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The Castilian Bible
by Jeremy Schonfield

The year 1492 was a crucial year for
Spain and Europe. Not only was it the
year of the discovery of America but
also the persecution of the Jews
throughout all the Catholic kingdoms.
Five hundred years later,

this sad anniversary is commemorated
by the publication of a facsimile edition
of the greatest testimony to tolerance,
the Biblia de Alba.

Commissioned by an ecclesiastic and
compiled by a rabbi, it is a rare
example of interfaith collaboration

in a century of fanaticism.
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hat one scholar has
described as “the
single most
important Bible in
any vernacular language
produced during the Middle
Ages” has just appeared in a
lavish and complete facsimile
edition with a substantial
companion volume. In this,
specialists from various fields
describe and analyse the
historical setting, art and
scholarship of the Biblia de Alba.
Here, its editor Jeremy
Schonfield summarizes their
contributions.
When five centuries ago this
year, Spanish monarchs signed
an edict to expel from Spain its
centuries-old Jewish community,
they could scarcely have foreseen
that it would one day be formally
retracted amid expressions of
official regret.
This quincentenary is of more
than merely historical interest,
however, since descendants of
those Jews who were exiled, still
bearing names such as
“Toledano”, “Valencia” or
“Sevilla”, continue to transmit
with pride the culture of their
ancestors. They preserve
“Ladino” (a version of the
Castilian then spoken) as a living
language, sing folk and liturgical
melodies from pre-expulsion
Spain, and feel justifiable pride
in their association, however
remote, with a community whose
contributions to Jewish culture
were perhaps unique. For
instance, the finest post-biblical
Hebrew poetry, important
contributions to philosophy,
every major codification of
Jewish learning since the
Talmud, and key-works of
classical Kabbala derive from the
communities of Sepharad, as
Spain was called. Jews were
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established in the Iberian
Peninsula perhaps by the first
century of the Christian era and
were therefore in a position to
witness both the end of Roman
rule and the advent of
Christianity — the latter
ultimately to bring about their
banishment several centuries
later. During this time Jews had
to manoeuvre bravely to defend
their fluctuating rights, for what
was vouchsafed by one ruler
might be arbitrarily annulled by
another. The final decline was
characterized by a slow
deterioration between 1391 and
1492, a period that saw few signs
of hope, except for one brief gap
of tranquillity.

Church and government policy
suddenly united in about 1419 in
an almost unprecedented resolve
to abolish anti-Jewish measures
that had intensified over several
years in Spain. This sudden and
unexpected reversal of the trend
produced, moreover, a unique
document that survives to this
day. It reflects with great
immediacy the efforts made by
enlightened individuals to bridge
the social, cultural and religious
gap separating Jews from
Christians in medieval Spain. It
also illustrates the wealth of
intellectual and artistic
opportunities that could flow
from their decision to
collaborate.

This document, which has just
appeared in a lavish and
complete fascimile edition, is a
1,026-page large-format
Castilian Bible with 325
illustrations and some 6,300
glosses on the text. The
translation was made directly
from the Hebrew original.
Illustrated and commented
manuscript Bibles are not in

particular volume is unique on
two counts. Firstly, although its
illustrations were apparently
executed by Christians — since
Jews would be forbidden to
depict God in any form, and
many of the images here show a
divinity with distinctly Christian
characteristics — the artists had
access either to Jewish models
which have not survived or were
briefed on specifically Jewish
interpretations of biblical scenes.
The depiction of Cain killing
Abel by tearing his throat out,
for instance, is most likely drawn
from The Zohar — the kabbalistic
work based on biblical
commentary that was written in
Spain. But there are many other
scenes which show a familiarity
with Jewish texts that would
have been inaccessible to anyone
without deep and specialized
knowledge of the texts. This
phenomenon is encountered only
here, many of the 325 images
having no known model or
imitation.

But the commentary is also
unique in the Middle Ages, since
it is a Jewish gloss, compiled by a
rabbi, Moses Arragel of
Guadalajara. This work reflects
not only the views of classical
commentators and “modern
rabbis”, but compares them with
Christian views wherever these
differ.

Such a record of interfaith
collaboration — for the rabbi was
supervised by a Franciscan and
a Dominican — is the outcome of
unique circumstances. It was
commissioned by Don Luis de
Guzman, Grand Master of the
Chivalric Order of Calatrava
which was engaged in the
reconquest of Southern Spain
from the Muslims. Guzman was
allied with the most powerful

themselves great rarities, but this leader in Castile, Don Alvaro de
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Title page

This opening page of the Biblia de Alba
includes a scene from the commissioning of
the manuscript: Don Luis De Guzman,
Master of the Order of Calatrava,
despatches messengers with a letter to
Rabbi Moses Arragel, requesting him to
translate into Castilian and write a
commentarys; fol. 1v.

Biblia de Alba, 1430, 405 x 295 x 110 mm.



La Biblia de Alba

Facing page

God is here enthroned over the Mount of
Olives, which has been rent in two during
Israel’s victory against her enemy Gog at
the end of time. Israelites meanwhile
prepare to burn a pile of weapons
gathered outside the walls of Jerusalem.
The scene illustrates texts from Ezekiel
XXXIX and Zechariah XIV, which are
brought together in the Jewish liturgy for
Tabernacles, so serve here as evidence of
Rabbi Moses Arragel’s involvement in
determining the subjects illustrated in the
Biblia de Alba; fol. 342

Following pages

p. 960

The illustrations on this folio depict
Jurther scenes from the troubled reign of
King David, described in II Samuel XX.
Above, David’s ten concubines are
confined and dressed in black as a
punishment for failing to keep guard (v.
3); in the centre David’s General Joab kills
Amasa, whose beard he pulls, and pursues
the rebel, Sheba. who flees on horseback
(vv. 8-10); below, Joab lays siege to a city
until @ woman promises to bring him the
head of the traitor Sheba.

She is shown here with it in her hand. (vv.
15-22): fol, 224v.

p- 97

The caption to this detailed depiction of a
medieval siege reads: “How Jerusalem was
lost and the people of Israel became
captives™. It illustrates a vision of Ezekiel
(Ezekiel 1V: 1-8) but, like many other
scenes in the manuscript, may have been
as much of topical interest as a work of
piety: fol. 321 r.

Luna. But he was a significant
figure in his own right, inspiring
fierce loyalty in his knights, who
opposed the king to have him
elected Grand Master. The
Order also developed a
reputation for favouring the
Jews who lived on its lands. But
the Bible commentary in
particular may have been
intended to achieve nothing less
than the transformation of
relations between Jews and
Christians in Spain, by providing
a clear summary of Jewish
doctrine for Christians in the
vernacular, that would
nevertheless avoid giving offence
to the Church.

But Guzman’s commission, for
whatever reason, failed to
achieve the fame intended for it.
The manuscript was never
copied or made known. Indeed it
virtually disappeared for some
two centuries. It even
disappeared from the collection
of its patron — if it ever reached
him, which is uncertain — and
was rediscovered in the cell of a
Jesuit by the Inquisition, by
which it was confiscated in 1622.
Perhaps it was banned as much
for its beauty and value as for
fears concerning the possible
sedition of its contents.

