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DIGEST 

Since the Diaspora, Jews had l ooked away from the writing of history 

and exerted their energies in aggada and halacha. The sixteenth century 

saw the reawakening of Jewish hist ory after this long hiatus . This century 

was one which sa"1 a world in change. The West , offering Christians new 

challenges in trade and an upheaval within their religion, was closing its 

doors to the Jews. The Golden Age in Spain ended witn a thud as the 

Christians centralized their control and introduced the Inquisition. 

Port ugal and Italy offered b U; temporary safety and soon joined Spain in 

expelling the Jews. 

It was in this world of change that the writing of history blossomed 

with renewed vigor; tc the Ch'.!Tch it offered a tool for polemics by 

establishing the heresy of the Reformation, to the Refol'!llers it offered 

a means by which to establish their legitimacy through a citation of the 

past. The Je..,, ever influenced by hi s surr oundings, turned anew to the 

writing of hi s history. For the Jew history offered hope. A look at the 

Jewish his~ory showed that, even in this hours of despair, things were 

better thm1 ever. In response to their world three men, Joseph ha- Kohen, 

Samuel Usque and Solomon Ibn Verga, looked to the Jewish past to find a 

Jewish f uture, and unite the New Christians wit h the long-term Jews. 

Samuel Usque saw past disasters as the .fulfillment of God. 1s 

threatened punishment and offered the hope that the divine rewards would 

soon be meted out. Ibn Verga saw the hope for Jewish survival in an 

understanding of the natural events which had caused the earlier disasters. 

Joseph ha- Kohen, although t he last of these three, has returned to the 



ii 

pietism of the past, a faith that someday God will save the jews. This 

is shotm in his simple, sympathetic chronicle. 

The cause for the more imminent hope of Usque and Ibn Verga may 

have been found in the splintering of the Church or the rising Ottoman 

Empire, with its offers of reli gious freedom. By ha- Kohen• s day the 

troubles in Italy, the land of his residenca, may have overwhelmed such 

considerations of outside hope. 

This is the scope of this study, its result - an increased aware­

ness of history being but the reflection of its author . 



Chapter <:me 

The appearance during the sixteenth century of SolOJnon Ibn Verga' s 

Shebet Yebuda, Samuel Usque ' s Consolation for the Tribulation of Israel 

and Joseph ha-Kohen's Emek ha-Bakha marked the rebirth of the Jewish con­

cern with the writing of history. It is important to note that the Jews, 

who had showed the world an advanced talent for the writing of histo1'7, 
l 

(as evidenced by the production of the Bible) , had not produced azq 

historical works which they chose to retain, siR:e the destruction of 

the Jewish State and the naissance of the Diaspora . Rather, the attention 

of the people had been turned t o the collections of laws, aggadah and 

commentaries. The significance of this change, r inging in a period in 

which Jews neither wrote nor maintained written history other than the 

Bible, may best be appreciated when one recognizes with Josep!m.s the high 

place assigned to history and historians in early Jewish literary annals . 

11 Hebrew and historical works," he wrote with pride , "were part of sacred 

Scriptures . Prophets and priests were assigned the role of historians." 

"Little did Josephus realize that with bis passing, the art or 

the Jewish historian • •• would vanish from among his people for many 
2 

centuri e s to come." 

The only work of history, written and preserved during this great 

hiatus, was the -Jos1ppo11.. This book, accepted t hroughout the Middle Ages 

as t he work of Josephus, is a history fused with pietism. This work, with 

its discussion of the fall of Jerusalem in s<>Mber tones and yet inter spersed 

with "flashes of hope and faith in the ultimate redemption, blended readily 
3 

with the mood of medieval Jewry." The Jewry of the early 1-f..iddle Ages, 
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which was set upon from all sides, found this book in keeping with the 

illusion or the past, present and future which they sought to p:-eserve. 

(Could these Jews have felt that the Josippon had said it all2) 

The above discussion is not to prec1ude the possibility that 

private chronicles were wri tten during the Middle Ages. However, tlltse 

works which are known to us 1 were written for parposes other than that 

of an anal1'ais of histor;r and are thus excluded from the category ot books 
L 

of history vritten in the Middle Ages. 

Our question, in the face of the sixteenth century's rebirth of 

history, must then be - w}V did the Jews turn once again to an analy'sis 

of history? The period of the late fif'teen and early si.r.eentb century 

was one of great c~e, one of great awakening in the West. In Spain, 

Ferdinand and I sabella had brought the country under Christian control, 

Columbus had been sent to explore new sea routes for the profitable trade 

with India; the I~uisition had been introduced - putting new power into 

the bands of Church and State, and new fear of its arbitrary ~er in tbe 

hearts of all. Portugal bad seen its da,y of freedOJll for religious groups 

and had introduced the Inquisition along Spanish lines. The doors of that 

which had once been the world of the Jews, were shut. The Golden Age of 

Christian Spain, wi. th all its hopes 1 were shattered. In GerliallY the very 

walls of Christendoa were atre111ble with the words of Martin Luther. The 

Refonnation, which challenged the very foundation of the Church, stirred 

many to moments of joy, others to days of fear. •To Usque this Reformation 

was di vine retribution visited upon the Chu.l-ch for using violence in forcing 
5 

religious beliefs upon those who would not f'reely accept them. n The 
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Ref'ontation also turned tr.any writers to the use of history as the vehicle 

for thei.r polem.ics. The reformer s s~ht to justify their chan ge s by 

tinling historical precedents and the Church fought back. It was natural 

that the Jews, as a part of these societies, should also resort to this 

device. However, with the closing of the doors in Spain and I~, the 

lands of the Ottoaan' s opened for t he Jews whose economic skills t1ere 

highly valued. But as the doors of the West closed for the Jews, they 

began to open anew for thete of the Christian world. Trade-encouraged 

explor ation had begun, unity wi thin the state was occurring. Turkey was 

extending the sway of its control and bad become a threat . The world 

was in change - everyone seeking new w~s to meet the new realities. 

With these diTergent f'orces at work upon the world, it is not 

dif'ficult to understand the reawakening of Jewish interest in history. 

One suggesti on is that the secular pursuits of' new solutions was reflected 

in the Jewish concern with creating new modes of expression, and thus they 

returned to t he use of history. A second s uggesti on is that t his renewed 

interest in history was the result of the exile f'ran Spain and the end of 

the Golden A€,e. Graetz has stated: "The voyages toward the end of the 

fifteenth century had stirred men's minds, so t hat the desire for more 

knowledge about the world and i ts inhabitants was as keen uong the Jews 

as among other intelligent people." 

"Joseph ha-Kohen, who had also lived in Italy, found that men' s 

minds were agitated not only by the discOYery of new parts of the world, 

but ~so by the great conflicts which went on about them between Christianity 

and Mobammedani81l. The 'furks were extending their sv~ over southeastern 
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6 
Europe, and no Christian power seemed able to stop the111 . 11 This reference 

to Joseph ha-Kohen is n'Jt to his Ernek ha-Bakha, here under study, but his 

work The Annals of the Kings of Frarx:e and of the House of Othman. They 

had withstood their calami ties well, until the expulsion from Spain. They 

no longer could resist the urge, they had to know - Was this all that life 

could ever be for them? Was it worth it all? To the strict rationalist 

Graetz, this 

"destruction of the great Jewish communities in 
Spain and Portugal marked the end of an important 
period in Jewish life. There was a need to analyze 
why this calamity had beiallen the Jewish people ~ 
and, if possi ble, to strengthen and console them."' 

It is to be expected that a major change in the life of an 

individual will require of him a major reworking of his understanding of 

life and his reactions to it . So it is understandable that a people whose 

individual manbers were so sbilken, would undergo a reappraisal. 

CJ) ao _AlJI / Jf> r /~I J ~ R/';J !JI 'i)f/ ,, I)~/ I>' Gil ;/ ')<;JO)) 

j,I: /;) .j.JN )~_<Jr') (}) ~ ;fJ 1 1/ll'e.1.:; 

/iJ ')I »J>JJ' }.A1 J eo 11(,v _/LAJ' 
8 . /;J;.~ //'/J _Al°6)//c# 

.J.A--?.) , e;1 J '~;; Jafu 
;J>j::J '~/~') _,,M >) 

/))14'€/ 

"The vicissitudes in the life of the nations as 
well as the changes in the life of the Jewish 
people, especially since t!eir cruel expulsion 
from Spain and Portugal, and the beartle ss perse­
cution of the Marranos, at length brought some 
clear-seeing Jews to the conviction that history 
is not ruled by chance, but that a higher hand 
guides it, bringing to pass destined events by 
bloodshed 8lld tears . Since the ti.me of the Crusades, 
no century bad been richer in cbangeful, almost 
dramatic events than the sixteenth century, when 
not only fresh continents were discovered, but when 
a new spirit began to prevail among mankind, striving 
after new creati ons, but always kept down by the leaden 
weight of existing systems. This wealth of occurrences 
taught a few t houghtful Jews, mostly of Sephardic origin, 



to trace the work of Providence in the apparently 
whimsical and irregular course of universal and 
Jewish history. They considered history a comfort 
to that portion of mankind wh ich bad been overthrown 
over-ridden

0
and downtrodden by the tUJ11ultuous course 

of events. '' " 

s. 

The fact that the writing of history by the Jews died with the expulsion 

from Jerusalem and was revived by the expulsion from Spain is too good a 

point to miss. It is as though the second shock destroyed the amnesiac 

reaction and just that quickly did the writing of history blossom full-

bloom. In keeping with such a thought.is that tl'Ese writers , as the prophets , 

see history as a neans to instruction and improvement as had the prophets 

of the Bible . 

Along with the use of history for improvement , is its use to 

rekindle the pride of a downtrodden people . The Jews can take pride in 

treir endurance of past disaster . So too might the 1'1arranos, so long 

removed from the Jewish people , be retrained by these histories . The sup-

port given to Samuel Usque by Donna Gracia Nasi may suggest her desire 

that by the creation of history in which they New Christian is depicted as 

a constantly true Jew , this group, to which she belonged, would be accepted 

within the peoplehood of Israel . Dr. Martin Cohen has suggested: 

"Though a patron of art; her interests transcended 
art for art 1 s sake. In literature , as in other realms 
of life, she supported activities t:-,at would return the 
New C~&stians to Judaism and to a useful and productive 
life . '' 

The result she s:>ugbt - that both Jews and New Christians look to the same 

history and thus become 0ne people . 

The plea of the Emek ha-Bakha may be ye t one more view of the reason 

that the writing of history was undertaken. The calamity of the expulsion 

• 
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had brought the Jews to the breaking point. Now God must see t he history 

of his people and know that t he test has gone on long enough. It is God ' s 

Yet it was for Samuel Usque t o say, tbrough his view of history , 

what all anxiously hoped would be true - that all of God 's biblical curses 

and punishments to be borne by the Jews, had now been satisfied and now 

was the ti.JTle when the people Israel could enjoy God 1 s unrestricted benef i cence . 

"I ndeed, if we wished to examine t hings closely and 
not allow ourselves to be over come by em.otion, there 
is no affliction, however great , whose might is now 
buffet ing us , that past generations have not seen and 
suffered greater ••• I have therefore proposed to relate 
the tribulations and hardships which have befallen our 
people and the causes which led to each disaster • • • Each 
t r ibulat ion is followed by t he prophecy which seems to 
have been ful.filled in it. In this way, we can see t hat 
just as those who pr ophesied our misfortunes pr oved to 
be r ight, s o (we must believe) will our good fortuni~ come 
to pass , since both emanated from the same Source . " 

So i t i s, f r om t he words of the author s themselves , or from their 

t ranslator s , we learn w.hy they wrote their history. That the genius for 

writing history, at least anong the Jews , was reborn in the sixteenth century, 

is clearly established. Why no earlier di saster br ought its rebirth is 

only conjecture - perhaps none was of the magnitude of the expulsion f'rOlll 

Spain. Wh,y, or if , this disaster alone would have been sufficient to arouse 

the spark is impossible to determine f or it did not occur in a vacuum. 

