kind added to clothing. It varied in its enforcement in different countries as well.7 But what is not usually considered is an assumption underlying the legislation. Were Jews, let alone Muslims, really indistinguishable from Christians apart from their clothing even “in certain provinces”?8 Leaving aside the case of Saracens, did Jewish men look so like Christian men that clothing alone would set them apart and prevent intimate social mixing?9 The pope buttresses his case by referring to the biblical law (Lev. 19:19; Deut. 22:11) that provides that garments worn by Jews should be distinctive by not containing mixtures of linen and wool (sha‘atnez). This puts the focus of the canon on Jews rather than Muslims, who were not concerned about mixing linen and wool in their garments.10

If men are wearing clothing that conforms to the prohibition of mixing linen and woolen fibers, is this visible to an observer?11 Elisheva Baumgarten has concluded that where Jewish and Christian men wore similar clothing, Jews apparently could distinguish between those with or without forbidden mixtures in the stitching, whereas Christians could not tell the difference.12 Hence the canon expresses the need for Jews and others to wear distinctive dress of some kind. Still, some passages in Sefer Hasidim, the great mirror of medieval religious and social life from early thirteenth-century Germany, define differences in Jewish and Christian clothing that Christians apparently can identify and that thereby endanger Jews.

Before considering these cases, note that Sefer Hasidim deals with other situations that make it easy to disguise a Jew’s identity: “One man told his friend: I walked among the non-Jews wearing priestly garb until they (the non-Jews) assumed that he (the narrator) was a priest and did not harm him.”13 Another passage elaborates how one makes clothing look Christian:

All who see them shall recognize that they are a stock the Lord has blessed (Isa. 61:9). How so? Israel (a Jew) should say: Even if soldiers come, they (the Jews) should not stitch crosses on their clothes nor make themselves look like priests, nor place crosses in their homes, nor shave their heads in the manner of priests and monks.14

It is not permitted to resort to using objects of Christian worship or wearing clerical dress even if it is effective to disguise one’s identity: “But a Jew who did not apostatize, should not wear a cross or dress up as a monk or priest in order that no one recognize him. He can change his clothes but he should not shave off his beard.”15

Sefer Hasidim also deals with other possibilities, such as a Jew disguising his identity by wearing Christian clothes:

It once happened during a persecution that a (Jew) was wearing (Christian) clothes and escaped because (the Christians) thought he was a Christian. He asked, “Do I need atonement for wearing clothes made of forbidden mixtures?” They said to him, “Since you thought about (what you would wear) in advance, you should have bought a proper garment and mended it with yarn that was not made of flax. You need atonement.” [See Lev. 19:19; Deut. 22:9–11].16

Could Christians detect Jewish clothes? Apparently so:

A man is traveling in a convoy and has a change of clothing free of forbidden mixtures of threads. If he travels wearing Jewish clothes, he might cause harm to other Jews (by being taken captive for ransom). He would be indirectly responsible for harming them all. But someone who indirectly causes good to many is like one who did good himself.17

This situation assumes that Christians can tell a Jew from a Christian based on the “Jewish clothing” that lacks forbidden mixtures. In another case, a Jewish man is advised to wear a “heavy coat” made of forbidden mixtures to disguise his religious identity. Is it to hide his Jewish clothing? If so, the assumption is that Christians could identify him by his “Jewish” clothes that lack forbidden mixtures.

A story about a pious Jew who went on a trip with a group. They said, “Wear a heavy coat so that they do not recognize you.” He said, “I will not wear it because it is sewn with forbidden mixtures of thread.” As a result, they caught him, and other Jews had to ransom him. The righteous man worked until he paid off (the ransom). For he said, “I caused this myself. For whoever has to go on a trip should prepare clothes made of linen (cannibas) or silk thread so that there will not be in it any forbidden mixture, so it is ready for him when he sets out on his journey.”18

In an exemplum about the riots in 1096, it seems a rabbi thought he could look like a Christian just by holding a cross, but apparently his Jewish clothing gave him away:

Two apostates were brothers. The sage looked into their ancestry to find out what could have caused this. When “the persecution” took place [in 1096], the community said, “What should we do?” The rabbi said, “Observe what I do and act likewise.” He took a cross and carried it so that Christians would not kill him. But they forcibly converted him and the other townsmen anyway. That is why his children apostatized.19

Even if Christians could tell Jews by their clothing, the papal canon assumes otherwise. The assumption behind the new legislation to mark Jews (and Muslims) from Christians is that they are indistinguishable. It is not about facts but instead a construction of an imagined Jew who for purposes of sexual separation from Christians is presumed to look no different from them.



On Beards and Hats

Apart from clothing, Sefer Hasidim assumes that a beard defines adult Jewish men—that is, people who are not women, young men, or Christians:

A story about a very beautiful Jewish woman who was going on a trip with her husband. She made a beard for herself from her girlfriend’s hair and attached it to her face. Anyone who saw her would think that she was a man and she would thus be saved from harm. This is also the same for young men who have no beard. They should wear women’s clothes to save themselves from harm or Christian clothing to mislead the enemy. This is like Rabbi Meir, who put one finger into something forbidden but put a different finger in his mouth.20

Although there is mixed evidence about Jewish men having beards in medieval northern Europe, age has generally not been taken into account in assessing the evidence.21 Beards and perhaps also the Jews’ hat may be signs of a mature adult Jewish man, as we learn, for example, in a medieval German poem by Süsskind von Trimberg, a late thirteenth-century Jewish minnesinger or professional troubadour. The poem is preserved in the Manesse Codex of medieval German poetry in Heidelberg. The poet says he will retire from the court to become a Jew and “allow his beard of gray hair to grow long, henceforth will go on to live as old Jews live, his cloak shall be long, deep-shaded by a hat, he will walk in all humility.”22

Even today, some traditional rabbis go clean-shaven until they reach the age of forty, after which they feel obligated to grow a beard.23 An adult male being clean-shaven is attested elsewhere as having proper attire when serving in a Christian court.24 Another issue to consider is regional differences and how Jews lined up with one ethnic community compared to another in the same region. For example, were Jews in England more likely to be clean-shaven like the Normans whose language they continued to speak?25

Jewish hats are also unevenly distributed in the visual sources, and the related custom of Jewish males covering their heads was slow in developing in Jewish practice. Sara Lipton’s idea that the hat looks like a Christian mitre on a senior church official is to my eyes not obvious. It can also be compared to the cupola on the top of the Worms Dom towers and many other similarly shaped objects that are an even better fit than a bishop’s mitre. Leaving aside the shape, its meaning as a Christian requirement, accepted by some Jewish men, seems likely to explain its origins. Andreas Lehnhertz and Hannah Teddy Schachter have proposed that Jewish men wore the hat at times of self-presentation, such as at public encounters with Christian authorities.26

Clothing, like a false beard, can also be used to make a Jewish woman look like a man if lives are at risk:

Even though the Torah said, A woman must not put on man’s apparel (Deut. 22:5), and a man should not wear a woman’s dress, if enemies besieged the town, or if one is on the road and if they were to know that they were women they would violate them, they may go in male attire, even with a sword so that the others think they are men. If ten men came to attack and there were only ten Jewish men there, and there are about forty Jewish women, they should put on a sword so that the attackers think they are men and not harm them all.27

And clothing can disguise a Jewish woman’s religious identity too:

A Jewish woman who travels abroad and hears that Christians might violently harm her, fearing that someone might rape her, may disguise herself as a nun so that they will think she is a nun and will not rape her. If she heard that lawless Jews might harm her, she also may wear a Christian woman’s clothes, say that she is a Christian woman, and tell them that if they harm her, she will scream and turn them over to the Christian authorities. She may even scream before they actually attack her to get Christians to come to her aid, even if they kill the lawless Jewish men.28

This passage suggests that Jewish and Christian women who were not nuns wore different clothing.

And yet there are some sources that are not clear about how distinctive Jews were. Was it possible for a Christian not to know that a man was a Jew unless he said so? On the verse, Moses’ bones were not permitted to enter the Land of Israel because he did not say, I am a Hebrew (Ex. 2:19), Sefer Hasidim comments, “From this it follows that a man who hears that Christians are saying about him that he is a Christian should say, ‘I am a Jew.’ ”29 Similarly, Guibert de Nogent describes Jean, count of Soissons, who “sometimes acted like a Jew and at other times like a Christian.” Did he change his clothes, or did Jewish and Christian men dress alike but “act” differently? How did he fool both?30

These and other anecdotal sources from Sefer Hasidim and elsewhere deal with questions about how Jews appear to Christians based mainly on clothing, and this emphasis seems to confirm Innocent III’s focus on clothing—occasionally with beards—as the key marker of religious identity at least in the early thirteenth century.31

Although it took time to interpret and implement the canon in different countries, it was being taken seriously by the end of the thirteenth century, as in Castile’s King Alfonso X’s Siete Partidas’ laws about sexual mixing. Book 24, law 9, provides the death penalty for “Jews [males] who live with Christian women” because they deserve the same penalty Christian men receive for committing adultery with a married woman, since all Christian women “are spiritually the wives of Our Lord Jesus Christ.” To avoid such mixing, the law continues in book 24, law 11,

Many crimes and outrageous things occur between Christians and Jews because they live together in cities, and dress alike; and in order to avoid the offenses and evils which take place for this reason, We deem it proper, and we order that all Jews, male and female, living in our dominions shall bear some distinguishing mark upon their heads so that people may plainly recognize a Jew, or a Jewess; and any Jew who does not bear such a mark shall pay for each time he is found without it ten maravedis of gold; and if he has not the means to do this he shall receive ten lashes for his offense.32

The earliest image we have of the implementation in England is a sketch of “Aaron the Devil.”33 Laws were passed as early as 1217 under Henry III in England, followed by the Council of Oxford in 1222, Louis IX in France in 1269, and the Iberian kingdoms in the thirteenth century, but not in the German Empire and environs until the fifteenth century.34

The emphasis in canon 68 and Sefer Hasidim on clothing that conforms to the rules of forbidden mixtures avoids explicit Christian symbols and clerical dress or grooming (tonsure) but leaves open the issue of beards on grown men. Sara Lipton has shown how so-called Jewish male signifiers such as beards or Jews’ hats are distributed among Jewish and Christian figures, as in representations at Chartres, and argues that this changes only in the middle of the thirteenth century.35 It is not clear, then, whether beards and hats mark adult Jewish males more than Jewish boys in any consistent way in light of different probabilities of converting.

Canon 68 of the Fourth Lateran Council is consistent with the visual evidence that telling a Jew from a Christian was not culturally conceded, regardless of the social realities in small face-to-face communities where everyone knew who was who. Note that all the signifiers mentioned so far can be removed: clothes, Jews’ hats, and beards. None is regarded as a physical characteristic like skin or hair color, smell, unusual bleeding, or nose shape. The emphasis on clothing, including hats and beards, thus ignores a whole range of physical and aesthetic questions about how Jews and Christians appeared to or looked at the other. As we will see, this changed by the middle of the thirteenth century, at least for older Jewish men.

Before looking at this change, it is important first to consider criteria of Christian beauty. We will see that there was some agreement about what constituted beauty. We can start with a Christian idealization of physical beauty and see how Jews and Christians adapted to it, especially in the later thirteenth century and after. The ideal has implications for how Jews and Christians regarded the appearance of Jewish women and men differently. This difference will reflect how Christians thought Jewish women and men might be able to convert to Christianity, sincerely or not. Again, the issue will not be how people actually looked to others but rather how others imagined them to appear—the subject of cultural aesthetics.



Ideals of Christian Beauty

In the literary traditions of medieval France, we find examples of a well-defined aesthetic ideal for males and females. In many cases, we see beauty as a defining Christian feature that others may acquire by converting. This standard of beauty is expressed in such works as the anonymous French Aucassin and Nicolette, a work of parody, probably from the early thirteenth century, that portrays two ideal male and female figures engaged in a quest for love and honor. Aucassin is the noble Christian male: “He was tall and handsome and courtly, with well-formed legs and feet and body and arms. He had tightly curled blond hair and bright, laughing eyes, and a shining oval face with a proud and well-placed nose.”36

Compare the expression of beauty of the male lover in Song of Songs 5:10–16:

My beloved is clear-skinned and ruddy, preeminent among ten thousand. His head is finest gold; his locks are curled and black as a raven; his eyes are like doves by watercourses bathed in milk set by a brimming pool; His cheeks are like beds of spices, Banks of perfume His lips are like lilies; They drip flowing myrrh; His hands are rods of gold, Studded with beryl; His belly a tablet of ivory, Adorned with sapphires; His legs are like marble pillars Set in sockets of fine gold. He is majestic as Lebanon, Stately as the cedars; His mouth is delicious And all of him is delightful. Such is my beloved, Such is my darling, O maidens of Jerusalem!

The contrast of blond, not black, curly hair as well as ruddy skin coloring appears in Christian descriptions of beauty. In the French romance, Nicolette, a baptized Saracen, is described as “the pretty girl with golden hair.”37 And “She had blond, tightly curled hair, lively, laughing eyes, an oval face, a high, well-placed nose, lips redder than a cherry or a rose in summertime, and small white teeth.”38

In contrast, we also have a detailed counterdescription of a male who is considered ugly:

He was tall and looked bizarre, ugly and hideous. He had a big head, blacker than a lump of coal, and there was more than a hand’s breadth between his two eyes, and he had a huge pair of cheeks and gigantic flat nose and a pair of big, wide nostrils, and a thick pair of lips redder than a grilled steak, and a set of wide teeth, yellowed and ugly.39

An illustration of how baptism can turn an infidel into a “beautiful” white Christian is seen in the early fourteenth-century Middle English romance The King of Tars. Here a Muslim sultan desires to marry a beautiful Christian princess, but her father refuses to give his consent. A war ensues, and the sultan wins. The daughter pretends to convert to Islam and gives birth to a lump. Each side prays to change the lump into a child. The Muslim fails, but the Christian priest succeeds, and as a result, the sultan converts to Christianity. When that happens, his black skin turns white.40 This story includes both the possibility of a feigned conversion, as in the case of the Christian princess, and the transformation of skin color after conversion to Christianity.

Another illustration of this possibility, closer to home, is the exemplum from late thirteenth-century England about a French priest who “loved a certain Jewess with a mad desire.” Each wanted to have sex on the other’s holiday and each at first refused to do so, but in the end “was defeated.” As a result, the priest’s white vestments and the priest himself all became black. She converted, he repented, and his vestments and body became white.41

How did Christians and Jews think these ideals of beauty applied to the other and themselves? Did different contexts produce different ideas of beauty and religious truth, and how was beauty related to conversion?



Synagoga and Ecclesia

Besides the anecdotal evidence from Sefer Hasidim, a set of Christian representations of Jews and Christians known as synagoga and ecclesia, respectively, suggests similarities of not only dress but also facial appearance and “beauty” apart from specific symbolic differences that distinguished them. Moreover, these images seem to confirm the assumption underlying Innocent III’s insistence that Jews look no different from Christians unless they wear unique external markings.

