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During a time in which the world is currently blanketed by a pandemic, there 
is an irresistible compulsion to look for understanding and kernels of hope in 
how the world managed to emerge from previous pandemics. Between the years 
1347 and 1352, the bubonic plague swept through the world with catastrophic 
losses, earning its label as the Black Death. However, while there have been 
substantial studies done on the Black Death in Europe as a whole, there appears 
to be a dearth of studies on the effects of the Black Death in Spain. Furthermore, 
studies specific to the effects on the Jewish communities in Spain have lagged 
behind.1 A large part contributing to this may be the scarcity of primary sources 
available to historians as there are very few that describe the crisis experienced 
by Jewish communities during the Black Death.2 However, enough sources 
exist to begin to construct an understanding of the relationship of the Black 
Death to anti-Jewish violence in Spain and how the Sephardic Jews coped with 
the resulting epidemiological and human destruction in the second half of the 
fourteenth century. 

This essay seeks to analyze the experiences of violence and recovery of 
the Sephardic Jewish community at the time of and following the Black Death. 
In analyzing the violence the Sephardic Jews endured, evidence suggests that 
these anti-Jewish attacks rose from the exacerbation of anxieties and fears 

1. Susan L. Einbinder, After the Black Death: Plague and Commemoration among Iberian Jews, The Middle 
Ages Series (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 4.
2.  Julia Itin, “Fractured History: Jewish Sources and Narratives of the Plague and of the Black Death Per-
secutions,” in Strategies, Dispositions and Resources of Social Resilience: A Dialogue between Medieval 
Studies and Sociology, ed. Martin Endress, Lukas Clemens, and Benjamin Rampp (Wiesbaden: Springer 
Fachmedien, 2020), 188.
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already in place from the wars and famines of the 14th century rather than a 
economic class conflict.3 As for how the Sephardic Jews coped with the trauma 
from the plague and violence, their commemorative and medical texts as well as 
their economic status in the years after the Black Death demonstrate a narrative 
of resilience.4 Thus, while the economic and religious visibility of the Sephardic 
Jews made them a vulnerable outlet to violence and anxieties exacerbated 
by the Black Death, the Jewish community of Spain showed resilience in 
confronting the epidemiological and human destruction of the disease through 
their commemorative and medical literature as well as the continuation of their 
economic roles in the second half of the fourteenth century. 

The Convenient Scapegoat

Although they were a minority in Christian Spain during the time of the Black 
Death, the Sephardic Jews had been rooted in the Iberian Peninsula since 
antiquity.5 From then until their expulsion in 1492, the Sephardic Jews oscillated 
between Muslim and Christian rule. However, while Spain has been considered 
a second Jerusalem, the Sephardic Jews also faced centuries of persecution.6 
The period of the Black Death was no exception as Jews weathered not only 
the epidemiological destruction of the plague, but also the physical attacks by 
Christians. As a minority with such deep roots in Spain, what made the Jews 
vulnerable to such violence?

Although many Jews occupied important economic positions during the 
time of the Black Death in Spain, the social composition of the perpetrators 
and victims indicate that these anti-Jewish attacks lacked aspects of a class 
struggle.7 This is apparent in the examination of the attack in Tàrrega, the site 
of one of the most vicious outbreaks of violence in Spain. Contemporary records 
give the mortality figure in Tàrrega to be three hundred compared to twenty 
in Barcelona and eighteen in Cervera.8 The markings on the bones of Jewish 

3. Samuel K. Cohn Jr, “The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,” Past & Present 196, no. 1 (August 
2007): 7, https://doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtm005: Teofilo F. Ruiz, “Medieval Spain in the Late Middle Ages: 
Society and Economy,” in Spain’s Centuries of Crisis, 1300-1474 (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007), 47-48. 
4. Einbinder, After the Black Death: Philippe, Wolff, “The 1391 Pogrom in Spain. Social Crisis or Not?” Past 
& Present, no. 50 (1971): 6, http://www.jstor.org/stable/650241.
5. Jane S. Gerber, The Jews of Spain: a History of the Sephardic Experience (New York: The Free Press, 
1992), xi.
6. Gerber, The Jews of Spain: a History of the Sephardic Experience, x. 
7. Cohn, “The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,” 6-9. 
8. Anna Colet et al., “The Black Death and its Consequences for the Jewish Community in Tàrrega: Lessons 
from History and Archeology,” The Medieval Globe 1, no. 1 (2014): 69, https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/cgi/
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victims in Tàrrega indicate they succumbed to a variety of weapons, including 
swords, axes, lances, stones, and arrows.9 The range of weapons used indicates 
that a mixed class of people participated in the attack.10 The swords would have 
belonged to the nobility while large knives, axes, and stones would have been 
used by commoners.11 Similar indications have also been found on the bones 
of Jewish victims in Valencia, whose markings also indicate that their attackers 
consisted of a mixed group of people from different social classes.12 As for the 
social composition of the Jewish victims, archaeological evidence indicates they 
were also of different statuses and ranks.13 Taken together, this suggests that the 
attacks were not drawn along class lines in which the poor or popular classes 
sought to redress specific political or economic grievances. 

