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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
DQGWKHIRUPDWLRQRIFRQYHUVRVRFLHW\LQ6SDLQFOHDUO\UHÀHFW
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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[Hispania Judaica@

Ram Ben-Shalom

LGHQWLW\RIWKHEHDUHUVLQFHLPSRVWXUHDQGLGHQWLW\FKDQJHSRVHGOLWWOHGLI¿FXOW\
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
DQG,GLGQRWFRPPDQGKLPQRUGLGLWFRPHLQWRP\PLQG>-HUHPLDK@ 
and I do not know who he is. And the deceivers have already learned this
XJO\FUDIWRI¿QGLQJIDYRXURU>FRPPLWWLQJ@GHFHSWLRQIRUFUXPEVRIEUHDG
>(]HNLHO@$QG\RXGRQRWEHOLHYHDQ\WKLQJVLPLODURIPHXQWLOP\
VLJQDWXUHKDVEHHQLGHQWL¿HGE\WKRVHZKRNQRZLW3
,QWKLVSDVVDJH%HQ$GUHWQRWHVWZRNLQGVRILPSRVWRUVWKRVHZKRVHHNWRSUHVHQW
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
3DOHVWLQH±SULPDULO\HOGHUO\LQGLYLGXDOVDW¿UVWDQGHYHQWXDOO\RYHUWKHFRXUVH
RIWKH¿IWHHQWKFHQWXU\HQWLUHIDPLOLHVLQDJURZLQJVWUHDP Prior to 1391, Jews
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6SDLQތSefunot 1HZ6HULHV   SSHVSSDQG +HEUHZ 
( (QJHO ދ7KH :DQGHULQJ RI D 3URYHQFDO 3URVHO\WH $ 3X]]OH RI 7KUHH *HQL]DK
)UDJPHQWV ތ,ELG SS  HVS  DQG QRWHV  +HEUHZ  RQ D OHWWHU RI
recommendation to a Christian proselyte written by Shemuel bar Yitshaq Hasefardi
VHH1*ROEµ$6WXG\RID3URVHO\WHWR-XGDLVPZKR)OHGWR(J\SWDWWKH%HJLQQLQJ
of the Eleventh Century’, Sefunot  SS
0(OLDY)HOGRQދ3ULQFHRU3DXSHU",PSRVWRUVDQG'XSHVLQ(DUO\0RGHUQ(XURSHތ
Zmanim  SS +HEUHZ ,GHPRenaissance Impostors and Proofs
of Identity %DVLQJVWRNH  5 %HQ6KDORP &ދRPPXQLFDWLRQ DQG 3URSDJDQGD
%HWZHHQ3URYHQFHDQG6SDLQ7KH&RQWURYHUV\2YHU([WUHPH$OOHJRUL]DWLRQ 
  ތLQ Communication in the Jewish Diaspora: The Pre-Modern World, S.
0HQDFKHHG/HLGHQSS
Shelomo ben Abraham Ibn Adret (Rashba), Responsa+='LPLWURYVN\HG
-HUXVDOHP  S  +HEUHZ  , DP JUDWHIXO WR $YULHO %DU/HYDY IRU KDYLQJ
brought this text to my attention.
6HH-+DFNHUދ7KH,PPLJUDWLRQRI6SDQLVK-HZVWRWKH/DQGRI,VUDHODQGWKHLU%RQG
WR,W%HWZHHQDQGތShalem  SS +HEUHZ +%HLQDUW
ދ$)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\IURP6SDLQތLQ,GHPChapters in JudeoSpanish HistoryYRO-HUXVDOHPS +HEUHZ 6HHDOVR$'DYLGދ$/HWWHU
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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
6KHP7RYEHQ$]ULHODSLOJULPWR-HUXVDOHPLQGHVFULEHVWKHSXUSRVHRI
VXFKOHWWHUV
And when he should come to a place where he is not known, their [the
KRVWV¶@JHQHURVLW\PLJKWEHODFNLQJLIKHGRHVQRWEHDUKLVZLWQHVVDQG
his testimony in his hand to inform people of his honesty and faithfulness
[kashruto@WRGLVSHOWZLVWHGVSHHFKWRUHPRYHVXVSLFLRQIURPWKHIDLWKIXO
[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.
$ WUDYHOOHU¶V LGHQWLW\ UHVWHG ¿UVW DQG IRUHPRVW XSRQ KLV OLQHDJH 7KH SRHW
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
YHUL¿FDWLRQ%HQ$GUHWDVNHGWKHFRPPXQLWLHVWRKDYHKLVVLJQDWXUHLGHQWL¿HGE\
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
)UDQFHZKRZDVFROOHFWLQJIXQGVDPRQJWKH-HZVRI/DQJXHGRFIRUWKHUHOLJLRXV
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
RI%p]LHUV%HGHUVLH[DPLQHGWKHOHWWHUDQGSRVLWLYHO\LGHQWL¿HGWKHVLJQDWXUHRI






E\WKH3RHW56KHORPRGD3LHUD5HJDUGLQJ,PPLJUDWLRQWRWKH/DQGRI,VUDHOIURP
6SDLQތTarbiz  SS +HEUHZ 
As recounted by David ben Shueib of Calatayud in Aragon, in Yitshaq b. Sheshet
(Ribash), Responsa -HUXVDOHPS +HEUHZ ³$-HZFDPHKHUH
IURP-HUXVDOHP>EHDULQJ@DOHWWHURIUHFRPPHQGDWLRQ shetar orhot), stating that he
had left there two years and four months previously, going from city to city in France
DQG$VKNHQD]$QGLWLVD\HDU>QRZ@WKDW,KDYHVHHQKLPLQ%DUFHORQDDVDJOHDQHURI
VWDONV>FROOHFWRURIDOPV@´
+%HLQDUWދ$)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\ތOHWWHUS
6HH$0 +DEHUPDQ ދIgerot orhiyot by Qalonymos ben Qalonymos and Abraham
%HGHUVLތOtsar Yehudei Sefarad   S +HEUHZ 
[@
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Yosef bar Meshulam of Béziers. He then added his authentication of that signature
at the end of his own letter.
The igeret orhit can thus be seen as a sub-category of the epistolary genre
± PRUH VSHFL¿FDOO\ RI WKH ³OHWWHU RI FRPSDVVLRQ´ >igeret rahmanut@ W\SH 7KH
necessity and consequent pervasiveness of such letters, however, also resulted in
a certain depreciation in their value, since the formulae they employed tended to
UHSHDWWKHPVHOYHV±LQFUHDVLQJO\VRDVVFULEHVEHJDQWRUHVRUWWR¿[HGSDWWHUQV
Abraham Bedersi thus wrote, in his recommendation of Abraham Ibn Ezra of
&DVWLOH
And I, as I come to bestow my generosity upon him, to write of him, to tell
of his honesty to the faithful of God’s love, the noble of the land, pursuant
to his petitition, let things not be said of me at will, let them not speak
DUURJDQWO\RIPHWRVD\WRPH\RXZLVK>PHUHO\@WRFKDWWHUDQG\RXVFDWWHU
poetry like ashes, for that is not the way I am. God forbid and far be it from
PHWROLHLQWKHJHQHURVLW\RIP\VSLULW,KDYHQRWVRXJKW>PHUHO\@WRUDLVH
DGLQZLWKP\OHWWHUVDQGWKHPHVVDJHRIP\SRHPLVGHDUHULQ>WLPHV@
ZKHQYLVLRQLVXQFRPPRQ>6DPXHO@WKDQDOOWKDWZHQWEHIRUHLW9
In this letter, Bedersi offers a glimpse of the discourse regarding the igerot orhiyot.