It was presumably soon found to
be harmless enough, for in 1624
the Grand Inquisitor, Don
Andres Pacheco, made a gift of it
to the greatest political figure in
Spain at the time, the count-
duke Gaspar de Guzman
Olivares. It may well be relevant
that the count-duke made moves
at this time to have Jews restored
to Spain, arguing this on the
basis of the economic benefits
they would bring — a policy that
was not calculated to endear him
to Pacheco who was famed as a

hounder of Judaizers. The
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count-duke was also a
descendant of Don Luis de
Guzman, the Grand Master of
Calatrava who had
commissioned the manusecript.
The Inquisitor may well have
had in mind more the suitability
of giving what amounts to a
Jewish work to a proponent of
the value of a Jewish presence in
Spain. Was Don Andres Pacheco
thus perhaps subtly indicating
his support for his idea?
Fittingly, a manuscript originally
produced at a time of change in
Jewish-Christian relations was
later brought out of obscurity in
order to play a part in a further
move towards amity. The
facsimile edition of 1992 with its
salutation from His Majesty King
Juan Carlos appears, no less
suitably, as part of the
quincentenial commemoration of
the expulsion of 1492, a time of
reconciliation between Spaniards
and the descendants of the
Jewish exiles from the Iberian
Peninsula.

Spanish Jewry’s attachment to
their land has proved more
durable than that of perhaps any
other exiled community in
Jewry’s long history of
banishment.

The reasons for this survival
should be sought not only in the
richness and intensity of
Sephardi cultural life, which
might have given it the impetus
to survive even after its
uprooting, but in the courageous
resistance to oppression which
was perfected in Spain from the
earliest years of their settlement.
The first Jews of Spain were well
treated by the Roman rulers.
When the Visigoth royal court
abandoned their Arian beliefs in
order to ally themselves with
followers of Rome in 586,
however, pressure on Jews to






I i

- | I.-.-:I..!'II" II 1:. l:-
g Enadli 3 arna il T 1| il

A L & -
- oI Tt e 153 _'.-' e f phaee A Y o .I ik tl-q——;.-l o T ke
e il i Lieds qouwter s pube Lo WA TR men ik e et e ol

' v E
_aalybes R, 67 allr Ly prag T A AU Tl ot 3 ceneh b B a Feom o

L Vil
TR 3+ aliak = s L L. E oIS RE L k' s - ] ¥
l- i = & faomd . r. ’ 4 = r iy
i alyahads e chiy 1\-:‘ L '.'-\. P | el g R et Ll L .'. A L TEL aiid
] F e m = ™ i |

i b bl - 1'-.::-'..' ", " 71.-.'__"-'- R kg T e T £ O !-':;"1' S 4
-4 .- - % b . - 4 e — Y 1 & - - g
Ll TR 11 =K1 ST el vt _.;_1._."1.“-' T I i T e Rt [ 0 L el kg
- o - ﬂ - ]

s T maire 1k Wit nbermsdns balea el s % ka1 ieg 08 el

ST & 'l'r."h.-\._ weee fura e Wi gTra SR T LS Rale S i e

s v e vl gl adop aneler o TURRHTSN T IRATRAR SR A T

v e 1 e eganalainer o Frieee o il st frafin L

= o 8F firm S fe P spab 1 enmm ¢l apede Big amunt S0 e -ty
- r o LT 1 4 - oy

T



k.
Urd <

.-.| o e Lte e
1= U T 'I'J.. 1'.|__r i

fl o,

i = 31]

- 1 f | %]
5 {_ 7o T ':!.'.lu_r ':.'.l.:'l.'I RN Eae T L e T _.._r|||ll h‘n-.r.'.-l.hr\]
., 1 gn.tal..l{...r. AhY O T S [ L] ‘1.'_1 ..J.\,h;,_"'i.-..l il,._l

ta |||..'-'j1.-.-| '\.'-h-—— Lomay ,-..J!,_m_r.jl'.,‘hl;F',-.- Bl ....- q,..ll| q :Jq_ _... |._ -d
'||.|'\.

ey £ e bR YOI '..l.-'_.al I H'H" a'l'ﬂ

T .mh_..-_-_u" kit 2t e i i Y -..'lﬂ .

2 e a5} -1.' ke _|....'|.!:|-.1.-|:._ .w_-.n:‘._.,:. |

_.h?'_.r,au. inle ok iy st nar LOEL M :'..,,..:' .-:.n;r-;l .:,I.:,li'

£ dd-I-":.l.."...|..'. g L mbind g i [ daand Pl oS e vl ”'.-f"J-""'l'r'l-

- RIET B TR T

:.\,1|I...rn .'|
+ bngmpyt o L8l sy
R ETL -

b f ,:jli:ll:h .Jq-{l-'- . -uli'l-'l'-ull.u'n.i- IFIKIY 1 1 81 |-1l-h- g} I-H..
L Tl B b R T UR L |... i e L SRR R I e Jt_...r.";‘n'l

fread PR IFssrngd men CREWE AT, s|lsty I'I:H'1'II.| .lr"'.]nh| P .1|., )

| i jreted gl s .

'.|.l_|.:!::l..-|- " (A Clef 1T A 'El il h.'.L.-‘I.. wa lEL .".--.'_. T LS
1'; ':.'.il. fi & .-'-'.-.. | ‘ﬂ-" .-'l " R =y -l' |Iq. 1 I:,.:.'Il:f BTG . AT

Tl I '.||l |l,"'|.|- ...'. Rl

= al tulle AmCISTIn T Pl "} F, L]
i TaHL T .1. i [Nty 45 e

i A ‘.]-_,l_“-.} = rl'l. o O g iy i

it ..'. 1 [ \,.l.._ LS - = JFhEL

i 1k g 3 all -.alﬂ.v R e
'y Ctig T i |'l."|.r-'-'-- s el .-'I i foste 5
; - elbia o __.|-.~L‘n|..';.-.‘ et
R I\.,EI‘!'I.'I.".'.. . T O ‘ﬂ =L L ras L 'h.l.t:_
s I._-I:r_ﬂ .l_l-LLrl.: e e I|I...... 'L T AT =
; -L1F..'|.'-.|L1.-.= e 5 W L ST €T e T
i LT otrgo Ay AETTR e X i s 4 YR
:I._;.w 'I'h'll-ﬂ' o T .'L':..'_.,':. I AL ARl b 4 ik sumdflal
v Sl vl bp B ATy o drn Pl U Adnadl ST = it 4
o | [ F g § ok
rostang [y enped o NI P TR EE-TEL AR TR e
x l\..._f"l Hep d ¥
ol fes "l:.‘l.[]

e v
yictad el L i sl g T T U o R .
‘ |.I|' I-': LA ot i aki :. a ) - by - LF
¥ mnnd padp RN Lo b ¢ e
= .:-'.um-;.l,r-u v w.: s aome (2 perderuy ternden
1l "'"“M et v |t b pigblo 4E-1¢I l'lrﬁ..mm.l:lﬂnr
; P : v i e .:. . 'I_" . ‘-_ v ._,r.-l.. s _'_. o,

Hif 5 TFHi e T P LR

1EFa L gl 3 wrad AT eamy

.;11 ..l‘"l. i ...Hn..- mizLiatd

1_,_;.“".‘_._,_ N T | ...!‘\1.-\.-

el [agrd s Adlas L _-'_ o E r:'.::L"_uJL |.|...' Tiks 'L'.!'.'l_.
"||'1,-:I_._-I| xl |;' T T vemet Moceteme (Braaly nh e -'| !
y il =t N -"'*-.. {.._Tﬁ'-h,':v,;' bt ot vll e i'hl""l. - Ty —I-H-I-.‘l-"'i-'li"r-

AR UYT Sy "i;l_l :“ =P Op 2 'I-"-'IL!T L rlr-'-""‘l ald it q.nl il I'l."‘ll-

dliwgl o A oL s e el X oz Malio s e g W, Lierca ¥

b it - Sl apahidily Frpg e j Trenbig ool =y X 0 .'...,.il.n. i,

| iy 3 e apanaTor |, R ARt 5 ATisem Ly fra b= g

‘ WE oLl b.| \ n..il...-.....'.El.ﬂ. AT ..H._g-l" g T

O T N, TR TS T ....:u_ar-..u o1k [ 4 ..‘I.-Ii'u.ﬁ-.. -r e il dir ofF TR .5;...1"" X

