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The Innocent Converso: Identity and Rhetoric in the  

Igeret Orhit Genre Following the Persecution of 1391

Ram Ben-Shalom

The main focus of this article is the analysis of an igeret orhit 
(letter of recommendation carried by itinerant Jews) written, in 
Hebrew, by Yom Tov ben Hanah, scribe to the Jewish community of 
Montalbán, in Aragon, on behalf of a teacher by the name of Hayim 
Caro who, immediately after the riots of 1391, sought to return to 
his home and family in another community. The article introduces 
the mediaeval literary genre of the igeret orhit, developed among 
the communal scribes in Spain, in light of the need of itinerant 
Jews to prove their identity in an era in which imposture was 
common. Such letters of recommendation written after the riots of 

the need for credentials, attesting to the fact that the bearers were 
Jews rather than converts. I will also show that the scribes and 
communal leaders were compelled to distinguish between different 
kinds of conversos, providing letters of recommendation to those 
they deemed “innocent”, i.e. those who had remained faithful to 
their Jewish identity despite their forced conversion. To this end, the 
authors developed a new rhetorical style, which demands cautious 
critical analysis on the part of modern scholars. Letters on behalf 
of “innocent” conversos were not an entirely new phenomenon, 
however. Their roots can be traced to letters written in the early 
fourteenth-century on behalf of Jewish converts to Christianity 
who had returned to their original faith.

The igeret orhit was a letter of recommendation carried by itinerant Jews in the 

Middle Ages, as a means of presenting themselves to the Jewish communities 

with which they came into contact during the course of their travels. The earliest 

known letter of this type (probably prior to 930 c.e.), found in the Cairo Geniza, 

is an appeal to the Jewish community of Kiev to help Ya’aqob bar Hanukah, 

who had been taken captive, to repay his ransom. Other letters from the Geniza, 

dating from the eleventh century, were written in Iraq, Egypt, Muslim Spain and 

Christian Spain. The purpose of such letters was to arouse fraternal feelings and 

open hearts and often pockets.1 They were also intended, however, to establish the 

1
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in an era in which communication was based on letters, the spoken word and 

hearsay.  For example, Shelomo ben Adret (Rashba) – a leader of Aragonese 

Jewry in the late-thirteenth and early-fourteenth centuries – recounts, in a letter 

addressed to a number of communities, that 

A man stood before you and said that I had sent him, but I did not send him 

and I do not know who he is. And the deceivers have already learned this 

3

themselves as prominent and well-born men, and those who use their assumed 

identity to collect charity. Due to this phenomenon, the need arose, as Ben Adret 

notes, for letters of recommendation from community leaders or scribes, attesting 

to the origins, identity and character of the bearer, in order to dispel the suspicions 

of host communities.

Jews in Mediterranean societies who travelled long distances or from country 

to country had a particular need of igerot orhiyot, or letters of recommendation. 

Most of the extant letters were written for Spanish Jews seeking to immigrate to 

 Prior to 1391, Jews 

Sefunot

recommendation to a Christian proselyte written by Shemuel bar Yitshaq Hasefardi 

of the Eleventh Century’, Sefunot

Zmanim Renaissance Impostors and Proofs 
of Identity

Communication in the Jewish Diaspora: The Pre-Modern World, S. 

3 Shelomo ben Abraham Ibn Adret (Rashba), Responsa

brought this text to my attention.

Shalem
Chapters in Judeo-

Spanish History
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bearing igerot orhiyot also travelled in the opposite direction, from Jerusalem 

to Spain.  An igeret orhit written by the community of Saragossa on behalf of 

And when he should come to a place where he is not known, their [the 

his testimony in his hand to inform people of his honesty and faithfulness 

[kashruto
[ha-kesherim

In other words, the support and assistance given to travellers by Jewish 

communities along the way were contingent upon the wayfarer’s ability to allay 

any suspicions the hosts might have with regard to his true identity.