On the one hand stands the petitioner, the subject of the letter, who has asked the
writer for his recommendation. On the other hand stands the writer, who accedes
to the petitioner’s request. The greater the writer’s reputation and renown, the
JUHDWHUWKHYDOXHRIWKHOHWWHU7KLVVWDWHRIDIIDLUVLVUHÀHFWHGLQDOHWWHUZULWWHQLQ
6DUDJRVVDE\+DVGDL&UHVFDV G OHDGHURI$UDJRQHVH-HZU\RQEHKDOIRI
0RVKH6DUTRVQLHOZKRVRXJKWKHOSLQSURYLGLQJGRZULHVIRUKLVGDXJKWHUV
7KXVVSRNHWKHPDQWRPHWKDW>KLVZRUGV@PLJKWVSURXWZLQJV10 to do
kindness and truth with them. And he implored me greatly and asked only



/HWWHUE\$EUDKDPEHQ<LWVKDT%HGHUVLLQHotam Tokhnit, G. Polak, ed., Amsterdam
 DGGHQGXP SXEOLVKHG E\ 6' /X]]DWWR IURP DQ HDUOLHU SXEOLFDWLRQ E\ </
Dukes, in Orient >@FROVDQG S³$OOSUHFLRXVWKLQJVP\H\HKDV
seen among the signatories to the letter and I knew some of their signatures, and my
heart saw the signature of the honourable R. Yosef bar Meshulam and recognised it
and said it is the hand of my brother in Béziers and I myself shall sign as well, to
JLYHDVLJQDQGSRUWHQWDVLJQRIWUXWKLQWKHKDQGRIWKHUHOLJLRXVHPLVVDU\WR>P\@
recognition of his face and gestures and accession to his pleas. Thus spoke he who
UHVLGHVKHUHLQWKHKRO\FRPPXQLW\RI3HUSLJQDQ,$EUDKDPEDU<LWVKDT%HGHUVL´
9 ދ$Qigeret orhit IURP$EUDKDP%HGHUVLތLQ$0+DEHUPDQދIgerot orhiyotތS
(Hebrew).
10 3URYHUEV
[@
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WKDW,ZULWHDQGVLJQ>P\QDPHWR@KLVZRUGVZLWKLQNLQDOHWWHU11 And
since I have known him for a long time, I acceded to his request and I shall
ZULWHDQGVLJQWKDWKHPLJKW¿QGIDYRXULQWKHH\HVRIWKRVHZKRVHHKLP
$QRWKHUOHWWHUSUREDEO\ZULWWHQE\RQHRI&UHVFDV¶FLUFOHLQ6DUDJRVVDLQ
GHVFULEHVLWVVXEMHFWDVRQHZKR³KDVIDOOHQRQKLVIDFHWRWKHJURXQGFU\LQJDQG
SOHDGLQJ ZLWK XV´13 Abraham, son of Don Moshe Ibn Shenaz, courtier to the
&DVWLOLDQNLQJZKRÀHGWKHULRWVORVWDOORIKLVSURSHUW\DQGZDVUREEHG
along the way, is also described as having pleaded with the communal scribe of
Saragossa to provide him with a letter of recommendation, for the purposes of
which he was compelled to present his life story and family pedigree.
The message conveyed by this discourse is that such letters were not taken
lightly nor given easily, but required petitioners to provide writers with a
compelling reason to accede to their requests. In the case of Moshe Sarqosniel,
Hasdai Crescas stressed the fact that his letter was based on personal acquaintance
with the petitioner, while Crescas’ own standing made the usual description of the
petitioner’s good character unnecessary. Abraham Bedersi noted that Abraham
,EQ(]UDERUHOHWWHUVDWWHVWLQJWRKLVGHVFHQWIURPWKH,EQ(]UDIDPLO\³$QGKLV
OHWWHU±DOHWWHUIURPWKHUDEELVRIKLVFRPPXQLW\±DWWHVWVWRKL>VOLQHDJH@´EXW
LPPHGLDWHO\DGGHGWKDW³ZHVDZWKDWKLVWUDLWVWDNHDIWHUKLVVWRFNDQGWKHTXDOLW\
RIKLVEHDULQJDWWHVWVWRKLVRULJLQ´ 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
%p]LHUV DOVR WDNHV QRWH RI WKH EHDUHU¶V PDQQHU ³UHFRJQLWLRQ RI KLV IDFH DQG
JHVWXUHV´ ³DQG,P\VHOIVKDOOVLJQDVZHOOWRJLYHDVLJQDQGSRUWHQWDVLJQRI
11 -HUHPLDK
 +%HLQDUWދ$)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\ތOHWWHUS7KHOHWWHUPD\
have been written in 1391.
13 ,ELGOHWWHUS6HHEHORZQ
 +%HLQDUWދ$)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\ތOHWWHUS³$QGKHFDPHDQG
poured out his speech before him and the matter of his father’s greatness, culminating
in a cloud that came from above the stars of Heaven. As often as I speak of him I
HDUQHVWO\UHPHPEHU>KLP@VWLOOP\KHDUW\HDUQVIRUKLPP\FRPSDVVLRQVDUHNLQGOHG
WRJHWKHU$QGKHZHSWDQGSOHDGHGZLWKPHWKDW,PLJKWVHUYHKLPDVDPRXWK´6HH
,ELGS2QWKHIUHHGRPRIPRYHPHQWRI-HZVEHWZHHQWKHNLQJGRPVRI&DVWLOH
DQG$UDJRQVHH0'LDJR+HUQDQGRދ/DPRYLOLGDGGHORVMXGtRVDDPERVODGRVGH
ODIURQWHUDHQWUHODVFRURQDVGH&DVWLOOD\$UDJyQGXUDQWHHOVLJOR;,9ތ6HIDUDG
 SS
 See below Hasdai Crescas’ letter on behalf of Moshe Sarqosniel.