Eh.‘_ﬂ =p v T Loy '.'i._u. ~ros ilFag]

e :--:..u-..,i‘.’.'_". .Lmh.'-.l male mredhy
i1 de h"|_'| i kit rl.'l‘-. -1-'-'|-|'"-|- % Szl
b le malava aginlen -

4w byts gmma .||.u]t,,l::| d:.Hllt. .'|-....-

Ry |

=
-\.hl




m
por i w_-_"qrw e g T 1 ifh |.:-||=-L gt
1_"--1 .' P Sl Samegwd i jarnine el i RS
brafs afy guome s o Y apier TR |'\-“-|.|-'|-|Jl-l5 Tl
L 5 <xife ||.'_|--|_.‘ u.ﬂu:ru.’l\ "'"Tl ""||=-':'=_||"|.n
Koot gt Jpedeancn o, hipre et S e 0 i _....!-u gt  frhp
g el -Trwp ) g 19 gy e Jhae bing [J0aR o Yensos
1"*441..-.1...:. -.-'L- T T l*"l"rrrmrrh'.'ut el J
Yedarlal i 2 Eﬂ .Hrh'! I""'l:!ﬁ. T L iR A i .|r|_|
KL il ,|""'I-'l'-|' L] e AT .lﬁ—n |||.|I_1.-.. pr s i T
ther

LH] S ATEE 1

I_'| 1"—_'.|_.,., :11:. L. TR Tk -'I-_.-\_'I
:I.||-:ll-' b Tl

\s L [t o
I|'.1-:|1l 1 |_,:'.'l i |

| Hll-'bi' '.Ih".r\l -'I-qu":l.' I'lq_’pll &A@
1 b 1w “"t"mﬂl B AP Frmy
L ﬂ.r]npd 1 *nh__.i-uq-::-
Ly T A 1'tw.1n,r oo Telang’ Siam A
;L ey « paeras g n jui oo ﬂ’n_pu
Ed m,n‘ﬁ.:ﬁ-w; ;humi ~.‘1|-1|: [It' jnw |i,:l|n|.
:1I-Ei Tt i+ un"lmll_,rln, i
l!ll:'-|:.| e l-l 4|.H1.| |i'|.1l:| .“.lL'I.
p|.|nartp'r.u hmﬂlf T dnrmpe o
htrr.a el R Lamagma |
-; «<n I'r':rl.'l M aumpdnn = i I|u¢||-|;-|_,|g|,|I
A " muhmn Wy
{ 'qu_'li-l N m- o 1] l-] n_f.;n_..
P T AT ) AT rmf.l|-.||.|-

o tra of proeble o
low fifow = 1J'H| il ypma

LiRLE ]

0| 2 g [ Jopitg pou,

P R S Wk

iz~ LI pafsy | .lI:'nn-'-.lu-.-n fefe Mm 7 o n—.t'ﬁ Al
::||.:li:.l |||._:|.1-ﬂ| Amira la et j:-.1 I'-'::.l-'ﬂ-']- "h:h'l.' -..l
i 1-1-...-lr|.- A oy En T e Ap -'-“-‘luu-u

A B uymey :"nrdl...,J 1||.|.~1.|'|.1u|=-|.

:I-r;"l..":r :-'I“-"r. 3 ﬁ L -.:\.u'.. r_. m
__rrmn‘::-| VX M Juevelk & | puchls
'--|r-r1lu..-. Iblmr_ﬁl'[h e b 111
Adra ]1_ o e g "ll.;:q"l.ll “AFpE

e i | '-'-j-"“ |H-| |lI.FU'r L TPy ""‘m 141
lr"f‘il_ -;v;m-m -..r-,.-r1 “"lq_l.!mﬂ
Sisemtule F_ et L "'\.4|_.-|.- 3 gll'
b P T e qw’“‘pa AT Dy
Mmoo dm At agla 21 pnthla 3
torm s .1.|un trlpp bvefes

w1+ tu blawr Y aong Arefbe ol
";t‘v v CHIpTy WIEEN £ D e
.fn"u freg ""-m ..:i!..tn At iy
.r..‘r "H. Li “‘-]n..'lem -.:-rr‘- 7 [efifae
<k JL»‘-u.,.‘ -l||||||."|:n'::l.1 Ly Bamky
¥ |-|. qJﬂu.l o F'.Il..l sl i L

My mop !rl.'h:l}ml ales Ynelos ﬂli‘i!
i '|_-|||"'|| :||3|'|.|rr ,1..:7'- Sy I..'Il t.'|l'l|_'-'_|
L AT I.ll'l' n-.:anﬁ-l,x"lqu y el i

!

H_hi =il tp.:r*rlfhlr-l'l # remugr
|.ru'5-ru rl"l‘nfl Wil S ORI ey s

;’{LI"F‘- m}f ;#: s I|I-..'|'|..-II|||I

alimay

'|'|-|_'"I 'I.'n .|'!| 1'.1_th| -'I-'J-.|r]1-|'].'u'|..| |'|,‘7| L

.\"\.

¥ 4 ] e
e -a ‘#ﬁ !!-E._H il
Y [0 1!|.'|-- | I_'p'.. Bl s i
L o[ E-m:u.h qh-wpr -.ﬁ.:n..""ui:} :E-:
5L AdY pdpling &k i ke Ul e sapar |q1:r_1.'l-
£ H?h-r FEf [r--:-'nt 'ltﬁfmj"" i R

. e &
sl 15y wT, IR 4 5 "I:'-b Feggmn’ 1o Aol i e edt
m‘h‘".‘ ol il vl ] barjiperd 2 plia R A bk o *‘r:.ul."-.'.:ru-‘-ﬂ

e Ll e v ol i A i el z= el
i o T L fifr o it of aftw s fpere o rrrke,
" - H EpEE el e A
il i e e 0

Ee ST T ST
cenpar Ab e enli
ppaen 5, firesee dur

e .-.: tru un B |'|'||.|_| i|| .tﬂ.\fl."["l.l'l Ak ..-\. El ey 5T -“-|
3

-.ll..ll.l'l'l.'lli'ﬂ o Ao d.f‘l?]l

ir { WEA '||5 _ﬁl¢+u.hn1ﬂ!| s ,-l,,___"_.__'_ﬁl_-
-'|-1'Ii‘...'l'l T3 I-Ir [n'lh."l‘lnp. = lﬁﬂ.{ml
o |'|'M'| [ '-'m.t}:m i LM wng

mwielvn .'IH#'-:H- e ne alr gl

i am b
i { ermonds e

Algunes mmp 5 [‘l.lllr-'l"'-‘i‘l‘i"':"" .-.-'."'-u it L
dmaler maniEa v o e Soabe o el gt ey
Ly et + Hmape e mg v 2 bla e mrrm e g by
El't"h: P T ldi; I "‘:J'ﬂ:i*- | e - s _'_' " I.-
% ru..m'h:l' My AN g T ks, o e i

1 I:lu-llll1.11 ! .|.'|"|.'|lb "L-l.l‘ 1 Ill o 1% "' SE
abe o Laeniafin 'q'l,_r"l‘u g .-rr-
ELR T Lag el g "'Ir' “.l'
. '\..'l:lu RN '1"'-I'I|IJ__

T q_l\ e L

AR ALY .