From the ninth century on, we find pairs of Passion scenes in different media in which two female figures appear. One represents the Jews to Christ’s left and the other Christians to his right. Although the early examples tended to be found in luxury items seen by a limited audience, by the thirteenth century, a time of some ecclesiastical and lay efforts to convert Jews, monumental figures were added to major cathedrals, where larger audiences of Jews and Christians could easily see them.42

There is an inherent ambiguity in these figures, who are both females. On the one hand, they each represent Jews and Christians of both genders. On the other, they are female figures and can be read as referring to Jewish and Christian women.43

Setting the synagoga apart from the ecclesia is neither gender nor beauty; rather, it is an iconography of defeat and rejection that alludes to biblical Israel’s defeat in her broken staff (Jer. 48:17), loss of crown (Lam. 5:16), and blindness (Lam. 5:17; cf. Matt. 23). The church, in contrast, is clear-sighted, wears a crown, and holds a straight staff and sometimes an orb representing dominion. The synagoga also sometimes holds inverted stone tablets representing the Old Testament.

And yet in most cases, the facial features of both female figures are identical. Both are “beautiful.”44 The assumption underlying the two female faces seems to be that despite the differences in added symbolic iconography, there is a fundamental similarity between the two figures. Underlying this aesthetic similarity is Paul’s parable of the wild olive tree in his Letter to the Romans, in which he proclaims that there is hope for the Jews to be regrafted back onto the trunk of the tree of Israel if they accept Christ (Rom. 11:23). That basic truth is only temporarily modified by Augustine’s motif of the Jews as blind witnesses to the Christian truth.

The beauty of synagoga as well as ecclesia seems to argue that a Jew, of either sex, now may be rejected, and without power or knowledge of the truth, but they are still a potential Christian. Unlike blind figures in antiquity, the synagoga is blindfolded—a temporary blindness that can be remedied.45 When the blindfold will come off, the staff will become whole and the crown restored, and the true meaning of the Old Testament will be understood as anticipating the Gospels. The Jew will become a Christian. Further support for this interpretation of high medieval synagoga is found in representations of the Jew as synagoga in apocalyptic writings where synagoga and ecclesia are portrayed identically because the Jew has converted to Christianity.46

This depiction of the beautiful synagoga, who is beautiful because she can convert to Christianity in the future, resembles the Muslim princess in The King of Tars. The assumption that an infidel Muslim or Jewish woman can convert to Christianity is expressed by the portrayal of the female infidel as beautiful now.

Jews were aware of the truth claims implicit in the appearance of the two representations, and asserted the truth of Judaism using the symbolic vocabulary of the Christian ecclesia and synagoga. We find a Jewish visual polemic of synagoga’s claims against ecclesia’s in a Hebrew manuscript illumination that seems to depict the protagonists of the Song of Songs as an allegory: the female figure represents Israel, and the male figure represents God. The Levy Mahzor contains a single figurative illumination that accompanies a liturgical poem (piyyut) based on a verse from the Song of Songs and written for the Sabbath preceding Passover. A man wearing a pointed Jewish hat faces a woman wearing both a crown and a blindfold.47

The image is incongruent. It seems to portray the two lovers in the Song of Songs as a Jewish man and woman, but it is not clear why the woman wears a crown topped by cross-like figures as well as a blindfold. As in many cases of Jewish inward acculturation, an earlier model in the Talmud refers to wreaths or crowns worn by Jewish brides. But there is no continuous history of this custom, and the illustrations appear for the first time when Mary is becoming increasingly important in Christian piety.48

This motif is a polemical adaptation of the Christian coronation of Mary, sometimes portrayed as the bride of Christ. The depiction of a crowned Jewish bride can be read as the Levy Mahzor’s challenge to the idea of Mary as the Virgin, similar in purpose to the 1096 Hebrew chronicle narratives of Jewish women as martyred saints who were wives and mothers of families. The image of a crowned Jewish bride also is a riposte to the synagoga depiction of the crownless Jew. Despite the political reality that the Jews have little collective power, the crowning of a bride serves to place cultural power in the institution of marriage and procreation. But what of the synagoga-like blindfold right under the crown? This seems to combine the crown of ecclesia with the blindfold of synagoga. In the Levy Mahzor, we have an oxymoronic image: a crowned, blindfolded woman. Is she a “synaclesia” or “ecclagoga”? Which is it?

In light of all that we have seen thus far about Jews’ keen awareness of Christian images and sometimes even texts, it is highly unlikely that they were unaware of the meanings of a crowned bride who is also depicted as a synagoga figure. It is in fact inconceivable for medieval Ashkenazic Jews to think of themselves as anything other than divinely chosen over Christians. Given their tendency to transform Christian symbols into pro-Jewish ideas that can be read as an anti-Christian social polemic, it would be surprising if that is not happening here as well.

If we look at the text that the illumination accompanies, we will understand better what is at stake. The poem is based on a verse from the Song of Songs, the biblical book read in the synagogue on the festival of Passover. The verse reads, From Lebanon come with me; from Lebanon, my bride, with me! Look down [tashuri] from Amana’s peak, from the peak of Senir and Hermon (4:8).

The poem, which also begins with the first two words of the verse “from Lebanon come with me” (iti mi-levanon), shortens the rest of the verse and changes the word order to read,


From Lebanon look out with me, my bride (kalah),



From Amana’s peak (mei-rosh) look down (tashuri).

The lines end with the words “bride” and “look down” and include the word “head” (rosh), all focusing attention on the bride’s head and eyes. Rashi of Troyes understood the verse to refer allegorically to the romance between God and Israel: “From the time you left here until when you return here, I am with you through all your comings and goings.” And specifically on the word “tashuri,” Rashi says, “When I gather together your scattered ones, you will see and understand the reward of your work from the earliest trust you put in Me, when you followed Me in the desert” (see Jer. 2:2). The central image in both the verse and piyyut is the bride’s sight.

Given the emphasis on the bride’s sight and understanding, it is possible to understand the female image as a twofold polemic. On the one hand, it proclaims that although the Christian world may think the Jews are blind to what Christians claim to be the truth, it is the Jews who see and understand God. The blindfold ironically represents the Jews from a Christian perspective, which the artist judges to be false. Jews are the true crowned bride who is God’s beloved, and Jewish women are the wives of real, mortal husbands with whom they form Jewish family units. On the other hand, the crowned bride, ecclesia, is really the blind one. The crown does not belong on the head of the imitation bride, Mary, the false Christian celibate female ideal. The power of the church is illusory and temporary. God’s love for Israel is eternal.

Like the Jewish comparisons to Christ in the almost crucified Rabbi Jacob that we saw in chapter 6, the image of the crowned, blindfolded bride is an internalization of Christian symbols subverted into a pro-Jewish message of triumph and turned against Christianity. A further sign of ironic symbolism is the depiction of the male groom figure, an allegorical representation of God, wearing the Jewish man’s pointed hat. Both the hat and the blindfold are ironic indicators that Jews triumph over Christians despite appearances. In addition, the crowned bride alludes to the crowned Virgin in Christian iconography; Mistress Rachel in the Hebrew Crusade chronicles is associated there with Mary too. In both cases, Mary has been replaced by real Jewish women as a bride or martyred mother, respectively.49

The Jewish patron is making an argument to all who see it, admittedly a limited audience of cantors and members of the synagogue that commissioned it, not a public space like a cathedral facade in Paris, Reims, Strasbourg, or Bamberg, where monumental statues of synagoga and ecclesia appear for all to view. Although the church thinks of Jews as blind, here she actually wears the crown. Jews are hierarchically above Christians. Appearances are deceptive. And although the church says that Christians who are powerful know the truth, here they are really the blind ones. Christians are below Jews. The double image is a way of saying that the crown is mine and the blindfold is yours, not the opposite.

This reading means that for the Jewish patron, the church is blind despite the power of the crown. For the moment, the Jews accept the appearance of the beautiful ecclesia but deny her any claims to the truth. She is beautiful yet false.



“I Am Dark but Comely” (Song of Songs 1:5)

Iconographic images like blindfolds can be removed, as can beards, hats, or distinctive clothing, but what about skin color in distinguishing one group from another? This issue brings us closer to the question of permanent appearance as a distinguishing measure of Jews and Christians.

In the allegorical interpretations of the Song of Songs, there is the association in biblical exegesis of the female lover representing the Jewish people and the male figure as God. In this personification, the female serves to signify all Jews and also can be interpreted as embodying female Jews. In this, the figure resembles synagoga that can serve doubly to represent all Jews or only Jewish women. What does it mean that the female figure representing the Jewish people says, “I am black but beautiful”?

Rashi (d. 1105) applies the verse allegorically to the Jewish people and reads the dark appearance as a temporary state of sin, not as a permanent condition. Like sin, the skin color can become white or righteous over time, or reform. It is not a comment about a permanent attribute, although he reads having black skin now as a negative value compared to being white:


I am dark, but comely, O daughters of Jerusalem—Like the tents of Kedar, Like the pavilions of Solomon (Song of Songs 1:5).



Don’t stare at me because I am swarthy, Because the sun has gazed upon me. My mother’s sons quarreled with me, They made me guard the vineyards; My own vineyard I did not guard (Song of Songs 1:6).

In Jewish biblical interpretation, the figure of the beautiful but dark female in the Song of Songs asserts the real beauty of the female figure and explains why she is dark by appealing to different contingencies. Rashi notes that the apparent rejection of Israel is just that, apparent, and is partly related to Israel’s past sinful status, which that like dark skin, is only temporary:


I am dark but comely—You, my friends, let me not be unimportant in your eyes. Even if my husband has left me because of my blackness, for I am black because of the tanning of the sun, but I am comely with the shape of beautiful limbs. Though I am black like the tents of Kedar, which are blackened because of the rains, for they are always spread out in the wilderness, I am easily cleansed to become like the curtains of Solomon.



The allegory is: The congregation of Israel says to the nations, “I am black in my deeds [i.e., sins], but I am comely by virtue of the deeds of my ancestors, and even some of my deeds are comely. If I bear the iniquity of the [golden] calf, I can offset it with the merit of the acceptance of the Torah.”

Within this allegorical framing, Rashi continues to elaborate the meaning of the Jews as dark as not inborn but instead caused by climate and exposure to the sun while in exile in Egypt, or on account of an earlier sin that can be expiated by righteously following the Torah. The darkness and ugliness are presented as a negative yet temporary condition and do not undermine the inner truth and beauty of the Jew. This is so, despite potentially contrasting verses such as Can the Cushite change his skin (Jer. 23:13), on which Rashi has little to say.


Don’t stare at me. Do not look upon me disrespectfully …

Because I am swarthy. For my blackness and my ugliness are not from my mother’s womb, but from the sun’s tanning, for that blackness can easily be whitened by staying in the shade.



My mother’s sons quarreled with me. These are the Egyptians among whom I grew up, and they went up with me in the mixed multitude. They were incensed against me with their enticement and their persuasion until they made me guard the vineyards. And there the sun tanned me and I became swarthy; i.e., they made me a worshiper of other gods, but my own vineyard [i.e., my God], which was mine from my forefathers, I did not keep.50

The argument in Rashi, commenting on a biblical verse that associates dark with beauty, leads to his explaining how dark is temporary. In later Jewish polemical handbooks containing arguments against Christianity, we find the idea that Jews, apparently women as well as men, are being accused of being dark and ugly. These Jewish sources in northern Europe start off by appearing to concede the Christians’ claim, but as in Rashi, the Jewish author turns the accusation on its head and argues that appearance is not reality. R. Joseph b. Nathan Official’s polemical handbook, from the second half of the thirteenth century, considered earlier in chapter 4, compares the appearance and reality between Jews and Christians to different fruit:


And I, in turn, have made you despicable and vile in the eyes of all the people(s) (Mal. 2:9). An apostate said to R[abbi] Nathan, “You (Jews) are uglier than anyone else on the face of the earth! Our people are very beautiful!”

He answered him: “Those (black) plums that are called ‘prunels’ that grow in bushes, what kind of flowers do they have?” He said to him, “White.” “And what is the flower of the apple?” He said to him, “Red.” He said to him, “Similarly, we too are from a pure, white seed and so our faces are black. But you are from red seed, from menstruants. For this reason, your complexion is yellowish / golden and ruddy / rosy.



There is a reason: since we are in exile, as it says in Song of Songs: Don’t stare at me because I am swarthy, because the sun has gazed upon me. My mother’s sons quarreled with me, they made me guard the vineyards; my own vineyard I did not guard (Song of Songs 1:6). But when I did guard my vineyard, I was very beautiful, as is written, Your beauty won you fame among the nations (Ezek. 16:14).”51

The passage first concedes the Christian claim that Jews are “uglier than anyone else on the face of the earth” without specifying in what that ugliness consists.52 Only in the Jew’s reply is skin color mentioned as the criterion of ugliness or beauty. By emphasizing the color of the seed as white and the skin as dark, the Jew turns the tables on the Christian and confirms that white is the inner truth, and better than external and contingent black. It is the Christian whose flower is red, associated with menstrual blood, which results in a skin color that is “yellowish / golden and ruddy / rosy.” The Jew’s argument goes further than claiming a white origin despite the black result. The Jew’s dark complexion is temporary. Originally, Jews were beautiful but became dark-skinned because of the sun.

A second version by R. Joseph Official is found in another Hebrew manuscript. It also asserts that the difference of appearance between Jews and Christians is temporary, and uses the past, present, and future to prove the point:


If a [Christian] (goy) says to you: “We are so beautiful. You are not.” Tell him: “Before our Temple was destroyed, we were more beautiful, as you find in Daniel when Nabuchadnezzar took Hanania, Mishael, and Azaria to serve him (?) and he did not find in his people any as handsome as they. Also, Jeremiah said in the Scroll of Lamentations: The precious children of Zion once valued as gold (Lam. 4:2); those who were reared in purple (Lam. 4:5).

“And when our Temple was destroyed, our beauty was taken away, as is also written in Lamentations: Alas they are accounted as earthen pots (Lam. 4:2).”



“In the future the Holy One, blessed be He, will restore beauty to us, as it says in Jeremiah: I will build you firmly again, O Maiden Israel! Again, you shall take up your timbrels and go forth to the rhythm of the dancers (Jer. 31:4).”53

The argument here is historical and contingent. Jews once were beautiful, but as a result of sin and exile they lost their beauty, as reflected in the destruction of the Temple and exile; yet once there is a restoration, it will return. The assumption is that change is possible and Jews are inherently beautiful, not ugly.

This understanding of dark skin color as temporary is also found in Christian claims that conversion to Christianity can make someone beautiful, as in the case of the Saracen king in The King of Tars. This assumption is consistent with the Christian representation of synagoga as beautiful too, since it assumes that she can appear to be just as beautiful as ecclesia if she removes the blindfold—that is, converts.