 ދ$Qigeret orhit RI$EUDKDP%HGHUVL¶LQ$0+DEHUPDQދIgerot orhiyotތS6HH
EHORZQ
[@
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WUXWKLQWKHKDQGRIWKHUHOLJLRXVHPLVVDU\WR>P\@UHFRJQLWLRQRIKLVIDFHDQG
JHVWXUHVDQGDFFHVVLRQWRKLVSOHDV´
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
ZRXOGUHÀHFWQRWRQO\RQWKHLPDJHDQGLGHQWLW\RIWKHEHDUHUEXWDOVR±SHUKDSV
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
UHJDUGLQJ D OHWWHU KH KDG UHFHLYHG WKDW ZDV IXOO RI JUDPPDWLFDO HUURUV ³, ZDV
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
WKDWLVXQ¿W)RULQWUXWKLQRUGHUWRVSDUHWKHLUKRQRXU,ZDVXQZLOOLQJWRVKRZ
WKDWSDPSKOHWWRDQ\RQH´
%H\RQG ÀRZHU\ UKHWRULF KRZHYHU D OHWWHU RI UHFRPPHQGDWLRQ KDG WR EH
FUHGLEOHDQGSHUVXDVLYHLQLWVGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHEHDUHU%HGHUVLWKXVZURWH³)DU
EH LW IURP PH WR OLH LQ WKH JHQHURVLW\ RI P\ VSLULW´ 7KH ZLGHVSUHDG SUDFWLFH
RI³VFDWWHULQJSRHWU\OLNHDVKHV´UHVXOWHGLQDGHSUHFLDWLRQLQWKHYDOXHRIVXFK
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
WKH¿IWHHQWKFHQWXU\ZURWHDQXPEHURIigerot orhiyotLQFOXGLQJRQH³UHJDUGLQJ
DIRROLVKPDQQDPHG0RVKH´DOVRYLHZHGDVDSDURG\RQWKHJHQUHH[SUHVVLQJ
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,
ZLWKWKH¿UVWRIWKHPDVVFRQYHUVLRQVDQGWKHIRUPDWLRQRIconverso 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

 /HWWHUE\$EUDKDPEHQ<LWVKDT%HGHUVLLQHotam Tokhnit >1RWSDJLQDWHG@
 Ribash, Responsa  S  6HH ( *XWZLUWK ދ,WDO\ RU 6SDLQ" 7KH 7KHPH RI
-HZLVK(ORTXHQFHLQ6KHYHW<HKXGDKތLQDaniel 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 Students05R]HQHWDOHGV7HO$YLY(QJOLVK
6HFWLRQS
19 $0 +DEHUPDQ ދMelitsot DQG 3RHPV E\ 5 <LWVKDT DQG 5 0HLU $UDPD ތOtzar
Yehudei Sefarad   OHWWHUS +HEUHZ 
[@
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UHOLJLRQDQGZHUHQRWRQHRIWKH³1HZ&KULVWLDQV´ This is apparent in a number
of letters written after 1391. For example, a letter written by the community of
6DUDJRVVD DIWHU RQEHKDOIRIDUHODWLYHRI+DVGDL&UHVFDV0HLUEDU7RGURV
EDU+DVGDLSULRUWRKLVGHSDUWXUHLQFOXGHVWKHSKUDVHV³OHVWKHEHVXVSHFWHGRI
EHLQJ RQH RI WKH GLVSHUVHG VXUYLYRUV RI WKH GHFUHHV RYHU ZKRVH KHDGV ÀRDWHG
ZDWHU>LHZHUHEDSWLVHG@LQIHDUDQGKDVWHGHVSDLUDQGFRZHULQJ´DQG³KHFULHG
and pleaded with us to attest to his faithfulness [kashruto@´ Another letter, from
 ZULWWHQ IRU 'DYLG EDU 6KHPXHO KD/HYL RI (SLOD ZKR ZLVKHG WR YLVLW D
number of Jewish communities in Spain in order to raise money for his daughter’s
GRZU\HPSKDVLVHVWKDW'DYLGLPSORUHGDQGEHVHHFKHGWKHDXWKRU³WRWHOO\RXWKDW
he is a Jew whose taste remains in him and his scent has not changed [Jeremiah
@>DQGWRWHOO\RX@DOOWKDWKDVEHIDOOHQKLP´ A further dowry letter, from
ZULWWHQRQEHKDOIRI<RVHIEDU<LWVKDT6KXTUDQVWDWHVWKDWWKHSHWLWLRQHU
KDG ZHSW DQG LPSORUHG WKH UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV RI WKH FRPPXQLW\ RI 6DUDJRVVD ³WR
DWWHVWWRKLVIDLWKIXOQHVVWRWHOO\RX2PRXQWDLQVRI,VUDHO>(]HNLHO@WKDW
KHLVD-HZ´ An anonymous Aragonese Jew who sought to immigrate to the
+RO\/DQGIROORZLQJWKHULRWVDQGPDVVFRQYHUVLRQVLVGHVFULEHGLQDOHWWHUE\
WKHVFULEHRIWKHFRPPXQLW\RI6DUDJRVVD6KHORPRGD3LHUDDVKDYLQJ³DVNHGXV
LQVLVWHQWO\WRWHOORIWKHXSULJKWQHVVRIKLVKHDUWDQGWKHFOHDQQHVVRIKLVKDQGV´
'D3LHUDFRQWLQXHV³7KHUHIRUH>«@ZHYHULO\DWWHVWWRKLVFRQVWDQF\LQDGYHUVLW\
and conduct, and to his reputation as a faithful Jew, and that he did not mingle with
WKRVHWKDWDUHJLYHQWRFKDQJH>3URYHUEV@DQG>ZLWK@FKLOGUHQRIVWUDQJHUV
>,VDLDK@´,QWKHVDPHOHWWHU'D3LHUDDOVRZULWHV
6XUYLYRUV RI WKH VZRUG RI WHUURU >ZKR KDYH@ HVFDSHG WKH HYHQWV DQG
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
WKHPRXWKVRIERRNV>LHOHWWHUV@WKDWDWWHVWDQGVSHDNWKHLUULJKWHRXVQHVV
with the signatures of men of renown, famed in the gates.
 6HH(*XWZLUWKދ/LQHDJHLQ;9WK&HQWXU\+LVSDQR-HZLVK7KRXJKWތMiscelánea de
Estudios Árabes y Hebraicos  SS
 +%HLQDUWދ$)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\ތOHWWHUS(*XWZLUWK
ދ/LQHDJHތS
 +%HLQDUW,ELGOHWWHUS6HHDOVR,ELGSQ7KHOHWWHUUHDGV³$QG
KHIHOORQKLVIDFHWRWKHJURXQGFU\LQJDQGSOHDGLQJZLWKXV´
 ,ELGOHWWHUS
 H. Brody, Beiträge zu Salomo Da-Piera’s Leben und Wirken%HUOLQOHWWHU
S
 Ibid.
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Da Piera describes here a new phenomenon, whereby Jewish communities no
longer trusted travellers to vouch for themselves that they had managed to escape
the riots without converting. The communities now demanded that travellers
SUHVHQW D OHWWHU IURP D FRPPXQDO VFULEH VLJQHG E\ UHVSHFWHG ¿JXUHV DWWHVWLQJ
WR WKH IDFW WKDW WKH\ KDG QRW FRQYHUWHG WR &KULVWLDQLW\ :H WKXV OHDUQ WKDW WKH
presentation of Jewish credentials was a sine qua non for collecting charity and
receiving assistance and hospitality from the various communities.
Moreover, contrary to earlier practice, whereby communities were often
VDWLV¿HG ZLWK D JHQHUDO LPSUHVVLRQ RI D SHWLWLRQHU and some supporting
testimony, the Saragossa community began to employ a method of investigation
or examination to authenticate the claims of petitioners, to ascertain whether they
were telling the truth and were not converts – as evidenced by a dowry letter from
³$QGDIWHUWKHLQYHVWLJDWLRQDQGH[DPLQDWLRQRIKLVZRUGVIRXQGWKHPWR
EH HQWLUHO\ WUXH ZH GHFLGHG WR VDWLVI\ KLV ZLOO DQG DFFHGH WR KLV UHTXHVW´ A
OHWWHUIURPUHYHDOVWKDWWKHFRPPXQLW\RI6DUDJRVVDKDGFRUURERUDWHGWKH
SHUVRQDO KLVWRU\ DQG FKDUDFWHU RI WKH SHWLWLRQHU <HKXGDK EDU <RVHI ³IURP WKH
PRXWKVRIWUXWKWHOOHUV´$QRWKHUOHWWHUIURPGHVFULEHVWKHWULEXODWLRQVRI
0RVKH RI /LVERQ ZKR VHW RXW WR ¿QG KLV VRQV DQG ORVW DOO RI KLV SRVVHVVLRQV
noting that he was reputed to be of a respectable family,30 DQG WKDW ³WKHVH DQG
VLPLODU WKLQJV ZH KDYH YHUL¿HG DQG VKRXOG QRW EH GRXEWHG´31 In other words,
WKH DXWKRU VWUHVVHG WKDW 0RVKH¶ VWRU\ KDG XQGHUJRQH D SURFHVV RI YHUL¿FDWLRQ
