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Carsten Wilke

Introduction: Isaac Orobio, the Sceptic Dogmatiser

Carsten Wilke, Central European University

The present volume on the Jewish physician and theological controversist Isaac Orobio de Castro (1617 – 1687) has its origin in an international workshop held on February 25, 2016 at the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies in Hamburg on the occasion of the 400th anniversary of the year of Orobio’s birth.1 As a religious author, Orobio cannot be easily categorised with an intellectual movement, and even less with a particular philosophical school; he was a typically eclectic thinker at an age in which Neo-Scholasticism, the scientific revolution and sceptic anti-rationalism competed for acceptance and forged shifting alliances among themselves. Yet Orobio is noteworthy for the extensive use of philosophical arguments in his clandestine polemical writings. Expressing himself in exquisite Spanish rhetoric, he defended Judaism simultaneously against free thought and Christianity.

Discussing Orobio’s two-front battle in the thematic context of the early modern quest for certainty is a fascinatingly ambiguous task, since his thought alternates between moments of devastating critique and of staunch traditionalism. The Portuguese physician’s main polemical work, titled Divine Warnings against the Vain Idolatry of the Gentiles, became famous during the Enlightenment period as an arsenal of anti-Christian arguments that served to subvert religious dogma of any sort. Voltaire found this Jewish scholar “profound, yet never obscure, a man of refined literary taste, of a pleasant wit and impeccable manners.”2 Recent research on Orobio’s eighteenth-century reception3 has endowed the author with newfound relevance to the history of philosophy that transcends the Jewish-Christian encounter. He appears in this period as not only an opponent of Christianity, but also an enduring source of European anti-religious criticism. In this way, he became an involuntary antagonist of the religious worldview that he shared with his adversaries.

Orobio’s image as a militantly sectarian polemicist did nonetheless dominate his modern reception, especially among religiously predisposed readers. The Spanish Hebraist Joseph Rodríguez de Castro offered the following horrified words on the Divine Warnings and its underlying controversy in 1781:

Orobio seized the pretext for spitting all the Jewish poison against the Christians. He profaned, despised and trampled underfoot the most pure and sublime of their truthful dogmas with the most offensive expressions and the most insolent and outrageous sayings, so that all across this work, Orobio showed himself as the most obdurate Jew, the most cruel enemy of the Christians.4

Appreciating this judgment from the opposite side, the scholars of the “Science of Judaism” were attracted by Orobio’s energetic language. He was, Heinrich Graetz wrote, “a man of valor, an acute mind, an enthusiastic partisan of Judaism, and an adversary of Christianity.”5 Graetz, in 1868, recommended Orobio as a presentable hero for a future biographical monograph,6 and Meyer Kayserling, chief rabbi of Switzerland, promised indeed to write such a work,7 while Aristide Astruc, chief rabbi of Belgium, planned a first edition of the Divine Warnings in its original Spanish.8 Neither of these projects ever took shape: with the rising floodtide of antisemitism, Orobio’s strong Jewish self-affirmation may have appeared inappropriate. The man whom Jewish historians praised for his integrity was censored by Christians for his integralism. Nineteenth-century authors became accustomed to decrying his writings, especially his sharply polarising style of expression, as an extreme abyss of dogmatism, bigotry, and intolerance. The Spanish philologist Marcelino Menéndez Pelayo observed in 1882 that Orobio “fought the religion of the Crucified with all the rage and doggedness typical of an apostate.”9 The historian of Protestant missionary activity Johannes de le Roi gave the following biased summary of the Friendly Conversation between Orobio and the Protestant theologian Philip van Limborch: “Orobio attacked Christianity in the most aggressive way, Limborch however, even when he was facing such an utterly undignified individual, defended the Christian cause in a calm and even friendly manner.”10

Building on a well-entrenched cliché of Orobio as an enraged dogmatist, Nazi ideologist Alfred Rosenberg in his The Jew’s Trace in History (1920) presented the author as the embodiment of Jewish fanaticism. “His worldview is based on typically Jewish pillars: an unshakeable dogma (in this case, the Sinaitic Law), the hatred of Christians, and the desire for world domination.”11 Orobio’s mind is locked “with unmistakable evidence in a closed and immobile inner structure … When reading Jewish writings, even greatly erudite ones, one can be driven to despair by their block-headedness and narrow-mindedness.”12 Rosenberg then creates a direct historical connection from Orobio to Marx by showing that the destructive Jewish dogmatism of the former flows into the latter’s fanatical belief in human equality. Marx, in short, is Orobio for proletarians.