However, between the spirit of exploration, advance.ment and competit i on that 

• 
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~xisted in ti~ worl d a t large and the spirit of gloom and despair within 

the Jewish community, the combustion did occur. While for Isaac 

Abravanel this combust ion led him to preach the imminent coming of the 

Messiah, for others Messianic Cabala was the answer for it "idealized the 

suffering of the exiled people as the t ravail of the Messianic era and 
13 

the imminent redemption of mankind. 11 Yet still others were sparked by 

this cO!llbustion to explore the Jewish pasc.. All were anxious t o keep 

alive the flame of Jewish existence, t o each was available the knowledge 

of t he past and a variety of forms for its expression. 

So it was that in Italy, the land of the Renaissance, initially 

safe from the onslaught of the Inquisition, the muse of history found i ts 

awakening. 

"It inspired t hree votaries simultaneously : 
fon Verga the rationalist who analyzed t he 
Jewish probl em from an historical social 
viewpoint; Joseph ha- Kohen, t he annalist 
who interpreted Jewish history as a divinely 
inspired martyrology; and Samuel Osque, the 
imaginative poet, author of the Cousolacam, to 
whom Jewish history was a divine drama of 
retribution 'Which hel di.£orth t~ promise of 
glori ous fulfillment . 11 
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Chapter Two 

To discuss the life of any of these three historians is to go 

beyond the words they have given . While it is true that Ibn Verga •s 

wor k mentions several incidents which are attributed to a certain ,N{6 
and o.f a ')/;'re/, probably the same man , it states; 

~ CJ'/ j :>I)!{\(; '? ~ ·~ /c .Yl'1/c N./l.:J ? f//.; 

1 
' 

·; 
../11 ;.r,.,:) /' 1J :J 

')j 7/J:),/)~ 

9. 

There is little that can be taken as a full geneology or even an account 

of the life of the author to the date of the publication of the Sbebet 

Yehuda . This same phenomenon is t rue within Usque 1 s Consolat ion. Of 

t his phenomenon Martin Cohen has written: 

"Of the life of Samuel Usque little is known. 
His one work yields few biographical detai ls , 
and these are insufficient to distinguish him 
sharply f r om countless others of his Marrano 
bretheren with parallel histories and similar 
fates . 112 

The life of Joseph ha-Kohen is given but little more light , as it is 

recorded in his work, Ernek ha-Bakha. In this work he quickly identifies 

bi'!lse lf as the author: 

I,:.) flb/1J , 1~ v ' /~ " ,1,:; ) ~.N '1"1(/11)' I '° lb/' J..h..t 

( o.~ -~')(;)0 1//c/{ ' y1 /GidN Jc~ )~~ - ~j7J.J9 //t :)f/,Y /ri ~11/JJ '"1°'1~ 1 

and later identifies himself as the reporter of one of the incidents. 

·f) 1 11Y . '/1':1 / '";) )b,A w2~ ._Ali.J2t:J . ..A,,t fYY':J kJI ' ? AIA: 

~O'Js I')~ 
Howeve r this is i.f lit tle use in discovering who he was for it is not a 

firsthand report, as he continues: 

J/!//c J3r a'? () J (j1 J) N '-A)LA "If "iJ 

(p.2h) ~) vie 'Jap /O 'N 1 ~ I ?~t;J 
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Yet , in spite of this lack of firsthand evidence , t here is some, and a 

plentiful supply of re- cr eations have been attempted by others and into 

this arena this writer now enters . 

In seeking to learn of the early life of Joseph ha-Kohen one will 

beg~ with the evidence revealed in his own work. On page ninety-three 

we find the very origins of his existence •••• 

~?QCllV /~ ?IC )~/c (b:JDY~/N Y/ljlo'/,.:J fa 11 !Jk !./l~fJI 
Joseph ha-Kohen was of one of the man.r families who had their r oots in 

Spain and had been forced to leave Spain and next lived 

:_;1J 72) ;:;. JP//C /kl'J'' /crJ k Jj 1 IJ 1)CJ ..Aj'°'?/V~ 
(the Rhine ff'ea of Frare e - the Avignon area of the Provence . ) 

-V2!) '.~ ' /t;JC:J :Jt1jl ,/dyv V#h ;,;; yk1 ({) f/N 1rJk Y"='~/1 
3 
~~D (DI''!> :rlf ·):J,OJf/iJ 

Thus the place in which this book was authored, as well as the place 

wherein Joseph had s pent t he bulk of his life is clearly established as 

the area close to Genoa in I taly, a part of the community of Jews who 

had been exiled from Spain and lived in Italy, away from the ini tial 

hungry gra~p of t he I nquisition. But Joseph does not leave us with this 

scant parcel of data , he goes on: 

) 1J !JN' .) _//,::) )/t'/~k u ....fi/e 1)~1 ~ '/1< ,../C 'JI .)t/ f'j>N I?) 'I 

..,118',0 7>:Jl_)'d 1 JlNcrJ Jfl/.k .A~,.v :Jt!/_11
1
'f>f/-t) J -,.~ ;:.>-:>-;> (?J ~)J ,J/c 
I 

L t' I}/ I>' /HfY A J ;)/CI ... /,.;; 'Cl I JI/ 'Jf ~A ) ~;'Y' , , . ,J.. r> 'D 

An idea of the tiMe in which Joseph lived is given directly; 

":) ".3) ../ljf/;;) ;;;:;;;;; t/v !J;Jtj Id ,J _// !J (J/ r Ju.:>!) to/' Y/c ~ ?/e/ 

5 
{153 r) (D 'fJM ~e. .. vA; 
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(The need to repeat the place where he ~elt is necessitated due to the 

often disjointed collection of accounts which compose this work. ) 

Joseph dates himself directly and also gives us clues by the 

material he i:resents as firsthand. Here his account is of a meet ing 

which is attributed to 
6 

However, Joseph ' s life in Italy was not to remain free from strife, 

as he re oorts 

u ;Uj't/Y lc-.J_)I,, , n;J/[ Q/J~;, P j (/0 jc•1 ',;) !J.fi//c v?d I I 
'°" 1 ., I '1 

/<.CJi)(f (t Vf '~kl (Voltaggio) /c!i. ~jJ,..) :JW J/c Jf' l-'A' '~'ff,,,/) /ti '~ 
7 } - I 

ft, •CJJA !>€IN.A/ Jf//gy e,.,i/ (iJ ')Pff/ @/He,,· -&t- ~tr 
For more specific details of the life of Joseph one can consult 

both his Annals qnd the secondary material as exemplified in the account 
8 

by Heinrich Graetz. From that which has been assembled one can say that 

Joseph ha- Kohen was born in Avignon about 1L96 and died in 1575. His 

major occupation was that of a p}\ysician. That his work as a p}\ysician 

brought him in contact with some of the aristocracy is shown by his con-

nections with the doge. While of Spanish s tock, Joseph never entered 

Spain. Born in France , he spent the bulk of his life in Italy in the town 

of Genoa. The expulsion in 1550 saw Joseph move on to Voltaggio . The 

fact that Joseph lived his life in Italy is most important for this was 

the land f'rom which the expansion of t he Ottoman Empire could be most 

closely seen. Italy was the country which saw itself directly engaged 
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in the battle with the Ottoman Empire, a battle for trade super iority-

a battle, the consequences of which would shape the course of modern 

history. So too was Italy the last safe- haven in the west for the Jews 

of Spain and during his lifetime Joseph saw this haven destroyed. This 

was the Italy which shaped Joseph ha-Kohen, the author of the Annals of 

the Kings of France and of the House of Othman, That traces of such 

thinking could be found in the Emek ha- Bakha is not surprising. The people 

before whom Joseph presented his work were in the process of becoming one 

people. Those New Christians who had left Portugal with the Jews had by 

now detennined if they would remain Christians or wruld join the Jevs. 

As the Church's reaction to the Reformation crept into the Papal States 

the Jews were again in jeopardy, and the Nev Christians had to stand and 

be counted. 

Of a line of Jews who had seen and suffered the pain of the 

expulsion from Spain, f"rom France and ultimtely had personally been a 

part of the expulsion trOfll Genoa; of a family of Kohani.rn with their pride 

in their biblical lineage, i t is not surprising that his work should be 

wrjtten t o strengthen the Jews and instruct the Marranos through a 

recounting of what Israel had successfully endured in the past. This book 

is the work of a man of compassion, a man with a view of history with a 

terderness and perspective given by the years of his life. This book is 

a. return to a naive pietism in response to immediate travails . This book 

which, according to Dr. M. Letteris, was first completed in 1563 and was 

revised by the author until its f'inal form in 157.5, follows both the 

Sbebet Yehuda and Consolation and is a retreat frosn their positions . '!be 

freedom of Ibn Verga was impossible and be returned to a tried and true 

pietism • 



It should be noted that Dr. Lett.eris points out that, to the 

work, as COl'llpleted by Joseph ha-Kohen, there was penned an addition by 

the proof reader ( v' ~A'°'). This addition covers the period trOlll 1575 -

1605. Within the t.ext of ha-Kohen as it is presented by Dr. Letteris 

are rnal\f additions which crept into the manuscripts trom which be worked. 

It was the composite text created by Dr. Lett.eris which served as the 

source for the study of Joseph ha-Kohen' s &nek ha-Bakha. 

To proceed in alphabetical order one need next turn to Samuel 

Usque author of the Consolation for the Tribulations of Israel. Of this 

man little is known. His true Christian n.ae is even lost. His last 

name as given here is la. te and suggests a tie to the city of Hu.esca -

prominent in the history of the Jews of Aragon. This nae, as Dr. Cohen 

suggests in his introduction to his translation of the Consolacaa 

"appeared only after be had fled the Inquisition, 
and ~ have been a pseudoJVlll, adopted to protect 
dear ones left behind in Portugal." (p. 12) 

In analyzing the material of the third Dialogue one becomes aware 

that the l.aat eleTen chapters of history are filled vi th Usque 1 s personal 

experiences . However, the date and place of his birth can be but guessed. 

Dr. Cohen states that 

"Samuel was born around the till'll! of the forced 
baptism (Porturl 1497), perhaJE shortly there­
after. n (p. 12 

Portuguese, Usque calls his mother tongue, the Nev Christians, his country-

men and tlms would Dr. Cohen's suggestion be in order. 

As for the intermediate years of his life, one is again forced to 

conjecture. His work is filled with references to sane of the classics 

and a knolfl.edge ot Bible, Talaud and Midrasb are al.so his. For his classical 
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knowledge no detail ed explanation is necessary as this could be his as 

a member of the New Christian society . However, with the forced con-

versions of ll.!97 , the law prohibited the reading of aey Febrew books other 

than medical books . It i s possible, and in keeping with the suggestion 

of many schol ars of the Marrano period, that the Jews did engage in 

clandestine study of their Hebrew books . Tbat aich a program, limited to 

clandestine study time , could produce the breadth of knowledge displayed 

by Usque is most doubtful . This can onJ..r be accounted for by Dr . Cohen ' s 

suggestion that Usque was university t rained, perhaps with the intention 

that he enter the priesthood. This suggestion says Dr. Cohen 

" is conjecture , but it wuld help explain Usque ' s wide 
knowledge , his religious sensitivity and the feelings 
of guilt for which the Consolacam appears to be at 
least in part , a compensation. 119 

Such a conjecture ma_y be r efuted by Usque ' s own words that 

"many have become Christians ir. body , yet no stain 
ever touched their souls and they always bore the 
seal of tooir ancient law. 1110 

It is true that Usque was raised as a Marrano and shows great pity for 

t hose ·who were lulled into a talse sense of security as Ycabo says ; 

"But in my ignorance, while hidden in the garb 
of a Christian, I thought that I could thus save 
m,y life, although it was just the reverse . 1111 

From Usque' s description i n Chapter Thirty of Dialogue Three one 

might assume that he was among the group of Marranos who left Portugal 

with the arrival of the Inquisition in 1531. Ycabo then traces a route , 

perhaps Usque 's own, that was travelled by these exiles. The places 

mentioned include England, France , Germany and finally Italy. Whatever 

the case Usque 1 s journey landed him in Ferrara abcu t 1551 . Dr . Cohen 
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suggests intermediate stops in Naples (and the beginning of a fri endship 

with Samuel Abravanel) then on to Salonika, then a major center of Judaism 

which velconed the roaming exiles . 