– corroborating hearsay and examining testimony – rendering the letter completely
WUXVWZRUWK\5HSUHVHQWDWLYHVRIWKHFRPPXQLW\RI/LVERQZKRVLJQHGDQigeret
orhit LQ, on behalf of Shemuel Habib, an immigrant to Jerusalem, noted that
 It is worth noting that some letters of compassion from the same period make no
UHIHUHQFH WR WKH LVVXH RI FUHGHQWLDOV 6HH IRU H[DPSOH + %HLQDUW ދ$ )LIWHHQWK
&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\ތOHWWHUSS,QOHWWHU,ELGSIURP
there is no direct reference to credentials, although Hasdai Crescas does note there,
WKDW=HUDK\DK%RQDIHGRI%DUFHORQDZDV³DEUDQGVDYHGIURPWKH¿UHRIWKHGHFUHHV
IRU KH ZDV QRW >SUHVHQW@ DPRQJ WKH FRQJUHJDWLRQ RQ WKH GD\ RI FKDVWLVHPHQW DQG
ZUDWK´±HIIHFWLYHSURRIWKDWKHKDGQRWFRQYHUWHG
 7KHH[SUHVVLRQWKDWDSSHDUVUHSHDWHGO\LQWKHOHWWHUVLV³WKHDSSHDUDQFHRIKLVIDFH
EHDUVZLWQHVVWRKLVFKDUDFWHU´ EDVHGRQ,V 6HHIRUH[DPSOH+%HLQDUWދ$
)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\ތOHWWHUSOHWWHUSOHWWHUS
6HHDOVR$0+DEHUPDQދIgerot orhiyotތS³$QGWKHDSSHDUDQFHRIKLVIDFH
EHDUV ZLWQHVV WR >WKH IDFW@ WKDW KH LV D GHVFHQGDQW RI WKH JUHDW DQG UHQRZQHG VDJH
JUDPPDULDQDQGRQHRIWKHIRUHPRVWUKHWRULFLDQV$EUDKDP,EQ(]UD´
 +%HLQDUW,ELGOHWWHUS
 ,ELGOHWWHUS
30 ,ELGOHWWHUS³:HKDYHKHDUGLWVDLGWKDWWKLV0RVKHLVYHU\JUHDWLQWKHH\HV
of his people. The faithful of his land, the honourable of his locality have attested [to
WKHIDFW@WKDWKHLVDJRRG>PDQ@DQGRIDUHVSHFWDEOHIDPLO\´
31 ,ELGOHWWHUS
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WKH\³KDGLQYHVWLJDWHGDQGH[DPLQHGFDUHIXOO\DQGIRXQGLW>WREH@WUXHDQGULJKW
that he had acted valiantly [hayah le-ish hayil@LQWKHSHULRGWKDWKDGSDVVHG´
It is worth noting that dowry letters and letters of compassion for the needy
ZULWWHQODWHUWRZDUGWKHPLG¿IWHHQWKFHQWXU\E\WKH6DUDJRVVDFRPPXQLW\VFULEH
Shelomo b. Shelomo Hazan, no longer contain references to the petitioner’s
Jewish credentials, or to meticulous inquiries into his identity or character.33 This
may be attributed to a clear demarcation of the boundaries between Jewish and
converso communities, and the completion of a process of consolidation of new
collective identities in both societies. As a result of this process, conversos found
LWLQFUHDVLQJO\GLI¿FXOWWRSDVVIUHHO\LQWRWKH-HZLVKFDPSWKHUHE\DWWHQXDWLQJ
the Jewish communities’ need to scrutinise the religious identity of travellers.
:HPXVWUHPHPEHUWKDWPRVWRIWKH6SDQLVK-HZVZKRFRQYHUWHGWR&KULVWLDQLW\
GXULQJWKH¿UVWJUHDWZDYHRIFRQYHUVLRQVLQZHUHIRUFLEO\EDSWLVHGGXULQJ
WKHULRWV7KHVHFRQGZDYHZKLFKFRLQFLGHGZLWKWKH7RUWRVD'LVSXWDWLRQ 
  DQG HVSHFLDOO\ WKH SUHDFKLQJ RI 9LFHQWH )HUUHU ± EHJLQQLQJ LQ  LQ
&DVWLOHDQGIURPWRLQ$UDJRQ±ZDVPRVWO\YROXQWDU\RUWKHUHVXOW
RI VSLULWXDO DQG OHJLVODWLYH 9DOODGROLG VWDWXWHV   SUHVVXUH WKDW OLPLWHG WKH
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
ZHUHUHJDUGHGDVKHUHWLFV,Q.LQJ-XDQ,LVVXHGWKH¿UVWUHJXODWLRQVIRU
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
SHULRGWKHNLQJ¶VRI¿FLDOVFRQGXFWHGDQXPEHURIWULDOVDJDLQVWconversos who
KDGDWWHPSWHGWRÀHH$UDJRQRUVHFUHWO\REVHUYHG-HZLVKULWXDOVDQGDJDLQVW-HZV
who helped them. Yitzhak Baer succinctly described the relationship that had
developed between Jews and conversosDWWKHWLPH
 ,ELGOHWWHUS
33 ,ELGOHWWHUVSS
 5%HQ6KDORPދ7KH6RFLDO&RQWH[WRI$SRVWDV\DPRQJ)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\6SDQLVK
-HZU\ ތLQ Rethinking European Jewish History, J. Cohen and M. Rosman, eds.,
/RQGRQSS
 Y. Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain3KLODGHOSKLD,,SS
M.D. Meyerson, A Jewish Renaissance in Fifteenth-Century Spain (Jews, Christians,
and Muslims from the Ancient to the Modern World),3ULQFHWRQ1-DQG2[IRUG
SS  ,Q WKH .LQJGRP RI9DOHQFLD WKH FRQYHUVRV ZHUH SHUVHFXWHG VHYHUHO\ E\
WKHLQTXLVLWRUV,Q$SULOWKH.LQJ-XDQ,RUGHUHG%DUWRORPp*DoyWKHJHQHUDO
LQTXLVLWRULQWKH.LQJGRPRI9DOHQFLDWRFHDVHWKHSHUVHFXWLRQRIWKHFRQYHUVRVRI
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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,
SDUWLDOO\ SUHVHUYHG LQ PV 2[IRUG %RGOHLDQ /LEUDU\  7KH IRUPXODU\ ZDV
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
WKH DIWHUPDWK RI WKH HYHQWV RI  ³WKH WLPH RI WKH XQSUHFHGHQWHG GHFUHH´ 
which struck Montalbán in August, he wished to leave the city and return to his
IDPLO\WRZKLFKHQGKHUHTXLUHGDQHZOHWWHU7KHOHWWHUIROORZVLQLWVHQWLUHW\

%XUULDQDZKLFKKDGUHVXOWHGLQDPDVVLYHÀLJKW,Q6HSWHPEHUWKHNLQJRUGHUHG
%DUWRORPp *Doy QRW WR SUHVVXUH WKH FRQYHUVRV RI WKH FLW\ RI9DOHQFLD VLQFH PRUH
WKDQFRQYHUVRIDPLOLHVOHIWWKHFLW\6HH-+LQRMRVD0RQWDOYRThe Jews of the
Kingdom of Valencia from Persecution to Expulsion, 1391-1492, Jerusalem 1993, pp.
GRFGRF6HH<%DHU,ELGSSQRQWKHauto de
fe LQ0DMRUFDLQDQGEXUQLQJRIDconverso who had twice attempted to return to
-XGDLVP6HHDOVR12HOWMHQµ.LQJV&UHGLWRUVDQG&RQYHUWV7KH,PSDFWRI5R\DO
Policy and Corporate Debt on the Collective Identity of Majorcan Conversos after
1391’, Sefarad  SS
 Y. Baer, History, p. 133.
 2QWKHDXWKRUDQGWKHPDQXDOVHH5%HQ6KDORPދ7KH&RXUWLHUDVWKH³6FHSWHURI
-XGDK´7KH/HWWHUVDQG3DQHJ\ULFVWR&RXUWLHUVRI<RPWRYEHQ+DQD6FULEHRIWKH
-HZLVK&RPPXQLW\RI0RQWDOEiQތEl Prezente  >Ot Letova: Essays in Honor
of Professor Tova Rosen@SS +HEUHZ DQGP\DUWLFOHEHORZLQQRWH
 56DLQ]GHOD0D]Dދ/DDOMDPDMXGtDGH0RQWDOEiQ  ތAnuario de Estudios
Medievales    SS  HVS S  GRF  0È 0RWLV 'RODGHU La
Comunidad judía y conversa de Montalbán (siglos XIII-XV)=DUDJR]DHVSSS
DQG
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+HDOVR>DQVZHUHGDQGVDLG@WRDODPHWHDFKHURIFKLOGUHQE\WKHQDPH
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
KLVEHKDOILQKLVOHWWHU$QGKHVDLGDVIROORZV
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.>:KLOH@WKHVFRXQGUHO falls before all his brethren.