The Amsterdam polemicist did not, however, fare any better among Marxist readers. Gabriel Albiac, a Spanish philosopher of the far left who in 1987 published a highly acclaimed essay The Empty Synagogue: Marranic Roots of Spinozism, lashed out against Orobio in terms that are strangely akin to Rosenberg’s, though the grief is about the author’s disciplining of Jews rather than his contradicting of Christians. Orobio, Albiac writes, is “the thinker of the radical rabbinic orthodoxy,” he is “the ghetto inside the ghetto, with the thinly veiled incitement to purify the People in the name of the Torah,” he is dubbed “the merciless hammer of heretics and epicureans,” a fanatic, an ultra-orthodox, a “great blacksmith of orthodoxy,” a narrow-minded “fool,” he has the “insolent self-indulgence of an heresy-exterminator.”13 With a quick exercise in psychoanalysis, the author concludes that when “Don [!] Isaac Orobio de Castro” opposed the deist Juan de Prado in 1663, he had become a Jewish copy of the Spanish Inquisitors who tortured him seven years earlier. By giving the defender of Judaism a fictional title of nobility, Albiac accuses him of clerical as well as feudal arrogance. The theological fight once again resounds with fanfares of class war.14

Albiac cannot be suspected of anti-Jewish bias;15 his negative image of Orobio may reflect an established narrative of Spinoza’s rebellion, which has turned Orobio into the dark foil of emerging modern philosophy. From the moment in which Spinoza’s rupture with the Sephardic community of Amsterdam was given some kind of historical contextualisation, two dichotomic reconstructions emerged. The earlier one placed Spinoza’s rebellion on the fault line between Judaic tradition and Christian modernity: the young philosopher was saved from his backward Jewish upbringing when he met rationally-minded Christians, such as his three lifelong friends among the Collegiants (Collegianten), or his ex-Jesuit Latin teacher Franciscus van den Enden. Carl Gebhardt, a non-Jewish historian of philosophy, advanced an alternative reconstruction in 1922. He located the modernist counter-movement in the midst of Jewish society, his main proof being the collective self-portrait that opens Orobio’s Invective Epistle of 1663. In this passage, Orobio described the situation of Iberian intellectuals who joined the Sephardic communities: some adopted an attitude of humility towards the unstudied coreligionists from whom they had to learn their new cult and faith, while others would not easily renounce their academic hubris and tried a selective rationalist appropriation of traditional Judaism, if not an open rebellion against it.16 As Gebhardt recognised, Orobio’s remarks fit not only the jurist Uriel da Costa, banned in 1618, but also the physician Juan de Prado, who, in 1656, dragged the young merchant Spinoza into anti-religious rebellion.17 Of Gebhardt’s followers, I.S. Révah stressed the particular networks that transmitted this intra-Jewish scepticism from the “Marranos” to Spinoza, while Yirmiyahu Yovel insisted on the structural motivations that in his view favored it.

Quite commonly, the struggle between these anti-religious rebels and the synagogue authorities was interpreted as a fight between innovation and backwardness. When evoking the world of bigotry and oppression against which the young philosopher rebelled, Spinozist hagiography pointed to the rabbi who proclaimed the ban, Saul Levi Mortera, a man of Ashkenazi origin who was raised in the ghetto of Venice in traditionalist ways of thought. Orobio’s case was more complicated, and, perhaps, even worse. The famed doctor was not a Jew from the ghetto; he was of Sephardic ancestry, raised as a Christian, and was an accomplished intellectual nourished within the academic culture of seventeenth-century Europe. Prado and Orobio had very similar origins and paths in life; however, the former became a free-thinker, and the latter a reactionary who had deliberately chosen the ghetto.