"as if she were Jerusalem, that old and 
ever pious mother of our."12 

Dr. Cohen, however, cites some questionable sources which place Usque in 

Safed and as a preacher of the doctrine of tbe imminent retu.m of the 
13 

Ten Lost Tribes, but these may refer to another Usque. 

Once settled in Ferrara, Usque beca111e friendly with Donna Gracia 
11.i 

Nas i , to whom one edi tion of his book was dedicated. A second important 

fri erdship , that wi th Sallluel Abr avanel and bis wife, is reflected in Usque•s 

use ?f the book by Isaac Abravanel, Samuel' s father, as a major source. 

Within Usque' s work itself are praises for the good works of Samuel 
15 

Abravanel. 

Also of interest, is the fact that in Ferrara t~re lived at the 

saJne time as Samuel Usque, the printer Abr aharn Usque who published the 

Ferrara Bible, the Consolacam and l iturgical works - and Solomon Usque , 

whc was b')th poet and nlaywright of s orne no te. The relati ons hip, if any, 
16 

between t hese three has been worked in all manners from brothers, to 
17 

parent (Abe ) to children, to those who see a relationship but do not 
18 

specify j ust what it is . (Here it is sometimes s~gested that Sallluel 

Usque aided Abraham in the preparation of the Bible - a suggestion made 

on the basis of SaJr1uel 1s fS111iliarity with biblical quotations.) 

To trace the finaJ years of Samuel Usque i s most difficult . The 

thirty-sixth chapter of' the third dialogue, dated 1553, speaks of the 

desecra~ion of the synagogues of Pesaro. The question that arises is 
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whether this is a firsthand report? The book, Consolacaa, was published 

in l553 in Ferrara and it is likely that Usque would have been there at 

this time in spite of the general banishment of the Jews in 1551. What 

becaae of Smnuel Usque is a matter of conjecture and this Dr. Cohen does 

provide: 

"Indeed it ~ht be satisfying to i.Jllagine Usque spending 
the sunset years of his life in the congenial atmosphere 
of Galilee of perhaps the City of David, or even dying 
under the hoo1's of a hostile horseman, as legend tells 
of Jehuda Ha.levi, another sweet s~er of Zion. Usque's 
buri al place, like the site of his birth, is unknown, 
He has no monument except the work which helped to bring 
life of the spi rit to maey a dejected New Christian of 
his own and of a later gereration. 1119 

While still faced by the absence of any rut the slightest f'irst-

hand evidence of the life of the author of the Sbebet Yebuda, one is 

faced with the problem of determining just vbo wrote this work. The book, 

when first released in approximately 1550, bore the author's name as 
~ 20p n 

;)~? 11 /!J l/IUI with the additional note ,,,,,.., !JA Jf/ ,,Anhk -AJa61j ~7 

The title page of t~ text reads; 
, .:~ ?)~) ., >J//a 1h'A'. 

~ ~1 ~' I' q I7~c >J ,,<J::>A~ 'J' ':J/c "1,,,h Jf/k ?ao tlo~ 
~17 1jt1 Jil{j,,Vf/ JiJ! ~LA.) ~.i.Jh' A 1~ ·J1; 

21 (M):. :.ij>.A~11 ?')-?.) d~k~ JbP/' {). l?:J"6 J ~k 

Thus, at least three Ibn Vergas are involved in the preparation 

of this work and ara given credit for the writing of parts of this work. 

Who these men were and tl'eir relationship is an area of great uncertainty. 

The first of the Ibn Vergas was Judah Ibn Verga. Of this gentleman 

there is mention not only in the title paragraf:b, which showed him to be 



the author or a work which, at least at its end, included some of the 

destructions and decrees that had come upon the Jews of the Diaspora, 

which form the basis for the Shebet r e huda. In section thirty-eight (38) 

of the Sbebet Yehuda there is an incident which speaka of Rabbi Judah Ibn 

Verga of Sevllle. This individual was an important figure for, in tbe 

ti.me of crisis for the Jewish caiammity, he is selected to go before the 

Duke and plead the case of the Jews. While initially the Duke does not 

desire to admit Judah, Judah .finally gains adndssion (a sign of his con­

nections) and, through a bit of legerdemain, the Duke is shown the innocence 

of the Jews. This Judah Ibn Verga is again nentioned in Section SixV­

Two (62) where his premier position among the Jews of Seville lllalces hiJll 

a desireable catch for the Inquisition, especially as be was one who tried 

to keep the ties between the Marranos and the Jews. Ile, however, escaped 

to Lisbon where he was tortured and died -

_y#Y ~1/IY1 /fJ'I/ 1'}"J 
But is he the Judah Ibn Verga of the title page? Did he write of the 

destructions which form the basis for the Shebet Yehuda? Answers to 

these questions still remain to be found, but conjure is to be found in 

abundance . Max Seligsobn in his discussion of the Ibn Vergas states that 

"Ibn Verga wrote a history of the persecutions of the 
Jews, largely taken from Profiat Duran's 1 Zikron ba 
Sher!ladot • ••• his work, in turn, was but the basis of 
the Sbebet Yehuda.n22 

However this opinion is not accepted by the editor of the text used qy 

this writer, Isaac Baer, who suggests in his introduction (page 8) that 

this Judah was the man ror whom the book vas named and the author of much 

of the work, bit not the man of Seville. Both of these writers would agree 

that this Judah Ibn Verga was a relative of Solomon Ibn Verga, but not his 
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f'ather. Heinrich Graetz takes the position, without citing any supporting 
23 

evidence, that SolOJ!lon "added several narratives to his f'ather 1s notes." 

This writer would agree with t hose who state that the lack of' any 

situations in which Solomon calls Judah his father, indicates that this 

is not a father-son relationship. 

Of Solomon Ibn Verga there is again but scant evidence in the 

Shebet Yehuda. There are several incidents which are introduced with the 
n 

phrase 'i)/11 i/ ')IV~· indicating the hand of Solomon Ibn Verga. In 

Section Sixty-Four, Solomon tells of the time that he was sent by the 

Spanish COJllll\unities to cnllect money for tbe prisoners of Malaga, while 

Section Sixty is a second-hand eye-witness report of' tie massacre which 

took place there. This is but a secondhand report as Solomon was outside 

the city when the massacre took place. It was Solomon Ibn Ver ga who, 

according to Graetz, 

11 had wi tnessed the expulsion of the Jews from Spain 
and Portugal and who f'or a ti.Jlle pretended to be a 
Christian~1.and then e!l'ligrated to Turkey as a 
Marrano." ~ 

Solomon· is also credited vi th a knowledge of Latin, which is evidenced 

by his use of sources. The occupation pursued by Solomon was that of' a 

peysician. Max Seligsobn suggests that it was 5olomon•s good fortune to 

escape to Turkey where he wrote the Shebet Yehuda. Of interest is Mr. 

Seligsohn's analysis of the title - Shebet Yehuda - which, be states, is 

an allusion to Judah Ibn Verga. ("Sbebet• in Hebrew being the equivalent 
25 

of the Spanish "Verga"), refers to Genesis XLIX:lO. At the end of 

paragraph Sixty-Four Solomon Ibn Verga states; 

hf JN /'~ ~Jr> ,\VI.? !JJlr/ AoaiJ ;,:,i)~ iJ;i1;;J)f';J /O'tS{NI 
!A.t:J~I ,?~f/ :Ji1.JN>J W?J(µ ?Bt:J~ fo1i1 ~ (I>'?~~ 

··. u Jt9'"K ~/J<?J H )IJC;,J 
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Concerning this book of persecution narratives and sane rabbinical 

treatises is now lost. 

Joseph Ibn Verga is, without question, the son of this Sol0111on 

Ibn Verga and testimony of this fact is to be seen in the title page as 

cited above and mo.re clearJ.y in Joseph ' s own words -: fo1 1 ?~Jt 
S)d?I' J -:vt~ 'J'D '~ _!)1fl,i ,QA!J )Uk _Atffio j'i:J 

26 ':?) 3 J l~i,J 

The lineage established, one gains fran the Shebet Yebuda a picture ot the 

man Joseph Ibn Verga. It is he who completed the work ar his father and, 

as the work was published in Turkey and his father had set up residence 

in Adrianople, it may be assumed that this was his dwelling pl.ace. It 

should also be noted that Joseph iX.C Ibn Verga makes use of the writings 
27 

of Don Isaac Abravanel. Max Seligso.hn has reported, not on evidence 

froJn the Sbebet Yehuda, t hat Joseph Ibn Verga vas a pupil of Joseph Fasi 

and belonged to the college of rabbis in Ad.rianople . That such a position 

was attained by Joseph is entirely possible, for be shows within the Sbebet 

Yehuda an ability to handle his m.aterials, including the sources written 

in Latin v'lich he calls the "Christian language." Max Seligsobn also 

attributes the Sbe 1erit Yoser (Adrianople, 1554) to this Joseph I bn Verga. 

However this book, which contains a :methodology of the Talmud, bas been 

attributed by Wolf to another Joseph Ibo Verga, who lived in Avlona. 

To dissect t he Shebet Yehuda, that each of the lbn Vergas might be 

properly recognized for his share in the creation of tile work, is a job 

which this author has attempted in general above, and beyond this feels 

there is little chance of total success, or any real reward. A broad 

breakdown is possible - to Judah Ibn Verga T11Ust be attributed the basic 
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Mterial or oore upon which the vork was based. It was his idea to record 

tbl destruction which had come upon the Jews, f'roa the tme of the destruct ion 

d · leruealeJt down to his own day. To Solomon Ibn Verga can be attributed 

the genius of the book - the inventive dialogues by which a world of 

causali t,., other than divine, is probed and brought to the fore. That t his 

genius was not Joseph's is a conjecture based upon the lack of the dialogic 

.fona in those passages which bear bis naae, and strengthened by his final 

appeal (pp. l.63-164) in which Joseph addressed God and, with reference to 

the travails of the Jews v1evs them as divine punishment, asks God 's help 

in this time with the ancient refrain of the pr ophets; 

r;(/ ;J r fi,~ .i!f v,J j'h'K ~l) ..AJ ~' r?P//cJ 1/,~ ~ J ~~, 
Fl/.) ur I.JI~ v :J:J '..l ·JJIA/ ~/AJ ,.L , !B ')f/ ::>,~Cl.A ~·t:jt­

_//'A')/ r :JU 7)"J.:J~/ ,(h,--Ac J-..JH ) ~/c -;; ¥ J ~ -A~') I ~I lf 

Vd'fl'/~1 1 !)'.AIJ~ (j/J1 l {;/Y~ /le •f' ~-J'r j,0 (J1~117,,, / '1-0.t. 