The assumption that the Jew’s appearance differs in the present age and future messianic times is found in the early fifteenth-century polemical handbook by Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann Mühlhausen:

On the verse: Their offspring shall be known among the nations, Their descendants in the midst of the peoples. All who see them shall recognize that they are a stock the Lord has blessed (Isa. 61:9): From here we find an answer to those mockers who say that some Jews are recognizably (unattractive) as Jews. For in the days of the Messiah we will all be recognizably attractive, as is stated here.54

The anonymous author of the Jewish polemical handbook Nizzahon Vetus, written around 1300 in medieval Germany, assumes that Christians are immoral and that is why they look different from Jews. It contains a striking comment about Jews and Christians based on their physical appearance belied by their inner value. In this rewriting of Official’s earlier text, we see the contrast in the question as between fair-skinned and handsome gentiles versus dark and ugly Jews:

The heretics ask: Why are most Gentiles fair-skinned and handsome while most Jews are dark and ugly? Answer them that this is similar to a fruit; when it begins to grow it is white but when it ripens it becomes black, as is the case with sloes and plums. On the other hand, any fruit which is red at the beginning becomes lighter as it ripens, as is the case with apples and apricots. This, then, is testimony that Jews are pure of menstrual blood so that there is no initial redness. Gentiles, however, are not careful about menstruant women and have sexual relations during menstruation. Thus, there is redness at the outset; and so, the fruit that comes out, i.e., the children, are light. One can respond further by noting that Gentiles are incontinent and have sexual relations during the day, at a time when they see the faces on attractive pictures; therefore, they give birth to children who look like those pictures, as it is written, “and the sheep conceived when they came to drink before the rods” (Gen. 30:39).55

This version seems to refer to Jewish and Christian men, not all Jews. Underlying this comparison is an assumption about the ideal beauty and ugliness. The association here is refined somewhat so that yellow and rosy are now referred to as “light” in contrast to black. The conclusion offers a natural explanation buttressed by the biblical precedent of Jacob’s trick on Laban in getting sheep to reproduce spotted, speckled, and striped offspring by exposing them when mating to stripped branches that are white and dark (Gen. 30). The polemical passages do not refer to the Song of Songs 1:5–6 but instead to other verses, suggesting that we have different approaches to the issue of Jewish appearance compared to Christians.

All the Christian and Jewish sources so far agree that Jews appear different from Christians apart from their clothing. Rashi wants to explain how being dark is a temporary condition and does not contradict the beauty mentioned in the verse. Not tied down to explaining a verse, the polemical texts reverse the meaning of dark and ugly as external appearance as well as a temporary condition, not something essential. The synagoga, too, is beautiful but temporarily blind, the way Jews might be temporarily dark and ugly, because if they remove their blindfold—that is, convert—they will be as beautiful as Christians represented by ecclesia.56



The “Beautiful” Jewish Women

Did Jews internalize the Christian judgment that Jews were dark and ugly for Jewish men but not Jewish women?57 In his study of images of medieval peasants, Paul Freedman shows how there was a gender difference between images of male and female peasants. At least until the late Middle Ages, peasant males were described often as ugly, while peasant women could be attractive and alluring. This changed in the later Middle Ages, when peasant women too were now portrayed as ugly.58 Did a similar pattern obtain regarding Jewish men and women?

In Christian writings, apart from synagoga and ecclesia, there is a widespread assumption that Jewish women are beautiful, if only to suggest their sexual attractiveness and danger, and perhaps to mitigate Christian clerics succumbing to their lures.59 Thus in Caesarius of Heisterbach’s Dialogue on Miracles, we find four elaborate exempla that feature Jewish females. The two that refer to beauty involve a young Jewish women in a sexual liaison with a Christian cleric. One begins, “In a city of England there lived the daughter of a Jew, who, like many of her race, was a very beautiful girl.”60 The other opens, “In the city, I think, of Worms there lived a Jew who had a beautiful daughter.”61 It is only these two that describe a sexual encounter between a “beautiful” Jewish daughter and a Christian cleric. The other two exempla feature young Jewish girls and their conversion but say nothing about their appearance. This difference suggests that the designation of “beautiful” is meant to denote sexual availability and attractiveness independent of conversion.62

The motif of the beautiful Jewish woman is also found in the Cantigas de Santa Maria of Alfonso X, as Edna Aisenberg, Louise Mirrer, and Sara Lipton have noted.63 And it is a theme that reappears in much of Western literature, as in the figures of Abigail in The Jew of Malta, Jessica in The Merchant of Venice (see chapter 8), and later in Rebecca in Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe.



From Clothes to the Physical Appearance of Jews

The beautiful Jewish woman and her readiness to convert to Christianity, as in the synagoga, raises the possibility that Jewish men may be different and less likely to convert successfully. This question, in turn, will bring us to consider aspects of Jewish physical or “racial” identity along with how they may inhibit the possibility of religious conversion.

Until the mid-thirteenth century, clothes seem to make the Jew (or Christian), and the social context of papal legislation was a concern about sexual mixing. The Fourth Lateran Council canon 68 in 1215 requiring special clothing and the exempla in Sefer Hasidim (before 1225) along with the similarly dressed ecclesia and synagoga are concerned with clothing or symbolic iconography as indicators of religious identity, not physical features. It is assumed that Jews and Christians are otherwise indistinguishable. The imagined Jew is physically not different from the ideal of Christian beauty.

There may be inconsistent use of the Jews’ hats or beards as well as the absence of physical features that begin to combine only by the second half of the thirteenth century into a profile of the adult Jew. Bernhard Blumenkranz and Sara Lipton considered many of these aesthetic issues about Jews and when they began to make an appearance in Christian art. Blumenkranz noted that there were few facial differences before the thirteenth century as, for example, in the dual images of Peter Alfonsi before and after he converted from Judaism.64

But from the second half of the thirteenth century, we see a different picture emerging in words and images: the aesthetics of the ugly and dark male Jew compared to the beautiful Jewish woman and the beautiful Christian man and woman. A new aesthetic standard appears, according to which one can correlate beauty and ugliness with truth and falsehood, Christian and Jew, apart from what they wear. Now what they are becomes as important. In addition to skin color, Jews and Christians now had views about the distinctive appearance of members of the other religious community and themselves based on physical features that Irven Resnick has aptly referred to as “marks of distinction.”65 Here, too, as Resnick and Lipton observed, there was a significant gender difference in how Christians marked the appearance of Jewish men in contrast to how they relatively ignored marking Jewish women—a subject worth exploring further.66

Some, though not all, physical features attributed to Jews are connected to Jewish men.67 Although the polemical sources that refer to dark and ugly do not stipulate gender, the generalization that all Jews are dark and ugly is challenged by the strong countertradition that Jewish women are beautiful.

In one case of Christian self-representation, instead of women being depicted as blonde, there is a tradition that discusses Mary as dark haired because of her Jewish origins. Thus a Latin source by Ps. Albert refers to Mary as dark haired because Jewish:

With respect to their innate complexion, offspring are accustomed to be like their parents, and vice versa. But we see that in many cases the race of Jews has black hair. Therefore, also our Lady, since she was the progeny of Jews.68

Other physical characteristics, like circumcision, are identified as male. Jewish men bleeding monthly or annually is a theme that becomes more prominent by the thirteenth century. This combines references to the guilt for deicide with efforts to feminize Jewish men. This includes the notion associated with the biblical verse His blood be on ourselves and on our children (Matt. 27:25), which Jacques de Vitry and Thomas de Cantimpré associated with the pseudoscientific idea that Jewish men menstruated. One of the rationales for the blood libel is connected to this idea of a male loss of blood.69 Even when Jews thought of themselves as fighting knights in verbal encounters with Christians over their beliefs, there were efforts to make Jewish knights seem effeminate.70 Above all, and with a persisting afterlife, the Jewish nose is gendered, and it persists as a defining male antisemitic characteristic, especially after the mid-thirteenth century down to the present.71



Can Jewish Men Become Christians?

Is there a causal relation between the new prominence of these physical features, especially in relation to adult male Jews, from the mid-thirteenth century on and an increase in the effort to convert Jews in northern Europe that is thought to fail? Scholars have noted the timing of the appearance of a distinctive male Jewish face but have not connected it to the mid-thirteenth-century attempt to convert Jews in northern Europe. On the one hand, certain physical attributes of Jews become just as important as clothing, hats, or beards, which could be removed or added to the body. On the other hand, there are ecclesiastical and royal efforts to convert Jews more than before, and those fail either because Jews refused to convert, or because they did, and Christians now expressed the thought that some physical condition persisted and made them still Jewish. It also is worth noting in passing that it was precisely in the second half of the thirteenth century, at least in Germany and because of the towering influence of R. Meir of Rothenburg (d. 1293), that boys under thirteen years of age and women of all ages were no longer supposed to perform ritual acts in public. The ritual Jew now became redefined as the adult Jewish male.72 Is it a coincidence that Christian sources now begin to describe adult Jewish males as bearing distinctive physical features, as being “Jews”?



Voluntary Conversion and Its Impediments

Although it is difficult to track, voluntary conversion existed for a long time in medieval Europe except in England, where there is abundant documentation.73 Alfred Haverkamp has proposed looking at the individual cases we know about from the German Empire and generalizing about them.74 In France, we have anecdotal records and sporadic references, such as one in Jacob b. Meir’s writings that refers to twenty cases of Jewish conversion to Christianity.75

In England about five hundred Jews out of a total population of five thousand might have converted before the mid-thirteenth century. England was especially interested in converting the Jews under Henry III. He founded the Domus Conversorum in 1232, a halfway house for Jewish converts to receive financial support for varying lengths of time. Royal initiatives rather than mendicants were mainly responsible, and Henry was personally involved with the lives of many new converts.76 Despite papal policy, he took the assets of converts and offered them a home in the Domus or a monastery. Henry’s approach was apparently driven more by piety than greed since it was not clear if the king benefited more from the confiscation of each convert’s assets than from future taxes on those assets. The intention of conversion was to disrupt the Jew’s social network from the Jewish past and provide a temporary means to enter Christian society. But like the Italian ghetto of the early sixteenth century, the Domus served to reinforce the unique status of the Jewish convert, who was not a full part of either the Jewish or the Christian community.77

Although there are important differences in appearance between Jewish men and women that correlate with the Christian perception of conversion, such that it was considered more likely for a Jewish woman to convert than a Jewish man, age has to be factored in as well. In some anecdotes, as in Caesarius of Heisterbach, it is young girls who are presented as attracted to Christianity and parents who confront ecclesiastical authorities to try to prevent their child from being baptized even willingly.

A group that was thought to convert easily were Jewish women, like the synagoga, but perhaps the majority of voluntary converts were young Jewish men, especially “adolescents,” as William Chester Jordan pointed out. Susan Einbinder suggested that there were liturgical efforts aimed at preventing students of the Talmud from succumbing. There are several indications that Jews in medieval Europe were especially concerned about their young children in general and boys in particular.78

We recall that the martyrs of 1096 were motivated in large measure to kill their children rather than allow them to be baptized or even touched by Christians. Cases of successful conversion like Judah Herman’s deal with the attraction and repulsion of the church, but ultimately the kindness of nuns attracted him while on a business mission for his family.79 As noted earlier, English scholar Yom Tov was so attracted to the cross that he committed suicide on the eve of Shavuot, the same time of the year the martyrs of Mainz were attacked and killed their families in 1096—the time of the Torah’s revelation.

And Simha Goldin proposed that youth ceremonies were designed to make Jewish boys in particular more attached to their Jewish identity, such as the initiation of young boys into Torah learning on Shavuot in German towns, and perhaps the early stages of the bar mitzvah ceremony marking coming-of-age at thirteen years and a day, the age of bar mitzvah, the same age Judah Herman had his first dream that enabled him to imagine himself a Christian knight.80

Those interested in converting Jewish men did not think they were “beautiful.” Nor did they consider them likely to convert successfully. Their Jewishness could be constructed as physical, like circumcision, and therefore permanent. Jews, on the other hand, had no trouble thinking of Jewish men as handsome, thereby indicating that each religious culture saw the same people differently.81



Impediments to Jewish Adult Male Conversion

The ways Jews and Christians expressed their own physical identity as well as interpreted the appearance of the other raise questions about the factor of “race” in medieval Europe along with its usefulness in analyzing how Jews and Christians thought of the other. Jews argued that any ugly traits were temporary and not permanent, or that they were superficial and covered up an inner truth that belied appearances. In this denial of the permanence of physical appearances, the Jewish sources reflect how the issue of race was being debated.82

But in light of the perceptions Jews and Christians had of physical differences, it was not clear whether all Jews could become Christians if they wanted to. The Jews managed to live within Christian society for over two centuries without feeling any organized pressure from Christian authorities to convert. During this time, some Jews converted voluntarily or temporarily under duress, as in 1096, and then returned to the Jewish community despite the ecclesiastical prohibition of doing so.83 This is thought to have changed in the thirteenth century, but not everywhere.84

Although there was ambivalence about Jewish conversion in many different circles, the thirteenth-century public disputations and forced sermons, as in England under Henry III or the Kingdom of Aragon in 1263, meant that there was some expectation that Jews could be converted, despite the policy of the popes and canonists until the sixteenth century against trying to convert Jews actively.85

There were dramatic instances in the late Middle Ages of significant groups that did convert. In fifteenth-century Spain, for example, influenced by the demoralization of many rabbis in Castile and the Kingdom of Aragon, hundreds and perhaps thousands voluntarily converted to Christianity, adding to the large converso communities that had emerged in the wake of the massive 1391 riots throughout the peninsula.

There was also a counterargument that Jews were not susceptible to reason because they were bestial and not fully human.86 Since Christianity was rational and Jews refused to be convinced, they were not rational beings and were likened to animals, and there was no need to try to convert them or debate them in public. Few remedies remained, especially after authorities were convinced that Jews presented a danger to Christian society either through the figurative poison of usury or the imminent threat of murder to the body of Christ—including the allegation of well poisoning.