Orobio’s reception had come a long way from Voltaire’s praise to the contempt shared among historians of multiple schools. Whether or not the resulting image of an unsophisticated defender of the faith deterred scholars from further research on his personality, the monograph demanded by Graetz took more than a century to materialise. In a doctoral thesis defended in 1978 at the Hebrew University, Yosef Kaplan finally approached Orobio from a new angle, contextualising, individualising and complicating a historical figure who until then had the rather unpleasant function of symbolising a repressive religious mindset. In the light of Kaplan’s study, which was published in Hebrew in 1982 and in English in 1989 under the title From Christianity to Judaism, Orobio appears not simply as a border-guard of closed religious identities but as an exemplary case of Christian-Jewish border-crossing. It is important for our purpose—and this has been the most powerful incentive for undertaking the present collective volume—that in a chapter on Orobio’s philosophical outlook, Kaplan has inserted this Jewish thinker in the history of sceptic thought. “While from scholasticism Orobio took the conceptual basis of his thinking, in a significant amount of what he wrote one may distinguish his openness to the critique of scepticism, and particularly of that ‘fideistic scepticism’ that had struck root in Catholic circles in western Europe, with France as its centre.”18 Kaplan uses this term in the sense of Richard H. Popkin, who showed that the antique tropes of Academic and Pyrrhonian scepticism—which challenged theological dogma since the humanism of Erasmus and Montaigne—were frequently used by early modern Catholic thinkers in order to justify religious tradition as a default criterion of truth.19 It is clear that the full thrust of fideistic scepticism, which boils down to embracing the ruling faith irrespective of its irrationality, could hardly appeal to Orobio or, for that matter, to any member of a persecuted minority. But as Terence Penelhum has shown, early modern fideism came in different shades, not all of them synonymous with religious conformism. Some fideists, for example, advocated a tentative faith grounded in action rather than doctrine.20 Indeed we can and should search for ideas from the fideist school of thought that entered into coexistence and entanglement with contrasting intellectual tendencies in Orobio’s work. While some historians, for example the present author, tended to de-emphasise their presence,21 others such as Natalia Muchnik added emphasis to Kaplan’s thesis by claiming that Orobio effectively “doubted the capacity of the sciences, and among them philosophy, to attain any certainty whatsoever.”22 Gabriel Albiac subscribed to a particularly strong formulation of the fideism thesis, connecting it with the traditional image of Orobio as an unrestrained sectarian. Albiac observed an “unappealable fulmination against the slightest rationalist inclination”23 in a passage where the polemicist writes that human ignorance is only an evil if it is allied with pride.

If the understanding persuades itself that it knows what [in fact] it ignores, then it does not desire more knowledge, and nobody is able to instruct it. It is then stuck inside the abyss of its ignorance … and bringing it back to health becomes a desperate task, because it will remain sick with the things it ignores.24

Here Orobio defends self-reflecting ignorance and provisional enlightenment through learning, docta ignorantia. This defense belongs to a sceptic line of thought that is not limited to authoritarianism, but relies on the progressive search for a provisional rational truth. Orobio’s brand of scepticism did not mean to close down rational investigation, as Albiac suspected, but on the contrary sought to keep it open.

Graetz already perceived this commonsensical element in Orobio’s religious mind-set. He praised the latter’s “sober-mindedness, the normalcy of his character, his Jewish piety or, let us rather say, his attachment to Judaism, which relied on clear knowledge, though not on philosophical principles.”25 According to the more recent analysis of Práxedes Caballero, the Amsterdam physician adhered to a subtle balance between criticism and faith: the doctrines of religion cannot be the object of a full demonstration, but they have to be in line with reason and can be compromised by inner inconsistency.26 Orobio’s conception of reason might thus foreshadow Karl Popper’s “critical rationalism,” in which truth claims can never be ultimately proven, although many of them can definitively be rejected.27 Seventeenth-century thinkers already experimented with similar compromises; for example, the Spanish poet Antonio Enríquez Gómez, who lived among the French crypto-Jews one decade before Orobio, defended the following paradox in one of his political treatises: “To know that one does not know is prudence, but to posit that nothing can be known is unbearable frailty.”28

Orobio’s statements about the border between knowledge and uncertainty would merit a renewed examination, all the more so as the author focused insistently on the subject in his first theological work, the Invective Epistle written in 1663 shortly after his arrival in Amsterdam, where he defended the Jewish tradition against the deism of Juan de Prado. Not only did the latter challenge the age-old consensus around the truth of the scriptures, but he also defended independent individual judgment as a social criterion of truth. By asking Orobio the fundamental question of “whether one should follow one’s own judgment or that of another person,”29 Prado implied that any reasoning in accordance with dominant persuasions must be discarded as interest-guided. Orobio reacted by considering Prado’s rigid opposition between conformism and dissent “rather as an ingenious prank than as a serious question.”30 No rational judgment can be fully free of interest, as conformists and dissenters both intend to please their respective audiences, and critical spirits are particularly eager to attract applause by their wit.31