T
LF II|:|:||.'||I .

l....l._ Iﬂl AT | i '|| .'-'- | B "'1"""‘ Nigw ..
|; "f"'" “"'"" b_t af Larofl anybine  parijee dije i |
d Al A =2 |
"'I.L""-LHI'J\""F“'MIUIT"" ¥ o8 e '..:I '--.i"."‘:.'.'-'ll'
""l;._ |. J.'I_}'-It' &rd r|'|l-||ll i '\-""\'ldll-'l"l- FE} F ‘III..'_'-":.'J-';I_- B i ]
b [ h 1|||."|--.|r1i; Fetat ,1|1-1' g e --‘_:fﬂl LR _._.'
I_I ]-1@4 .i II::f.h!". e ..!. i I.I'i- L ; e
"r'.n.'l.:rL —..|lg 1'l'--n-u' Ao o aasn = S m, 1 == 0t

I‘ﬂ-u .\,I 1|r_1 iES| '.|... (4T I
e y Lk -l_.ﬂ‘h'[-"l'l:'
laradla o mgmpjul aield o [
punie fily Mo 3 Pl T i
i ol Yasee = '|'I v L jrein ey
X P o LNiEd '|.I.._=|i Lot o Llog -qﬁ:l-
= MATLY ] .,rl"l. TN 1|rm T Jma e’ Mo || o !
cftv altiar Smd o ol v p-:lh n e
|=1v':'|.1|.]| .,1_.|u||.u| ‘::H '|:.1.._1 = I LTI !.
_1-|.'.:;|. ,1.ji kg af = '||---.I T} T Tl 18 7 o7
5
] ']L|1:|.1|'l'|_ 1,..‘... pia Lail I|||I'.:'J|
I i |H ||'|..|I..: ] -H THL ..|.|.I 1 |-|'-|IJ:I'D:|.|1. = %
fasn o ammalorh b (R s

Tq’llrl o Hm'pr]! B AP dnlina

= A 1 chzele o
o {'hr.r.m_-u' ]:pl 11 et




s

sl o
‘,Iml{ jh‘u HL:‘:L u...th[_f- -l,u.l.l:hd.h.u.l.u?lh'hh'h P

BEEE R3] e

11_|1:- el a3 caeilif o mﬁh-l.rrliﬂ.nul"l. n;ih:lﬂ |n |
;"""" il li.'&’h}'h' '!F'j “_ﬂw uuﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬂd q.mﬂmﬁ“:ﬂhlﬁ
T imaToad ol yphl tildd pagmm S '
.‘t'l'l.- |.'|. ||u,|||.|.:|-L¢|r||1-I|..n.|i'.p'rllJl' .i-'l.ll.."illﬁ; ld-ll: I:L.'["P‘l‘h‘lﬂ'“‘-\’q-.-ﬂm,‘g -i-r & qﬂ Irl _l s
® 'ﬂ'li arisa e p-ﬁq.l:.-.--.n.:; peblis 2ee rEmuis ey S PR 1;-.'u'|.|...| |I ?qLILJ1_.’!-H:-I-Ju.1:|.: g g ik elewl Mo et ..ulurm-l
""I:E'H'-'lrrl.ll‘.l. I'I‘-'l‘.l-tr\f I--lll-m “'\--'- ol e S -J"Flll:'h' Frmtuen la |Ihlﬂl‘r - e ‘|'IE“'-J"'FE|" mﬂ!f‘lul.ll{.ﬂ.
.'-'.ui.u: thasg s Jr..} r o 1,-.-.4-h~u.=.'-:.-ur¢-.-.|h+r-"
:- & bag u. oo Lay l‘lu:-unn.ihu,-'ﬁ'ﬂlll-lu-l
lmq-rﬁrﬂn_tl 'd h:ﬁ"l-:. 3l
ETR i T b lap s en D)o gone ety s ST
Tr:::llrl.l': -:.I-I:Elh:":i.'lu:l‘l"t:th 1 h'h‘.l'.' I_uri | ﬂjr-_r- LU || .. " |." ‘ﬁ.‘!p._- E J £ ‘"} r‘-.L-v. T, “=LWJ q, airkid Tl r.:' (e Sy
sz u1l.-i-u|hq.rmll. o Inul:p-|-|]-ch'.m~.||j|*l~r1.‘r.| II:T]T‘ﬂ‘I.-" m 3 N b aatipd ¢l e Mol ..1.-““:_‘1_':'::
_“I_.._"ﬁ.", rmige Dl g W '"11' fam .ﬂ-..n..-uAHH‘-]l -J"q.n.a'a . I ...T-_I_'_""-I.y,, J"I..!'r-. --—-|L..l i f_ﬂp.;..:lnl_-hl
‘xn!h_rl..[la_ﬂ.]u II.I.|.|I.!\. N E.l]"1-|..t':|.:' tr_:n,- '"'li'WHLI- . o .r.'-|':l.‘"'i.- ¥ --.-1“'\-. i ik __.l_u._“ v
'Li-'u‘ '"'"'"""'l"""'p"""".'"'l"' ”I-II'I.‘F‘L fai IR o Hl"“'_'-" {Pr P | B T e prd :I: "-q s .ru.,.,-. :
A enled denryie e i | i | et T SR PRl ] A 1S
mline by I'“l""f-I“"'"'-"}"l' -i': uineg die aof - Th J r I:I:'rh' l*' S Mt E:'. Sz ;E.--I:r;:::'n-t'ﬁ':':-.
w}qu.n:-p,-._-ll.“h 7 ‘tl...J.'-uLI-..IFI!.HI HiEk I.:!.'\-p"[\,l\.l LJ‘;IJ ihg ’Fmﬂ”"'-'-ﬁ"‘:.':l-'- . s BRI II|.:.
r'"‘""' Lg"l":' fn o0 IPE ol 3 c ety T pare e rune g beags by Tof(d i R i L
e i - g | ; e gl L T
I I|iu h||| |-|{-J‘|.; uih o s r_'"-l""-‘ = EI =lj:lr-' - [ <wwgeed aerte ol g I:"'lﬁ.' hr-__-r jos | .I- |:I~.: i ie i)
_-I\r‘fil ﬂ']” ol ‘I—I-l:l-"" trds Ly g "":‘-' BFHELAF <10 |'-If"--l i i "l;-'.""‘l.'l.l-. 1'|-'I-I."rl-1.'.--~|.q_'n BATID b -..lé"lr'rlr Li e
|!-. :‘1 |1.1.-i.-l1:'i 4 p 4 '|. ] § ok st |l|'r_..|. i; "-'|1., ..-u.{l. - Ik ”uf_hr |_|-LI' "'h._ o~ l:’-bl_l maget Faetit 4 E.Fh
Rk b swnmaag sy e T camoTim ety il S
|J:n:'u- pl'--g.n---.n-g.-, 'L1r- 'l-"xr.... PR o e R AT ~T'-'-.""~u--l'-: Fow AT el Ry
= - ﬁﬁﬂ?lnq_ .:q_ mlan L, -c I_Ls:_.. i i, | 5" "'I. T = L) -|F|. 3'\-.-'!-.15: l‘-.1--[\-
'lﬂl'— 1!::\.- waiy b Lt I Ty ,',; g ! e "J._'_ ,' B Q"‘__ i '." 4'.‘- Bl .a.':'.m.||'m‘-l-| L &l
& ||n|=-m: :Jrhu- S e e SRS BRI BRE SR p=! ﬂ 'Ilni.-' l-]l"' Pt ol i.ra “""l-llllr|£r.|~-"r1i-|'_=-rb-.|1."--llé‘."