Abraham Bedersi, for example, scribe to the community of Perpignan in the 

second half of the thirteenth century, tells of a Jew named Abraham, who came to 

Perpignan from Castile, bearing letters attesting to his descent from the biblical 

commentator Abraham Ibn Ezra.  Such lineage placed the traveller within the 

narrow milieu of Jewish intellectual circles originating in Al-Andalus and must 

therefore have opened doors to him in the Jewish communities he visited.

The author’s signature, as we see in Ben Adret’s letter, was also a matter 

of particular concern, susceptible to forgery and thus in need of scrutiny and 

those who know it and are thus capable of determining whether it is authentic or a 

forgery. Rashba was by no means alone in this concern. In an igeret orhit written 
in Perpignan by Abraham Bedersi, on behalf of an emissary of the communities of 

education of poor children, Bedersi recounts that the bearer had also asked him 

to authenticate the signatures of the dignitaries on another letter, from the Jews 

Tarbiz
 As recounted by David ben Shueib of Calatayud in Aragon, in Yitshaq b. Sheshet 

(Ribash), Responsa 
shetar orhot), stating that he 

had left there two years and four months previously, going from city to city in France 

Igerot orhiyot by Qalonymos ben Qalonymos and Abraham 

Otsar Yehudei Sefarad 
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Yosef bar Meshulam of Béziers. He then added his authentication of that signature 

at the end of his own letter.

The igeret orhit can thus be seen as a sub-category of the epistolary genre 

igeret rahmanut
necessity and consequent pervasiveness of such letters, however, also resulted in 

a certain depreciation in their value, since the formulae they employed tended to 

Abraham Bedersi thus wrote, in his recommendation of Abraham Ibn Ezra of 

And I, as I come to bestow my generosity upon him, to write of him, to tell 

of his honesty to the faithful of God’s love, the noble of the land, pursuant 

to his petitition, let things not be said of me at will, let them not speak 

poetry like ashes, for that is not the way I am. God forbid and far be it from 

9

In this letter, Bedersi offers a glimpse of the discourse regarding the igerot orhiyot. 
On the one hand stands the petitioner, the subject of the letter, who has asked the 

writer for his recommendation. On the other hand stands the writer, who accedes 

to the petitioner’s request. The greater the writer’s reputation and renown, the 

10 to do 

kindness and truth with them. And he implored me greatly and asked only 

Hotam Tokhnit, G. Polak, ed., Amsterdam 

Dukes, in Orient 
seen among the signatories to the letter and I knew some of their signatures, and my 

heart saw the signature of the honourable R. Yosef bar Meshulam and recognised it 

and said it is the hand of my brother in Béziers and I myself shall sign as well, to 

recognition of his face and gestures and accession to his pleas. Thus spoke he who 

9 igeret orhit Igerot orhiyot
(Hebrew).

10
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11 And 

since I have known him for a long time, I acceded to his request and I shall 

13 Abraham, son of Don Moshe Ibn Shenaz, courtier to the 

along the way, is also described as having pleaded with the communal scribe of 

Saragossa to provide him with a letter of recommendation, for the purposes of 

which he was compelled to present his life story and family pedigree.

The message conveyed by this discourse is that such letters were not taken 

lightly nor given easily, but required petitioners to provide writers with a 

compelling reason to accede to their requests. In the case of Moshe Sarqosniel, 

Hasdai Crescas stressed the fact that his letter was based on personal acquaintance 

with the petitioner, while Crescas’ own standing made the usual description of the 

petitioner’s good character unnecessary.  Abraham Bedersi noted that Abraham 

 In other words, the petitioner’s appearance 

and behaviour also betrayed his ancestry, as well as his ties to the families 

of the Jewish elite. Bedersi’s letter on behalf of the French emissary, beyond 

authenticating the signatures on the igeret orhit from the Jewish community of 

11

have been written in 1391.