The study of cultural aesthetics, how Jews and others are thought to appear physically and their cultural meanings, seems to be connected to the inability of some Jews to convert completely. The premise of conversionist activity on the part of the church was that baptism was a sacrament that was irreversible and permanent. From the days of Pope Gregory I, persuasion, not force, was supposed to be applied to the Jews by the church. But the theology of baptism assumes that the rite was effective and transformative. In an unexpected way, while the spiritual Jew might have been changed, the physical Jew remained, even as male circumcision remained a “mark of distinction.” Christians and Jews resisted the implications of baptism, and one of the reasons was that certain physical features of Jewish men persisted after conversion.87

Rabbinic authorities, for their part, resisted the possibility that Jews who converted to Christianity ceased being Jews. They discounted the efficacy of baptism and insisted on the permanence of Jewish status. Rashi invoked the Talmudic precedent that “a Jew who sinned (by apostatizing) remained a Jew.”88 They differed, inconsistently, about the degree to which a Jew had to undergo any overt ritual act in order to reenter the Jewish community, thereby implying that some change had in fact occurred. Overwhelmingly, rabbinic law made it nearly impossible for Jews to lose their Jewish status.89

The editor of the Solomon bar Samson chronicle expresses one Jewish survivor’s perspective about Jewish forced converts in the decade before the Second Crusade. Although most of his praise is for the saintly martyrs whose merit serves as a reservoir of atonement for survivors such as himself, he also devotes some time to praising the religious loyalty of converts who try to follow Jewish practice even while in religious captivity. However improbable as a factual description, the encomium explains what converts would have to do to remain loyal to Judaism after being converted against their will:

It is now fitting to recount the praises of those who were forcibly converted. They risked their lives even in matters pertaining to food and drink. They slaughtered the animals they ate in accordance with Jewish ritual, extracted the forbidden fat, and inspected the meat in accordance with Rabbinic law. They did not drink prohibited wine and rarely attended church, and whenever they did go, it was under great coercion and fear, and they went with aggrieved spirits. The Gentiles themselves knew that they had not converted out of conviction but rather in fear of the errant ones, and that the Jews did not believe in the object of their reverence but remained steadfast in their reverence for the Lord and clung firmly to the Most High God, Creator of heaven and earth. In the eyes of the Gentiles they observed the Gentile Sabbath properly; but they observed God’s Torah clandestinely. He who speaks evil of them, it is as though he spoke thus of the Divine Countenance.90

A sign of the continued Jewish identity of some converts is that Christians referred to Jewish converts as “so-and-so quondam judaeus” (so-and-so the former Jew).91 So, too, Jews might change the names of apostates to insult them, as a reminder of past identity. Converts were sometimes discriminated against, as in the case in England of Henry of Winchester, whom Henry III knighted but whose Jewish identity continued to plague the convert.92

Appearances were also invoked as a reason to doubt the loss of Jewish identity even generations after conversion if the context was serious enough. The Jewish pope or antipope Anacletus II in 1130 is frequently discussed in this regard as a case in which Jewish family origins prevented a third-generation Christian from becoming pope. It was said that he “looked Jewish” despite the time elapsed since his great-grandfather Baruch-Benedict had converted.93 This may have been a special case because of the office involved, but it raises the question of whether a Jewish man can be a true convert. In the case of the Pierleoni candidate for the papacy, the issue wasn’t circumcision, an acquired Jewish male characteristic, which remained only in a first-generation male convert after his conversion.94

There also is disagreement about what, if any, effect conversion to Christianity had on Jews or Muslims. A significant amount of energy is spent showing that baptism not only effects spiritual change, as it should according to theological arguments, but can also change appearances that define a non-Christian, such as skin color. There are limitations, however, at least when it comes to Jewish physical traits. A similar religious-social situation had occurred in the mid-twelfth century in Muslim Spain when the Almohads refused to treat former Jews or Christians as full Muslims.95 The sense that Jews had characteristics that were somehow immune from the efficacy of baptism and were innate became more prominent.96

Medievalists have investigated different aspects of how physical attributes, not religious affiliation proper, affected how identity was shaped and viewed. Specifically, the issue of race, along with attributes of skin color and other physical indicators, has been studied in material culture and literature, and medievalists are not content to leave matters of racial definitions to modern historians. It is important not to equate race only with skin color.97

In the early centuries when the church accepted Paul’s hope that Jews would eventually convert, synagoga was depicted at least on major cathedral facades as a beautiful woman, like ecclesia, but blinded to the truth. The similarity in appearance appearance of the synagoga and ecclesia changed in the later Middle Ages, when the former became represented as undesirable types such as a lascivious or old hag—a sign that no one expected her to change, as Miri Rubin has observed.98 Jews were Jews, something Jews had always known, but now Christian authorities were beginning to agree.

This shift in aesthetic representation reflects increasing doubt in the later Middle Ages that Jews, perhaps even Jewish women, could become sincere Christians even if they converted, and a belief that they were going to resist conversion if they could. A form of Jewish essentialism set in, as reflected in the purity of blood laws in Iberia as well as increased libels and physical attacks.99

A consideration of the persistence of the physical features of the Jewish male brings us to yet another change in the imagined Jew. Until now, we have seen two important components. From the Hebrew and Christian Bibles, there is the assumption of two peoples claiming chosenness and the right to be dominant—an assumption I have called the binary of inverted hierarchy. To that feature of the imagined Jew, the First Crusade added the notion of the Jew as the enemy within—a trope that developed nuance in the ritual murder and other accusations about Jews assaulting the body of Christ. Those two elements continued, and sometime in the later thirteenth century, with renewed efforts to convert Jews, we begin to see the idea that imagined Jewish male physical features persist after conversion, thereby making being Jewish permanent and unchangeable.

The three elements of the imagined Jew, then, come into existence before Jews were forced out of the principal kingdoms of western Europe in the late Middle Ages (chapter 8), and continue afterward down to modern times, when new features of antisemitism draw on and reinterpret them to form modern antisemitism (chapter 9).







CHAPTER EIGHT
Expulsions
IMAGINED JEWS AND REAL CHRISTIAN ANTISEMITES



IT MIGHT APPEAR that as we began with the immigration of Jews from eastern Muslim and Byzantine Christian territories into western Latin Christian lands, we conclude with the forced or voluntary emigration of Jews from central Europe into the eastern territories of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and Iberian Jewry into the Ottoman Empire. But although this story about a reversal of fortune in the West has been the main narrative for some two hundred years of medieval Jewish historiography, the deeper structure is different and more interesting.

At the same time that the Jews from England and royal France were assimilating into the other Jewish communities of Ashkenazic or Iberian Jewry, the imagined Jew—first seen in the writings of Paul in the binary of inverted hierarchy, further developed during the First Crusade as the enemy within to the body of Christ, in its variations, and then again in the late Middle Ages as the unchangeable Jewish adult male convert—survived, especially in late medieval and early modern English literature. And as England expanded its empire in the nineteenth century, it spread the imagined Jew around the world. When Britannia ruled the waves, the sun never set on the imagined Jew.1

After a brief consideration of the forced migrations of the Jews as one of the threatening groups that was removed from the now Christianized West, we will look at the imagined Jew who continued to be present in late medieval and early modern times, especially in English letters. As Geraldine Heng observed, “After the Expulsion of Jews from England, in the absence of real Jews of the flesh, is in fact when anti-Semitic literature exponentially increases.”2


Why Expulsions?

The corporate expulsions of the Jews have been written about for so long as the late medieval culmination of Western anti-Jewish policies that it is difficult to realize how unusual it was for a government to expel a population beyond its borders. Governments might send individuals into exile. The ancient neo-Assyrian and early Ottoman empires forced population transfers within their borders, but few polities forced a group in its population to leave their borders entirely.3

As Benjamin Kedar pointed out, medieval western Europe was an exception for expelling whole groups from its borders. His brilliant insight as to why the West took this unusual policy is that since only the West created a moral vision of an ideal Christian society, it also posited in opposition to it an internal enemy, especially in the form of the Jews but other groups too. As a result, the West saw a dangerous enemy within where others did not and proposed a radical solution of group expulsion as a remedy that other cultures did not need to carry out.4

In the early Middle Ages, it was mainly zealous clerics who forced local Jews to leave various towns or kingdoms if they did not convert to Christianity, but later on, population expulsions were carried out by the temporal, not ecclesiastical, rulers, and the reasons for doing so were not explicitly religious.5 Although King Philip Augustus of France temporarily expelled his Jews from the tiny royal French domain in 1182, the first major case of a group expulsion in medieval Europe was in 1268, when Louis IX of France expelled the Lombards, Cahorsans, and other foreign Christian moneylenders from the realm. Rowan Dorin has explained that we must place the medieval expulsions of different groups such as foreign Christian moneylenders and Jews into comparative perspectives to understand either. There was significant change over time as well as inconsistency of policies and their implementations, as in England and France.6

The expulsion of the Jews from European states is often connected to the problem of usury—moneylenders charging interest for a loan.7 Scholars of the European economy have pointed out that the concern about money and lending for interest was increasingly expressed as a source of sin and danger as urbanization and increased commerce raised religious issues connected with credit that had been dormant before.

Jewish thinkers also engaged in the debate over lending at interest and argued back in defiance of the ecclesiastical interpretation that seemed to fall on ready ears. In Milhemet Mitzvah, a writer in southern France declared that credit was needed. Jewish thinkers in northern Europe were not of one mind on the subject. Although R. Jacob b. Meir (Rabbeinu Tam) justified Jews taking interest from Christian borrowers, Sefer Hasidim discussed this issue and argued against taking interest even from Christians.8

Because of the stereotype of Shylock as the quintessential Jewish moneylender in the Western imagination, we need to remember that not all medieval Jews were moneylenders and not all usurers were Jews.9 In fact, the boundary between merchant and moneylender, for Jews as well as Italian Christian bankers, was often fluid.10

In addition to obtaining funds on demand from the Jewish community, the English kings turned to especially wealthy Jews, such as Aaron of Lincoln, for major loans. When Aaron died in 1185, he had outstanding loans of fifteen thousand pounds, the annual revenue of the royal exchequer, only part of his vast estate.11 A Jewish woman moneylender with close ties to Henry III was Licoricia of Winchester, and there were others.12 To protect the safety of these financial records, Jewish and Christian officials were appointed to see to it that duplicate copies of loans were drawn up and deposited in chests (archae). By 1200, the role of exchequer of the Jews was filled entirely by Christians, called the justices of the Jews.13

For several decades in the thirteenth century, Jews came to dominate the English credit market of lending against bonds from which Christian moneylenders withdrew. Memories of this unusual association between Jews and loans is part of the historical context for the image of Shylock in later English and world literature.

The question of usury, along with how different temporal and ecclesiastical rulers acted to limit or stop it among populations that they could influence or control, is fascinating as well as complicated. Generally speaking, the church was responsible for native Christian usurers; the kings had responsibility for Jews, considered natives, and foreign bankers, who were mainly Italians.

Church councils tried to curb Christian usury. This campaign could influence and reinforce royal interests in regulating foreign Christian usurers and Jews, who were under royal control. So, for example, in 1179, the Third Lateran Council made a serious effort to stop Christian usurers. Canon 25 stated,

Nearly everywhere the crime of usury has become so firmly rooted that many, omitting other business, practice usury as if it were permitted, and in no way observe how it is forbidden in both the Old and New Testament. We therefore declare that notorious usurers should not be admitted to communion of the altar or receive Christian burial if they die in this sin. Whoever receives them or gives them Christian burial should be compelled to give back what he has received, and let him remain suspended from the performance of his office until he has made satisfaction according to the judgment of his own bishop.14

By 1215, the Fourth Lateran Council contained a canon that tried to limit Jews from charging immoderate usury. The position of popes and canonists, grounded in Pauline theology, was that Jews were not to be expelled from Christian society.15

But indirect pressure on Christian rulers through church councils was not as important as royal policies themselves, and these changed over time. In England and France, two different royal reactions to the problem of usury developed, usually justified not by church councils but rather an appeal to royal precedents.16 Henry III made several exactions on the Jews of England in 1239, but in 1240 he issued an order arresting Siennese merchants, and then in 1240 he tried first to expel all foreign merchants and then those who were usurers—a novel assertion of royal prerogatives connecting usury as the reason for expulsion. Whereas Philip Augustus had listed usury as one of the reasons he expelled the Jews from the small royal domain in 1182, now it alone sufficed to remove an entire population from the realm, at least in theory.17 Motives also were mixed, although by 1245 Henry assembled Italian merchants and demanded a large exaction or their expulsion. For Henry III, the primary motive to try to expel foreign usurers was mainly financial, to benefit both from their loans and fees and from their bribes to permit them to remain in England. His personal piety, real though it was, did not dictate his antiusury policy. Financial need did. Jews continued to lend and supply the king with tallages or forced payments.

A different motivation was at play in royal France. Louis IX (r. 1226–70) piously sought to purge his kingdom of evil and evildoers in preparation for a new Crusade. He generally showed public opposition to Christian usury and Jewish moneylending, as in the Ordonnance of Melun in 1230 against enforcing loans owed to Jews, but he was not bent on efficiently rooting them out. Yet in the late 1260s, in preparation for the Eighth Crusade, he showed renewed interest in limiting the two groups over which he had power: foreign usurers and Jewish moneylenders.

In 1269, Louis IX expelled foreign usurers with limited effect. His son, Philip III (r. 1270–85), issued a similar order in 1274, the same month the Second Council of Lyons promulgated the important ruling usurarum voraginem that provided for expelling foreign Christian usurers. Its language was heavily indebted to the order of Louis IX. Around the same time in 1274, Edward I (1272–1307) did likewise, but instead of any mention of the decree of the church council, the ruling was based on the earlier royal orders of Henry III in 1240 and 1253. Both Philip III and Henry III ordered the expulsion of foreign usurers, mainly Italian Christians, and relied on earlier royal precedents, not the ecclesiastical order, and again the decrees had limited effectiveness.

Some of the opposition to Jewish usury in England was politically motivated. The barons’ rebellion of 1258 demanded an end to Jewish usury because Jews paid for royal tallages by calling in Christian loans that could also result in loss of lands held as collateral, which Christian debtors had to liquidate so that Jews could pay the king his latest assessment. In England, Henry III did not limit Jewish usury since the Jews were an important source of royal revenues.18 In the fall, following the Second Council of Lyons’s canon against usury on penalty of expulsion, Edward was cracking down on Jewish moneylenders too. More than his father, whose motives were mainly financial, Edward was principled in his opposition to Jewish usury, as is seen in his 1275 Statuto de Judeismo, which tried to put an end to Jewish usury.

In December 1289, Charles II of Anjou, nephew of Louis IX, expelled his Jews from Anjou-Maine for usury, Judaizing, and sexual relations with Christian women.19 Although Charles cited local episcopal pressure to expel his Jews, the royal expulsions of 1290 and 1306 were grounded in political considerations, in which piety could, yet need not, play a role.

Edward I of England took measures to raise capital for a new Crusade by assessing his Jews, and that put pressure on Christian debtors.20 Opposition to the Jews increased, and the king’s decision to expel them in 1290 was a final bargain he made with the knights of the realm for a tallage of one-fifth of their movable property. The edict, now lost, was issued on July 18 and carried out on November 1. Unlike the attempts to expel foreign usurers, the expulsion of the Jews was effectively executed and Jewish assets were disposed of within three years. Thereafter, Jews who remained in England were either converts or there illegally and subject to being killed on sight. Even the chroniclers who report the expulsion did not blame the Jews and their usury but instead faulted the kings for manipulating the Jews to achieve their political goals.21 Edward’s letter issued November 5, 1290, claiming pious motives and blaming the expulsion on Jews continuing their usurious practices after 1275 was, to quote Robert Stacey, “a lie.”22

In royal France, from the middle of the thirteenth century on, an effort was made to convert the Jews, but it failed, and the removal of the Jews was partly motivated by the goal of achieving a purified Christian polity.23 The situation in France was also motivated by the king’s need for funds to wage protracted wars. Philip IV, Louis IX’s grandson, first tried to maintain his grandfather’s moderate position regarding his Jews, but in 1306 he decided to arrest them, seize their property, and expel them from the realm.24

When some two thousand Jews who still remained in England were ordered to leave, they understandably “went home” across the Channel to Normandy or the Île-de-France. There they continued speaking the French dialect that they never forgot and became regional French Jews again. Hardly a trace remained in Jewish memory of life in England, although English Christians could not forget the Jewish presence.25

In 1306, Jews then had to leave the royal kingdom of France and face collective extinction over the next century, not from persecution, but from processes of cultural assimilation into other Jewish cultures.26 In 1315, French Jews were permitted to return for a maximum of twelve years but were expelled again in 1321 after being associated with lepers and with poisoning wells in parts of France.27

Regardless of the motives of Edward I, Philip IV, and later French kings for expelling their Jews, as usury became the opposite of the growing ideal of apostolic poverty, the definition of the Jews as the dangerous enemy within expanded once again, this time to include the usurer, real or imagined.28 Although Joseph Shatzmiller discussed a case from southern France in which the local Christian population was supportive of a Jewish usurer, the association of Jews and usurers was firmly planted in northern Europe and contributed to the imagined Jew of late medieval and early modern literature.29

The removal of Jewish communities from Christian states, an example of European medieval group exclusion, was the result of efforts to protect an ideal Christian society from perceived harmful Jewish influences.30 The edicts leading up to the expulsions focus on the potential harm that the rulers foresaw for their Christian subjects if Jews were permitted to remain.