J j> ) ?J // 
1 
r •) /J /c _!µ.? r' _A I ~/II/';) r; ~ -r 

() f Hf/ )-Y.¥J !)l-''!/J-:J/ 

fo/ 1 ?/l':V/ ~?> _.yh-A 

. ~CJ 'l j ~/'Ill ') "~N :J:J 
This .man ia oblivious to his father's intent, his is the work of adding . 

bare incidents of his own t ia (as those o.f page 14.h) and t hose inlediate]3 

preceding, of setting down the chronicles of other s . The genius was his 

father's. 
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Chapter Three 

The tillle for the reawakening of the lllUSe of the writing o£ history 

among the Jews was the early sixteenth century, a time of political, 

religious and social excitement and innovation. The Jews were on the run, 

seeking to reJll8in at least one step ahead of the ever-hungry Inquisi ti.on. 

To Portugal, thence to England, France, Italy and Turkey they fled, and 

aaong those who fled was heard the ever--presen~ cry - Wtv" do we suffer? 

How long mst this be our fate? Why should we go on? Is there any value 

in all of this suffering? It was to these cries that the muse for the 

writing of Jewish history was reborn. Each, who felt 1'be mwse witb:iJ'l, and 

beard the cries without, reacted in his own way, with his own answer. To 

analyze these reactions will be the purpose 0£ this c~ter. 

A. Sources 

The first question that must be asked of arq historian is "What 

are your sources?" So must we answer this question of these men. Arter 

so long a drought in the writing of :Jewish histoey, where did these •n 

turn for ~heir materials? An analysis of Joseph ha-Kohen's Ernek ha-Ba.kha. 

reveals, that for h:i.111, a pri'llle source is material which he has gleaned 

from cWC>nicles kept by the Kings of Gennany, as well as the material of 
1 

Rabbi Elazar; 

~I' 
·a'~ 
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Another source of 11111terial is that reported as; 

(}JA/rl (0 ~':) (0 'IV •:J ;Jf) D -V!.J ,op If I p 
(p. 42) I' ? ,.J ~ Jfk /):A "'K?Jf 

so too he writes, 

siJl1ilar sources would include t he writings of Kalol\}'lllUs b. Kalonymus, the 
3 

"lgeret Ba 'ale tJa.yyim" and Iben Bahen. 

A second area for obtaining infon11ation vas the availability o~ 

books, by non-Jews, on a variety or subjects. These books, with o~ a 

passing concern for the fate of the Jevs, include such works as the ~ 

Ashkenaz, a book with the chronicles of Ge1'1181'\Y, and a book on Cosmographia 

written by Sebast1anus Munsterus. (This work pays little regard to the 
4 

Jews and the data given is but incidental to its major theme. ) 

A source of importance for Joseph ha-Kohen is evidenced on pages 

63 and 64 where be states; 
161 c1&J1 e> ~ 

vbich the editor states is a reference to tre book by Sanliel Usque, which 

was written in Portuguese. It is quite probable that ha-Kohen, dwelling 

in Italy, would have in his possession a copy of the Consolacam in trans-
5 

lation. 

So too does ha-Kohen cite a source listed as ~ ' 

f.01/I - this source, as those cited above, and several other works cited 

by ha-Kohen, are given in the heading for a given paragraph for which they 

were used. '!be material on the period !'rom 1562 until 1572 is all credited 

to I .fJ/I l>c- ~I • 
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'!be contribution of ha-Kohen has been his collecting ot the 

historical material, and the frame into which he has placed tbeae docmi&nts. 

(This truie will be the subject of a more intensive examination at a later 

point in this chapter.) Ha-Kohen has used his firsthand obserYation, 

history known to everyone by oral cannunication and the Josiepon. Such 

an assortment of sources allowed ha-Kohen a wide choice for bis study and 

their availability shows that be bas used his perogati ve as an historian 

and included only selected mater:i&l.s. 

The historical sources of the Consola.caa are of ext.re.me ilrportance 

vb.en one notes, with Dr. Martin Cohen, p. 269 1 that 

"As an original historian, Usque contributed bu.t 
little - a mere thirteen chapters in the historical 
section of Dialogue Ill. The rest of bis lengtttr 
message was built on the data, the concepts, and 
often the nry words ot others. Usque prcaJ..sea his 
reader in his Prologue: 1I have culled them indeed 
not without S0"'8 toil and. trwble, frcn various 
highly accredited authors, as can be seen in the 
lll&l'gins, and from the ll'Dst recent works which contain 
the eye-witness accounts of our elder contemporaries."' 

Yet Dr. Cohen has gone beyond Usque 1s citations and corrected others. 

In analyzing his footnotes to Usque 1 s text one becomes aware that the 

material in Dialogue I is culled from Usque 's thorough knowledge of the 

Bible . Much of the material is taken f rom the Josippon, which is the basic 

source for Dialogue II, and Josephus - perhaps in some corrupt ver sion. 
6 

So too has Usque used a variety of classi cal s ources, (though Dr. Cohen 

dis counts the historical value of such material), rabbinic mater ial and, 

in the last Dialogue (III) one finds mention of Ali'onao de Spina1 s 

Fortali tum Fidei- an anti- Jewish polemic , as well as contemporary material. 

Osque also cites the L.I.E.B. After an analysis of availabl e theories, 



Dr. Cohen discounts the suggestions of Loeb that this was the Shebet 

Yehuda, and suggests instead the Yemot Olam of Isaac Abravanel - his argu-

rnent is most convincing. Most important for the shaping of the Consolacam, 

though not a commonly quoted source, unless the above suggesti on is accepted, 

i s Don Isaac Abravanel . Abravanel desired a theologically oriented history 

and this Usoue has achieved. He set his t rust in the 

''truth of pr ophetic prediction and on the Deuteronomic 
view of sin and punishment and this is t,he thin.king 
which pr oduced the Consolacam. "7 

Surely, with this gr eat an influence upon the Consolacam, one must give 

careful thoueht to Dr. Cohen's suggestion t~.at the L. I .E. 8. stands for 

L(eon) I(Ebuda) EB(reo) - the name of Don Isaac 1s oldest son, and that 
8 

the work in question is the now lost Yemot Ola.m. 

Tc obtain an irlea of the primar y sources used by the I bn Vergas 

is to tackle a monumental task , for with each generation came new sources, 

new directions, new ideas . The one close tie t hat can be made is between 

the basic destructions, as eiven by Judah Ibn Ve r ga , and the 11 Zikron ha-
9 

Shemadot " by Profiat Duran , as suggested b;r 1-~ Seligsohn . Beyond this 

basic source one i s left to the reports of the authors and a knowledge of 

available matPrials . The danger of attributing sources may be seen in an 

analysis of the 11 Third 0estruction ," an jncident given us in a le t ter of 

R. 3hirira Gaon . ijowever, Ibn Verea ' s account is not drawn fr om that source 

according to rl1v. C and has been doctored by h:Un . 

If one accepts Dr . Cohen 1 s suggestion, in his discnss ion of the 

i dentity of the work called the L. I.E . B., then he will find that Ibn Ver ga 

has relied upon the Sefer Ha-Kabbalah, by Ibn Daud, and upon the L.I.E .~ 

would be a re flec tion of his friendship whh the Abr avanel family in the 
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aame ~ that Usque was ao influenced. That Verga knew of Don Isaac 

Abravanel, and bis vork, is shovn bT Verga•s 111Bntion of the Abravanel .family 

and bis uae in Cbapt.er Filq-One of a direct quote !'roia J.bravanel. 

. ?f -;; I ;;;v:; !J y ~/ ~Ip f/ .-t/> II I? d I° 7 (' .. fc/ . Jhk 

_,A)/,~D:J /_)fc,J'):Jk ~' /'~ !J/ll:J/J.:J d.fatN:.J ~~9 
9/c )/clfJ#:Y/ h.J'D yf/11/ Q'~ l/V1:J )r') .Yl?/YA:I ~ :..J/2 )';}Cl 

(p. 120) ••• : !Jlt;p -;Jj/ '1.bY 
other sources used ey the lbn Ve11ga's include tbe "Chronicles or 

10 
the Kings of the Purple" (the Roman e111perors) and the "Chronicles o.f the 

11 12 13 
Spanish Kings," Judah Al.Jnoni, the Joaippon, a faaillariv vi th the 

u ~ 
Midraah and the luzari, the "lgeret TaiJlon• of Maimonides (and llUCh or 

the philosop}V presented is quite aiailar to t.hat found in Maimonides' 
16 

Moreb Nebukim) and others. J. moat i.aportant source for lbn Verga is his 

own TiTi d imagination, which colors even his hiatoricall;r accurate accounts 

or his own da_y (which, perhaps for his own safety be often projects upon 
17 

an earlier dq) and creates in toto some of the accounts. 

Wit h each of the three historians presented herein, one must be 

avare of the difficulty in ascertaining the sources used. 'While an author 

may cite rabbinic material, his knowledge of this material ma_.r be but from 

secondary sources. Wbil.e the material given in an historical account 111ay 

parallel an account in Josephus , the actual source Jll.i.ght be the Josippon, 

or a doc1.1JT1ent now lost . While Usque and Ibn Verga m~ report the same 

incident, it is difficult to ascertain if one has used the material of 

the other, or if both bad access to the same source • . This writer has found 

that even those sources noted by the historians, are incorrect. Bow easi.l,y 

then, Jll.i.ght readers of the texts be misled as to the true sources (in contra-
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distinction to the sources cited by the text. 

Upon the evidence of the above anal,ysis, one must attribute to 

these historians a knowledge of a wide-range of materials and1 as vould 

be expected of educated people who are forced to travel, an ability to 

hand:le several languages. I t is most likely that Joseph ba"'lohen bad a 

copy of Samuel Usque 's Consolacam, but did not have Verga' s work. To 

disco.ar a connection between Usque and Verga one would have to agree with 

Loeb that Usque 's L.I.E.B. is actually the Shebe" Yehuda. However, this 

author i .s inclined to agree with the more recent scholarship of Dr. Cohen, 

that both men had a COll'llllon srurce available to them - which is to be 

discovered by a close reading of their parallel passages. Yet most of 

their material is drawn .from independent sources. 

Each of these historians bas created his own image of history, 

to such an extent, that even those sources shared, bec<111e different as 

they are used by the historian. This difference is accentuated by the 

writer ' s style, emphasis and setting as applied to each incident. These 

men and their works give fine evidence that it is t~ historian who, b,y 

emphasis and method of presentation, molds histol",1 to his view. It is thus 

necessary to bear in mind the historian's personal history as one analyzes 

his work, t hat one might discover through a close readil1g of his work(s) 

his vi ew, - his distortion. 

B. Historical Content 

The Ernek ha-Bak.ha is writte11, according to its author, to include 

all of the disasters from the time of the great destruction, the destruction 

of Jerusalem; 
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'Y';J/'?} 1_)/J)_. {ol'N .!}'{; 1')r?¥ JJ'k: _,1(1/{[)v ·:; _,111 1 7)1: 
'"" f2 .!/t!),(}91 JID ~1JJ1c;,A/ ~j9 (Ol''"J ~~ j/IKg~ J~ 

(U' Ja1ov 'o'(;'l),J I~/ Jli:3..y ?IU_A~ fh, 1f? ?IM,;J ro~I' 
18

(DD'.?c9 o~.i '?"31" ;1?/D> yaP 1w::> JfAt-. 

and so it is tilat the first incident reported is of the Roman period. 