What Orobio advocates seems to be a mutual control of individual judgment and collective tradition. He explicitly states his conviction that all the basic principles of the Jewish faith are accessible to human understanding. For example, the idea of God is a rational idea for Orobio; he blames Prado for “considering as [mere] fiction the most perfect act of rational thought, namely the recognition of an infinite Creator-God.”32 He thus attributed the sceptic’s role to his friend, who refused to see more than fictions behind universal rational concepts. Orobio, in contrast, expressed an optimistic view of reasonable knowledge whose reliable sources he extended even to “things whose truth only depends on their existence in this or that moment in time (and not in scientific concepts),” which is particularly the case with scripture.33 Orobio’s defense of Mosaic revelation builds on the argument of the consensus omnium34 and on the fact that biblical teachings do not contradict human rationality. Conformity with reason, he repeats, is necessary if something should be trustworthy and of absolute credit, and “it is required to speculate as reasonable beings instead of obeying like brutish animals.”35 As religious teachings need to stand rational examination, he staunchly rejects the principle of “believing without reasoning” (creer sin racionalidad).36 Twenty years later, in his treatise against Spinoza, he would even deny the conflict between speculation and obedience by maintaining “that religion does not affirm anything contrary to reason.”37

In Orobio’s philosophical language and terminology, we can follow the juxtaposition of dogma and doubt on a variety of levels of reflection that should not be confused with each other: there is the contradiction not only between Christian and Jewish biblical exegesis, but also between the scripturalist, the traditionalist, and the critical approaches to the Bible, between the Aristotelian, the experimental and the providentialist approach to nature, in sum, between various scientific and religious orders of truth that intersect at this crucial moment in the history of thought. His intellectual personality does not fit into the binary opposition of rationalism and fideism, or of dogma and doubt, but it shows, in Kaplan’s words, openness towards both sides.

One important reason for the coexistence of opposing epistemological strategies in Orobio’s work is the fact that his thought, which Kaplan’s intellectual biography allows us to follow in its chronological development, adapted to different adversaries and circumstances during the years in which Spinoza’s philosophical system first became known and debated. Whereas the answers to Prado in 1663 defended tradition against a Jewish deist, the writings against Alonso de Zepeda of 1665 launched a focused rationalist attack against Lullism. Orobio seems to have started his straightforward refutations of Christian dogma only after the Franco-Dutch war of 1671 brought him in contact with Catholic missionaries.

There seems to be a stylistic and intellectual development inside Orobio’s major work, the Divine Warnings, which consists of two dissimilar parts. The exact date of its composition remains uncertain, 38 but a terminus quem ante of 1677 – 1678 is given by the oldest dated manuscript, which is kept in Munich.39 The conception of the first part follows an offensive strategy, as it posits that the Pentateuch and the Prophets contain verses that prophetically condemn the future dogmas of Christianity. The Bible itself is read as a work of anti-Christian polemics. The second part of the Divine Warnings continues this original plan for the first five chapters, but subsequently falls into three large treatises of different thematic content: chapters 6 – 19 are a refutation of the argument based on rabbinic quotes that Pablo de Santa María formulates in his Scrutinium Scripturarum, chapters 20 – 22 treat Daniel’s prophecy of the Seventy Weeks, and chapters 23 – 25 comment on the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah. In sum, Orobio’s argumentation in the second part becomes a defensive re-explanation of selected texts that Christians invoked as support for their doctrines.

The parts on the Seventy Weeks and on Isaiah 53 are also copied separately in manuscripts dated from 1674 and 1675, respectively. Yosef Kaplan and Miguel Benítez conclude that these separate treatises are extracts taken from the second part of the Divine Warnings almost immediately after its composition.40 The last word on the chronology of the two versions has not, however, been said; 41 indeed, it may well be that Orobio filled up his second book with three originally independent treatises whose lines of argument differed from the first part of the book.42 His desire to present a fuller volume was in accordance with the logic of compilation and canonisation that clandestine Jewish literature displays during that time.

By the 1680s, Orobio had abandoned clandestine writing. Quite consciously, he redirected his attack against Spinozism, defending the common Judeo-Christian tenets of biblical faith. As he wrote in 1684, he had changed his mind about the dangers of Spinoza’s system, confessing that he had underestimated him and his experience had proven him wrong.43 Now he was resolved to recruit all the power of Aristotelian logic in order to oppose the “fantasies” on which Spinoza’s geometric demonstrations were allegedly based.44

The identification of this common enemy would have called for an alliance between theists of all stripes. However, later in 1684, a group of Protestant thinkers exposed a new method of defending the Christian faith: instead of legitimising it on the basis of Old Testament prophecies, they highlighted its reasonableness. The rationalist theologian Jean Le Clerc, the philosopher John Locke, the Remonstrant preacher Philippus van Limborch and the physician Egbert Veen tried out their arguments on Orobio almost immediately.45 Orobio held a famous conversation with Limborch in which he seems to have proposed a typically sceptical truce, affirming that “everyone ought to continue in his own religion, since it was much easier to attack another man’s than to prove one’s own.”46 In a similar way, Abraham Gómez Silveyra would later insist on the impossibility of proving any other religious truth than the one already contained in the Holy Scriptures.