The texts do not mention Jews as causes of social and economic change, or as murderers, haters, avengers, or sexual predators, or as being too powerful, or as recent immigrants as reasons for removing them. They also do not refer to Jews studying Talmud instead of the Bible as a reason to expel them from Christian society as violators of an Augustinian bargain. They are much more in line with elaborating the Pauline idea in Romans that Jews are “enemies of the Gospel,” as further developed into the “nearby enemy” after 1095, as elaborated in chapter 3.

But the expulsions did not create the imagined Jew in Christian minds. As we have seen, the imagined Jew was a continuously developing figure that Christian writers began to construct in antiquity. In the New Testament, Paul contrasts the son of the free Sarah, Isaac, the church, to the son of the slave Hagar, Ishmael, the Jews, and the younger son, Jacob, the church, to the elder son Esau, the Jews, of Rebecca’s children. The elder serving the younger (Gen. 25:23) introduces into the imagined Jew a binary of inverted hierarchy that requires Christians to dominate Jews and Jews to serve Christians. Christians needed the dependent Jewish other, the formerly chosen, in order to regard themselves as Christians, the newly chosen. The ways Christians imagined Jews were a function of their own reciprocal or inverted self-image. The two critiques were also not symmetrical: Jews attacked Christianity as a pagan cult; Christians attacked Jews, people now constructed as enemies of Christians.31

Observing these patterns is sufficient to see an inverse correlation between what Christians claimed about themselves and what they imagined Jews capable of doing to and thinking about Christians. Although Jews and Christians invented each other in late antiquity by imagining an inverted virtual other who complemented their own self-image, the absence of Jews from much of medieval Europe meant that Christian Europe would now be dealing with only imagined Jews, not living ones. Before their expulsion, the imagined Jew as other served the purpose of maintaining Christian solidarity and identity. It persisted afterward in maintaining Christian society. Since it did not go away when Jews left, it formed a set of traditions that continued into modern times and played a role in the imagination of the Jew in the West.32 The in-group defined Jews as an out-group. Even after Jews were expelled, they continued to serve this function in Christian Europe as the self-defining other.33



Imagining the Imagined Jew

A few Jews managed to remain in England. Some hid and were able to maintain a clandestine existence.34 Others who had converted observed some Jewish practices in secret. Above all, the imagined Jew persisted in the imagination of Christians for centuries, especially in England, where Jews continued to be featured in literature.

What is remarkable is that the ritual murder and blood libels, the devil and the Jews, Jewish usury, and other images persisted in England and elsewhere in Christian Europe even when real Jews no longer were a recognizable community there. There are abundant signs of Jews in the literature and material culture produced in late medieval England, though less so in France, Germany, and Iberia.35

Many scholars have named and renamed the imagined Jew, including “the imagined Jew” used here, especially in late medieval English literature. Such an inventive explosion of terms reflects the serious issue of why the persisting and ever-protean image of the Jew played such a significant role in English culture.36

An early indication of the Jew as the product of Christian exegesis was James Parkes referring to Jews as “a theological necessity rather than a living person” in 1934.37 Joshua Trachtenberg referred to “the mythical Jew” in 1943.38 There was also nothing wrong with Bernard Glassman’s straightforward references to “antisemitic stereotypes” or “images of the Jew” in 1975.39

An avalanche of new ways to describe the Jew in the Christian imagination really got started in the 1990s and is still going on. Consider Gilbert Dahan’s Les intellectuels chrétiens et les juifs (1990); Kathleen Biddick discussed the image of the destroyed Regensburg Synagogue of 1519 in her study “Paper Jews” (1996); and Jeremy Cohen’s “hermeneutical Jew,” which he first brought up in 1992, acknowledges Dahan, and appears in 1999 in Living Letters of the Law; in his article “Synagoga conversa” (2004), he also proposed the notion of the “eschatological Jew,” which he subsequently developed into a book (2022).40

Sylvia Tomasch offered a “dis-placed Jew” (1998) and useful “virtual Jew” (2000); Denise Despres’s concept of the “protean Jew” (2002) emphasizes the dynamic life of the images over time.41 Steven Kruger’s Spectral Jew analyzes the reality of Jews who are gone and, yet are back as not so “blithe spirits” in the English imagination, and his introduction lists many of the earlier formulations. Miriamni Ara Krummel offers the idea of Jews as “legally absent, virtually present” (2011), but we should remember that the imagined Jew does not begin after the Jews were expelled but instead was there earlier.42 In contrast to the “wandering Jew,” popular only from the seventeenth century on, Kathy Lavezzo proposes the concept of the “accommodated Jew” (2017) in which the Jew is portrayed not wandering but in one location.43 And Krummel returned with the book The Medieval Postcolonial Jew, in and out of Time (2022), and there is no end in sight.

The proliferation of these terms suggests not only deep scholarly interest in the subject of the Jew in late medieval and early modern English literature but also confusion about what the significance is of the presence of the Jew despite the Jews’ absence for so many years.



The Jew in Late Medieval and Early Modern English Literature

Although the Jews of England and royal France assimilated into other Jewish communities and did not survive as early modern Jewish communities, the imagined Jew grew especially in English literature after 1290. Major works that refer to imagined Jews include late medieval texts like Piers Plowman, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and The Book of Margery Kempe.44 The Croxton Play of the Sacrament, written in the late fifteenth century, perpetuated the allegation of the host desecration in Paris in 1290 many years after Jews were expelled.45

The late medieval English work that has succeeded the most in perpetuating the imagined Jew as a cruel killer of innocent Christian children is Chaucer’s The Prioress’s Tale, a short Middle English text about which a vast amount of scholarship and criticism has been written.46 The grisly story Chaucer tells is aware of the specific ritual murder accusation in 1255 of little Hugh of Lincoln, but his narrative is invented, more generic, and transplanted far from England, and then refashioned as a Mary story in which cruel Jews are portrayed as the polar opposite of the kind Mother of God.

The scene is “in Asye, in a greet citee,” where Jews live in a “Jewerye” through which runs a street “open at eyther ende” (lines 487–89).47 A school for Christian children stands at “the ferther ende” (496).48 A widow’s child, “a litel clergeon, seven yeer of age” (503), would walk through the street to school. Along the way, he piously would kneel at an image of Mary and say his “Ave Maria” (507–8). When in school, he heard older boys singing the hymn to Mary, Alma Redemptoris, and he started to memorize it. An older student told him it was a prayer to Mary for help when one is about to die, and the boy learned it and sang it when going to and from school “thurghout the Juerie” (551).

Now Jews hear the boy singing about “swich sentence, which is agayn youre lawes reverence” (563–64), and conspire to kill him by slitting his throat and hiding his body in a latrine (572). When the mother realizes that her son is missing, she is distraught, and the story centers on her ordeal learning about the fate of her child. The murder becomes a saints’ story when the boy continues to sing the Alma Redemptoris with his throat slit until a “monk” removes a “grain” from the boy’s tongue, permitting him to die a saint, “his litel body sweete” (682). One of the Jews is drawn and hanged by the “provost,” a symbolic resolution, since in 1255 Henry III ordered eighteen other Jews hanged and dozens more arrested.

Chaucer here mimics host desecration stories by associating the boy with the host, the “grain” that he has on his tongue and that gives him life after death. Jews typically were accused of putting hosts as well as saints’ bodies into latrines, and here, in a reversal, as Susan Morrison has pointed out, the Jewerye becomes a latrine.49 The story thus reverses the Jewish association of Christian sancta with latrines, in which Jewish latrine blasphemy puts Christ back into Mary’s body, the filthy source of his birth. In The Prioress’s Tale, the “Jewerye” becomes a latrine at one end of an “alley,” representing an alimentary canal, “open at either ende” in Mary, as Merrall Price has astutely suggested.50

The transformation of an imagined child sacrifice, likened to Hugh’s murder as told in Matthew Paris, into Chaucer’s Mary story, which demonizes the Jews out to destroy any reference to or reverence for Christian sancta, can be compared to how Thomas of Monmouth refers to Jewish revenge in the allegation about Jews killing William of Norwich in 1144. Jews are portrayed as reenacting the Passion (Thomas and Chaucer) or avenging their collective suffering that resulted from the Passion (Thomas).



Early Modern Jews?

The image of the Jew as avenger of his suffering, one of several themes created in medieval Europe, is reinterpreted as a central theme in early modern times, when Jewish communities are no longer present, as in Elizabethan England.51 Here we find elements of the imagined Jew as the reciprocal of a Christian in certain defined ways that mirror each other: in combinations of usurer, hater of Christians, killer of Christians, consumer of Christian blood, dogs, and swine, all pointing to the supposed opposites in Christianity.52 Christians eat pork; Jews are porcine and are nursed by pigs.53 Christians consume the blood of Christ in the Eucharist; Jews consume the blood of Christians. Christians eat the body of Christ; Jews are cannibals and eat Christian hearts. Christians are spiritual; Jews are lustful, materialistic, and money obsessed, and so on.

Some of these images are powerfully and grotesquely depicted in the character of Barabas in Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta, and more subtly and memorably presented as William Shakespeare’s Shylock in The Merchant of Venice.54 In each case, a Christian tricks a Jew (Barabas) or is thought to compete unfairly (Shylock), and the Jew then seeks personal revenge. In contrast, in his Life about William of Norwich, Thomas of Monmouth writes that the Jews were punished with exile because they killed Jesus and that is why they now seek revenge by selecting and crucifying an innocent Christian boy each year. The explanation is grounded in the theology of the Passion of Christ as well as Christian and Jewish history, and its alleged Jewish reenactment is based on revenge for Jewish exilic suffering.

In the early modern egomaniacal expressions of Jewish revenge in Barabas and Shylock, the motive is no longer connected to the Passion. Now the Jewish protagonists take out their revenge on Christians, not on symbols of Christianity as in the Middle Ages.55 This is new, it is early modern, and there is no connection here between the Passion of Christ and Jewish behavior. These imagined Jews present a transition stage between the medieval and modern imagined Jew. Jews are now operating in Christian social space more than in a theological drama of competing chosenness. They are not yet transformed into a racial other.

The governor of Malta tricks Barabas out of his wealth in order to use it to save the state. Barabas is told that he must attend a meeting and give half of his wealth to ransom Malta from the Ottoman Turks. When he hesitates, the governor decrees that he has refused and thereby has forfeited his entire estate (I. i. 84–94). The cause of Barabas’s revenge turns on political intrigue and international diplomacy, not theology, and is signaled by a figure representing Niccolò Machiavelli at the beginning of the play (prologue).

For Shylock, revenge centers on economic competition with the merchant Antonio, whose ships are not yet back and who borrows funds from Shylock to lend to his friend Bassanio. Shylock hates Antonio, he says, because Antonio competes unfairly by not charging interest to other Christians (I. iii. 39). Once Shylock insists on collecting the penalty in the bond of a pound of flesh as his revenge on Antonio, Portia and then the duke conspire to reduce Shylock to poverty and then force him to convert to Christianity. The trick that leads to his downfall, Portia’s insisting on the letter of the bond (IV. i. 301–8), is the consequence of Shylock’s act of revenge, not the cause of it, as in the case of Barabas.

As a result, instead of Jewish wealth serving the state and being rewarded, Barabas and Shylock are tricked by the state into losing their wealth and eventually either their life (Barabas) or religious identity (Shylock). Both lose their daughters and a Jewish future to Christian marriages, foretelling the end of their Jewish lines as well.

The scope of Barabas as an international merchant prince who is out for himself and loyal to no ruler is the inverse of the international Jewish courtiers like former Marrano Doña Gracia Mendes and her nephew Don Joseph Nasi who served the Ottoman sultans and were rewarded handsomely.56 Barabas is not a small-time medieval usurer or pawnbroker but rather an early modern international merchant (“Thou are a merchant and a moneyed man” [I. ii. 53]), based in Malta, historically contested between the Christian and Muslim powers.

Shakespeare’s Shylock is more modestly located in Venice, the capital of a Mediterranean naval empire, but with a limited focus on the city. Shylock’s grubby Realto versus Portia’s lofty Belmont contrast the low and high domains of Jewish and Christian success. His capital comes from trading abroad, but he is not a player in international realpolitik like Barabas. Neither can he be compared to the small social world of most Jewish moneylenders living in an English or Continental town in the twelfth or thirteenth century, producing mainly small consumer loans for Christian neighbors or supplying ready money for ecclesiastical or temporal rulers or vintners in need of credit to get to the next harvest.57 The twelfth-century Jewish usurer is a local figure, even an Aaron of Lincoln; Marlowe and Shakespeare have transformed him into an international one, typical of early modern times.

The comic relief comes in part from how each overreacts when put into an impossible situation of loss and frustration instead of service. Anger and hatred ooze from Barabas, and his boasting of his killing Christians is buffoonery. He hates and is disloyal more than he is greedy. He is political and demonic, not economic, at his center. He is out to poison and kill any Christian he can, and we are not sure why. In 1945, Abba Kovner’s Neqamah (Revenge) group set out with poison to kill as many Germans as possible, and we know why.58 With Barabas it is essentially his nature. In no way is he interested in Christianity as a foreign form of worship.

Shylock tells us he hates Christians because they do not charge each other interest. This is new and fantastic, and pits imagined Christian charity against Jewish business for profit. It alludes to the biblical basis, in theory, of prohibiting loans with interest between “brothers” but not to “others,” as Benjamin Nelson put it.59 But in practice, interest was charged by Christians as well as Jewish moneylenders and bankers. So the reason for Shylock’s hatred is not true to reality and is a fiction, a pose, Shakespeare’s own imagined Jew.

Not only is Shylock not an accurate contemporary figure; he does not resemble the medieval Jew either. Medieval Jews hated Christianity as idolatry but did business with Christians, who charged exorbitant interest to other Christians. When Jews left England in 1290, Queen Eleanor took over the outstanding Jewish loans and collected them. It is not surprising that some Christians tried to get Jews readmitted to England.