~o JD {<JW~ · J'/ ,, , Y/i?)" IJ 'J 1J':f '-<.:>3 ;',;) JJA/" /iJ? 'v 'l 
) .f l#t-) ,A/<:1 f.f'm;1 I .;J )''1-#b) -_/f /c fC. "HI? Y 1CJ D '/

1
1° o 'J 

(p. 2) J;;h /'D';J ·1eJ) /J 
But the autfx>r J110Yes with great rapidity, once having presented selected 

disasters from the early Roman period. It should be noted that there is 

an idea or a chronology of events and ha-Kohen usually reports the 

incidents in their proper sequential order. Also to be noted is ba-Kohen' s 

method of citing one date and then to discuss a series of disasters which 

1118¥, or uy not, be related. This is to be seen on pages 24 and 25, 

Paragraph l ; 

'N' :J t '?J JM >J !J;; Jll i [) "iJ /fit p:.>v 
. . • .../I CJ').:? 

c./ I 

7r'J., 

fY~!}'!J J:J:} 
this is included as 

'J~f' Y/:JA:J )f//c {LJ 'N'3 '?:J q ?9CW :JU:J:J 

jk/-11 (;~ _A'.~ '.J,a/ ...A aJ~ 
Paragraph ); 

~ ) . rv 'ti///' 
(the 11arch of the French to retake Jerusalem?), but paragraph L; 

' J) '/ 
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Sequence is p-esent, but a finn relationship between paragraphs is lacking. 

The awep of the countries which cone into view, the 8Jll01mt or 

•terial :related and the precision of the dating, a11 became greater as the 

centuries pass and the t:iJne under discussion. becOll'les closer to that in 

which Joseph ha-Kohen lived. An esplanation of this is easily projected -

the research would be easier, the sources more readily available and aost 

import:mt the motivation would be greater. The proximity of the events 

to ha-Kohen•s audimce made the lessons seem real, the lessons that ha-Kohen 

sought to teach his £ellov Jews. 

While ha-Kohen does use quotes by the people within the incident 

which re is reporting, fictional quotes, according to what mu.at have been 

said, this method is not explored. The insights which Ibn Verga is able 

to give his readers through his use of dialogues are lacking entirely £rom 

ha-Kohen 1 s pr.esentations. 

(Dq0.J_J,f: ·:/n'9 ..AA/'I !Jh'f//i .,J!Vf) //1/Jj tJ//k'/ 

f')il fH 'f' nh' ffe- "//i' Jb f/ /)&- JJ_j' jf} ·1~,.-
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Arid to tM.s evil reaction, expressed by the masses who led the charge, the 

rea ction of the Jews was one of piety and faith in the Lord. 

l)lv'N~';) jU !JJ'o l~f/ ;/, ,,. ~ '#' '-;:J 'l 1~:Jt ON '/ 
20 

,(U 9) ) )Y :J 'v /k' !)~y~· _Al/YI~ /'Jjd '/ 

This is the final answer of the Jews to every disaster. (This is the 

answer if one reads ha-Kohen and a~cepts his presentation.) 

Collllll.on sayings showing the ~ttern of thought within this work are 

''p-n fYO 0 (i! 'H'~ . ,.,.,. • '<> ;}. r ·:J 6 'l///Y fHW i> ' ') .LI~ . 

This book i s a collection of the disasters which befall the Jewish people 
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and the ultimate cause for their voe, is shown by ha-Kohen, to be God. 

God is angry at the delinquency of the Jevs and therefore the Jews 111ust 

suffer. Causes for the attacks against the Jews are given and these causes 

are often insightful. 

J) f/11' IV /1,131' I 'iJ.AI /J '/J CJ/ ~?fa ~ f)'~/i) ''"i> J;J 7 1
/ 

J4 ..A!):J _/1/AfJI// fJ' ~r~ll /!Jt 1/J)JI .~-i# j;_:.O:Jj:Jl 
IN1t1 ~IV' (O:A8J.J~ (iY~;J !kJl 'I ,1)/J,J ?f/k· JJAI ?.)/ 

n 11 r....... ~ 
, , , Jh/cl (0 '7/J::/ ...Ali')¥ rfJV 1 J6 

or~ 

'J, Yv ''){//# ~M /':J ,J ·J '!> ,, fi/ f>-Y ;o ·11·,;J ;;14' , :J 'I 

l~r.J'lf !)3/c:J 'J(!J";J ?:Jfl? .uwoJ-
1 

,01f//J'1 l!>fX.b'I _pnc'lJ5JI 
LA~ / JO 'l/ /Z 6 v IG.J'N ', l.Atf/6 f )N,l'/ ,//11Jd'~ Cl? -Al):JI' 

fcfJ ?>)j';) )~(J!) ..AllJ(!IU ?>l.:f ?f/~ e-.c~ 'A/_,Ai~rraf/IY:J 
} ') ) '1 

IJ:J jt/~/ ') '~ ~ lj )//;',l.,• YYi; ) (/'?) i'VC Art// ,~/KN ,AJ DJ ~ "dSJ 

22 ',\) J/;i .:;a r ) ,_:; / :y ,/ii' 'o/ :vv I ,,, / ' )/J 'i .AA l)W.k. 'I , LA~") f 
But such insights are few, and when they are given, their effect is reduced 

by the gener al tone, which finds both the cause of the Jew's suffering and 

its solution in God. 

One final matter of note is the great concern of ha-Kohen for the 
23 

Nev t,"hristian/Marranos-their origins and their destiey. However, con-

sidering the importance of Spain in the world of the Jews of the earl,y 

sixteenth century, little attention is given. This lack of concern for 

Spain and the New Christians may best be explained when one realizes that 

the immediacy of that disaster may have made it a matter which could not 

be discussed without much suffering. Also at work were other, more illtportant 
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forces, which dmaanded the attention of ha-Kohen. The threat af tbe East. 

and the Church's reaction to the Reformat ion forced the author 's concern 

fr<llll Spain to the Papal States vbere the rew danger la,y for the Jews (until 

the final bull of exptilsion 1n 1569 by Pope Pius V). This bull, the 

travails lihich preceded it and the mare distant past all fora the world 

viewed by Joseph ha-Kohen and given, in this vork, as his original contri­

bution to history. 

The content of Usque 1 s Consolacam is of a fonn different trO!ll the 

chronicle-like style of both ha-Kohen and Ibn Verga . Usque places his 

material into a three part dialogue, which gives the incidents a form and 

continuity. The characters within this dialogue are Nwneo (the sJ']llbol of 

NahUJ'll , the comforter) and Zicareo (Zechariah the remembrancer) who console 

the saddened Ycabo, who speaks as bot h the personification of the people 

Israel and as Jacob, the progenitor. It is Ycabo who tells of the lllis­

fortunes of his people, a task which iB divided into three periods -

1) that of the aible, 2) the Second Canmonwealth, 3) the medieval period 

and the contemporary scene. As with ha-Kohen , this book speaks not of the 

g.t'S:..t 111oments in Jewish history, but focuses upon the disasters - a 

situation which is natural vith the idea of the book. The disasters, pre­

sented as examples of the horrible past vhich is over, make the present 

see111 more bearable, a respite after the horrors, a pause before the caning 

breaking of the dawn . 

The material of U~ first dialogue is given, at the opening, in the 

form of a parable which Ycabo then explains, however, this device of parables 

to introduce the history, is not used ill the rest of this Dialogue, nor ill 

other Dialogues. A most important feature of this work is the tl.e which 
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Usq_ue finds between each of the disasters and tbe prophecies or the Bible. 

For Usque, each di.easter was but the fu1fil.lJnent of a prophecy caused br 

disregarding God's law. Evidence of this atti tude is reflected in his 

band.ling of the forced convers ions in Portugal in 1497. Having described 

the events through Ycabo, as the personification of the people Israel, 

be concludes; 

"Who can escape Your anger, 0 Lord, when it is lll<Jred 
with so much cause as my iniquities provided? For 
eve.n here it has overtaken 1118, in these farthest parts 
of the earth, fulfilling these crue l judgements which 
You pronounced against me through the lips of Your 
pr ophets: 

'The Lord wi.11 scatter you among all peoples froJll 
one end of the earth even to the other; there you s hall 
serve other gods, whom you have not known, you nor your 
fathers, and you wil~4 serve your enemy and l a nguish. 
(Deut. 28:64-65) ••• • 

Having repeatedly followed this pattern Usque spends a large part 

of the Third Dialogue, forty-e ight pages, with the blessings which sball 

henceforth come unto Israel, its people and its land. This is the point 

t o which all of the historical material leads, regardless, or better, 

perhaps because of the inaccuracies in the accounts, that Israel bad 

endu...1'"2d the curses and was nOlf' to receive t he blessings . 

The scope o f the material presented is al.Jnost unbelievable, £or 

Usque sketches the travails of bis people f rom Abraham and Noah (p. 51) 1 

vitb ever greater detail and clarity, to his own tiJRe - the s ixteenth 

century. It i s only natural t tat, in assembling a history whicb covered 

so JnUch tiJlle, the details given wruld not be t oo nwnerous. The fonn.at of 

th18 work howver, allows that materi al presented to be given in a lucid 

Jll81lll8r, that every detail stams out clearly against the background. Usque•s 

genius is shown in the history 0£ the Third Dialogue where hi.a abillcy- to 
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rocua upon the material or more recent tillles, to report it accuratel,y , to 

be aware of the importance of an event is to his credit. The structure by 

whlch Usque has i:resented tllis material and the style of his writing are 

the key signs of his geni us and not his ability as a recor~er of data. 

The historical events recorded in the Shebet Yehuda begin with the 

destruction of Jerusalem by Caesar Augustus. In this account a concern 

for tl'e cause of tm hatred of too Jews is established, a concern which 

is found to detennine the material. included and the method used to present 

the history. This first a ccru.nt gains importance f'rom the existence in 

Ibn Verga•s time of a paral lel s i tuation ..lil which a Jew, Abraham Senior, 
25 

aided and abetted the courtship and marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella. 

This si1nation also brrught problems for the Jevs. The concern, o.f Verga 

for t he cause of the problems of the Jews, is often apparent in his dis-

cnassions of real incidents.. But the genius of his concern becOlll! s manifest 

in the events which are expanded or totally invented by hiln. The purpose 

af this inventi.veness is t o place in the past incidents which, when closely 

examined, will yield insights into too problem which faced Ibn Ve.rga and 

his fellow exiles - t heir constant suffer ing and their desire to know ''why?" 

To accomplish his analysis of the reason for the plight of the Jews, 

Ibn 17erga has used history. An analysis of tl'e contents of bis work re\"'eaJ. 

an author -who is rot concerned with the presentation of "all" the disasters, 

nor does he require that each incident be i n its proper place in t he ti.Ille 

order. In t rut h , one has t ile feeling that for Verga, the history is a 

necessary framework upon which he has chosen to hang his anal,ysis of the 

Jewish travai ls. The bulk of space, and of his genius, i s given over to 

pure fiction and fictionalized accounts in which Ibn Verga, through his 



11ae of tbe dialogue, ma:iages to explore the ca'!Ees .for the repeated 

suffering of the Jews . The dialogue form allows him the freedom to analyze 

the proble!'ll frO!ll the point of view of the non-Jew and to force upon those 

who he has speak for the Jews, a more scientific def'ense of the Jns. This 

method pots an E!'ld to the purely emotional approach. 

An example of this method may be seen in the Seventh Disaster, 

which Ibn Verga entitles; 

"J1 a/2 jf)., :J ·DA 'l1 ):;.i;; ;lJ • p "J'f} J1..J1 /.P 
(p . 26) . ~ "/A.N9 ;O:Jh !> ffel<-h1( ~d' ~ JCJON' 

This debate is found in no other source an1 is considered to be the 
26 

creation of Ibn Verga 1 s imagination. Yet, unlike Graetz and otbl!rs, who 
27 

would relegate the Shebet Yelmda to a position of relative insignificance, 

this writer has found Ibn Verga to be a genius . His work i s one of importance. 