-, A '~""|" i 1 Iﬂjﬂ e i _l. 4 o it g r_.- K 'II'I' B gy 5 -'i‘..l":"'-":_".u'_l"l ‘—"'Ik““_ ‘.“‘Ldl SdFpny & I".'Jll..'hr|ru,|1|:t

- -l-::u-:'ll-wh-l-l.hd-lin.lll.lﬂ_w i- it v 5 e o ST reirn o p— onl 2 eliF engr g baitw) @ o
H.li.aM”.L.mu — F"" of Al a ereiborn - Fassolas i b _h‘ b‘h‘:ﬂ:ﬂ l"_.h!l_' - _:_' . HI_"I'.Ilull'd-il'!'.|:IJ-.I1;II'--]l:l'-lrl.l
et e o inare [y l=l' il . aval = I i T . ""'“' |- b 1:"""""'!"""""&1!“1
ety kg 1 mu:»- i R TE -'-_=-'-1|'_-|I- fnizn o ST =T |“"---..F r-a.::- ERE ._|rpl_ L T b 'F'|"|1:-:'A' nirfa
[logmy appasni==d leprerdes | 1- i f-‘-i:'.:-v.l-.'. i ta maguedyt S, et Wehend ':-I.._...J.‘.h,_:'l., sty s ﬁ:::"jb‘f”;:-:: iy
Nk I e 'l.'h'|- uk 1 2 fanende Selm Sl o . S bt iwinih et
#Fﬁ-_“r:. d-lﬂl_n ST ";'qu.- ._"II._I | I .L ...I_l“ ||: Ilr. e I'Il-l-'l-'l-ln"l:lﬂJ:. [ 11 gy g A T I'.'I.h'.hlq,l.ll.lll!rlrl_ ijls magh
|+'| L il o ST w8 'II" TVH Tk - N AL el < T, Sl | ln:|l-|: rAMD #

T ]'.uf ) 'I'j..’l.'" JL" .“ erbe [Mreliop guoded pudewdel ) _ocleqlop mureen off o7 ot ua :::\::.r'ﬁ.f:.:'q |
|"|"" e i ofuc ¥ I-.- f F.|L..'l-u. peT e 1 ‘{"\_ 1.1111!1. [|..||r:...,¢~g.:.r1[.—-.:._m- bt o ekt ) of s
'.-|u.|?:~. Rdinimid A0S miy WE s ¢ ls e -""""CL LR 1 mmeirta Lol r-1||" flar wlm‘-h'r“'"”‘"?""'

il ol '-.-" i T o 7 'J\_ : Mr‘bdqu""""w =
LHH el '|..| o L P '| |_1|1.]|._..:|'|I1 .-.-_li; A am |'|-:-|-1'l-|..l:ll:l-..l |.J.|}|.l' |._.,_"_ ﬂE s axkef bl v

adnis wen e s L orlegles M anbio 1'-.‘!‘r'l;'h|r- s "”"'"D"i"‘ﬁ:"l'f"'-b.-

-*. ;J:_ o -mﬁtahmm nley m:.-ni:‘m‘urdm mﬂmmm E;

il 9 LY

r'-ﬂ ﬁi’k&'

"'".'.' l—4—,:

|| J; r s Gl M = \ o
tim i ral rapagl :
'| teta pre |._|.n.. -Lr 4

1IJ' e R I-IH.l.Iu
Lt [t iy
-.L_ u_.1 wla Th

o 0
!rl:r_Tl.li Tuﬂ‘-
-1.-.1.:'J'J . sarlbi s |
1'|-1 il -.q|_"' . - §
=Y T
e . FUTTh - P’“E‘E-
o o A
= .
..qln.i.x'-'ﬂrwmmu i e

o o atiide J.L [ [ e el I \ II'I!:” Hulqunb_
-1l'r-'-hu-n .w-Fr?Ih: 1Ly o vﬂ- "1'llll'||-l|fﬂl' ||.;,|-|-n
L F’"‘I pacit :J.ln‘mmfl-h-.‘.uu

Cotial Gl g mf'h-dm-uuh ug.um-*-'lrnmm

|u-| aw
T TEL T lhlﬂ.r'l-a‘x'lJL-.lmmjﬂh-\LnL-lLlruTrhﬂﬂ.i h.iﬂl 1';‘-
I-l e iy -{r. b j b bty 'lllF‘-'l'.Il:'l-q "'4.I|I:|i'|:|-lli E'}hqtth.m
il ety gpa. I%Lﬁh'“ ;H..L-hlq[h 1""""‘-""-'-“-“1 4
iy Lo b inag 't s Hldnuu & i Y gy
ma“nﬁ vl ma v wn pana mr.;-g..?u-.ud.l. H.ul,u.
B TET I G — u et by i:ﬁ:r;-;

'h.fb r
iim ""l"lﬁu IH.I-“HTL P
ﬂ;‘l ‘1 w%;ﬂ:ih&:.%?p ﬂllqiiqﬂlh“m‘ﬁ?:u

md'H.PZI: thLuHIHm t i AN -w'lrll-q‘

TR




e

ng

- \1‘_ ui::':n'! ey ] b -\.11-\.1.._:;._|_|' '
| Itnwn.-MEHH

i1 Manne mnby ofy 1hanmros o i lagw - i
: 1 e PEALE a (0 o ¢'|g.'" aela prn) Ju’ o
8 s & chmon T Lo . e .L..“;ﬁ :

- . i Ll 1 "
qrepedbes AN AMOE
y enterpiltes ffrnLadog pl

- -. 117 - " | : Hah=

[ LA

= ,u..h._. ;J,., !

'g?-

‘me
"'.. ﬂ"'ﬂ

laticrpniT
nﬂrﬂn
mrmtr

iy e, A [ o s el 7 Cadee Lalenon ala clhalie
uleng. loth fin i

o




——————————————————— 12 Biblia de Alba

convert to Christianity gradually
increased. Those who refused to
do so were ordered to be exiled
in 613. But already at this date a
response to enforced baptism
appeared which would become
characteristic of Sephardim over
the centuries: they accepted, but
dissimulated. These Jews made
unwilling and resentful
“Christians” who had every
reason to welcome the invasion
of Southern Spain by Muslims in
711. Their support placed them
in a position of comparative
privilege vis-a-vis their Christian
neighbours.

The Muslim rule of Spain
involved Jews in an empire
stretching to the old Jewish
cultural heartland in Babylon in
the East. It provided them with a
degree of social freedom to which
they were unaccustomed, and
access to power, occasionally at a
high level. Muslim society
enabled Jews to explore and
exploit their specifically Hebrew
culture in an increasingly
sophisticated multi-lingual
setting. They wrote religious and
secular poetry of unprecedented
intensity in Hebrew, as well as
carrying out original work in
philosophy, medicine,
mathematics and astronomy, in
both Arabic and Hebrew. The
reign of Abderrahman (912-961)
of Cordoba, in particular, saw in
Andalusia, Granada and
Southern Castile one of the most
culturally active periods in
Jewish history since the fall of
Jerusalem.

The Muslim invasion had a
beneficial effect also on the living
conditions of those Jews who
remained in the Christian north,
since they began to be seen as
allies in the reconquista that was
unleashed on the south from
about 1060 and continued in

parallel to the Crusades, to be
completed only in 1492, Jews
were now encouraged to resettle
in the Spanish cities after their
capture from the Muslims. They
farmed the land alongside
Christians and set up trading
networks.

It was this period that also saw
the flourishing of Toledo as a
centre of translation, in which
Jews were instrumental in
making available Classical and
Arabic texts to the world of Latin
scholarship of northern Europe,
and thus, indirectly, in making
possible the later development of
Western culture. By tending to
avoid Latin, which was identified
with the Church, and preferring
Castilian, they were among the
earliest literary users of the
Spanish language. But Jewish
fortunes in Christian lands were
on the turn.