+HIDOOV>XQWLO@KLVDSSHDUDQFHLVPDUUHGXQOLNHWKDWRIDQ\PDQ1RRQH
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./RRNXSRQDQGVHH
with a merciful eye this man who approaches you, his name written in
the book Hayim>DOVRWKHOLYLQJ@ Caro, his face is set to return to his

39 3URYHUEV
 6DPXHO3VDOPV
 7KHSKUDVH³yad kelalo´ WUDQVODWHGKHUH³WKHKDQGRIKLVUXOH´ PD\GHULYHIURPWKH
7DOPXGLFH[SUHVVLRQ³neqot hai kelala beyadekha´ %7ShabatD ZLWKWKHZRUGV
LQYHUWHGIRUWKHDOOLWHUDWLYHHIIHFWRI³kelalo-qol´
 6HH.LQJV
 ,VDLDK  6HH DOVR Midraš Tehillim 6 %XEHU HG 9LOQD  UHSU -HUXVDOHP
3VDOPVVY  davar aherSSZKHUHWKHSKUDVH³VSHDNRI
ULJKWHRXVQHVV´LVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKH,VUDHOLWHV¶DFFHSWDQFHRIWKH7RUDK
 (J([RGXV'HXWHURQRP\
 )ROORZLQJ-RE
 6HH'HXWHURQRP\3VDOPV
 'HXWHURQRP\
 BT Sanhedrin E
 =HFKDULDK
 6DPXHO6DPXHO
 *HQHVLV
 ,VDLDK
 )ROORZLQJ-XGJHV
 6HH-RE
 -RE  6HH DOVR 1XPEHUV  ,ELG  DQG 1DKPDQLGHV RQ *HQHVLV 
³VKHNKHQDYKDKRQLPҵDODY´
 1XPEHUV
 *HQHVLV
 3VDOPV
 6HH+DEEDNXN
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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 (QHKDU GHҵDK) and wisdom. May they be his portion. He
KDVUHVLGHGZLWKXVKHUHLQ0RQWDOEiQIRUWKUHH\HDUVMRLQLQJWKH/RUG¶V
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
KH@VKDOOOLYH and his bread will not lack, and he who takes pity on him
ZLOO>LQWXUQ@KDYHSLW\WDNHQRQKLPE\KLV0DNHU Or whether by the
counsel of his prudent soul>ZLOO@QRWZLWKKROGJRRGIURPKLPWRZKRP
it is due. May his eyes behold God’s restoration of the captivity of
=LRQ to afford consolation to him and to his mourners. Amen, may the
/RUGGRDV\RXGHVLUHDQGDV>WKLV@ZULWHUGHVLUHVSDLQHGDQGDQJXLVKHG



























6HH,VDLDK
)ROORZLQJ-RE
)ROORZLQJ*HQHVLV
6HHHJ1XP
See e.g. Ya’aqob b. Asher, Arba’ah Turim 9LOQD  Even ha-’ezer, Hilkhot
gitin³$QGLIWKHZLWQHVVHVGRQRWNQRZKRZWRVLJQWKHIRUPVRIWKHOHWWHUVDUH
RXWOLQHGIRUWKHPRQWKHELOORIGLYRUFHZLWKD¿QJHURUVRPHWKLQJHOVHthat leaves no
markZKLFKZRXOGUHQGHU>WKHELOO@XQ¿WDQGWKH\¿OOLWLQZLWKLQN´
6HH3URYHUEV³(YHQDFKLOGLVNQRZQE\KLVGHHGVZKHWKHUKLVFRQGXFWLVSXUH
DQGXSULJKW´,VDLDK
6HH3URYHUEV
)ROORZLQJ6RQJRI6RQJV,VDLDK
)ROORZLQJ3URYHUEV
Following BT Berakhot E³7KHZD\VRIWKHKHDYHQVDUHDVFOHDUWRPHDVWKHSDWKV
RI1HKDUGHD´
)ROORZLQJ([RGXV
3VDOPV
)ROORZLQJ*HQHVLV
From the Amidah prayer.
3VDOPV
1XPEHUV
,VDLDK
)ROORZLQJ,VDLDK
)ROORZLQJ3URYHUEV
3URYHUEV
)ROORZLQJ,VDLDK7KHHQWLUHSKUDVHLQWKHOHWWHULVUHPLQLVFHQWRI³0D\RXUH\HV
EHKROG<RXUUHWXUQWR=LRQ´LQWKHAmidah prayer.
)ROORZLQJ3VDOPV
,VDLDK
-HUHPLDK
6HH/DPHQWDWLRQV,VDLDK
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at the events of the time. I sit astonished by the turmoil (mehuman),
pillage (bizeta) and destruction (harvona). Small in merit and doing the
ELGGLQJRIWKHJUHDW>PHQ@RIKLVFRPPXQLW\6SHDNLQJZRUGVRIUHTXHVW
and supplication. Yom Tov ben Hanah.
:ULWWHQDQGVLJQHGLQWKH¿UVWGHFDGHRIWKHPRQWKRI.LVOHYLQWKH>ZHHN@
of the portion Return to your land and your birthplace and I will deal well
with you. Selah.
In his letter, Yom Tov ben Hanah stresses Caro’s considerable efforts to remain
-HZLVK³$QGLIKHZUHVWOHGPLJKWLO\QRWWRJLYHKLVFRYHQDQW,WKDVOHIWQRPDUN
RQKLVFRQGXFW.QRZQLQWKHJDWHV+HZDONVXSULJKWO\>@+HZKRVXVWDLQVWKH
living (Hayim) by the mercyRIWKH0RVW+LJKWKDWKHVKDOOQRWIDOOLQKLVIDLWK´
,W LV ZRUWK QRWLQJ WKDW WKH OHWWHU ZDV SUREDEO\ ZULWWHQ LQ 1RYHPEHU 
only three months after the violent events of that year.90 :KLOH WKH OHWWHU E\
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
IURP WKH ULRWV -HZV DOUHDG\ KDUERXUHG IHDUV RI EHLQJ LGHQWL¿HG DV &KULVWLDQV
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





(]HNLHO
(VWKHUDQG7DUJXP,DGORF
*HQHVLV
2[IRUG%RGOHLDQ/LEUDU\0V0LFK IRUPHUO\ >1HXEDXHU@>,0+0
@IROVYU
 From the Amidah prayer.