The l!nportance of his work is n at i n the history it presents 1 but in the 

view of causation to which it calls all of its readers, and in its attempt 

to see in the machinations of the world, more than the mere actions of an 

omnipotent God. This is shown as this seventh section progr esses, the 

King st.'.ltes: (p. 26, L. 12) /) ") I 
'jt'<Jlv , ,O?(U'if jfJ'V ':J, fl'ilfYj ,,')'¢-4J ?¥ l~i~ ~'':> tfalJ 

J '!)6/J 1I"v/V '.) )N,tA ij) 1~7f 'Iv '/./ (C~l7J';;J1 1~ _A ... ')0 

f, j) If rJ(' ?'-=! rl ,.f j) !°" ~ !y :AHA' k.f (J "JI , . . .1 /)' ~ I <J , -:; 

,,, &id 11~:) 
From this point on the King proceeds to show how the downfall of the Jews 

follows no logic that wruld adhere in the natural order, nor any reason 

or manner of divine punishment. 

Thomas, the spokesman for the Jews, then attempts to show that the 
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cOIT'llllOn charges against the Jews are falla.cioos, using both hi~tory and 

the midrasb for his proof texts. Thomas shows that tte d ownfall of the 

Jews is ot t he natural order. 

This use ot tre dialogic form is found repeatedly in the Shebet 

Yehuda and nBrks 'those ptssages which to Ibn Verga were most important, 

for the other passages are brief accounts, usually copied, er traMlated 

directly into this llOrk. (Such a case is seen in Section 1:wenty-6ne, page 

69) Along with the use of dialogue and fiction, one finds in Ibo Verga'a 

accounts, a use of the ideas and happenings of his own da,y. This material 

becones the basi s for bis fictimal accounts of the past. 'Ibis is the case 

with Section Thirt.y-Eight where the incidents relat:ed ma.y- actually haTe 

occurred within Ibn Ver ga 1s life.tilne. 

An over-all look at the Dialogues included by Ibn Verga gives one 

a good idea of tee world as he saw it, or, as be felt it must be seen. 

2. 

3. 

He rationalizes the decrees of the Kings agai nst the 
Jews, by his presentation of the Kings as benevolent, 
wise men, who have a strong sense of jusgice, but are 
subject to the pressures of the masses. 2 

The Popesare pictures al!I favoring the Jews. (In his 
time the Popes were still open to influence, though 
by 1550 troubles already beset the Jews from the PapacyJ?.9 

It is the priests who stir up the gullible and inci te 
them against the Jews.30 

Summary : ntose of the educat ed, aristocratic class are 
favorably inclined toward the Jews, while the 
masses, aroused by jealousy are ever ready to 
attack the Jews . 

It is interesting to note that all of the histories begin with 

eaactly that period in ltlich the muse at the wri ting of Jewish history was 

silenced. It would seem, that in addition to all else that they would hope 
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to achieve, t~se historians sought to pick up t he accounting of Jewi.sh 

history from the moment of its death . 

The historical content of these three works covers a great span of 

time and, but for the Emek ba-Bakha, these sources are not reliable . The 

incidents presented overlap in some areas as all of the authors have focused 

upon the disasters which have come upon the Jews. (Tbe incidents whi ch 

all three authors presented are found to be e i ther direct quotes from 

anot her source, or from one another - little is t.J be gained by a canparative 

analysis . ) The prime lesson wilich one learns from a comparison of the 

contents of these t hree works is tha t it is the historian who makes history 

by his selection of the events which he will i nclude, as well as those he 

will leave out and by bis selecti on of the setting into which be will place 

the events . 

C. Sty1e 

The styles exhibited by each of these writers are widely disparate, 

though ma,y be found to overlap in certain areas. Joseph ha- Kohen has pre-

sented his book, in what might be tel"llled the classical style. FH.s wri ting 
31 

is vivid and has a flavor of the biblical style. The writing of Joseph 

ha-Kohen is one lllich vividly portrays the sorrows of the Jews and which 

s hows the author 1 s sympat}\y with t.!Eir pain. As a result of s uch feelings 

the wri tings of Joseph ha-Kohen often reflect great bitterness. Such 

feelings are shown in the repetition of tragedy and the extent of the 

descriptions; 

>JQ/J~ /'J 71 ~¥ ~ fl );J 6 W.i ).:J 1111) '/ llJ ~ ·');) ~ ;; 1 
~ 

II: 'J" ~ , /'"'~ ~ ~ -A ''9 J.i (D '/J? JO!) '/ (.,~):J 7/f/e 

I rJ?~ 1dI' f 'k.J t() 9 i-J '/ f!.A:J S) a ,.Jn ,";) t> 9 /JPN ~.A 1a 
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' '""" "' ..... ))j'r?:Jl ~I ;J(}1,,•u /1 '() '/ /OYf·J v ID)~ '/ ,"?>J}',h v'.i 16' lv6' ~ 

(0'0#) // ~ i 'fJ} '/ ,pc; ?) ~,fp ~f/J?J 1?lJCJ JAi ,.fr/' JI~ ~12 
I? /J:J /111(, 'lJ :/ '!J f/,J ?/ ?/f :/j) _,1/c I ?/-i}> f ~ c'_ J ?J ~/ ... p 'i1'li H 

f#.J'I' _,;t1/c ~'/J? 1Mf!'I ,'?> 1?.JA:/,.1 ,01t'} !)Ml ,!J''/J"" _AIN 

_A/Cl l_J,J .A/cl Jj)'/; ~VL ..A/cl I 7MJ Ak t'A:/ J0tc ._AA; P/ # 
'J ) fl -.., ,-

1/11/c1/ 1 llV , J;J/ ~' ,.J,'J /?»'11 1 vlJt-· .JIJ#h/ f 'fl/ / :Alj:J 

(p. lS> jMIN~ } ·A M jJP/~ f;J..APJIJ~ JJJe/ ¥/YU 
This reaches the point that ha-Kohen includes a listing of those who were 

tillid~ ~ 

';J/ o ' V '/ f . tJJ f) f 1)Jt.J Joi.)'/ g,M ~ 'N~ ifl/; }~/ 

~)VI />}.fdJI Jl'~fl ;.J'f;'j wM .AAI rt'.Al'I ...AM (J~ 
~J? :J '1.J , {;;:A Y/ ~t!jc ~ / j/J/c,J ./fl ~J CJ DIJ '/ ;iJikJ 
, I' lj/,'J '.Jl./I / '/~ :J ?)16,Jv ,I ut'c 3 C> '/ o/.J ' I ~//I 9 rJ','JI :J} ~ 

u~?,/!€1 ))~1 -A/c ))N')';) A.fJ ~..Aj~N D;1')'?> ,.tJ/ e1~ )r?k 

. .. f ' :; 1 .fih/1 ~ /t ':J !J w /c' 1ut I' ;!>P 11 ~ 'll ~N · Jo~ 
while the style of Joseph ha-Kohen is most pleasant and shows the 

author to be adept at the use of biblical quotations and tbe Hebrew language, 

the t:r11e sty listic genius among these three historians lllUSt be Samuel Usque . 

While this writer's acquaintance with this work has been only in the trans­

lation by Dr. Cohen, he feels that the ~nius of Usque mines through. His 

is the genius not only of the written word, but of the selection of his 

franework of t.h! history as a pastoral dialogue. 

"This choice of tbe pastoral genre, the dialogue font 
and the discipline of history for his polemic was not 
made fortuitously by Samuel Usque. Pastoral poetry 
and prose were the delight. of the cultured classes of 
the Renaissance, to 'Which most of Usque 1 s audience 
belonged. This was particularly true in Italy, where 
Usque wrote, and Usque vas sensitive to the importance 
of using a fashionable fcrm for his message. The 
dialogue fonn •• • in addition .•• was a traditional 
device in Christian polemical works against the Jews." 
(p. 10) 

-
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{This m~ also explain, at least in part, tbe use of tl'e dia1ogic font 

in the Shebet Yehuda.) The very narres of the characters within the 

Dialogue i:roper r ing wi. th a poeti c sound. Even Usque 1 s selection of the 

Portuguese la~uage for the t ransmission of his work, is an example of his 

poet ic style. So too this use of Portuguese was an attempt ~ Usque to 

write for his fellow Portuguese New Christians, f or Portuguese would not 

have been selected as a mans of bringing thi:l book to the non-Jewish 

world, Spanish would better achieve this goal . It would however, be the 

language of communication with bis fellow Jews in this p?ri od when Bebrev 

was a i:robibit.ed subject. Yet , it was to be the .fat.e o! this book to fall 

into disuse chle to this ver y choice of the Portuguese language . Usque ' s 

ideas are good, bis senti.Jllents in keeping wit h the spiri. t of his people, 

bis lyrical p~ose 

"stands out today as a monumental contribution 
to Portuguese liter ature . 1132 

Usque explains his choice; 

"Before learning of my intention, some gentlemen 
felt that it would have been better for me to have 
written in the Castilian tongue, but I believe that 
I have <bne the r ight thing. JV' pri.ma:ry intention 
was to speak to the Portuguese (New Christians) 1 t o 
descr ibe the record of our Diaspora, and by many 
sometimes circui taus means, to seek sane relief f rom 
the hardships we ha-.re been enduring . It would there­
fore have been inappropriate for me to shun my mother 
tongue and to seek a borrowed language in which to 
speak t o 11\Y countrymen. And though at one t ime there 
were many anong us from the Diaspor a of Castile - my 
own forebears came from there - it seems more proper 
for me to consider the majority of our people to<1q. 0 3J 

The language of Usque has been lost upon this writer, but Usque's :imagery, 

even in t r anslation, or perhaps because of Dr . Cohen 's brillian translat ion, 

is especially vivid . Such may be exemplified by t he portrait of Dona Gracia 



Masi given in the Consolaca:m -

"Has an;rone ever seen a woman risk her li.f'e to save 
her brethren, as if she inherited Miriam's innate 
compassion; or govern her people with Esther's 
boundless virtue and surpassing piety; or free the 
besieged from anguish, like the chaste and generous 
widow Judith, a woman of true-hearted courage? The 
Lord has sent you such a woman in our own days from 
the supreme choir of His hosts. Be has treasured 
all these virtues in a single soul. To your hapPT 
fortune, He chose to infuse them in the delicate and 
chaste person of the blessed Jewes& (Gracia) Nas1.n.3b 

J9. 

The genius of Ibn Verga, as has been stated above, is his use ot 

the dialogue form. This device, vith the entire frame that Ibn Verga baa 

created is his stylistic contribution. Dr. Abraham Neuman has stated; 

"With artistic effect the author blended his literary 
material of tact and fancy. He followed no set pattern 
of time or place. The artistic or emotional effect was 
an ilftportant element in the literary construction •• • 
they (the original anecdotes) are a mirror which 
reflects the truth under the author's lights and 
shadows.n35 

Examples of this ability are found throughout the Shebet Yehuda1 as Ibn 

Ver ga weaves his ana~3is within the history he seeks to present. 
/'I 1 "' .-.. () 

/J.•4 :J" J,.Jo,o k~ 1,q Jjft~ il3 d~ ;,1 · ·-:> ?tv~ J~J::;; 

-/:--v ,·:fr>NJ/o ~v/~IN/J/Jl) (C 1:J 'Jj '>J fJ '?:.J ~:J !JV':J ?>'tr1) 
~) ,- ') 1 

fi .)d f.0011./I ··Af!'·V _,,A/J:.!j11D1 1'lr'JhA1 ~l;JA J)/ _Alb/>J'7J 
/cJj' ({)i. ;,A 1111/c':J i:J/l/ (l 'IV/)~i .-A1/i}J /' ;':f10') ._, _})l/iJY 

(p. 21) .. , ',J ~ , 1u 1 ~ r•>f' .,)1111/J ,7t /l , GJ 
Here Ibn Verga bas created a situation in which he might analyze the 

travails of tl:w? Jews, and weaves into the dialogue (line 21, of page 26) 

material which be bas take.n from the Josippon; ( C -;:) (b) ')I)) 

• :t.A!J ~ GvP (0'9/Jt'd' v'v !J'(I' l~~ /#3,o (Jv1 

.?'CJ 'Jl 1JJ !J1?J 0/:JI 1JJ 'D a? >J !)' .f ?J101 
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This method, ampl079d by Ibn Verga, of building incidents upon a truth 

which he expands, can be found exemplified in both Section Thirteen and 

Section Twenty. Section Twenty is most interesting for Ibn Verga talks of 

an expulsion from France, which in fact was from England where the conversion 

of a DOJftinican is verifi ed as occurring in London in 1275, which was f'i.tteen 

year prior to the exile. To this, Ibn Verga has added the discussion between 

a King, (who is pro-Jewish), and his princes, (who are against the Jews) 

and expands the facts, even changing the time of warning before the final 

expulsion - the stated tlree-month span was not found in England's expul'Sion, 
36 

but in his own Spain. 