Jews had benefited from
Christian support most actively
when they had played a role in
the reconquest. When this was
approaching completion, their
importance to the national
interest was reduced, and the old
misgivings were free to re-
emerge. Theological hatred of
Judaism had never entirely
vanished, and it now made more
frequent and violent
appearances. An outbreak of the
blood-libel in Saragossa in 1250
indicates the popular and
irrational nature of this wave of
Jew-hatred. This was popular
rumour confected in Norwich,
England in 1144, according to
which Jews use the blood of a
Christian child as part of their
Passover celebrations. But it had
support in higher places too.
King Alfonso X (Alfonso the
Wise, 1221-1284) oversaw the
compilation of Las Siete Partitas
in about 1263, a code of laws
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Preceding pages

p. 98

The Biblia de Alba is rich in battle scenes,
many of which contain contemporary
details. Here, the Israelites can defeat the
Amalekites (Exodus XVII: 8-13) only while
Moses’ arms are raised. Joshua and Hur
have seated him on a stone to support him
while the battle rages below; fol. 70v.

p. 99

During the Israelite conquest of the
Promised Land the battle against the
Amorites was remembered chiefly for the
miracle — for which perhaps Joshua is here
shown praying — that the sun and moon
should stand still (Joshua X: 9 -14). The
reconquest of Spain may have helped
inspire the illustration of this victory.
Interestingly the Amorites were chased to
“Makkedah”, which Arragel elsewhere in
his book identified with the town of
Maqueda in which he lived; fol. 172r.

Facing page

After King Saul had been killed by the
Philistines, David was anointed his
successor by the tribe of Judah. But Saul’s
son was preferred by the other Israelites.
Here, twelve men from each side fight over
the succession, while Saul’s general Abner
[flees on horseback, killing his pursuer
Asahel, who was loyal to David and “as
light of foot as a wild doe” (11 Samuel I1:
1-23); fol. 213 v.
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which although it promised Jews
freedom from forced conversion,
did so in order to win them over
to Christianity by the influence
of reason. They were also obliged
to wear a distinctive badge.
Later in his life he was patron of
a collection of over 400
scurrilously anti-Jewish fables in
praise of the Virgin entitled
Cantigas de Santa Maria.
Increasing pressure was now put
on Jews to justify their faith. A
public disputation was held in
Barcelona in 1263 to which the
greatest Spanish rabbi of his
time was summoned to defend
Jews against the assertion that
the Talmud accepts that the
Messiah had already come.
Nahmanides or Ramban (1194-
1270) was intellectually the
superior of his apostate
adversary Pablo Christiani and
the Dominicans and Franciscans
who supported him. King James
I assured the rabbi complete
freedom of expression, which he
used while the disputation lasted
to turn the tables on his
accusers. He argued, doubtless
against his own scruples, that the
rabbinic legends on which the
Christian case was based were
not doctrinally authoritative,
and that messianic beliefs are to
a great extent matters of private
conscience.

For Jews, the change in their
fortunes occasioned a crisis of
conscience. From having been
widely accepted in a multi-faith
society in which it was
fashionable to espouse the
prevailing rationalism of
Classical thought, they found
themselves rejected on the basis
of their partially formulated
messianism. The philosopher
Maimonides had earlier sought to
reconcile reason with faith and
to interpret the irrational
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allegorically, for the benefit of
the cultured upper echelons of
Spanish Jewry. But his
compromise produced a
backlash even in Maimonides’
lifetime. The kabbalists of
Southern France now explored
pietistic notions that drew
Spanish Jews away from the
fields of thought they had
favoured previously, such as the
sciences, law, philosophy and
poetry, and offered an escape
from day-to-day reality. The
mysticism that developed in
Castile provided hope in a better
future, and access to a dimension
more desirable than that in
which they lived. Indeed, the
source-text for most later Jewish
mysticism appeared in the 1280s
in Spain. The Zohar or “Book of
Splendour”, exemplifies the
inner flight from the wave of
hatred against Jews of the later
twelfth century. Nahmanides’
Bible commentary similarly
argues consistently against the
literalism of earlier authorities,
and applies the name of Edom,
an enemy-nation of the
Israelites, to the Church of his
time.

The decline had set in.
Instability was in the air as
Inquisitors investigated converts,
and Judaizers were burned. In
1321, Abner, a Jew of Burgos,
converted and led a movement of
opposition to Judaism. The next
blow was the Black Death, which
began in 1348 and for which
Jews were blamed although they
were among its victims. Jews
suffered also in the civil war of
1366-1369 from taxation and
death in siege, and then were
made to bear the blame for the
devastation the war brought on
the economy of Castile.

A popular preacher, Ferrant
Martinez, began to preach
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against the Jews in 1378, and
anti-Jewish laws were passed in
1380, partly on the basis of
Abner of Burgos’ writings.
Suspicion of Jews increased, and
particularly of converts whose
sincerity was often questioned.
The mood was ripe for the
explosion of violence in the
summer of 1391. Ferrant
Martinez’ preaching had a
popular following, and the death
of John I of Castile in 1390
weakened public order. When
rioting began in Seville, it was
permitted to spread throughout
Spain, leaving communities
destroyed or impoverished, with
thousands killed and some
200,000 forcibly baptized.
Despite attempts to re-establish
communities, many were beyond
help. The last Jews left
Barcelona in 1395. Jews
returned there legally only
comparatively recently.

Among the converts of this
period was a member of a
distinguished Jewish family,
Solomon Halevi (1350-1435),
who was baptized with his
children (his wife followed later),
and became bishop of Burgos in
1415. Pablo de Santa Maria, as
he was then called, collaborated
in compiling an infamous series
of anti-Jewish laws that were
passed at Valladolid in 1412,
under the patronage of the
Dominican preacher Vicente
Ferrer (c. 1350-1419). Ferrer’s
concern was that converts —
referred to as conversos, or
“New Christians™ — should be
sincere in their new faith. So
many were now to be found in
positions of responsibility that
there were fears for the
Christian basis of society. It was
felt, doubtless quite rightly, that
lukewarm, ill-informed and
insincere conversos, were

unlikely to be better Christians
than they had been Jews.
Crypto-Judaism had been a
solution to forced conversion
since the earliest years of
Spanish Jewry, and it was no less
so now. Mistrust grew among
Christians towards the New
Christians. Professing Jews were
seen as a contaminating influence
on New Christians, and as the
reason that New Christians
became disaffected. The Statutes
were accordingly intended both
to encourage more Jews to
convert (by excluding them from
the professions that made it
possible for them to pay their
extortionate taxes), and to
separate Jews from New
Christians. They were compelled
to wear humiliatingly rough
clothing, a Jewish badge, and to
leave their beard and hair ill-
kempt and untrimmed. They
were also to be removed from the
Jewish quarters where New
Christians continued to live.
Ferrer’s methods, despite his
disclaimers, leaned more to
coercion than persuasion. He
was known to hold sermons in
synagogues, in the course of
which he consecrated the
buildings as churches. One of his
converts was Joshua Lorki, who
had been deeply impressed by
the baptism of his friend Pablo
de Santa Maria, and who, after
his own baptism, took the name
Jeronimo de Santa Fé. In August
1412 he gave the antipope
Benedict XIII a collection in
Hebrew and Latin of rabbinic
texts that he claimed were
Christological. Jeronimo wished
to hold a disputation at his
birthplace, Alcaiiiz, but when
the Jewish leaders there sought
to enlist their greatest scholars,
Benedict XIII felt obliged to

invite all the Jews of Aragon.
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Following pages

The Battle of Gog and Magog, near
Jerusalem, shows dead kings being eaten
by birds and animals while the battle
rages. It is based on Ezekiel XXXIX: 1-5,
17-20. War was seen as an honourable and
valuable pursuit in medieval Spain, which
helps explain the particular relish with
which the artists depicted battle scenes in
this Bible; fol. 341v.
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The call went out in November
1412 to send scholars in January
1413 to “receive instruction” at
Tortosa. King Ferdinand I had
reached the throne only with
Ferrer’s help, so gave his
approval to a disputation that
would be very different from
that of Barcelona. There was no
freedom of speech at Tortosa.
The rabbis, who included no one
of Nahmanides’ standing or
brilliance, were initially cowed
by what amounted to a show-
trial. They were kept far from
their homes for months on end,
exposed to the bullying of
Christians who did not
understand the Jewish faith and
openly twisted their arguments
against them. When, at one of
the sixty-nine meetings, Jewish
onlookers proclaimed that their
representatives had accepted the
Christian messianic doctrine,
Jews flocked for baptism despite
the rabbis’ denials. This was the
success the Christians hoped for.
Detailed replies were presented
by the Jews to a host of
challenges, including the absurd
notion that since the Talmud
itself confirms Christianity, Jews
are unfaithful to their religion if
they fail to accept baptism. But
such successes merely glossed
over the damage to Jewish
morale.