90 7KHOHWWHUFORVHVZLWKWKHZRUGV³:ULWWHQDQGVLJQHGLQWKH¿UVWGHFDGHRIWKHPRQWK
RI.LVOHYLQWKH>ZHHN@RIWKHSRUWLRQ5HWXUQWR\RXUODQGDQG\RXUELUWKSODFHDQG,
ZLOOGHDOZHOOZLWK\RX>*HQHVLV@6HODK´,Q.LVOHYIHOORQ2FWREHU
and the weekly Torah portion of Va-Yishlah, from which the verse is taken, was
UHDG RQ 6DWXUGD\  1RYHPEHU 7KH OHWWHU ZRXOG WKXV KDYH EHHQ ZULWWHQ EHWZHHQ
 DQG  1RYHPEHU  .LVOHY 7KH OHWWHU FRXOG DOVR KDYH EHHQ ZULWWHQ LQ 
VLQFH  .LVOHY IHOO RQ  2FWREHU LQ WKDW \HDU DQG WKH SRUWLRQ RI Va-Yishlah was
UHDGRQ6DWXUGD\1RYHPEHU7KHOHWWHUZRXOGWKXVKDYHEHHQZULWWHQEHWZHHQ
DQG1RYHPEHU .LVOHY 7KHODWHUGDWHKRZHYHUSUHVXPHVWKDW+D\LP&DUR
would have arrived in Montalbán very close to the beginning of the riots (August
 FRQWLQXLQJWRUHVLGHWKHUHXQWLO1RYHPEHU+HZRXOGWKXVKDYHOLYHGLQ
Montalbán for three years and several months, which would be consistent with the
DVVHUWLRQLQWKHOHWWHUWKDW³+HKDVUHVLGHGZLWKXVKHUHLQ0RQWDOEiQIRUWKUHH\HDUV´
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 6HH5%HQ6KDORPދ.LGGXVK+DVKHPDQG-HZLVK0DUW\URORJ\LQ$UDJRQDQG&DVWLOH
LQ%HWZHHQ6HSKDUDGDQG$VKNHQD]ތTarbiz   SS +HEUHZ 
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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
SUHDFKLQJRI9LFHQWH)HUUHU  UDWKHUWKDQWRWKHLPPHGLDWHDIWHUPDWK
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
KLP,WLVLQWKLVYHLQWKDW,EHOLHYHWKHSDVVDJHVKRXOGEHXQGHUVWRRG³,W>EDSWLVP@
KDVOHIWQRPDUNRQKLVFRQGXFW>KLVREVHUYDQFHRIWKHSUHFHSWVRIWKH7RUDK@´
7KHZRUG³FRQGXFW´DOVRDSSHDUVLQWKHFRQWH[WRIFRQYHUVLRQDQGOR\DOW\WRWKH
-HZLVKIDLWKLQDOHWWHUE\6KHORPRGD3LHUD³ZHIDLWKIXOO\DWWHVWWRKLVFRQVWDQF\

 See above the letter of Shelomo da Piera on behalf of an anonymous Aragonese
-HZ ZKR VRXJKW WR LPPLJUDWH WR WKH +RO\ /DQG 2I WKH VHYHQ OHWWHUV SXEOLVKHG E\
%URG\¿YHUHIHUWRSHWLWLRQHUVWUDYHOOLQJWRWKH/DQGRI,VUDHO6HH-+DFNHUދ7KH
,PPLJUDWLRQތS
93 See, for example, the letter of recommendation on behalf of Yehudah ben Baqah of
+XHVFDZKRVRXJKWWRLPPLJUDWHWRWKH/DQGRI,VUDHO³IROORZLQJWKHGHFUHHV´LQ+
Brody, BeiträgeSS7KHOHWWHUVWUHVVHVWKHPLVVLRQDU\VHUPRQVUDWKHUWKDQWKH
PXUGHURI-HZVDVWKHSULPDU\FDXVHRIFRQYHUVLRQV ,ELGS ³7KH\VSHDNZRUGV
and the sound of words against the Most High and against the God of gods, as one of
WKHVFRXQGUHOVDQGWRSHUVXDGHRIOHIWWKDWLWLVULJKWZLWKVPRRWKWDONZLWKLOOJRWWHQ
JDLQWKH\SURSKHF\GHOXVLRQVWRGHVWUR\DOOÀHVKZKHUHLQLVWKHEUHDWKRIHWHUQDOOLIH
WKH\EURXJKWWKHÀRRGRIWKHFXUVLQJZDWHUDQGOLIHXQWRWKHELWWHULQVRXOZLWKWKH
OLHRIWKHLUOLEDWLRQWKH\LPPHUVHGDVWK\DUHZRQWWRGRWRDOOZKRODFNLPPHUVLRQ´
/HWWHUZULWWHQIRUDIDPLO\WUDYHOOLQJWRWKH/DQGRI,VUDHO³IROORZLQJWKHGHFUHHV´
DOVRVWUHVVHVWKH&KULVWLDQVHUPRQV ,ELGS ³$QGDEDQGRIYLROHQWPHQJDWKHUHG
WRJHWKHU WR GHVWUR\ WKH UHPQDQW WKDW UHPDLQHG DQG ZLWK FXUOHG OLS >XWWHU@ ZRUGV
DJDLQVWWKH0RVW+LJK´5HJDUGLQJWKHGDWLQJRIWKHVHOHWWHUVVHHDOVR)%DHUDie
Juden im christlichen Spanien: Urkunden und Regesten%HUOLQ,GS
 2QWKHPHDQLQJRI³OHDYLQJDPDUN´VHHDOVRQohelet rabahVY>@Divrei
hakhamim³/LNHDQDLOZKLFKOHDYHVDPDUNHYHQDIWHULWLVUHPRYHGVRRQHZKRVH
VLQVFDXVHKLP>WRIDOO@DQGWKHVDJHVVWUHWFKRXWWKHLUKDQGDJDLQVWKLPHYHQLIKH
UHWXUQVDPDUNUHPDLQV´7KHFRQQHFWLRQKHUHEHWZHHQD³UHPDLQLQJPDUN´DQGVLQ
may hint at baptism. See also BT Sotah E³ZKHQLWVPDUNUHPDLQV´ZLWKUHJDUGWR
WKHRUGHDORIWKH³VWUD\LQJZRPDQ´6HHDOVRDERYHQ
[@

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

in adversity and conduct (u-fe’ulato DQGWRKLVUHSXWDWLRQDVDIDLWKIXO-HZ´
DQGSUREDEO\GHULYHGIURP,VDLDK³6D\WRWKHGDXJKWHURI=LRQµ%HKROG
\RXU VDOYDWLRQ FRPHV EHKROG +LV UHZDUG LV ZLWK +LP DQG +LV UHFRPSHQVH
(u-fe’ulato  EHIRUH +LP¶´ 7KH ZRUG XIHҵXODWR in this verse is explained by
WKH ELEOLFDO FRPPHQWDWRU 'DYLG 4LPKL 5DGDT  DV IROORZV ³7KH PHDQLQJ RI
XIHҵXODWR is the good conduct that they showed toward God, in upholding his
7RUDK DQG SUHFHSWV LQ WKH GLDVSRUD GHVSLWH >WKHLU@ JUHDW PLVIRUWXQHV´ ,Q RWKHU
words, the word SHҵXODWRis associated with religious observance in the diaspora.