13

poured out his speech before him and the matter of his father’s greatness, culminating 

in a cloud that came from above the stars of Heaven. As often as I speak of him I 

 See below Hasdai Crescas’ letter on behalf of Moshe Sarqosniel. 

igeret orhit Igerot orhiyot
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Part of the same discourse, between writer, petitioner and the numerous 

recipients of the letter in the various Jewish communities, was the awareness in 

the mind of the writer that what he wrote would be disseminated far and wide, and 

even foremost – on the writer’s own image and on that of the community he 

represented. The quality of the communal scribe’s writing and rhetorical devices 

were central to the projection of a positive collective image. Thus, for example, 

Yitshaq b. Sheshet (Ribash – one of the most prominent Aragonese halakhists in 

the second half of the fourteenth century) complained to the community of Teruel 

surprised at a such an honourable community and holy congregation, that you 

have not considered hiring a learned scribe from whose hand would issue nothing 

letters, compelling writers to employ a degree of skill capable of bridging the 

gap between eloquence and authenticity. The preacher Yitshaq ’Arama, author of 

’Aqedat Yitshaq and scribe to the community of Calatayud in the second half of 

igerot orhiyot

the author’s discomfort with the role of professional advocate in a predetermined 

scenario.19

The need for igerot orhiyot increased in Spain following the events of 1391, 

converso society. At 

this point, a new formulaic element was introduced into the letters, indicating 

that Jews who travelled both within the Iberian Peninsula and beyond sought 

recommendations attesting to the fact that they had remained faithful to their 

Hotam Tokhnit 
 Ribash, Responsa

Daniel Carpi Jubilee Volume. A Collection 
of Studies in the History of the Jewish People presented to Daniel Carpi upon his 70th 
Birthday by his Colleagues and Students

19 Melitsot Otzar 
Yehudei Sefarad 
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 This is apparent in a number 

of letters written after 1391. For example, a letter written by the community of 

and pleaded with us to attest to his faithfulness [kashruto  Another letter, from 

number of Jewish communities in Spain in order to raise money for his daughter’s 

he is a Jew whose taste remains in him and his scent has not changed [Jeremiah 

 A further dowry letter, from 

 An anonymous Aragonese Jew who sought to immigrate to the 

and conduct, and to his reputation as a faithful Jew, and that he did not mingle with 

occurrences, as they wander and go wherever they may go throughout 

the land, within community and congregation and in the council of the 

upright, they are not be believed when they say that they have escaped the 

fowler’s snare and from the straits, if not from the mouths of scribes, from 

with the signatures of men of renown, famed in the gates.

Miscelánea de 
Estudios Árabes y Hebraicos

 H. Brody, Beiträge zu Salomo Da-Piera’s Leben und Wirken  

 Ibid.
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Da Piera describes here a new phenomenon, whereby Jewish communities no 

longer trusted travellers to vouch for themselves that they had managed to escape 

the riots without converting. The communities now demanded that travellers 

presentation of Jewish credentials was a sine qua non for collecting charity and 

receiving assistance and hospitality from the various communities.

Moreover, contrary to earlier practice, whereby communities were often 

 and some supporting 

testimony, the Saragossa community began to employ a method of investigation 

or examination to authenticate the claims of petitioners, to ascertain whether they 

were telling the truth and were not converts – as evidenced by a dowry letter from 

 A 

noting that he was reputed to be of a respectable family,30

31 In other words, 

 

– corroborating hearsay and examining testimony – rendering the letter completely 

igeret 
orhit , on behalf of Shemuel Habib, an immigrant to Jerusalem, noted that 

 It is worth noting that some letters of compassion from the same period make no 

there is no direct reference to credentials, although Hasdai Crescas does note there, 

Igerot orhiyot

30

of his people. The faithful of his land, the honourable of his locality have attested [to 

31
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that he had acted valiantly [hayah le-ish hayil
It is worth noting that dowry letters and letters of compassion for the needy 

Shelomo b. Shelomo Hazan, no longer contain references to the petitioner’s 

Jewish credentials, or to meticulous inquiries into his identity or character.33 This 

may be attributed to a clear demarcation of the boundaries between Jewish and 

converso communities, and the completion of a process of consolidation of new 

collective identities in both societies.  As a result of this process, conversos found 

the Jewish communities’ need to scrutinise the religious identity of travellers.

possibilities of Jewish existence.