What emerged from this crude
confrontation between the
Jewish and Christian views of
messianism, in which humiliation
took the place of rational debate,
was a new strain in Jewish
philosophical thinking. Piety and
attachment to traditional texts
were intended to strengthen the
victims of “debate” of the
Tortosa kind, and to reinterpret
such trials as augurs of the
Messiah. Mass conversions, book
censorship and still further
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discriminatory statutes reduced
and compromised the Jews of
Christian Spain as perhaps never
before.

At this moment of deepest
despair for the depleted
communities, good fortune
suddenly struck. Ferdinand of
Aragon died, and antipope
Benedict XIII was disgraced, as
the Church schism was resolved.
The political scene was
transformed by the arrival of the
new king of Aragon, Alfonso V
(1416-1458), and the coming of
age (at fourteen) of John II of
Castile in 1418, neither of whom
had any interest in anti-Jewish
measures. Pope Martin V was
also keen to reverse Benedict’s
edicts and, when Vicente Ferrer
died in 1419, the laws of
Valladolid and of the post-
Tortosa period were repealed.
Astonished Jews received back
their confiscated books and
property, and had their rights
restored, including the end of the
obligatory conversionist
sermons.

The sudden reversal of Jewish
circumstances had a sound
economic notice, for Jews were
seen as an industrious and
skilled segment of the
population. Without them the
country would continue to
languish in the sorry state to
which it had declined since the
civil war and plagues of the
previous century. But the
theological rift would have to be
bridged if their potential was to
be realized.

It was at this time that Don Luis
de Guzman commissioned what is
known today as the Biblia de
Alba. Rabbi Moses Arragel had
probably been orphaned in the
riots of 1391 and had left his
home town of Guadelajara for
the smaller town of Maqueda at



——— -2 Biblia de Alba

the time of the statutes of
Valladolid. The Grand Master of
the Order of Calatrava, which
ruled the area, probably
commissioned him to prepare
this manuscript in order to
demonstrate the rehabilitation of
Jewish culture. Although he was
merely following in the footsteps
of many others in commissioning
a translation from a Jew, the
request for the commentary
makes this book unique at almost
any time. Moses Arragel was
fully aware of the danger in
which he might place himself by
accepting, and argued on several
grounds against the project. He
would be obliged, he said, to
translate certain texts differently
from St. Jerome in the Latin
Vulgate, the authoritative
version used by the Church, and
feared being charged with
Judaizing. The manusecript was
to be illustrated, he said, but
depictions of God were strictly
forbidden by the Ten
Commandments. Moreover, his
commentary would present
points of view that were contrary
to Christian doctrine and had
been ridiculed at Tortosa. As a
result, the rabbi said the Bible
would be of no use to the Grand
Master.

Arragel went still further. He
described the corruption of
Spain’s rulers and the neglect of
their duties, and said how they
had harmed the population,
including a now downtrodden
Jewry that had once been the
glory of the Diaspora. But
Arragel’s written response
served only to confirm to Luis de
Guzman that his was a man with
sufficient learning, courage and
clarity of mind to perform the
task as he wished. Collaborators
were named — the Dominican
Vasco de Guzman and the

Franciscan Arias de Enginas,
cousins of the Grand Master —
who would contribute Christian
interpretations where these
differed from Jewish ones,
indicate the subjects of
illustrations and review Arragel’s
drafts as these were completed.
Now that Arragel had implicit
approval for his statement that
he would not veer from the
Thirteen Articles of Faith as
defined by Moses Maimonides,
he felt free to continue but with
reservations. He saw to it that
the correspondence connected
with the commissioning was
copied into the opening folios of
the manuscripts, so there could
be no doubt about his criteria of
their approval. He also included
an introduction and a unique
glossary of theological terms, in
which he not only interpreted
Jewish and Christian
terminology but proposed an
ecumenical vocabulary that
appears radical even today. He
employs the term cristo to refer
to the Jewish mashiah (the
etymology of both words is
“anointed”), catholica fe to refer
to “perfect health”, and egleja
de Dios for “congregation of
God”, arguing that although the
use of these terms makes them
appear Christian, they could
equally serve for Jewish relations
by a formidable feat of
diplomacy. He understood the
effect of centuries of interfaith
combat on the connotations of
key terms, and sought an
intellectual no-man’s land in
which relations would not be
threatening.

The definitions are, however, not
invariably designed for Don Luis
de Guzman himself. Some
Hebrew terms were left
untranslated, and some Latin
ones analysed more elaborately
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In this complex narrative illustration,
Jerusalem has crumbled at
Nebuchadnezzar’s assault. To the left,
Zedekiah, the last king of Judea, emerges
Jrom an escape tunnel, to be found by
stag-hunters, and brought, past where his
sons are being killed, to kneel before the
Babylonian king enthroned to the right (11
Kings XXV: 1-7); fol. 264 r. Detail.
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s |2 Biblia de Alba

than a Christian would require,
leading one to hypothesize that
Moses Arragel had in mind a
wider readership. He mentioned
Jewish readers in his
introduction, hoping they would
not be offended by the Christian
interpretations he included, but
he also seemed to address New
Christians, crypto-Jews, Jews on
the brink of conversion and ill-
educated Jews in contact with
Christian society, perhaps in an
attempt to reverse some of the
damage done at Tortosa. The
Biblia de Alba was conceived as
an interpretation of Jewish
tradition for Jews and non-Jews
alike, in the Spanish tradition of
Jewish translation, and based on
the structure of rabbinic Bibles,
in which the main text is
accompanied by a substantial
network of glosses. In his
commentary he also addressed
the issues raised at Tortosa,
systematically presenting the
Jewish view on controversial
issues as though he were
correcting the impression of
Judaism’s defeat.

Some of Moses Arragel’s more
private and subversive thoughts,
however, he saved for oblique
references in his gloss, where
they would be recognized only by
those expecting to find them. The
definition of “Antichrist” in the
glossary, for instance, mentions
the son of a demon clothed in
human form and sent to
persecute Israel which would be
swept away by the Messiah. A
Jew would recognize in this a
coded reference to the Church,
although Arragel carefully
avoided making specific
eriticisms of this kind, and would
doubtless have been prevented
from doing so by his
collaborators had he wished to
do so.

Arragel’s overt intention was to
summarize rabbinic Bible
interpretation. But he included
material from Talmudic
literature and a wide range of
medieval writings, to some of
which Christians had never
before had access. Arragel also
provided insights from other
fields, especially philosophy,
which helped establish the
unspoken proposition that
Judaism is compatible with wider
culture, including Classical
thought. It has been noticed that
he tended to employ Latinisms in
his Castilian, as though to
identify his work with medieval
scholasticism. Some of his
preoccupations mirror ideas
popular in non-Jewish writing of
his time.