D. The Aim or Idea of History 

In analyzing the works of these three historians, one becomes aware 

that the mere collection of facts and figures was not enough for these men. 

Each of tl:Ese men sought to make a contribution to his people's well-being. 

This contribution was an attempt to answer the people's ever-present question -

Why had the Jews suffered? wqy do t!By suffer? To achieve a solution to 

these questions these men use histor.r. For ttem the dates and places of 

the events they record need not be correct, for it is to the spirit of the 

Jews as reflected in their history that these men look. They seek to find 

the essence of the survival of the people and to present this essence to 

the people of their day as a cure for their ills. Each man has seen this 

essence in a different light and has viewed the history of his people 

through haze of this light. For these men histor,r was a tool chosen, in 

add.i tion to all other reasons, as it was becOJll.ing the battleground o.f 

religious polemics. 
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Joseph ha-Kohen' s &ek ba-Bakba mq, in this discussion, be used 

aa a control text. His work is most like the early chronicle in form. 

However, even this work was not unaffected by t m tilles in which it was 

created. While shoving the greatest regard for historical accuracy of &JV' 

of these men, ha-Kohen still uses history. Within his portrqal ot the 

disaaters which befell the Jews, and, exemplified by the very tact that 

this is just a recitation of these disaster.;, Joseph ha-Kohen reveals his 

purpose - to show the Jews of his day God 1 s hand in the working ot history 

and His j ustice, as those who do evil will ultimately suffer while tboae 

who do his will, prosper. This is a cry for the Jevs to iBTe hope, hope 

in God, and a trust that their right actions would see them restored in 

spite of the renewed antagonism of the Clmrch. Examples of this spirit 

saturate this work and are characterized by the statements; 

{p. 9 ) ' j) ~,,? Oi.J _Af ;:Jtj> l./iV 1 k' ~J _A~r7 :J,b/ :;)(/ f:l 1
/ 

It is not man, but God, li'bo set Israel's path with thorns, and the Jewish 

reaction indicates tmir awareness of this reality, for in the fact of this 

reality, we read tmir tgrpical reaction; '} 

J"J3 C' I - ?Yv 'lll/ v .J.J v:J '~ IA.. <'./1- .A:''' ' ''D'I p 'J;J,J p <Y>''I 
\) ,; 

<P· u> ,fv 1 J_j.J 'o ~ 1p~J 1i _AJftJj 

and when the enellli.es of the Jews die, it is said; 

(p. 104) 
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It can then be seen tbat for Joseph ha- Kohen , history is the 

account of man ' s action and, as such, is a reflection of God ' s administra-

tion of His world according to His justice . For, while he does give some 

insight into the particular cause of a particular disaster as ; 
n n r.. 

IA/// 1t-?J /6<l1J'/v fi// //c ,:J.Ji:,// t 1•'Jj J ,1]/~ ~A..L1! 

p1ft-t frA/c J~! 1!3' k J ~') ;) fU?';;, 1?Jr),1
1
-3A/y 1Jl:J ;N6'/I 

(p. 65) , and also ( p. 78) 

1,.,1c 1 J v IC! N ;..t.1' /!~ ; Dv w· ,o i ·<J v (JM ·-;; 'I 
JM j; Y.C 'Ai tr.'' f/,J ) /?/,(. fJ' ii I 0 ':J k.f.t1t;) ?(!, 11)) •I ('!j'J r; 

; . ,, 'y~J /YiJ'~ / f/'JJJ' I ;fh /JA,o (UA1K. ·I~' g 
the real cause of everything is God - He al.one re tes out r eward and 

punish!rent . 

Thus, ha- Kohen holds out to his people a hope for a greater future 

given them for their perseverance in adher ing to His w~ and this hope is 

what the Emek ha- Bakha seeks to keep alive . I f we have suffered so much 

••• our time is not far off - this is ~he spirit of ha- Kohen, as , facing 

renewed danger , he ..: rites; 

) v~,J; / /'/ /) f./1/c' ;;1 ~J?:i 

)le J e/ j"I J'd':JI /tf,,Y) ;_)7";J 

r:!Jv ~ , f.A 1J 1(~ 1 /J ~· ) J /J,J 

'{J)c' , p:>Y ~, 
?90 '9 ?.94r .J' J '6 !) 

./// J-J,,t ':J .'Ja'J~tf J&;(.~ A lt:: 

(p. 87) , /t I A: r) 1-· y/I 

While written before the Emek ha- Bakha and a source for that work , 

the Consolaca:m by Samuel Usque may be view~d as going beyond ha- Kohen in 

its use of history . It should be realised that Usque's book was written 

but a short ti.me after Alfonso de Spina ' s Fortalitiwn Fidei was published 

in Spain. This work, 



"written at the til!le t~ New Christians were first 
charged with heresy, and containing among other 
things, a refutation of Jewish objections to 
Christianity and an anthology o£ the most prepos­
ter ous and vicious libels concocted about the Jews 
throughout the Middle Ages.n37 

and the books and preachers for whom it supplied ammunition 

"went unanswered because no New Christi.an dared defend 
Judaism without exposing hilllself 59ve the Portuguese 
Ma.rranos to the brink of despair." 

LJ . 

The Consolacam may then best be viewed as an apologia fo.r the Jewish 

people, an attempt to provide the ammunition which would refute t hese 

hate-mongers, while capitalizing on the forms then in f ashion for such 

works . As such, Usque was not concerned with the accuracy of detail . He 

exaggerated and accepted facts with fiction, so long as they furthered 

his thesis . 

Underneat h Usque ' s view of the history of the Jews is the spirit 

of the orophets wh ich he shares with ha- Kohen and Abravanel, that it is 

God who controls all of the events of history. 11 These misfortunes came 

unon me from a much higher quarter," said Ycabo, the personification of 

Israel. Yet , Usque had gone one step beyond ha- Kohen in ~hat , (perhaps 

because he saw in the Reformation the dissolution of the Church and the 

rise of new freedan, or was it the hope offered by the r ising Ottoman 

Empire) , he states that the pr omised punishments of the aible have all 

been fulfill.ad and that the promises of reward are about t o be meted out 

to Israel. Every disaster described is cor.cluded with the words of the 

prophecy it fulfills . Within Usque 1 s account of history one discerns the 

idea that tbese accounts, though in the past, closely parallel the reality 

of the moment . How close is the case of Elea~ar ' s martyrdom (pp. 119-120), 
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after severe torture when he would not convert , to the martyrdom experienced 

by many New Christians at t~ hand o£ the Inquisition. While the death of 

Hannah and her seven sons by fire (pp. 120-122) is similar to the death of 

many who were burned by the Inquisition. In concluding his account of 

Hannah, Ycabo states; 

lfBrother, I have narrated these three misf'o'rtunes 
to you in such detail because they are so exemplary 
and of such great importance that they grieved me to 
the extreme." (p . 122) 

Indeed "exemplary" they are, examples of the proper attitude one must have 

in the face of the Inquisition which tortured and killed with fire. 

Finally the Jews, having endured all of the travails, are to be 

lauded, not discouraged, for God has chosen them and never forsaken them. 

The constant punishment is rot a sign of His abandoning the Jews, but of 

their abandoning H:i:rrt and His punis ment of them, to set the.m anew upon tbe 

right path. 

11 Certainly with on],y these proofs you ran regard 
yourselves as the happiest of all creatures, for 
you will find that Pe has not employed any of these 
means with an,y other people that was or is yet to 
be punished. nJ9 

This is Usque' s view of the history of the Jews and all of his efforts 

are d irected that he might llear the Jews of his day join with Ycabo in 

saying; 

"I will wait for the Lord . I will trust in the God 
of 11\Y sal vation ••• Rejoice not against me , you, ll\Y 
ene?T\Y Bozrah because I have fallen, f~r I will arise 
with the LOrd's favor, and though I sit in darkness, 
Ffe will give me light there, for He is my light. I 
will bear His indignation vi th patience, for I have 
erred against tli.Jn, until He renders a favorable decision 
in !Tlf case and judges my cause, and b~ings me forth to 
the light f r om the darkness where I am at present and 
then I shall behold His righteousness. I shall also 
see my enemy Bozrah covered with dishonor and shame, 



she who now asks me mockingly: Where is your God? ~ 
does He not save you from your perils and f rom m,y hands? 
But I t.ru.Gt in tbe Lord of bo~ts , that 11\Y eyes shall 
see herLtrodden down as the mire in the streets . (Micah 
7:7-10) 0 
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The Shebet Yehuda, by Solomon l bn Verga , reflects the same tilles 

and i~eas as those for which Usque wrote. However, Ibn Ver ga has moved 

in a direction different f r om that of Usque . As ha- Kohen, Ibn Verga has 

written his work in Hebrew, that his work be a i:;art of the historic past 

of his people. His use of history may stem from its use by the polemicists 

of his day, al though in r eading this work one feels a freedom unlike that 

of any of the other works, indicating that this is not a response to the 

polemics . Ibn Verga seeks to speak to the Jews of Turkey , a people 

enjoying great freedoms as they were induced to serve this growing empire . 

He does not require the same caution that Usque displays for the Christian 

Church is without influence here . He writes in Hebrew as it is tb.e 

lansuage of his people . I t is the tool which will unite the Jews of the 

Empire into one trading block. Ibn Verga has been encairaged by the free-

dClll of the Empi re to analyze the t r avails of the Jews more scientifically, 

needing neither to apologize for his people , not to his people . Thus it 

is seen that the Sbebet Yehuda; 

"did not expose the wounds of his people to 
arouse SYJnpathy, or even t~ plead for divine 
compassion. He collated these stories as a 
scientist collects data for analytical stu~ 
and cumulative evidence, by means of which it 
might be possible t o rea~b rational conclusions 
or at least to attain a clearer infil:ght into 
the nature of the social problem." 

Ibn Ver ga hung togetrer the stories which he found and added to them from 

his imagination. His book is filled with his additions , but none or these 

changes would effect an analysis which sought tbe causes far the cont!nued 
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suffering of the Jevs. Into this setting of historical evidence, Ibn 

Verga caret'ully and brilliantly set his analysis of the mterials and the 

problem. In the imaginary dialogues Tun Verga, sp!aldng first as the 

adversary of the Jews, then as its advocate, is able to carefully analyze 

the causes of the Jewish suffering. It can be seen in Ibn Verga's account 

of history that the incidents, while sometimes exoatlded, are not presented 

with great sobbing or an abundance of SYJ'lpatey. Rather, these are straight 

accounts for what bad happened to the people. 