7KXVFRQWUDU\WR'D3LHUDZKRXQHTXLYRFDOO\DWWHVWVWRWKHEHDUHU¶V³FRQVWDQF\
RIFRQGXFW´%HQ+DQDKDVVHUWVWKDW³LWKDVOHIWQRPDUNRQKLVFRQGXFW´7KLV
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
FRQYHUVLRQ
One who walks in his innocence [be-tumoDOVR³SHUIHFW´RU³XQEOHPLVKHG´@
DQGWUHDGVZLWKXSULJKWQHVV,IKLVDQNOHVEHQGDQGVWXPEOH>«@KLVZRUGV
UDLVH XS RQH ZKR IDOOV >«@>:KLOH@ WKH VFRXQGUHO IDOOV EHIRUH DOO KLV
EUHWKUHQ>@1RRQHWDNHVKLPE\WKHKDQG
%HQ+DQDKGHVFULEHVWZRW\SHVRISHRSOHWKHLQQRFHQW ZKRLVVLPSOHLQKLVIDLWK 
and the scoundrel.:KHQWKHLQQRFHQWPDQIDOOVDQGVWXPEOHVKHLVKHOSHGJHWV
XS DQG UHFRYHUV :KHQ WKH VFRXQGUHO IDOOV KRZHYHU KH UHFHLYHV QR KHOS DQG
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
ZKRVRXJKWWRLPPLJUDWHWRWKH+RO\/DQG
 Two types of people also emerge in the opening of a letter written on behalf of Don
<RVHIEHQ$OPDOL³6KDOOZHFDOODNLQJDVODYHRIVODYHV"$VFRXQGUHODQGPDQRI
EORRG XSULJKW DQG LQQRFHQW" >)RU@ ULJKWHRXVQHVV EH¿WV WKH ULJKWHRXV :LFNHGQHVV
WKHZLFNHG´6HH0V2[IRUGIROY5%HQ6KDORPThe Courtier as the
“Scepter of Judah”SS
 It is interesting to note the connection between Hayim Caro’s physical condition – he
ZDVODPH±DQGWKHLPDJHU\HPSOR\HGE\WKHVFULEH³2QHZKRZDONV>«@,IKLVDQNOHV
EHQGDQGVWXPEOH>«@KLVZRUGVUDLVHXSRQHZKRIDOOV>«@ZLOOVXUHO\OLIWXSWKHEHQW
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On the other hand, he shows sensitivity and sympathy toward conversos who
FRQWLQXHWRDGKHUHWR-XGDLVPLQFRPSOHWHFRQWUDVWWRWKRVHZKRPKHGH¿QHVDV
³VFRXQGUHOV´7KH¿JXUHRIWKH³LQQRFHQWconverso´WKDWDULVHVIURP%HQ+DQDK¶V
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 RU ZULWWHQIRUKLVIULHQGDQGIHOORZFRQYHUW
En David Bonet Bonjorn who had converted out of a professedly sincere desire to
HPEUDFH&KULVWLDQLW\KHZURWH
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@LQWKH
/RUGP\*RGZLWKDOOP\KHDUWDQGDOOP\VRXO>«@$QGHYHUVLQFH,
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.
6LPLODUO\%HQ+DQDKVWUHVVHGWKDW+D\LP&DUR³VKDOOQRWIDOOLQKLVIDLWK´%RWK
%HQ+DQDKDQG'XUDQFRQWUDVWHGWKH¿JXUHRIWKH³LQQRFHQW´ SHUIHFWLQKLVIDLWK
DQGXQEOHPLVKHG ZLWKWKDWRIWKH³VFRXQGUHO´6XFK³VFRXQGUHOV´ZHUHDUHDOVR
conversosEXW±XQOLNH+D\LP&DURDQGWKHRWKHU³LQQRFHQWV´±WRRNDGYDQWDJH
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 conversosDV³VFRXQGUHOV
DQGPHQRIEORRG´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
ZRXOGKDYHSUHIHUUHGQRVRQDWDOOWRDVRQOLNHKLP:KDWLVPRUHKHUHPDUNHG

RINQHHWKDWKLVIHHWPLJKWVWDQG´%HQ+DQDKFOHDUO\FRQVLGHUHGWKHLPSUHVVLRQKLV
letter would make on future readers, and therefore created a link between its content
DQG &DUR¶V SK\VLFDO DSSHDUDQFH 6HH ( 6KRKDP6WHLQHU Involuntary Marginals:
Marginal Individuals in Medieval Northern European Jewish Society, Jerusalem
HVSSS +HEUHZ 
 3URID\W'XUDQ(ދSLVWOH%H1RW/LNH<RXU)DWKHUVތLQ7KH3ROHPLFDO:ULWLQJVRI3UR¿DW
Duran)7DOPDJHHG-HUXVDOHPS6HH0.R]RGR\ދ7KH+HEUHZ%LEOH
DV:HDSRQRI)DLWKLQ/DWH0HGLHYDO,EHULD,URQ\6DWLUHDQG6FULSWXUDO$OOXVLRQLQ
3UR¿DW'XUDQ¶VAl Tehi ka-AvotekhaތJewish Studies Quarterly  SS
HVSSQ
99 6HHWKHFXUVHRI6KLPHLVRQRI*HUDLQ6DP5%HQ6KDORP&ދRQÀLFWEHWZHHQ
-HZVDQG&RQYHUWVLQ$UDJRQ)ROORZLQJWKH3HUVHFXWLRQRI1HZ7HVWLPRQLHV
IURPWKH)RUPXODU\RI<RP7RYEHQ+DQDKRI0RQWDOEiQތSefarad  SS
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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,
EXWUHÀHFWVDZLGHUSKHQRPHQRQLQWKHLPPHGLDWHDIWHUPDWKRIWKHULRWV
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,WEHJLQVDVIROORZV
+HZKRZDONVLQD¿HOGRIWLWKHVWRJDWKHUKHUEV 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
7KHOHWWHUQRWHVWKHHYHQWVRI ³WKHVZRUGRIPLVIRUWXQH´ DVZHOODVWKH
petitioner’s departure from his community. It also asserts, however, that the bearer
LV³DFKLOGRIWKH+HEUHZV´DQGWKDWKHZDV³IRUPHUO\NQRZQLQ,VUDHO´DV0RVKH
100 (ދSLVWOH %H 1RW /LNH <RXU )DWKHUV ތS  6HH ( *XWZLUWK ދ5HOLJLRQ DQG 6RFLDO
&ULWLFLVP LQ /DWH 0HGLHYDO 5RXVLOORQ $Q $VSHFW RI 3URID\W 'XUDQ¶V $FWLYLWLHVތ
Michael  HVSSS01.R]RGR\A Study of the Life and Works
RI3UR¿DW'XUDQ, Ph.D. Dissertation, The Jewish Theological Seminary of America
HVSSS
101 See above the letter of Hasdai Crescas on behalf of Moshe Sarqosniel.
 .LQJV
103 /HYLWLFXV
 ([RGXV
 6DPXHO5XWK
 1XPEHUV
 3VDOPV
 -RE
109 -HUHPLDK
110 'HXWHURQRP\  -HUHPLDK  ,VDLDK  4XRWHG IURP + %HLQDUW ދ$
)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\ތOHWWHUS6HHDOVR,ELGQ
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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
QDPH7KHH[SUHVVLRQ³IRUPHUO\LQ,VUDHO´ lefanim be-Yisrael) denotes previous
circumstances that persist in an altered fashion,111 and according to Maimonides
LV³DQDGYHUERIWLPHKDYLQJWKHPHDQLQJEHIRUHRUDQFLHQW´,Q6SDLQZH¿QG
that the expression was used in relation to converts who had assumed Christian
names.113 3KDUDRK¶V GDXJKWHU¶V H[FODPDWLRQ ³7KLV LV D FKLOG RI WKH +HEUHZV´
([RGXV ZDVDOVRDSSDUHQWO\XVHGDWWKDWWLPHLQUHIHUHQFHWRconversos, as
evidenced by another letter, written by the community of Saragossa on behalf of
a conversoEDSWLVHGDW9DOHQFLDLQVXEVHTXHQWO\DSSRLQWHGHPLVVDU\RIWKH
king of Aragon.