Moses Arragel’s approach was
little less than revolutionary in
Christian terms. Jewish sources
had been used by early Church
Fathers in search of more
authentic understandings of
aspects of the Hebrew Bible.
This they referred to as the
“0ld” Testament, a term which
implied the Christian view that
its value lies in its prefiguring of
the New Testament. For Jews the
Hebrew Bible, and the
Pentateuch in particular, is
eternally valid as revelation.
Certain texts in it provoked
violent controversy, none more
than those taken by Christians to
refer to Jesus Christ and by Jews
to a future Messiah, such as
Isaiah VII: 14 or XI: 1-6. Jewish
refusal to accept the enquiry,
and persecution was not far
behind. The most popular
Christian commentary of the
Middle Ages was that of Nicholas
de Lyre (c. 1270-1349) who based
it on the authoritative Jewish
gloss of Rashi (1040-1105). But
some Christians found this range
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Facing page

The siege of Jerusalem by the kings of
Israel and Syria (Isaiah VII: 1) is seen by
Christians as a metaphor for the
Immaculate Conception, seen here
announced to the left (vv. 13-14) by Isaiah
kneeling before King Ahaz and pointing to
the “young woman” - the term that Jewish
tradition prefers over “virgin”. Moses
Arragel tactfully refrained from
expanding on this fundamental difference
between Judaism and Christianity;

fol. 267v.

Following pages

p- 112

When King Hanun of Ammon died, David
sent mourners, whom Hanun's son
humiliated and sent back, believing them
to be spies. Above, they are seen half-
shaven and with their garments half torn
away. The Ammonites prepared a pre-
emptive strike against David with their
Syrian allies, but when the Israelites drove
the Syrians off, they “returned to the
city”. The battle can be seen in the lower
illustration. (1l Samuel X: 1-14);

Jol. 217 v.

p. 113

At the siege of Thebez (Judges IX: 50-5)
the town’s stronghold, on the right,
resisted capture. Abimelech, the Israelite
general, is shown here by its walls, after a
woman has dropped a piece of millstone on
his head. He then begged his armour
bearer to kill him with his sword so that he
would not be remembered as having fallen
by a woman’s hand; fol. 186 r.
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-2 Biblia de Alba

of citations too narrow,
especially after the disappointing
results of the disputations at
Barcelona and Tortosa.

Few were more outspoken in
their criticisms than the apostate
Pablo de Santa Maria, who had
been directly involved in the
Statutes of Valladolid and at
Tortosa, and who argued that
Nicholas de Lyre weakened his
argument by omitting the views
of Maimonides (1138-1204),
Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-1164),
David Kimhi (c. 1160-1235),
Nahmanides (1194-1270) and
Gersonides (1288-1344). When
Don Luis de Guzman
commissioned Rabbi Arragel to
include in his survey the
“modern rabbis”, he might
almost have been citing the views
of Pablo de Santa Maria, who
was at that time bishop of
Burgos. Indeed, Pablo went on
to complete a super-commentary
Aditiones ad postillam Magistri
Nicolai Lyra in 1429, a year
before Arragel drafted the
colophon of his Bible. Pablo
supplemented Lyre’s glosses
with those same rabbis’
comments, and he may well have
been aware of Arragel’s work,
and have wished to pre-empt it
with his own. Such a race for
publication, if it took place,
would exemplify the clash of
attitudes between Jewish and
Christian views of the rabbinic
tradition.

For Christians to have described
Judaisim as the religion of “the
letter” and Christianity as that
of “the spirit”, was to display
ignorance of the distinction
between the “Written Teaching”
of the Pentateuch, and the “Oral
Teaching” developed through
generations of rabbinic study
and teaching. Christians wilfully
and wrongly regarded Jewish

interpretation as literalist and
closed, disregarding the
kaleidoscopic vision of rabbinic
debate that flourished in Spain.
Arragel’s glosses in the Biblia de
Alba were almost certainly
intended by him, and perhaps
also by Don Luis de Guzman, to
demonstrate the justice of the
Jewish case without offending
Christian dogma.

Rabbi Moses Arragel was thus in
a true sense a defender of his
faith, demanding that it be
respected by those of other
religions. In this he follows
Jewish tradition. This sees in
Christianity and Islam
preparatory parts of the
messianic scheme; it sees
salvation as available to all those
who practise non-idolatrous
monotheism. This respect was
not reciprocated, and Arragel’s
vision never gained currency. It
is likely that his book, left
incomplete in a few details, spent
the next 200 years in a monastic
cell until it was rediscovered in
1622. It was perhaps never even
read through completely until
then.

The respite in which the Biblia
de Alba was conceived and
written was shortlived, and to
revert to Jewish practice. When
the children and grandchildren
of conversos started to revert to
Judaism, the sincerity of a large
population group was placed in
doubt. The fall of Constantinople
to the Turks in 1453 awoke fears
of inner vulnerability. Christians
had turned with racialist fury on
New Christians in 1449, and in
1460 a book by Alfonso de
Espina appeared called
Fortalitium Fidei, “Fortress of
the Faith”, in which he argued
for the setting up of an effective
inquisition. He also recounted
the expulsion of the Jews from

115

Facing page

The vision of the Valley of Dry Bones
shows Ezekiel kneeling before God amid
the skeletons. In keeping with Arragel’s
commentary, and perhaps following the
rabbi’s instructions, the artists have shown
the priest Ezekiel keeping his distance

Jrom the corpses which would render him

ritually unclean — one of many specifically
Jewish features of the illustrations in this
Bible; fol. 339v.
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Further reading

Yitzhak Baer, A History of the Jews in
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La Biblia de Alba (ed.) Jeremy Schonfield
(Madrid 1992).
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(London 1979).

England, which was the course of
action he now proposed for
Spain. Further riots broke out in
1469 and 1473. The popular
mistrust of conversos was such
that the suggestion to expel the
Jews was taken in hand.

The monarchs of united Spain,
Ferdinand and Isabella, were
exposed to popular pressure in
1477 to set up an inquisition.
Two Dominicans began in
January 1481 to investigate the
beliefs and practices of New
Christians. The use of cruel
interrogation methods and
torture was blatant, and within a
short time thousands had been
burned alive for crypto-Judaism,
and many more “reconciled”.
When the Catholic monarchs
entered Granada in January
1492 and completed the
reconquest of Spain from Islam,
enthusiasm for the expulsion of
the Jews also became irresistible.
The edict was signed on 31st
March 1492. Jews left with what
they could carry, losing
valuables and selling property
for a pittance. Roughly 100,000
left, the last departing on 31st
July 1492, a date in the Hebrew
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calendar close to the anniversary
of the destruction of both
Temples in Jerusalem, which is
still marked by fasting.

The quincentenary of the
expulsion of the Jews from Spain
is an occasion for recalling the
horrible cost of intolerance: the
31,000 people burned alive for
Judaism by the Inquisition
before its abolition in 1834, the
countless others who suffered
threats, exile, torture and every
humiliation evil fancy could
contrive in the name of an alien
faith. Their forgiveness cannot
even be sought. But the wisdom
and humanity that saved Jewry
from collapse can now be
celebrated through the
appearance of the Biblia de Alba
in full facsimile.

Jeremy Schonfield

Jeremy Schonfield is a book editor and a
lecturer in Jewish studies. He has been
involved in a number of Jewish manuscript

Sfacsimile publications, and has most

recently edited the facsimile edition of the
Barcelona Haggadah (Facsimile Editions,

London 1992).
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