Barabas and Shylock are imagined Jews not because there were no Jews to speak of in England but because such Jews never lived in England. They rage on about hatred and revenge so that Christians can monopolize mercy and love, as in Barabas being loved to death physically and Shylock spiritually with his and Jessica’s conversions. There is no Christian love here for a Jew who remains a Jew.60



Daughters, Fathers, and Jewish Futures

The figures of Barabas and his Abigail, Shylock and Jessica—the relationship between Jewish fathers and their beautiful daughters—turn on the power of the Christian world versus the limits of Jewish wealth and cunning that are no match for it. The world of competing chosenness is gone. This is an areligious world of power politics and trickery, not religious restraint or frenzied religious enthusiasm. It also allows for some female agency for unmarried Jewish daughters, whereas before, mainly Jewish widows were able to act like men.61

In medieval Europe, intimate social mixing between Jews and Christians was common. We see this from the Fourth Lateran Council’s canon 68 that assumes it, but also from the contemporary exempla of Caesarius of Heisterbach. In Caesarius of Heisterbach’s exemplum, the Jewish father rages against the cleric who sleeps with his daughter, and in the end she converts. The father is powerless to control his daughter against the bishop. The young Jewish women are described as beautiful, suggesting foreign allure, yet serving to mitigate the cleric’s weakness too.62

Two generations later, in a responsum of R. Meir of Rothenburg (d. 1293), a Jewish father wants revenge on his married daughter for sleeping and conceiving with a Christian while her husband is away, and asks permission to kill her. He complains that she threatens to become a Christian if she cannot have her way.63 These sources from the thirteenth century all assume that Christian men, including clerics, fraternize with Jewish women, and young Jewish women’s fathers as well as clergy and rabbis are helpless to prevent it. In these cases of Jewish-Christian sexual alliances and father-daughter dynamics, we see an earlier phase in the development of Elizabethan Jewish fathers and daughters as well as the contrast between medieval and early modern cultural contexts.

One of the consequences of the motif of Jewish fathers killing their daughters, as seen in The Jew of Malta, is the return of the belief that Jews ritually killed Christian boys in the past. People resorted to a logical analogy: if Jewish fathers could kill their own daughters, they surely could kill Christian boys like Hugh of Lincoln. As Livia Bitton-Jackson put it, “The Jewess in all of these works became her father’s victim because of her devotion to Christianity. How much more plausible, how much more credible, was the murder of a Christian child by the same Jew?” William Prynne (1600–1669) used past ritual murder allegations as a reason not to readmit the Jews into modern England.64

Religion is centrally important to the medieval fathers. In the cases of Abigail and Jessica, conversion is about aversion to their fathers’ behavior and moving up in the world of Christian society. Some Jews may have converted in the Middle Ages to extricate themselves from difficult personal situations and improve their lives, but they had no doubt they were rejecting their religious heritage and moving into another religious world.65

With Shylock “content” to be a Christian, Jewish martyrdom or guilt over even temporary conversion, as in 1096 and beyond, is over. Unlike the medieval Jewish convert, who is still a suspected Jew, Shylock seems to succeed in crossing over, to everyone’s satisfaction. But we do not really know because once Shylock converts, he literally disappears and is never seen in act 5. It is hard to imagine him ever fitting in at Belmont.

Similarly, although the themes of revenge and greed are found in medieval stories about Jews, this does not mean that Shylock was invented in the twelfth century. The issue of Jews as moneylenders or usurers is not a constant. It is “protean,” in Denise Despres’s term. Although Jews played a visible role, they were not the main suppliers of credit, and laws were passed to restrict Christian foreign bankers, as at the Third Lateran Council, or expel them before they were applied to Jewish moneylenders.

Shylock is an anachronism, and the audience would have found his role incongruous and perhaps even comic.66 Sephardim in Venice were merchants; Jewish moneylenders were usually small fry and relatively poor. This imagined Jew, placed far from England in “Venice,” is portrayed not as a petty lender or pawnbroker but instead as an international merchant prince. In the early seventeenth century, the merchant was more likely to be a former Portuguese Jew or Marrano in Italy.67 Shakespeare wrote the Merchant knowing about real Marrano merchants in England and asks the audience to laugh at an imagined Jewish usurer on the stage. And so when Portia in disguise asks, “Who is the merchant, who the Jew?” (IV. i. 170), it might occur to some in the audience to think, “Both.”68

It is easy to hate moneylenders as a rule, and offering a counterexample of one that Jews defended does not dent the stereotype except to make us remember that it is a stereotype and not an accurate portrayal of Jews at any particular time.69 But Shylock does not put greed above revenge and hatred of a Christian. He wants his pound of flesh, his bond, the letter of the law, regardless of how much others are ready to pay him to ransom Antonio. He claims, as William Chester Jordan suggests, that unless his bond is honored, there is no law and order, no civilization in England. It’s not about Christian mercy.

The Jew is a comic medieval anachronism. The reason is that Shakespeare’s audience was antisemitic toward the medieval Jew. Is he human? He appears to be, but maybe we know that he really is not.70 The antisemitic audience could think Portia’s mercy speech as well as Shylock’s own humanity speech funny if the audience assumed that Jews were not human or rational. Or they could agree that of course a Jew bleeds if “pricked” in the meaning of sodomized or suffering from hemorrhoids, or even is like a woman and menstruates.71 Shylock can be a comic figure not only because he converts at the end (happy ending) but also because the audience has fixed ideas about Jews that Shakespeare is playing off. Shylock is more interested in revenge than money. He keeps turning down more and more money and insisting on his bond, the pound of flesh. Would the audience think this absurdly funny since he is a Jew?72 The audience knows he is greedy, but the pound of flesh is more important. If the play is seen in light of the audience’s assumptions about Jews, all the more reason to trick him into acting counter to expectations.

The revenging and greedy Jew were not as important in medieval European religious cultures as on the Elizabethan stage. Marlowe invented Barabas; Shakespeare created Shylock. By the time of the Elizabethan dramatists, the earlier religious rivalry between Jews and Christians over chosenness was no longer the main issue, and this changed everything. By the nineteenth century, of course, the world changed again.

It remained a lasting feature of Christian Europe beyond Elizabethan England, for example, when a converted Jew and Iberian Catholic, Dr. Roderigo Lopez, was arrested, tortured, and executed for trying to poison the queen.73 We see it in Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta and Shakespeare’s Shylock. In German lands, Martin Luther attacked Jews for their usurious practices harmful to the peasants, as did writers like the Abbé Gregoire in revolutionary France. Jonathan Frankel and Magda Teter have shown that more blood libel accusations are reported in modern times in eastern Europe than in all of medieval history. Even the Ottoman Empire reported a groundswell of cases.74

The Jews of England (and France) disappeared, but the antisemitic imagined Jew persisted in English literature and influenced the world into the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries. Chapter 9 concludes with a new approach to the problem of the relationship between medieval and modern antisemitisms. It focuses on the by now familiar three-part shared structure that made it possible for modern antisemitic content to build on and transform the antisemitic medieval imagined Jew into the modern antisemitic one.







CHAPTER NINE
Antisemitisms
MEDIEVAL AND MODERN



ANTISEMITISMS, OR FORMS of Jew hatred, existed before Wilhelm Marr coined the term in the 1870s.1 Did medieval Christian Jew hatred contribute to its modern, racial expression in the Holocaust or Shoah?2 This debate has been especially lively among historians as well as medieval literary scholars and art historians. As awareness of the Holocaust grew, medieval scholars were encouraged to look at premodern cases of anti-Jewish violence in new ways.3 Sometimes, looking back from the Holocaust, scholars were tempted to redefine medieval antisemitism as anti-Jewish violence even though it includes much more.4

The discussion has usually adopted one of two basic approaches. The teleological view sees a causal connection between medieval and modern forms of Jew hatred. Proponents include Jules Isaac, James Parkes, Joshua Trachtenberg, Léon Poliakov, and more recently, Robert Chazan and Gavin Langmuir.5 Modern historians sometimes argue that the term “antisemitism” is appropriate only for the modern era because it came into currency in the 1880s. But attempts to limit the term to modern racist ideologies, while technically justifiable, has the disadvantage of suggesting a complete discontinuity between premodern and modern Jew hatred.

Resisting the teleological position, it has been argued that medieval episodes of antisemitism need to be looked at on a case-by-case basis and not necessarily with the assumption that they lead to a modern form. This is the “contextual” understanding of anti-Jewish behavior before modern times. The leading formulator is David Nirenberg, whose influential book Communities of Violence set out to upend the teleological trend while reinterpreting the possible cultural meaning of medieval violence.6 But the cases he cites from southern France and Iberia of ritualized and symbolic violence as a potentially stabilizing rather than destructive force are not contrary evidence of a relationship between medieval and modern Jew hatred since it is the ongoing antagonism to the Jews in northern Europe, especially the German Empire, that might be the most likely candidate for medieval influences on modern German, lethal antisemitism.7

Then, in a remarkable volte-face and deft sleight of hand, Nirenberg adopted a modified teleological approach himself in his book Anti-Judaism, in which he proposed continuity from antiquity into modern times, not of Jew hatred but “anti-Judaism,” which he redefined as the West’s hostility to all victimized groups, whom he renamed “imaginary Jews.” This move still leaves open the question, addressed here, of how medieval Christian anti-Jewish thinking and behavior is related to real Jews and modern antisemitism, if at all.8

Scholars like Hannah Arendt, who resisted using the term “antisemitism” for premodern Jew hatred, contended that the medieval centuries were thoroughly religious in assumptions and institutions, whereas modern antisemitism is grounded in assumptions that include secularism, nationalism, ideologies such as socialism and liberalism, and the pseudoscience of racist scientific assumptions about Jews.

We see this neat, almost Pauline dichotomy in Arendt’s confident distinction that

anti-semitism, a secular nineteenth-century ideology—which in name, though not in argument, was unknown before the 1870s—and religious Jew-hatred, inspired by the mutually hostile antagonism of two conflicting creeds, are obviously not the same; and even the extent to which the former derives its argument and emotional appeal from the latter is open to question.9

But this raises the problem, Why did modern antisemitism target the Jews in the first place? And as we have seen, there are issues of race that are now being studied in medieval society as well as in modern times (chapter 8).

Those who want to insist on a basic difference between religious or premodern and modern racial Jew hatred have used the alternative term “anti-Judaism,” not in the sense Nirenberg uses it about all criticized groups in general, but defined in various ways about Jews and Judaism in particular.10 Gilbert Dahan, Jeremy Cohen, and Anna Abulafia, for example, have tended to use it in analysis of Christian theological traditions about Judaism and Jews.11 That term focuses attention on the hatred of Jews in the Middle Ages based on Christianity derived from theological writings, and not race. This usage can also suggest a discontinuity between religious anti-Jewish thought and later lethal, racial antisemitism.

Using “anti-Judaism” when one refers to anti-Jewish hatred is at best misleading. The problem of “anti-Judaism” is that Christianity is not opposed to Judaism so much as to Jews who practice it, and Christians need Judaism and the Old Testament to tell the truth of the coming of Jesus. So, for example, Michael Jones discusses anti-Jewish motifs in literary works and can refer to Marlowe’s Barabas as “anti-Judaic.”12 What can that mean? Or in an otherwise excellent study of demography in the German Empire, medieval historian Michael Toch refers to “popular anti-Judaism” apparently because he is unwilling to use the word “antisemitism” before the nineteenth century.13 He is in good company since Salo Baron resisted doing so as well and referred to Trachtenberg’s The Devil and the Jews as illustrating irrational “anti-Judaism.”14 In such cases, medieval or early modern antisemitism would be better.

Among medievalists who have used “anti-Judaism,” the most controversial is Langmuir, whose work defined the term in a way that has not been widely accepted. Langmuir used “anti-Judaism” to refer to Christian religious criticism of Judaism as it was practiced, based on what Jews actually did as Jews. In contrast, he defined “antisemitism” not necessarily as a modern movement but instead as any attack on what he called irrational or chimerical anti-Jewish behavior that Jews never actually did. After making this distinction, he then posited continuity between twelfth-century “antisemitism” and what came later. Langmuir tried to square the circle by arguing first for contexts regarding the cases before the twelfth century and a teleological approach from the twelfth century on.15

Langmuir’s view is not only fundamentally anachronistic but also potentially apologetic because his “anti-Judaism” relieves the church of any responsibility for his “antisemitism.”16 His approach was also colored by social psychological arguments that medieval Christians had doubts about such doctrines as transubstantiation and “projected” those doubts onto Jews as attackers of the consecrated host, for example.17 In actuality, assertive Jews’ criticism of Christianity led some Christians to have doubts in the first place and then react defensively, as Richard Southern noted (see chapter 4). This is the opposite of Langmuir’s psychosocial model, which pictures Jews as passive victims of Christian doubt projected onto Jews as imagined aggressors. Moreover, Langmuir’s use of social psychological explanations and other scholars’ reference to Christian “anxiety” or “social anxiety” as an explanation for anti-Jewish behavior impose unempirical theoretical constructs on the data and are usually unverifiable.18

Other scholars have also offered explanations for the terms they use. In his study that argues for continuity between medieval and modern forms of Jew hatred, largely through stereotypes and folklore, Chazan discusses briefly the terms “anti-Judaism,” which he correctly sees as obscuring the object of Judaism or Jews, and “antisemitism,” which he unfortunately reserves only for modern racist forms. Yet in 2016, he returned to the subject and decided to use the term “anti-Judaism” despite its potentially exculpatory implications.19 This still left him without a term to refer to premodern anti-Jewish hatred.20 Chazan discounted the use of “antisemitism” for medieval Jew hatred, and this has influenced others to do so as well.21

In a cogent critique of Langmuir, Chazan correctly points to the methodological difficulty “in assessing the psychological motivations of past individuals or groups” but then inconsistently refers to “the level of anxiety aroused by these anti-Jewish motifs,” which he thinks can be deciphered.22 For his part, Robert Stacey challenged the psychosocial criteria that Langmuir invoked to distinguish between “anti-Judaism” and “antisemitism.”23 What was considered irrational in the twelfth century? As Abulafia has argued, the revival of rationalism in the cathedral schools in the renaissance of the twelfth century understood Jews as lacking reason and in some cases being no different from animals. For that reason, some Christians thought that Jews were capable of doing anything.24

Other scholars have tried to follow Langmuir’s periodization without his theoretical distinctions. Guy Stroumsa uses “anti-Judaism” and “anti-Semitism” to distinguish medieval from modern, based on Langmuir.25 Andrew Gow compares anti-Judaism, or “opposition to Jewish religious tenets and doctrines,” and “antisemitic” as not predicated on a specific aversion to the Jewish faith, of which most medieval Christians had little or no knowledge, but he does not limit the latter to the twelfth or any century.26 David Berger reviewed the long history of anti-Jewish sentiments in the West and uses “medieval anti-Semitism,” which makes good sense.27

Recently, medievalists in literary studies as well as art and material culture have taken up racial studies and explored ways in which the attribution of physical characteristics to different groups in medieval societies is present.28 This nuancing of race before modern “racism” also casts doubt on the salient distinction between religious premodern and racist modern forms of Jew hatred regardless of what it is called. And so the remarkable increase of interest in anti-Jewish sentiment by scholars of medieval literature, especially English, and art historians has loosened the barriers to terminological precision that historians have tended to be troubled by so as to distinguish between anti-Judaism and antisemitism. Louise O. Fradenburg’s study of The Prioress’s Tale is one of dozens of examples that use “anti-semitism,” however spelled, as the most useful term to refer to Jew hatred.29 Once we broaden the definition of antisemitism to go beyond violence and refer to any kind of anti-Jewish sentiment, and get over the technical issue of when the term was coined, we open up new possibilities for a more nuanced understanding of different kinds of anti-Jewish cultures and can reconsider how they are related to one another.30

From this brief review it is clear that there is no consensus about terms, and instead a variety of usages that either distinguish between some anti-Jewish writings and acts as “anti-Judaism” versus others that are referred to as “antisemitism,” or modified forms of “antisemitism” such as ancient, medieval, and modern, or religious versus racist or some other distinction to privilege the modern racist form associated in particular with the Nazi regime and Holocaust.