111 6HHIRUH[DPSOH'DYLG4LPKL 5DGDT RQ6DPXHO³µ)RUKHWKDWLVQRZFDOOHG
a prophet’ – According to Rabbinic tradition, the prophet Samuel wrote his book [the
%RRNRI6DPXHO@DQGWKLVHYHQWRFFXUUHGDWWKHHQGRIKLVOLIHIRU6DPXHOGLHGLQ
6DXO¶VOLIHWLPHDQG6DXOUXOHGIRURQO\WZR\HDUV:KDWWKHQLVµIRUPHUO\¶DQGZKDW
LVµWRGD\¶",WPD\EHH[SODLQHGWKDWWKHVWDWHPHQWWKDWDSURSKHWZDVIRUPHUO\FDOOHG
DVHHULV>IURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRI@WKHGD\RQZKLFK6DPXHOZURWHWKLV>SDVVDJH@DQG
µIRUPHUO\¶GRHVQRWPHDQWKDWLWKDGFHDVHG>WREHVR@EXWWKDWIRUPHUO\WKDWLVWKHWHUP
WKDW6DXODQGKLVVHUYDQWKDGXVHGDVWKH\VDLGµ,VWKHVHHUKHUH"¶µ:KHUHLVWKHVHHU¶V
KRXVH"¶EXWVRRQWKHUHDIWHULQWKHGD\VRI6DPXHOLQZKLFKSURSKHF\EXUJHRQHGDQG
WKHZRUGVRIWKHSURSKHWVZHQWIRUWKLQ,VUDHOERWKLQFKDVWLVHPHQWDQGLQ>WHOOLQJ@
the future, seers were also called prophets, as the word prophet (navi) denotes speech,
DV LQ >WKH H[SUHVVLRQ@ µniv >VSHHFK@ RI WKH OLSV¶ >,VDLDK @ DOWKRXJK WKH\ >navi
and niv@ GR QRW GHULYH IURP WKH VDPH URRW$QG LQ WKH GD\V RI 6DPXHO WKHUH ZHUH
WKRVHZKRXVHGWKHROGHUZRUGµVHHU¶DQGWKRVHZKRXVHGWKHZRUGµSURSKHW¶$QGWKH
PHDQLQJRI>WKHZRUG@µVHHU¶LVWKDWKHVHHVZLWKWKHYLVLRQRISURSKHF\WKHIXWXUHRU
ZKDWKHLVQRZFRPPDQGHGWRVD\$QGVRµ7KLVZDVIRUPHUO\WKHFXVWRP>«@DPDQ
GUHZRIIKLVVKRH¶>5XWK@>PHDQV@WKDWIRUPHUO\DQGRQWKDWGD\DVZHOOWKLVZDV
WKHDWWHVWDWLRQ±DQGVRWRWKLVGD\±IRUDQDFTXLVLWLRQRIDQ\NLQG´6HHDOVR,EQ(]UD
FRPPHQWDU\RQ5XWKDQG1DKPDQLGHVFRPPHQWDU\RQ'HXWHURQRP\
 Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the PerplexedWUDQV63LQHV&KLFDJR,
S
113 See Don Yitshaq Abravanel’s reference to the convert Paulus de Sancta Maria,
IRUPHUO\ 5DEEL 6KHORPR KD/HYL ELVKRS RI %XUJRV<LWVKDT$EUDYDQHOMashmi’a
yeshu’ah (The Announcer of Salvation), in Idem, Commentary on Prophets and
Writings7HO$YLYS +HEUHZ ³5HFHQWO\KRZHYHUDVFKRODURI
our own people who left the fold of the faith in the kingdoms of Spain, formerly called
in Israel6KHORPRKD/HYLZKRODWHUEHFDPHDJUHDWSULQFHDPRQJWKH&KULVWLDQVDQG
ZDVELVKRSRI%XUJRV´
 See F. Baer, Die Juden,GS³7KHGLJQLWDU\ZKREHDUVWKLVOHWWHULVRIWKH
seed of the House of Israel, taken among the children of the Hebrews who passed
XQGHUWKHURGRIWKHRSSUHVVRULQWKHGHFUHHRI9DOHQFLDDQGKHKDVJURZQDQGEHHQ
ZHDQHGLQWKHIDLWKWKDWKHDGRSWHGWKHQ´%DHUHVWLPDWHVWKDWWKHOHWWHU UHSULQWHGLQ+
%HLQDUWދ$)LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\+HEUHZ)RUPXODU\IURP6SDLQތOHWWHUS ZDV
ZULWWHQ LQ WKH \HDUV  6HH DOVR + %HLQDUW ދ$ )LIWHHQWK&HQWXU\ +HEUHZ
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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,
FRPSOHWHG DURXQG . 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.
)ROORZLQJ WKH FHUHPRQ\ DFFRUGLQJ WR *XL WKH ³UH-XGDLVHG´ rejudayzatus)
converso ZDV SURYLGHG ZLWK DQ RI¿FLDO GRFXPHQW carta  ZKLFK VHUYHG DV ³D
PHDQVRIWHVWLPRQ\´ instrumentum testimoniale) before all other Jews (ad omnes
alias Judeos) that they might trust him and should treat him with kindness (ut
VLFSRVVLQWHXPUHFLSHUHHWFRQ¿GHUHGHHRGHPHWEHQHIDFLDQWHL). 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
KDYH H[DJJHUDWHG LQ WKHLU GHVFULSWLRQV RI -HZLVK ³DQWLEDSWLVP´ ULWXDOV IXUWKHU
documents from Provence (e.g. the records of Bertrand de Cigoterio of Toulon,
ZULWWHQ LQ   DV ZHOO DV WKH Responsa OLWHUDWXUH FRQ¿UP WKH H[LVWHQFH RI
some Jewish ritual of this type, with immersion serving as a central element,
)RUPXODU\IURP6SDLQތS5%HQ6KDORPދ7KHconversoDV6XEYHUVLYH-HZLVK
7UDGLWLRQRU&KULVWLDQ/LEHO"ތJournal of Jewish Studies  SS
 $QRWKHU OHWWHU GDWH XQNQRZQ  UHFRPPHQGV $EUDKDP EHQ 9LGDO 'HEHVDOGRQ GH
Besalú) – a Catalan converso (from Castelló d’Empúries, near Besalú), who returned
to Judaism in Guadalajara, in Castile, where he married a local Jewish woman.
Abraham arrived in Saragossa, after having been robbed upon leaving Castile in
search of his mother and brothers. The letter stresses the fact that he is part of the
-HZLVKSHRSOH³$QGKHZHSWDQGLPSORUHGXVZHZKRDUHKHUHWRGD\VRPHRIWKH
inhabitants of Saragossa, who have heard tell of his forebears, that we might say to all
KLVSHRSOHWKHSHRSOHRIWKHVRQVRI,VUDHODOOWKDWKDVEHIDOOHQKLPWKDWKHPLJKW¿QG
IDYRXULQWKHH\HVRIWKHLQKDELWDQWVRIWKHODQG´6HH+%HLQDUW,ELGOHWWHUSS
DQGQLQZKLFKKHVXJJHVWVWKDWWKHOHWWHUPD\KDYHEHHQZULWWHQHLWKHULQ
RUDIWHUWKHGHFUHHVRI,WLVXQFOHDUZK\%HLQDUWFLWHVWKHGDWHLQKLV
WH[W ,ELGS 
 See B. Gui, Manuel de l’inquisiteur*0ROODWHGDQGWUDQV3DULVS
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although slight differences emerge between the practices in Spain and Provence.
%HUQDUG *XL¶V DFFRXQW RI D ³WHVWLPRQLDO GRFXPHQW´ JLYHQ WR 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.
7KH¿JXUHVRI+D\LP&DURDQG0RVKH6DUTRVQLHODSSHDULQWKHigeret orhit
JHQUH DV ³LQQRFHQW´ conversos who remained, in the collective consciousness,
members of the communities of the Jews of Spain. If my interpretation of the
GLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQ³LQQRFHQWV´DQG³VFRXQGUHOV´LQ%HQ+DQDK¶VOHWWHULVFRUUHFW
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
DV1RYHPEHU'HVSLWHWKHJURZLQJGLVWDQFHEHWZHHQconversos and Jews,
FRPPXQLW\ OHDGHUV DSSDUHQWO\ VRXJKW DW ¿UVW WR GLVWLQJXLVK EHWZHHQ YDULRXV
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
GHYLFHV WKDW ZRXOG DOORZ WKHP WR LQFOXGH WKH VRFLHW\ RI ³LQQRFHQW´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.*

 <+<HUXVKDOPLދ7KH,QTXLVLWLRQDQGWKH-HZVRI)UDQFHLQWKH7LPHRI%HUQDUG*XLތ
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