Orobio’s writings thus span over a quarter century and intervened in debates of very different characters. A historian of philosophy needs to be careful not to submit Orobio’s intellectual standpoints to undue generalisations. Conscious of the historicity of Orobio’s expression, the authors of the present volume have chosen not to direct their efforts to track down his “real” philosophical persuasion, but to reveal the historical, social, and literary context that gave a dogmatic or sceptic meaning to his arguments concerning the relation between scientific and religious knowledge. The articles collected here share the idea that the affirmative or the subversive effect of sceptic arguments can only be understood if we study their historical environment, their literary form, and their multiple audiences.

Looking back at his now classic monograph, Yosef Kaplan describes in detail how in the 1970s he, an Israeli historian of Argentinian background, integrated the itineraries of Iberian crypto-Jews into the framework of Jewish intellectual and social history. Reviewing the decades of research since he wrote his monograph, he formulates reflections on the time-bound change of our interpretations of Orobio’s personality: while it once seemed natural to emphasise the valor with which the famed doctor upheld and revived the secret Jewish traditions of his family, it now seems no less important a task to elucidate his experience as a proud member of the academic elite of Spain and France, bearing in mind the fact that, under slightly different circumstances, he might have achieved a lasting integration into Catholic society without ever becoming a defender of Judaism.

Natalia Muchnik’s study analyses Orobio’s personal confrontation with anti-religious doubt, represented by his erstwhile study companion Juan de Prado (1612 – 1669). Prado was a close friend to both Orobio and Spinoza and marked them successively in their youth. In Spain, Orobio shared his crypto-Judaism with Prado. In Amsterdam twenty years later, Spinoza counted on him in order to cultivate a no less clandestinely transmitted form of deist free-thought against which Orobio formulated his own rationalisation of the Jewish religion.

Carsten Wilke studies the generic context of Orobio’s anti-Christian writings and sees him as the foremost representative of a marginal literature that, spreading in the years 1580 – 1740 by handwritten copies, developed its own networks of circulation. This clandestine genre, with its canon of literary forms and conventions, is the key for the understanding of Orobio’s way of theological expression. In his article on Orobio as a writer, Harm den Boer observes the exceedingly ambitious stylistic and rhetorical sophistication of the Divine Warnings, a work that, by its very style, seems to have catered to a search for cultural prestige among the Portuguese Jews whom it claimed to instruct.

In his paper on French translations of Orobio among eighteenth-century Enlightenment authors, Adam Sutcliffe studies the transformations of the texts, their message, and their author’s literary image, which made it possible to use the texts written in defense of Judaism for an attack on basic Judeo-Christian beliefs. Two competing English translations of Orobio are the subject of David Ruderman’s article, which introduces the reader to a nineteenth-century controversy concerning the limits and legitimacy of religious polemics in a European environment that saw a massive expansion of Christian missions towards the Jews, while pre-modern Jewish counter-discourse came to be proscribed as an intolerant and intolerable breach of well-mannered religiosity.

Focusing successively on Orobio’s time, style, and reception, these six essays show that his Jewish writings have been given interpretations from the entire field between dogmatic traditionalism and subversive doubt. The complicated case of Isaac Orobio de Castro invites the historian of thought to inquire into the ways in which the fidelity to Jewish scriptures and traditions could coexist with forms of critical rationality and even incorporate motifs from the sceptical undercurrent of Western philosophy.
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Yosef Kaplan

“From Christianity to Judaism” Revisited: Some Critical Remarks More than Thirty Years after its Publication

Yosef Kaplan, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

My friend Professor Benjamin Kedar once told me that the great historian Shelomo Dov Goitein used to say that every one of the scholarly works that he wrote contained at least one cardinal error. This admission by a historian whose monumental research will continue to arouse admiration in coming generations expresses a feeling that is familiar to ordinary historians like myself, and I assume that it is as well to the participants of this conference. I confess that I have often had occasion to regret the flaws that I now find in my publications, not only trivial mistakes or conjectures that were refuted by sources that were unknown to me at the time of writing, but also, and mainly, errors deriving from flawed judgment, from groundless assumptions, or from ideological views that found their way into my scholarship without my being aware of it.