Although the phenomenon of forced conversion was viewed with disfavour 

by the Aragonese Crown, ordinances were issued in September 1391 forbidding 

conversos to bear arms or travel to Muslim lands, both for economic reasons 

and to prevent them from returning to Judaism. The conversos were considered 

Christians according to Canon law, and those who reverted to their former faith 

the isolation of conversos from Jews in Aragon, prohibiting them from living or 

eating together. The conversos were placed under the supervision of the bishops. 

Although the Inquisition initiated relatively few proceedings during this formative 

conversos who 

who helped them.  Yitzhak Baer succinctly described the relationship that had 

developed between Jews and conversos

33

Rethinking European Jewish History, J. Cohen and M. Rosman, eds., 

 Y. Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain
M.D. Meyerson, A Jewish Renaissance in Fifteenth-Century Spain (Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims from the Ancient to the Modern World),
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Many of the conversos went over to the enemy camp immediately after 

they were baptized, though the outbreaks were still continuing, and 

tried to demonstrate their zeal for their new faith. Such people forced 

their families and friends to change their religion and became the chief 

instigators against the local Jews. Others wavered for many years after 

their baptism, and some of these even practiced a few of the Jewish 

rites in secret until they either succeeded in escaping from Spain or 

wholeheartedly accepting the victorious religion and themselves began to 

persecute their former brethren. Still others, ostensibly devoted to their 

new faith, remained secretly friendly to their old community. Money was 

their greatest resource.

One igeret orhit that sheds some light on the relationship between Jews and 

conversos during this period can be found in an epistolographic formulary by 

Yom Tov ben Hanah (Abenhanya) of Montalbán, in the Kingdom of Aragon, 

edited by the author’s son, Yosef, who prefaced each letter with a brief explanation 

of the circumstances in which it was written.  This particular letter was written 

on behalf of a teacher by the name of Hayim Caro, who had lived in Montalbán 

for three years. According to the editor’s explanation, the teacher had arrived in 

Montalbán bearing a letter of recommendation from another community, but in 

which struck Montalbán in August,  he wished to leave the city and return to his 

The Jews of the 
Kingdom of Valencia from Persecution to Expulsion, 1391-1492, Jerusalem 1993, pp. 

auto de 
fe converso who had twice attempted to return to 

Policy and Corporate Debt on the Collective Identity of Majorcan Conversos after 

1391’, Sefarad
 Y. Baer, History, p. 133.

El Prezente Ot Letova: Essays in Honor 
of Professor Tova Rosen

Anuario de Estudios 
Medievales La 
Comunidad judía y conversa de Montalbán (siglos XIII-XV)
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of Hayim Caro, who had come here to Montalbán bearing a letter of 

recommendation (shetar orhit), and lived among us during the time of the 

unprecedented decree, and asked my father to give faithful testimony on 

One who walks in his innocence39 and treads with uprightness. If his ankles 

bend and stumble.  The hand of his rule  is a voice unto him.  Speaking 

in righteousness,  with a strong hand,  his words raise up one who falls.  

And his outstretched arm  will surely lift up  the bent of knee  that his 

feet might stand.  falls before all his brethren.  

takes him by the hand.  All his intimates and friends revile him,  his dear 

ones and neighbours withdraw.

Therefore you, heads of the communities of Israel.

with a merciful eye this man who approaches you,  his name written in 

the book Hayim  Caro, his face is set  to return to his 

39

yad kelalo
neqot hai kelala beyadekha Shabat

kelalo-qol

Midraš Tehillim
davar aher

 BT Sanhedrin 
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own land,  to call on the peace of his righteous home  and his children. 