Stereotypes: Medieval and Modern Differences?

In exploring the possible diachronic or continuous aspects of anti-Jewish motifs and politics from medieval into modern times, some scholars have pointed to images or “stereotypes”—a term taken from the study of prejudice.31 A vivid example of this approach was seen in 1995 in an exhibition in the Vienna City Hall of visualizations of medieval Jews compared to Nazi uses of those images in the publication Der Stürmer and the volume Die Macht der Bilder.32

As Jonathan Adams and Cordelia Hess have observed, there is an archive of antisemitic tropes that can be drawn on in different periods.33 Some motifs and images from the medieval stereotypes persist, adding to the modern ones a religious and venerable Christian pedigree. Alex Novikoff points to medieval sources of modern stereotypes in modern antisemitism: Jews are antiquated and stubborn, blind and irrational, the enemy of Christians and cannibalistic, greedy moneylenders, physically deficient, less than human, and a menace to society. But this is misleading since, as Richard S. Levy notes, modern antisemitism is concerned above all with “the rise of the Jews,” their power real and imagined, and this was not a major concern in the Middle Ages.34

The appeal to stereotypes can provide a useful approach to relating medieval and modern antisemitisms, but there are pitfalls to be avoided. For example, Chazan’s claim that Shylock was “unthinkable before the mid-twelfth century” implies that there is a close resemblance between the medieval Jewish moneylender and Shakespeare’s imagined Jew.35 But Barabas and Shylock are portrayed as great Jewish haters of Christians. Medieval Jews hate Christianity as “foreign worship” (‘avodah zarah) because Jews thought it was paganism. They tried to get along with Christians, do business, follow the laws, pay taxes, and mind their own business, even though Jews thought of Christians as benighted followers of an ancient, biblically proscribed pagan cult that was worthy of contempt.

So Marlowe and Shakespeare got it wrong. Or better, they created their own version of the medieval imagined Jew as inner enemy who hates Christians, and in the case of Barabas goes around poisoning them. Modern scholars like Chazan have read these Renaissance Jews back into the Middle Ages and assumed that imagined medieval Jews created Barabas and Shylock. In some ways, it is the other way around. Like the ghetto that was invented in the sixteenth century in Venice (1516) and then Rome (1555) but retrojected back into the Middle Ages when there were voluntary Jewish quarters, not ghettos, Shylock has been so powerful as an imagined Jew that he has been read back into the Middle Ages and assumed to be the moneylender then. In fact, those Jews who engaged in credit were often small-time pawnbrokers compared to the large Christian merchant banking houses of the “Lombards” (chapter 8).

The same problem of anachronism that makes Shylock a weak case for arguing for the influence of medieval Jewish stereotypes on modern forms of antisemitism also weakens part of Chazan’s contention that Jewish power and danger are found in common in medieval stereotypes and modern antisemitic accusations. Chazan points out that from the mid-twelfth century on, new Jewish stereotypes emerge of the Jew causing harm from financial dealings, expressing blasphemy to Christian symbols, and posing danger by killing Christians. These stereotypes share an understanding of the Jew as powerful and harmful to Christianity, and that shared feature contributed to modern forms of antisemitism: “All these new elements [of modern antisemitism] were, however, absorbed into the broad ideational framework of the hostile and powerful Jew that emerged in the mid-twelfth century in northern Europe.”36

This argument has the advantage of recognizing that despite the differences between medieval and modern stereotypes of the Jews, there was influence of the former on the latter. It is true that the Jew as harmful and dangerous did emerge in medieval Europe and became part of the imagined Jew that persisted into modern times, yet that began, as we have seen in chapter 3, not in the mid-twelfth century but rather at the end of the eleventh with the disaster of the First Crusade riots, when Jews became the inner enemy.37

Less relevant, though, is the claim about power, a major component of modern antisemitism. The idea of the modern “rise of the Jews” along with issues of Jewish power and a quest for world domination is qualitatively different from any of the images of the imagined Jew that resonated in medieval Christian society. In Thomas of Monmouth’s narrative about the alleged ritual murder of William of Norwich, he imagined an annual meeting of Jewish leaders at Narbonne, not to take over the world, but to pick a victim of ritual murder to end the exile of the Jews. It is hardly equivalent to the Protocols of the Elders of Zion.38

Given the variety of accusations in the medieval record, reducing them to Jewish power as well as hatred is a retrojection into the medieval period of modern antisemitism. And so the argument will seem valid that the medieval version contributed to the modern because, in fact, it is the modern definition that was used to selectively define anachronistically the medieval forms. Without the religious competition for chosenness, modern antisemitism is qualitatively discontinuous from its medieval predecessors. Something other than shared stereotypes enabled medieval Christian antisemitism to develop into its modern form.



From Medieval to Modern Antisemitisms

A focus on stereotypes risks anachronism. Instead, we should consider a different approach that will help us understand how medieval Jewish antisemitism is both different from its modern form and contributed to it. This is the three-part structure that medieval and modern antisemitism share, even though the former has religious content and the latter is defined in modern terms. Christian culture created this structure as the scaffolding of its imagined Jew. Each of the three parts could be transformed into modern equivalents that would become modern antisemitism.

The first part of the structure was the idea of the binary of inverted hierarchy in Christian society—an extension of the rivalry between Jews and Christians over divine chosenness. It meant that Christians, like Jews, thought that they should be above the other, and the other should serve them. Neither wanted to be subordinated to the other. But each side needed the other to mirror its own identity in an inverted form.

The cultural binary of two inverted hierarchies is found already in the Hebrew and Christian Bibles between Israel and the Canaanite and other idolatrous peoples as well as in the writings of Paul about Israel of the flesh and spirit. This meant that Christian power was an important theme of difference from the Middle Ages on. Christian domination and Jewish resistance were the result when power was one-sided in favor of the Christian culture. But resistance is misleading. Jews were also assertive, and Christians could be defensive as well. The agency derived from both sides. Each fed the other even when Jews were no longer permitted to live legally in a territory.

The structure of inverted hierarchy based on chosenness was sharpened after the First Crusade and at each subsequent one, when Jews were seen as inner enemies of Christians. This was an intermittent emergency view rather than a continuous one like the factor of chosenness or hierarchy. This too was a medieval addition to antisemitism that continued and changed. The Jews as internal enemy is largely a product of the First Crusade and succeeding Crusades, even if the New Testament and church leaders provide literary support.

The imagined Jew as the nearby enemy was extended to include poisonous usury, threatened murder, conspiracy to commit an annual ritual murder on an innocent Christian boy, ingesting Christian blood, blaspheming Christian sancta in latrines and harming the consecrated host, and poisoning the wells of Europe to kill off the Christians of Europe. The imagined Jew is motivated by hatred and revenge toward Christians—Barabas and Shylock combined. These images of the imagined Jew persisted after Jews were expelled and the Jew remained in Christian societies as the imagined other.

The third factor was that Jewish identity is a permanent condition, regardless of conversion or other factors, especially of adult Jewish men. Late medieval efforts to convert Jews in northern Europe, not just Iberia’s purity of blood laws, raised issues of “racial” permanence, especially the ability of Jewish men to resist conversion either by force or voluntarily. The permanence of Jewish men as Jews becomes clear as conversion efforts accelerated from the thirteenth century on.

These three interlocking structural factors contributed to Christian antisemitic assumptions about Jews more than any stereotypes, and they persisted into modern times, when binary right order, inner danger, and unchangeability were translated into modern and racial terms.

The asymmetry observed throughout this book that Jews hated Christianity, not Christians, and Christians hated Jews, not Judaism, enabled the three-part structure of medieval antisemitism to become modern antisemitism. Both are expressions of Christian hatred of Jews, not of Judaism. This made it possible to hate Jews first for religious reasons and eventually for racial ones.

Christians hated Jews because they were supposed to be religiously subordinate but often were assertive and not servile; Christians thought that Jews were the inner enemy; and Christians believed that male Jews were unable to convert. This three-part structure of Christian antisemitism is about Jews, not Judaism.

And it is because Jews are the subject of the three-part structure of medieval antisemitism that modern antisemitism is about Jews too; the change from an age of religion to a modern secular age did not interrupt the force of the structure of antisemitism. Had Christian antisemitism been about Judaism, and not Jews, modern secularization might have ended it. Instead, it got worse.



Implications for Today

The three-part structure of antisemitism also accounts for contemporary antisemitism toward Jews in the United States. The binary of inverted hierarchy means that Jews are hated when they are not properly subordinate to a group that thinks it is superior. Jews are successful and “white,” and are assimilating into the white Christian majority.39 That is exactly when groups of white supremacists resist Jews as their equals since they are supposed to be below the self-perceived waning white majority. Jews were stigmatized with racial antisemitism after 1871, when German Jews were fully emancipated legally and became like Christian Germans.40 So American Jews would be among those groups attacked precisely when they became socially indistinguishable from the white nativist communities.

Secondly, Jews are read as the enemy within and therefore dangerous, and need to be contained or eliminated.

And third, nativist groups adopt racial antisemitism and assume that being Jewish is a permanent condition and cannot change. Because of increased intermarriage, Jews become even more threatening since a racial essentialism is attached to their Jewishness.

For these reasons, there is little hope that diaspora Jews will cease to be victims of some forms of antisemitism so long as they threaten the binary of inverted hierarchical expectations of groups that refuse to accept a liberal political egalitarian inclusiveness as the social norm. There is every reason to be concerned that postmodern forms of nationalism and nativism recycle the medieval structure of antisemitism that developed for the first time in Christian Europe.

Unfortunately, just as Europe has proven again and again that it is a resilient culture that can survive devastating world wars in the twentieth century, its antisemitic culture has also proven resilient and transportable to other cultures, such as American nativism, which adapted the European antisemitic model for its own purposes. Awareness of the deep structure of antisemitism, derived from medieval Christian Europe, does not mean that it is coterminous with the West, but it does mean that not recognizing it will prevent any measure taken against it from succeeding. Put positively, if the West is to overcome color racism or antisemitism, it has to be aware of the history of each.






§§§§BM1>ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


THIS BOOK WAS begun with the help of a John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation Fellowship, and I want to thank the foundation for its confidence in me. At a critical moment, I received encouragement from Natalie Zemon Davis, whose work has inspired me and so many others.

My thanks to Yale University’s generous policy of triennial leaves and other research support that enabled me to finish the book. The ability to scan and acquire books from Yale’s Sterling Memorial Library during the COVID years made working off campus a possibility.

Colleagues with whom I discussed some or all of this book include Elisheva Baumgarten, Jeremy Cohen, Judah Galinsky, Elisabeth Hollender, Elliott Horowitz z”l, Ephraim Kanarfogel, Daniel Lasker, Ahuva Liberles, David Nirenberg, Ephraim Shoham-Steiner, and David Sorkin.

Some of the ideas developed here were first explored in the essay “A Jewish-Christian Symbiosis: The Culture of Early Ashkenaz,” published in David Biale’s Cultures of the Jews (Schocken, 2002), and I want to thank him again for making that possible.

Sahar Segal, Esq., was helpful as my research assistant when she was a Yale College undergraduate, and analyzed and summarized earlier research on the issue of how Jews thought about gentiles—an earlier framing of this book.

I shared versions of chapters with students in my Yale seminar in spring 2023, including undergraduate students Zara Ashford, Rachel Brown, and Tasha Dambacher, and graduate students Jacob Romm and Lola Shehu.

My appreciation to Princeton University Press for publishing this book, which started with conversations many years ago with Fred Appel and Brigitta van Rheinberg but underwent reimagining until it reached its present form. My thanks to Eric Crahan and Priya Nelson, to Morgan Spehar and Emma Wagh for their assistance, and to the staff of the Press for their help in transforming the manuscript into a book.





§§§§BM2>GLOSSARY


Ashkenaz The biblical name (Gen. 10:3 and Jer. 51:27) associated in the Middle Ages with the Jews of central Europe, northern France, and England, and later also with eastern European Jewry and their descendants

‘avodah zarah “Foreign worship,” ancient term for pagan religion

beit midrash A school of Jewish study

communion The Eucharist celebrated with bread and wine

converso (f. conversa) A former Jew converted to Christianity

etrog A fragrant citron used to celebrate the festival of Sukkot

Eucharist The wafer and wine used to celebrate communion

exemplum (pl. exempla) A story used to teach a religious lesson

gabbai Synagogue or community official who might be in charge of the synagogue services or collect taxes for internal social services

gaon (pl. geonim) Rabbinic masters in Baghdad under Islamic rule

gematria Word associations based on Hebrew letters’ numerical values

halakhah Jewish law, usually understood as the “path” (halokh), but possibly derived from the tax (halakh) in Ezra 7:24 (Saul Lieberman)

hasid Jew who is especially pious or a pietist who follows especially demanding rules of Jewish behavior

hasidei ashkenaz The Jewish pietists of medieval Germany who formed a small elite circle around Judah the Pious (d. 1217) and existed for about three generations

herem excommunication imposed on Jews who did not conform to local norms

host The unleavened wafer used in the Roman Church to celebrate the Eucharist

Incarnation The belief that God was made human in the life and death of Jesus

ma‘arufia Friendly client; exclusive Christian client for a Jewish merchant or banker in medieval Ashkenaz

midrash Interpretations of Scripture

minhag Custom, as opposed to written law

minhag avoteinu Custom of our ancestors, referring to family or ancient practices

Mishnah The first compilation of rabbinic traditions produced in early third century CE Palestine

nasi Prince or possible descendant of King David, but used also as a title of honor in medieval Jewish communities

parnas (pl. parnasim) Local leader of northern European Jewish community

pei’ot Male earlocks grown to avoid haircutting prohibited in Lev. 19:27

piyyut (pl. piyyutim) Original, improvised prayers that began in Byzantine Palestine and were especially important in medieval Ashkenaz

qahal The leaders of a Jewish community in medieval Europe

qinot Liturgical dirges that mark times of tragedy in Jewish experience

responsum (pl. responsa) Answers to questions put to rabbinic authorities

rosh ha-golah Head of the Exile or exilarch. A regional leader in ancient and medieval Babylonia and Persia

Sepharad Hebrew name for medieval Iberia (Ovad. 20)

sha‘atnez Forbidden mixture of wool and linen in cloth or thread based on Lev. 19:19 and Deut. 22:11

sukkah A temporary booth erected for the festival of tabernacles

Sukkot Festival of tabernacles

tallages Arbitrary taxes levied by a lord or king in medieval England

tallit A four-cornered prayer shawl requiring ritual fringes (zizit) at each corner

translatio imperii Transfer of authority from East to West

translatio studii Transfer of studies from East to West

transubstantiation The belief in the real presence of the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist

yeshivah Place of study of Jewish traditions and texts

zizit Ritual fringes of a tallit based on Deut. 22:12





NOTES


Chapter 1. Introduction


	1. The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, season 4, episode 7, aired March 11, 2022, on Amazon Prime, 22.13 min.