Ibn Verga's view of history is that it is a tool, through wbose use 

be might remove the need for future suffering by the Jews, by discovering 

tbe causes that they might be corrected. Ibn Verga views the world as 

man's, in which a cause and effect relationship is present, with both 

cause and effect being man made. This is his contribution to Jewish history. 

'l'his is what separates him from Usque and ha- Kohen. Of pure historical 

importance is Ibn Verga ' s concern with genealogies, with which this book 

if filled. Such a list i s incl.uded in the second section, a genealogy 

ior ~n ~.L'C'a. 

The Seventh Section, dealt with in part i n an earlier discussion., 

is a final example of Ibn Ver ga•s creative dialogues which serve to 

analyze the disasters which befell too Jews . In this dialogue 1 I bn Verga 

bandles biblical and other materials - to answer t raditionalists, anti­

Jewish charges as to Jewish trickery etc., an attack on the traditional 

vie'W that Jews suffered their disasters as divine punishment. He also 

probes that which he would consider the main reason for Jewish suffering -

the jealousy- of the masses of the pride and wealth of the Jewish people. 

All other reasons are ref'uted and Ibn Verga suggests a sol ution: 

-



JIJ~v {;~ , (/11.J J).,"' j•JJ.A e- !Jf 3 ¥ : bM1f /J'~ '>. 

1V;) iJj/ ,(ViJ'il:Jj> IJ3-6 11/ .fi',J)[) /;.JN ~·~1~ 11 1i:.,J fl 
l ~ r:J: ~ 

1
";;/16! , 'w/ &;J~ 1 ;t, ' -9/iY 111-J~ o/16/ . 111c o , r1B1(// _!(/A) 

(p. 32, L. 5-7) (c/~/ lj' ,t'IJ?/ /'J·:>'t/"1 ~aL µ/~ 1i.~'l/ 
Ibn Ver ga also refutes many charges brought against the Jews and gives 

historic evidence to s upport each presentation. & present s here justi-

fication for the Christians to practice their faith in a manner different 

from the Jews . So too does he cite examples of provocations which in the 

nat ural order brought disaster upon the Jews. 

All of the above analysis would not be possi ble without the 

dialogic form, for this form has given Ibn Verga the ability to say; 

''I did not say this , Thomas , (or the king,) did." By claiming to be 

reporting history , and this alone, Ibn Verga gained the freedom t o 

publish bis inquiry, with all of its ramifications, without bringing upon 

himself the animosity of Jew or non-Jew. 
42 

To say, as has the historian Heinrich Graetz, that this work is 

w:i th011t -: al ue as a history due to Ibn Verga 1 s inc ks ion of fiction with 

his fact, is to fail to recognize the great step forward that he had made . 

Ibn Verga removed Jewish history from the area of apologia, or accounts of 

t he JT\anifestations of the Divine in the world, and brought this history to 

grips with the r eal world. I n this world both cause and effect were man 

made,. even for the Jews. His inclu..sion of f iction does not spoil his 

historic material , but he i ghtens its importance by bringing to the bare 

facts tbe light of understanding. The secret of seeing the value of this 

work is the ability to separate the fact from the fiction. As the genius 

of ha-Kohen was manifest in his chronicle- like, biblical style, Usque 's 



h8 . 

genius vas manifest in his artistic use of the Portuguese language and 

Ibn Verga's was revealed in his recognition and presentation of the fact 

that cause as well as effect is a reality of this world. His answer to 

the suffer ing of the Jew and their desire to know, "Wey?" vas to look 

for the cause in this world, that the Jews might begin to act in a way 

that would prevent its reoccurrence. 
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Chapter Four 

Each of these sixt.eenth century historians has responded to the 

tempes tuous society 1n which be lived. His world was a world come alive, 

a world which held out hope for the Jews in Turkey, vhile offering naught 

but despair in saite parts of the world . To the world in general and to 

their unique world, tte se Men responded through the now popular historic 

mode, a J11ode rekindled by the Protestant Refo:nn.ation. Each of these men, 

in their works discussed herein, gi ves ample evidence of their ability 

to uncover t he records of the past, be the,- in Hebrew, Latin or any of 

several other languages . Yet both Usque and Verga are found to fiction­

alize their accounts in part, or in toto, and all three nen have recounted, 

not a full history of the Jews, but only an accumulation ot the disasters 

which had fallen upon the Jews. Both ha-Kohen and Usque are found to 

reflect their own sympatey with the people and to use their finest lit.erary 

skills to depict t he suffering of this usually .faithful people . Tbu.s , 

these men, for all of their skill at finding and translating t~ir s ources , 

!'!ould not fit vi thin our modern not ion of the science of history . This 

conception would hold that the historian must present his material in a 

cohesive f orm, tracing growth , cause and effect and on.ty using the facts 

as the material presents them. (Or at least wi:th relatively subtle bias. ) 

Of these three men onl,y Ibn Verga could approxinate this ideal and his 

work lacks the accuracy, ct.ronological sequence, unity and a clear-cut 

differentiation between fact and f iction. 

In dealing with th is period and its historians, Dr. Abraham 

Neuman bas said : 



"With the exception of the latter work (Rossi's 
Me 1or 1EnayiJI.) and, in a different sense, the 
Shebet Yehuda, the histories enumerated above 
do not rate as historical classiceJ but they 
signalize at least an awareness on the authors .. 
part of the Talue of historic knowledge, an 
appreciation of its i.Jllportance in the life of a 
people, am an earnest attempt to apply the 
lessons of history to the pr oblems of their 
til'lle ••• nl 
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and indeed, this poi nt i s i.Mportant in evaluating these works. A second, 

and equall,y i.Jllportant insight of fered by Dr. NeUlllall comes in a series of 

three questions which he has asked concerning Ibn Verga , but applicable 

as a tool to analyze the work of each of these men. 

"l. What was t he author's pr inciple of selectivity? 
Within the known range of his historic material 
w}\y were so 1fta11.Y irrelevant and insignificant 
sele c tions included and other s far more i.Jllpor­
tant omitted? 

2. What va s the thread or continuity followed by 
this admittedly skillful writer inaslllUch as he 
did not pursue chronological sequence in these 
narrati ves? 

3. Furthennore, if his aim was pr:ima,rily to vri te a 
purely histori cal work, i t is diffi cult to see 
vtcr an historian so gifted and crit i cal as he 
often s hows himself to be should als o include 
material totally unwort}\y of his critical 
insigbt."2 

These questions 111ay provi de the means to gain a f uller under-

standing of all three historians, f or t hey present t o the reader their 

i.Jllplied answer s that these men have gone beyond pure hi story, as an 

assemblage of "facts," and have wri tten books in which the f acts are used 

to solve the pr oblem of the Jews, according to t he unique view of the 

author. 

Joseph ha-Kohen who, of t b!se t hree 11en, sticks most close]7 to 

the !acts, seeks to assure his people that God is controlling the deatill1.es 
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of men and if they will remain with the faith of their fathers, they 

will survive, and life's meaning will be apparent. . All of this approach 

bad, by ha-Kohen 1 s da,y, again become necessary, for troubles had once 

again set upon the Jews of the West. The brief respite in Italy was at 

an end. This theme is the answer ha-Kohen would give to eacb of tbe above 

questions. Nothing is included in his work which is not part of this 

theme . His sympat}V for the Jevs, and the exaggerated attention paid 

martrydom, devotion to Judaism and pra,yer to God , are ha-Kohen's addit.ions 

by which he seeks to create the desired spirit. With all of this, his 

book would l'llOSt likely be a source to be trusted, .for it is the closest 

to the pure fact, the pure chronicle . 

Samuel Usque , living in Renaissance It.al,y, a country and t:llne in 

which there was much antagonism toward Judaism, and a nW!lber of Nev 

Christians 11ho had, perhaps against their will, been forced to be identiti.ed 

with the Jews, responded with his Consol.acarn. This book used the pastoral, 

dialogic form then popular for the anti - Jewish polemics. This work, 

;.'Titten in a beautiful Portuguese style , sought to speak to tb!se Nev 

Christians in their own language and style that it might be accepted 

by them, and thus arm them against those who would attack t heir Judais?!I . 

Thus were these people united with the same "history'' which was that of 

the Jew . This book , Usque 1 s apologia for Judaism, was in every wa,y t he 

equal of the pol e mics it sought to refute . Usque furnished aJl'lftUlli tion by 

offering hope to tt2 se people, a hope e ncouraged by the Reformation 1 s 

destruction of the solidarity of the Church as well as the opening of the 

East under the r is ing OttOJnan Empire. He demonstrated, by his reconstMlction 

of the past, the fact that God had, through Jewish suffering, deJ11onst.rated 



His control of the world. As God had delivered punishment to the sinner, 

so would he reward the j\lst an:i this d.a,y of reward was about to dawn !or 

tbt Jews. This spirit of consola ti.on is furthered by Numeo and Zicareo 1 s 

consoling of Ycabo, so that the spirit of the dialogue, every conversation 

and the conclusion, l ead one to hope, convinced of God's justice being 

manifest in the world. This goal wruld, for Usque, be the answer to Dr. 

heurnan' s questions. 'l'his work, showing Usque to be a capable historian, 

well aware of his sources, covers the g reatest breadth of ti.J'lle and is an 

histor ical work which can stand on its literary merit. 

The Sbebet Yehuda written by the Ibn Vergai and given its genius 

of scienT-i.fic cause analysis by Solomon Ibn Verga, caine to full bloom in 

the new !l"eedom of the Ottoman Empire. Wri tten without a need to apologize 

to others or to console the e~pire's happy Jevish population and in the 

spirit of development which came to the world with the Renaissance. Ibn 

Verga sougbt to objectively analyze the earlier plight of the Jews to 

prevent a reoccurrence of these tragedies . To allow h.i1Tlsel1' the freedom 

of expression in print, Ibn Verga used the dialogue-debate form, that he 

mi,C?;ht , with equal enthusiasm present both sides of the irritations which 

he felt had given r ise to the various persecutions of the Jews . Both as 

corroborating evidence and as a vehicle to carry his analysis, Ibn Verga 

gathered episodes of Jewish history and scattered them throughout the work . 

Thus would Ibn Verga e xplain the book ' s lack of selectivity, its lack of 

chronological sequence and the inclusion of naterial which is free of his 

"critical ins)ghts ." 

For each of these historians his theme, his response to his t:i.Jlle 

and the needs of his people, have caused him to view history in the manner 
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he choose . For each, this view was different. Ibn Verga alone discovered 

objectivity and t hi s , only when his objectivity was hidden from his r eader. 

Each work contains material taken from a vari ety of sources and allows 

today ' s reader the opportunity t o compare sources, some of which are no 

l onger available, and to bec ome aware of some sources for which today ' s 

hi storians shoul.d search that they might expand their knowledge of the 

past . To read aey of these works , eJq>ecti.r.g t~ find a "modern" history, 

i s impossible. Thes e .iorks lack continuity, flow (though this is provided 

by Usque•s narrator, Ycabo) and the straight , pure facts that we moderns 

seek under our title "scientifi c history." It might be seriously questioned 

if ari.y historia=i has been unbiaseci in bis report, for the very abundance 

of available sot:rces forces selectivity and exclusion of s ome material. 

To make this choice the historian will be for ced t o show hi s bias as to 

what is important. Thi s reality is at wor k in the sixteenth century as 

it is today. To be understood, to !mow "Pmy objectivity was hidden, f acts 

altered, r equires an understanding of the ti.Ines ~~ whi ch thi s muse of 

hi s t ory was reawakened. To read these authors ·.nth an awareness of their 

~sitsenleben as has been attempted herein, is to learn from them not 

only of their pa st , but of t heir present . 
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Footnotes - Chapter Four 

1. A. Neuman, Goals, p. 8 7. 

2. ~. , p . 83. 
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