And if he wrestled mightily  not to give his covenant.  It has left no 

mark  on his conduct.  Known in the gates.  He walks uprightly.  His 

ways are ways of pleasantness  and his paths are paths of the river of 

knowledge ( )  and wisdom. May they be his portion.  He 

inheritance,  dwelling in his tents.  He who sustains the living (Hayim) 

by the mercy  of the Most High that he shall not fall  in his faith, [that 

 and his bread will not lack,  and he who takes pity on him 

 Or whether by the 

counsel of his prudent soul

it is due.  May his eyes behold  God’s restoration of the captivity of 

 to afford consolation to him and to his mourners.  Amen, may the 

 

 See e.g. Ya’aqob b. Asher, Arba’ah Turim Even ha-’ezer, Hilkhot 
gitin

that leaves no 

mark

 Following BT Berakhot 

 From the Amidah prayer.

Amidah prayer.



[

The Innocent Converso: Identity and Rhetoric in the Igeret Orhit Genre

at the events of the time. I sit astonished  by the turmoil (mehuman), 

pillage (bizeta) and destruction (harvona).  Small in merit and doing the 

and supplication. Yom Tov ben Hanah.

of the portion Return to your land and your birthplace and I will deal well 

with you.  Selah.

 

In his letter, Yom Tov ben Hanah stresses Caro’s considerable efforts to remain 

living (Hayim) by the mercy

only three months after the violent events of that year.90

the community of Saragossa on behalf of Meir bar Todros was written at least 

twenty-one years after the riots and shortly before the second wave of voluntary 

conversions, the Montalbán letter shows that at a distance of only a few months 

Jewish aversion to baptism was, at the time, closely linked to the concept of 

martyrdom (Kidush ha-Shem), and was probably among the reasons for such 

letters of recommendation.91 

 From the Amidah prayer.

90

and the weekly Torah portion of Va-Yishlah, from which the verse is taken, was 

Va-Yishlah was 

would have arrived in Montalbán very close to the beginning of the riots (August 

Montalbán for three years and several months, which would be consistent with the 

It is more likely, however, that Caro departed from Montalbán in 1391, as the letter 

intimates that the riots were the direct cause of his decision to return home. 

91

Tarbiz 
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Seven letters by the Saragossan communal scribe Shelomo da Piera, written 

after the 1391 riots, attest to the same phenomenon. Some of the letters generally 

refer to the honesty and moral conduct of the petitioners (who often travelled 

with family members), while some explicitly address the issue of conversion, 

noting that the petitioner had remained faithful to Judaism.  Contrary to the 

letter by Yom Tov ben Hanah of Montalbán, most of Da Piera’s published letters 

cannot be dated, and closer analysis has shown that at least some are related to the 

of the events of 1391.93

The letter by Yom Tov ben Hanah is different, however. Contrary to most of 

the letters of recommendation published to date, which attest explicitly to the 

bearer’s non-conversion, Ben Hanah hints at the fact that Caro had not managed 

– despite all of his efforts – to avoid baptism. Unlike other conversos however, 

Caro clung to his Judaism, which is why Ben Hanah called upon others to support 

 

 See above the letter of Shelomo da Piera on behalf of an anonymous Aragonese 

93 See, for example, the letter of recommendation on behalf of Yehudah ben Baqah of 

Brody, Beiträge

and the sound of words against the Most High and against the God of gods, as one of 

Die 
Juden im christlichen Spanien: Urkunden und Regesten

Qohelet rabah Divrei 
hakhamim

may hint at baptism. See also BT Sotah 
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in adversity and conduct (u-fe’ulato  

(u-fe’ulato  in this verse is explained by 

 is the good conduct that they showed toward God, in upholding his 

words, the word is associated with religious observance in the diaspora. 

is a subtle literary hint intended, on the one hand, to reveal the truth about the 

petitioner’s baptism, while protecting the reputation of one whom the author 

considered part of the Jewish people.

The opening of Ben Hanah’s letter would also appear to refer to the issue of 

One who walks in his innocence [be-tumo

and the scoundrel.

his friends and intimates desert him. In light of this introduction, Hayim Caro is 

presented as one who has indeed fallen and been baptised, but since he is one of 

the innocent, the author appeals to the communities to extend assistance to him.

This interpretation of the letter also affords some insight into the character of 

the author – the communal scribe of Montalbán, Yom Tov ben Hanah. On the one 

hand, he harbours no illusions regarding the reality of the subject’s conversion, 

which he reveals by means of clever textual intimations that will not harm the 

bearer, displaying the sophisticated literary ability of a superb epistolographer.  