With your permission, I would like to present some “critical thoughts” about my book From Christianity to Judaism: The Story of Isaac Orobio de Castro, which I have prepared for this conference and written from a distance of more than thirty years. This book was first published in Hebrew by the Magnes Press of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem in 1983 and was largely based on my doctoral dissertation, which I completed in 1978.47 An English translation was published by Oxford University Press in the Littman Library of Jewish Civilization series in 1989. It was translated by the English scholar and polymath, Professor Raphael Loewe.48 The book was published in Portuguese in 2000 by the Imago publishing house in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.49 In contrast to the English edition, which I went over meticulously (and I frequently had to disagree with the learned and opinionated translator), the Brazilian publisher did not allow me to read the full translation in advance. The editor at the publishing house claimed that they had already published translations of books more important than mine, including books of the Bible, and they had never encountered objections from the authors (not even from those of the books of the Bible, I assume). I made corrections and additions to the English edition as well as to the manuscript of the French translation, which was completed in 1997, though, apparently, it will never be published despite the many hours I invested in examining it.

But what led me to deal with Isaac Orobio de Castro in the first place? Why in particular did I write my doctoral dissertation about him? In the curriculum of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem in the late 1960s, little attention was paid to the Sephardic Diaspora after the expulsion from Spain. The Early Modern period also had little place in the courses offered by the Department of Jewish History (as it began to be regarded as a distinct period in European historiography only in the 1950s; and in Jewish historiography this of course took a few more years).50 The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were swallowed up in the long Middle Ages. In the Department of History, it was possible to study the period of the Reformation under the excellent historian, Yehoshua Arieli, but, for example, no courses were offered on the history of Spain and Portugal, and among the prominent scholars in the Department of History there was no expert in the history of Spain and Portugal. In the Department of Jewish History some courses and seminars were offered, dealing with various aspects of the Early Modern period (without reference to that concept), but they mainly focused on the Jews of Poland and Lithuania, or those of Central Europe.

The history of Spanish Jewry in the Middle Ages, by contrast, thrived at the Hebrew University from the outset, as the first historian to receive a position at the new university on Mount Scopus, both in European medieval history and in Jewish history, was Yitzhak (Fritz) Baer, the great historian of the Jews of Christian Spain.51 Haim Beinart, Baer’s student, continued in the tradition of his teacher, but he concentrated mainly on study of the conversos, the Inquisition, and the expulsion from Spain.52 Baer, who wrote a monumental History of the Jews in Christian Spain, did not deal with Spanish Jewry after the expulsion and did not write about it, beyond a brief study on Isaac Abravanel’s historiographical and political concepts and a few general remarks on “Marranos” in his controversial book, Galut [Exile], which was first published in German, in 1936.53 This book, which is characterised by fierce ethnocentrism, was written under the influence of the tragic events in Germany at that time, when quite a few of Baer’s professors joined the Nazi Party. I heard from my own teachers that they took part in a seminar given by Baer on Kol Sakhal (The Voice of a Fool), though it is very doubtful whether he offered it more than once.54

When I started studying at the Hebrew University in the early 1960s, Baer had already retired and had decided several years earlier to concentrate on the Jews of the Second Temple and Mishnaic periods.55 In 1965, I took a seminar with Haim Beinart, and he actually taught about the Sephardic Diaspora after the expulsion, mainly in the sixteenth century. In that seminar I wrote a paper on Isaac Cardoso and his book, Las Excelencias de los Hebreos, several years before the publication of Yerushalmi’s monumental study.56 In that year I also discovered the wonderful Harry Friedenwald collection in the National Library, a collection of Jewish books about medicine, which included dozens of books written by Jewish physicians, not all of which were about medicine. The collection of course included books by conversos from Spain and Portugal. I still remember the excitement that seized me during the first hours I spent in the reading room of that collection, an experience that left a great impression on me. I can recall my surprise at finding the eulogy written by the physician Fernando Cardoso (that is, Isaac Cardoso—at the time he was still living as a Christian in Madrid), on the death of the famous playwright, Lope de Vega, who was a friend of his.57 Lope de Vega is known for his venomous anti-Semitic opinions.58 Yet I had found a text by a marrano, who was later to return to Judaism and finish his life in the ghetto of Verona, who was a close friend of Lope de Vega’s and even lamented his death.
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