	2. Peter the Venerable, Letters of Peter the Venerable, no. 130, 1:328. English translation in Cohen, Living Letters, 247. See Friedman, “Anatomy of Anti-Semitism”; Price, “Medieval Antisemitism,” 179.


	3. Grayzel, Church and the Jews, 1:114.


	4. Jews asserting themselves under medieval Christian rulers can be compared, despite significant differences, to the behavior of groups studied in Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance; Bhabha, Location of Culture.


	5. The name “Ashkenaz” is biblical (Gen. 10:3 and Jer. 51:27) but gets associated with the German Empire and northern France and England by the twelfth century. See Aslanov, “Juxtaposition of Ashkenaz / Tsarfat.”


	6. The understanding of Jewish history as defined by “suffering and learning” goes back to the classic multivolume annotated German synthesis of Heinrich Graetz, Geschichte der Juden, translated into Hebrew, with notes, and into a more popular version in English without notes in six volumes as History of the Jews. In 1928, Salo Baron published “Ghetto and Emancipation” as a counternarrative that criticized what he called the “lachrymose” conception of Jewish history. Baron’s attempt to resist viewing Jewish history as a history of persecution still recognized that the assertive behavior of Jewish martyrs shaped Ashkenazic culture. See Baron, Jewish Community, and volume 4 of his magisterial Social and Religious History of the Jews, in which he still named a chapter “The Age of Crusades.” For Jewish political activity, see Elazar, Kinship and Consent, which pioneered the field of a Jewish political tradition; Walzer, Lorberbaum, and Zohar, Jewish Political Tradition. On the integration of medieval Jews and Christians in early Europe, see Marcus, Rituals of Childhood; Marcus, “Jewish-Christian Symbiosis,” introduction; Elukin, Living Together, Living Apart.


	7. Among the recent surveys of medieval Europe that mention Jews, much attention is still paid to their persecution. See Fried, Middle Ages, 160, 287–89; Wickham, Medieval Europe, 206–7; Rosenwein, Short History of the Middle Ages, 170–71, 229–30, 250–52. The best general history of medieval Europe that engages seriously with Jewish history is Jordan, Europe in the High Middle Ages.


	8. See Langmuir, “Majority History and Post-Biblical Jews,” reprinted in his Toward a History of Anti-Semitism, 21–41; Jordan, “Jewish Studies and the Medieval Historian,” 15. In the first century CE, Jewish historian Josephus Flavius, in his Contra Apionem, argued against those claiming that Jews did not have a history because the Greek historians did not mention them. See Knox, introduction, 6–7, to Robert Fagles’s translation of the Iliad.


	9. For the formulation, see Krummel, Crafting Jewishness in Medieval England. On the growing literature and terminology on what I am referring to generically here as “the imagined Jew,” see chapter 8. For a virtuoso performance of the presence of the imagined Jew, called the “imaginary Jew,” in the West, see Nirenberg, Anti-Judaism.


	10. See Marcus, “Forum on David Nirenberg.” For a useful review of the historiography on medieval antisemitism, see Barzilay, “Ha-Musag ‘Antisheimiyut’ ” (with English abstract).


	11. See Lopez, Birth of Europe; Geanakoplos, Medieval Western Civilization and the Byzantine and Islamic Worlds; Rosenwein, Short History of the Middle Ages. None of these multicivilization surveys understands the Jews in Europe as a historical culture and society with living communities, elites, and histories of their own engaged over the centuries with the Christian majority culture as well as with the Muslim and Byzantine empires.


	12. Jewish conversion to Christianity in medieval Europe has become a subject of renewed historical interest. See chapter 7.


	13. For the history of the Jews in Muslim lands, see Goitein, Mediterranean Society; Lewis, Jews of Islam. For the Jews in Byzantium, see Starr, Jews in the Byzantine Empire; Sharf, Byzantine Jewry; Bowman, Jews of Byzantium 1204–1453; Bonfil et al., Jews in Byzantium. For a comparison between the Jews in Muslim and Christian (mainly Latin) lands, see Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross, which tends to valorize differences, real though they were. On the bias for the Jewish experience in Muslim Spain (Sepharad) over that of northern Europe (Ashkenaz), see Marcus, “Sephardic Mystique”; Schorsch, “Myth of Sephardic Supremacy”; Marcus, “Jewish-Christian Symbiosis.”


	14. This argument does not preclude other ways in which a confrontation with Islam helped define a sense of Christian solidarity. See Erdmann, Origin of the Idea of Crusade; Kedar, Crusade and Mission; Tolan, Saracens; Koenig, Arabic-Islamic Views of the Latin West, 3–4; Nirenberg, “Epilogue,” 227–32; Cohen, “Muslim Connection.”


	15. For an early (1948) proponent of the view that Jewish vigor was behind early Christian antisemitism (his term, applied to the fifth century CE), see Simon, Verus Israel, reprinted as Simon, “Christian Antisemitism,” 164, cited in Gow, Red Jews, 53. See also Beker, Chosen. The role assertive Jewish behavior played in motivating Christian attitudes and policies toward them has sometimes been downplayed or dismissed for fear of blaming the victims. See, for example, Chazan, “Deteriorating Image,” 224–25; Berger, “Crusades,” 19, which claims that what Jews did could not possibly account for how Christians treated them. This correct observation results in discounting all Jewish behavior because of invented false Christian allegations. But the issue is, how did what Jews likely did to assert their own sense of religious superiority influence how Christians viewed themselves, and in turn, how they then treated the Jews? See also Cuffel, Gendering Disgust, 3; Marcus, “Israeli Medieval Jewish Historiography,” 273–74.


	16. See Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance. See also, especially, Halbertal and Margalit, Idolatry, 211. Sefer Hasidim and possibly some works influenced by its author, R. Judah the Pious, seem to view Christians themselves as practitioners of foreign worship (‘avodah zarah) or idolatry. See SHP, 19, 24, cited in Biale, Eros and the Jews, 76. The reason offered for the practice in Ashkenaz that Jews should not mourn the death of their children who convert to Christianity is that had they lived, they would have worshipped idols. See Isaac b. Moses of Vienna (a student of Judah the Pious), Sefer Or Zarua 2:428, in Urbach, Ba‘alei ha-Tosafot, 82n12, 112; Levin, “Jewish Conversion to Christianity,” 101. Halbertal and Margalit do not deal with Sefer Hasidim or the views of the Jewish pietists of medieval Germany (hasidei ashkenaz). The pietists’ view that Christians as well as Christianity are idolatrous requires Halbertal and Margalit to modify their otherwise helpful paradigm.


	17. On Jews as idolators, despite St. Augustine’s denial, see Lipton, Images of Intolerance, 40–41. This continuing association fits the model of Christianity as Israel that succeeded the biblical Canaanites, now understood as the persisting Jews.


	18. The imagined Jew has undergone significant development. See chapter 8. For Christian views that Jews and Muslims are pagans, see Camille, Gothic Idol, which does not deal with the Jewish view of Christianity as idolatry. For an earlier formulation of how medieval Jews and Christians regarded each other, see Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance, 3–4. Katz’s pioneering book, which I read as an undergraduate, was the inspiration to embark on the study of Jews and Christians in medieval Europe.


	19. Judah b. Samuel, Sefer Hasidim; other versions. See Marcus, Sefer Hasidim and the Ashkenazic Book. Sefer Hasidim is a book of religious teachings that includes hundreds of exempla that make use of everyday situations.


	20. Moshe Greenberg referred to the Hebrew Bible as a “pre-Jewish” book. See Greenberg, ‘Al ha-Miqra ve-‘al ha-Yahadut, 143. During the first two centuries CE, it became both a Jewish and a Christian book. On the social history of ideas, see Gay, Party of Humanity, x.


	21. Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael, ed. Horowitz-Rabin, 208; Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, ed. Lauterbach, Tractate Ba-Hodesh, parasha 2, 2:204, with a slight change in the translation.


	22. On holiness, see Deut. 14:2, 21, 26:19, 28:9. On Israel’s chosenness, see also Deut. 10:15, 14:2; Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, especially 227–32. See also Beker, Chosen.


	23. Sifrei Devarim, pisqa 97, 158; Sifre, 145, pisqa 97, 432n1; Sifrei Devarim, 158, in the last three lines of commentary to line 16, suggests that these comments were additions that were meant to be critical of the Christian Church’s claims to being chosen.


	24. The teaching is derived from the singular form in the phrase “chose you” (u-ve-kha bahar), suggesting the value of each individual Jew. Sifre, pisqa 97, 432n2.


	25. On the theology of the papacy, see Stow, “Hatred of the Jews,” 83; Stow, “Church and the Jews.” On Christian Roman law and the Theodosian Code of 438, see Linder, Jews in the Legal Sources.


	26. Letter to the Romans 9. In his “Sermon on Jacob and Esau,” Augustine elaborated Paul’s binary view of the biblical patriarchs: “So that Jacob … stands for the Christian people. He is the younger son, you see, because Esau is the Jewish people.” Quoted in Marcus and Saperstein, Jews in Christian Europe, 33.


	27. For the rabbis on Esau and Jacob, see Midrash Bereishit Rabbah 63:7; Rashi on Gen. 25:23; Thräde, “Jakob und Esau”; Cohen, “Esau as Symbol”; Bakhos, “Figuring (out) Esau.” For medieval illuminations warning Jews about Esau, see Offenberg, “Beauty and the Beast.”


	28. On the Pauline binary of body versus spirit in Galatians, see Cohen, Living Letters, 6–9; Stow, “Church and the Jews”; Stow, Alienated Minority, 10–12; Nirenberg, “Epilogue,” 221; Nirenberg, Anti-Judaism, 59–60. On Jews as enemies versus beloved in Rom. 11:28, see Narin van Court, “Critical Apertures,” 2. For the consequences of Paul’s dichotomy of body and spirit as a history of the West, see Nirenberg, Anti-Judaism.


	29. Cohen, “Supersessionism”; Carroll, Constantine’s Sword; Pelikan, Christian Tradition, 1:11–27. On Paul, see especially Gager, Reinventing Paul; Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism; Boyarin, A Radical Jew.


	30. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, 164. On Justin, see Rokeah, Justin Martyr and the Jews. Melito of Sardis was a Christian contemporary who also advocated Christian supersessionism. See Cohen, Living Letters, 9–11.


	31. See the Hebrew chronicle of Solomon bar Samson, EH, 609; H, 27; E, 25 (bottom). For an introduction to the three Hebrew chronicles on the 1096 First Crusade riots and martyrs, see the abbreviations and chapter 3.


	32. On Augustine, see Blumenkranz, Judenpredigt Augustins; Cohen, Living Letters, especially 24–65; Fredriksen, Augustine and the Jews. Augustine’s key writings about Jews are his Enarrationes in Psalmos, Contra Faustum Manichaeum, and De civitate dei. In addition to referring to Jews as “desks” (scrinaria), in his Sermo (5.5, CCSL 41:56) Augustine employs such similes as “guardians” (custodes) of (what are now) Christian books, “librarians” (librarii), and “servants” (capsarii), specifically referring to the elder servant or slave (i.e., the Jew) tasked with carrying the books of the master’s free children (i.e., the Christian) to school but never themselves entering the classroom. See Cohen, Living Letters, 36. In his address to Jews in Rome’s Tempio Maggiore on April 13, 1989, para. 4, Pope John Paul II said, “You are our dearly beloved brothers and, in a certain way, it could be said that you are our elder brothers.”


	33. Cohen, Living Letters, 29.


	34. Augustine, City of God, book 18, chapter 46.


	35. See Parkes, Conflict; Reuther, Faith and Fratricide; Efroymson, “Patristic Connection.” On Augustine, see Cohen, Living Letters.


	36. See Hay, Europe; Pagden, Idea of Europe.


	37. For the notion of inward acculturation, see Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, introduction, now slightly modified to reflect choosing some and ignoring other features of the surrounding culture, in Marcus, Sefer Hasidim and the Ashkenazic Book, introduction.


	38. On Rashi’s le‘azim, see Shereshevsky, Rashi.


	39. On the Talmud glossators or Tosafists and their dialectical method, see Urbach, Ba‘alei Ha-Tosafot; Soloveitchik, “Dialectics, Scholasticism, and the Origins of the Tosafot.” On a possible relationship between the method of the Tosafists and the Christian scholastic scholars of northern France, see Kanarfogel, Intellectual History, 102–10.


	40. Memorials or cults of the dead deserve further comparative study. See Marcus, Jewish Life Cycle, 221–44; Marcus, “Jewish-Christian Symbiosis,” 463–65.


	41. See SHP, 1630, translated in chapter 4. On the history of the medieval European synagogue, see Krautheimer, Mittelalterliche Synagogen, especially 64; Wischnitzer, Architecture of the European Synagogue; Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe; Paulus, Architektur. An uncanny experience confirmed this similarity in 1990, while at a conference held on Rashi in Troyes, France. Colleagues and I, including the late Vivian Mann, drove to Vézelay, in nearby Burgundy, and approached the chapter house attached to the abbey. I said to my companions, “Inside you will find a rectangular space divided by two interior columns just like the Worms synagogue.” And it was so. On the structure of the Worms synagogue, see Shalev-Eyni, “Reconstructing Jerusalem.” On ritual bath styles, see Bodner, “Romanesque beyond Christianity.” For an assertive example of a wealthy English Jew, Aaron of Lincoln, boasting that he financed an ecclesiastical window and shrine to St. Alban, see Lavezzo, “Minster and the Privy,” 363.


	42. See Sirat, “Looking at Latin Books,” especially 14–15; Isserles, “Les parallèles esthétiques.”


	43. Banitt, “Une langue phantôme”; Aslanov, “Juxtaposition of Ashkenaz / Tsarfat”; Kiwitt and Dörr, “Judeo-French.”


	44. On romances, see Einbinder, “Signs of Romance”; Gruenbaum, “Learning from the Vernacular”; SHB, 142; Leviant, King Artus.


	45. On Jews confessing to other Jews, see Marcus, Piety and Society, 75–86; Fishman, “Penitential System of Hasidei Ashkenaz”; Marcus, Sefer Hasidim and the Ashkenazic Book, 41–42.


	46. The contributions approach to Jews and the West, fashionable in the 1930s as in Cecil Roth’s Jewish Contribution to Civilization (1938), had an apologetic function. Beyond Jews teaching the Hebraica Veritas to Victorine monks in Paris, discussed by Beryl Smalley in The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages, are less well-known areas such as Isserles and Nothaft, “Calendars beyond Borders.” These contacts still remain largely unexplored.
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	Winchester. See Richard of Devizes
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