 See above the letter of Shelomo da Piera on behalf of an anonymous Aragonese Jew 

 Two types of people also emerge in the opening of a letter written on behalf of Don 

The Courtier as the 
“Scepter of Judah”

 It is interesting to note the connection between Hayim Caro’s physical condition – he 
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On the other hand, he shows sensitivity and sympathy toward conversos who 

converso
letter is very similar to the way in which Profayt Duran, a converso himself, 

perceived his own identity, at about the same time. At the end of his Epistle Be 
Not Like Your Fathers
En David Bonet Bonjorn who had converted out of a professedly sincere desire to 

For you have always known that my intentions were good, as demonstrated 

by my deeds. I am innocent in my faith [tamim ani be-emunati

have adhered to this faith, I have discovered no new ephemeral knowledge 

whatsoever, nor have I changed my ways, and that which I believe now is 

the same as that which I have believed these past twenty years.

conversos
in Ben Hanah and Duran’s opinion, of the forced conversions of 1391, to distance 

themselves from the Jewish community and Judaism. This is supported by other 

works in the formulary, which I discussed elsewhere, including a poem by Ben 

Hanah, in which he refers to a group of evil and wealthy conversos
99 In a similar vein, Profayt Duran exhorted David Bonjorn 

not to include his father’s name in his signature, for had his father been alive he 

letter would make on future readers, and therefore created a link between its content 

Involuntary Marginals: 
Marginal Individuals in Medieval Northern European Jewish Society, Jerusalem 

Duran

Al Tehi ka-Avotekha Jewish Studies Quarterly

99

Sefarad



[

The Innocent Converso: Identity and Rhetoric in the Igeret Orhit Genre

Bonjorn’s father was certainly mourning for him in the next world.100 Such harsh 

words written to an old friend are emblematic of the binary contrasts employed in 

the portrayal of conversos, and the marking of the convert Bonjorn as the villain.

I believe this letter of recommendation for a converso is not an exception, 

whereby Jewish communities had not yet decided how they should relate to 

conversos, whose socio-religious standing had not yet been determined. It 

is in this light that we should view Hasdai Crescas’ letter on behalf of Moshe 

Sarqosniel – previously understood as a letter of recommendation for a Jew. The 

petitioner, Moshe Sarqosniel, is presented as a man desperate with worry for 

his two daughters who have reached marriageable age, compelling him to seek 

the help of wealthy Jews in other communities in order to provide dowries for 

his daughters. The letter lacks the usual testimony to the petitioner’s character, 

and the appeal for support relies mainly on his personal acquaintance with the 

author, Hasdai Crescas.101 This letter, however (possibly written in 1391), like 

Ben Hanah’s letter, intimates that the bearer is a converso

 as if before the sword103 

of misfortune, is a child of the Hebrews.  Formerly known in Israel  as 

Moshe Sarqosniel from his boyhood and youth,  shaken away like the 

locust,  torn from the tent of his trust,  he abandoned his home, forsook 

his inheritance,109 and went to graze in another land.110

petitioner’s departure from his community. It also asserts, however, that the bearer 

100

Michael A Study of the Life and Works 
, Ph.D. Dissertation, The Jewish Theological Seminary of America 

101 See above the letter of Hasdai Crescas on behalf of Moshe Sarqosniel.

103

109

110
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Sarqosniel, i.e. that his original Hebrew name was Moshe Sarqosniel, although 

(and this is not stated explicitly, but only intimated) he now bears a new, Christian 

lefanim be-Yisrael) denotes previous 

circumstances that persist in an altered fashion,111 and according to Maimonides 

that the expression was used in relation to converts who had assumed Christian 

names.113

conversos, as 

evidenced by another letter, written by the community of Saragossa on behalf of 

a converso
king of Aragon.

111

a prophet’ – According to Rabbinic tradition, the prophet Samuel wrote his book [the 

the future, seers were also called prophets, as the word prophet (navi) denotes speech, 

niv navi 
and niv

 Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed

113 See Don Yitshaq Abravanel’s reference to the convert Paulus de Sancta Maria, 

Mashmi’a 
yeshu’ah (The Announcer of Salvation), in Idem, Commentary on Prophets and 
Writings
our own people who left the fold of the faith in the kingdoms of Spain, formerly called 

in Israel

 See F. Baer, Die Juden
seed of the House of Israel, taken among the children of the Hebrews who passed 
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The Innocent Converso: Identity and Rhetoric in the Igeret Orhit Genre

Hasdai Crescas thus revealed, by intimation, that the bearer of the letter was 

a converso, but also conveyed the message that – to his mind, so soon after the 

events of 1391 – nothing had changed. He considered this converso part of the 

Jewish people, and therefore called upon charitable Jews to contribute toward the 

dowries of his daughters, in keeping with ancient Jewish custom.

I believe that the converso letters by Yom Tov ben Hanah and Hasdai Crescas 

belong to a sub-genre of the igeret orhit, intended to attest in writing to the 

Judaism of returning conversos. Such documents were not invented in 1391. 

They are mentioned in Bernard Gui’s Practica inquisitionis heretice pravitatis, 

. Gui was inquisitor of Toulouse, operating throughout 

southern France in the second decade of the fourteenth century, and was also 

responsible for the burning of the Talmud in 1319. At the beginning of the Pratica, 

he describes a Jewish ritual centred around immersion for the readmission of 

returning conversos, during the course of which candidates were required to 

repudiate Christian belief and promise to observe the precepts of the Torah. 

rejudayzatus) 

converso carta
instrumentum testimoniale) before all other Jews (ad omnes 

alias Judeos) that they might trust him and should treat him with kindness (ut 
).  This was, in 

effect, an igeret orhit, which enabled the returning Jews to be welcomed in other 

communities.

Although Bernard Gui and other inquisitors, such as Jacques Fournier, may 

documents from Provence (e.g. the records of Bertrand de Cigoterio of Toulon, 

Responsa
some Jewish ritual of this type, with immersion serving as a central element, 

converso
Journal of Jewish Studies

Besalú) – a Catalan converso (from Castelló d’Empúries, near Besalú), who returned 

to Judaism in Guadalajara, in Castile, where he married a local Jewish woman. 

Abraham arrived in Saragossa, after having been robbed upon leaving Castile in 

search of his mother and brothers. The letter stresses the fact that he is part of the 

inhabitants of Saragossa, who have heard tell of his forebears, that we might say to all 

 See B. Gui, Manuel de l’inquisiteur
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although slight differences emerge between the practices in Spain and Provence.  

conversos in the 

early fourteenth century would thus appear to be credible, and may thus be seen 

as the earliest evidence of this sub-genre of the igeret orhit.
igeret orhit 

conversos who remained, in the collective consciousness, 

members of the communities of the Jews of Spain. If my interpretation of the 

this would reinforce Yitzhak Baer’s observation that the religious gap and social 

tension between Spanish Jews and a large and powerful group of conversos 

estranged from Judaism began to develop as soon as the riots died down, as early 

conversos and Jews, 

kinds of conversos, to whom they accorded different kinds of treatment. In this 

sense, such behaviour can be seen as a continuation of the hybrid approach of both 

rejection and attraction that characterised the attitude of Jewish (and Christian) 

society to converts throughout the fourteenth century, prior to the events of 1391.  

The igeret orhit was one of the tools at the leaders’ disposal. In the context of 

this traditional genre, and as part of the sub-genre of the igeret orhit intended for 

returning conversos, communal scribes were called upon to invent new rhetorical 

conversos. 

The igerot orhiyot on behalf of Hayim Caro and Moshe Sarqosniel offer examples 

of the ways in which the authors – Hasdai Crescas and the communal scribe of 

Montalbán, Yom Tov ben Hanah – managed to bridge the gap between epistolary 

rhetoric and reliable information regarding the identity of itinerant conversos, by 

means of subtle hints and intimations.*
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