However, looting and destruction of debt ledgers and documentations 
occurred during these attacks.14 This can be explained by the economic 
instability medieval Spain suffered in the fourteenth century. During this time, 
the Black Death was only one of several calamities to strike, along with war and 
famine.15 Thus, it is unsurprising that there was a substantial growth in loans 
given by Jews in Catalonia when the Black Death arrived in Spain.16 However, 
none of these attacks resulted in any institutional economic changes regarding 
Jewish loans that benefited the perpetrators. In fact, notarial evidence indicates 
that there was a clear legal recourse available to Jews for the recovery of 
debts destroyed during these attacks and many Jewish citizens filed claims to 
recover them.17 Furthermore, no large uprisings against the Jewish community 
continued in the years immediately following the Black Death.18 Under these 
circumstances, the destruction of property and debt documentation seem to 
be an opportunistic activity during the attack rather than an organized attempt 
at social and economic change. While evidence shows that these attacks did 
not contain aspects of a class struggle or organized revolution, they serve to 

viewcontent.cgi?article=1021&context=tmg.
9. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 136.
10. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 136. 
11. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 136.
12. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 135.
13. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 127.
14.  Colet et al., “The Black Death and its Consequences for the Jewish Community in Tàrrega: Lessons 
from History and Archeology,” 69. 
15. Ruiz, “Medieval Spain in the Late Middle Ages: Society and Economy,” 42.
16. Colet et al., “The Black Death and its Consequences for the Jewish Community in Tàrrega: Lessons 
from History and Archeology,” 79.
17. Colet et al., “The Black Death and its Consequences for the Jewish Community in Tàrrega, 70.
18. Ruiz, “Medieval Spain in the Late Middle Ages: Society and Economy,” 48.
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group to be targeted during this time.19 In places where Jews were absent, a 
scapegoat was sought and found in minorities such as the Catalans in Sicily, 
the English in Narbonne, and even priests in Denmark and Germany.20 Thus, 
scapegoats were found easily in minority groups whose perceived differences 
seemed to be exacerbated during times of calamity. For the Sephardic Jews, the 
pre-existing tension from their religious differences and economic roles made 
them particularly vulnerable to blame and attack. There was such widespread 
unrest during this period that even members of the royal household of Aragon 
experienced crime and looting.21 One member of the royal household reported 
the theft of property in Barcelona after the death of his parents and wife and 
a similar occurrence also took place in Valencia.22 Such incidents underscore 
the widespread confusion and disorder during the Black Death and further 
demonstrate how economic visibility can make certain groups, even protected 
groups such as the Jews and members of the royal household, the target of 
crime and looting amidst the Black Death. 

As a minority group, the religious and economic visibility of the Sephardic 

19. Mordechai Breuer, “The ‘Black Death’ and Antisemitism,” in Antisemitism through the Ages, ed. Shmuel 
Almog (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1988), 142. 
20. Breuer, “The ‘Black Death’ and Antisemitism,”142-143: Cohn, “The Black Death and the Burning of 
Jews,” 8. 
21. Melanie V. Shirk, “The Black Death in Aragon, 1348–1351,” Journal of Medieval History 7, no. 4 
(January 1, 1981): 361, https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-4181(81)90014-2.
22. Shirk, “The Black Death in Aragon, 1348–1351,” 361.
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“As a minority group with 
economic and religious visibility, 
the Sephardic Jews became 
a convenient and vulnerable 
scapegoat for the stress and 
upheaval brought about by the 
Black Death.”

demonstrate the vulnerability in the economic visibility of the Sephardic Jews. 

In addition to economic visibility, the minority status of the Sephardic Jews 
also made them a convenient target. In fact, Jews were not the only minority 
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Jews made them a convenient target for the anxieties, fear, and anger 
exacerbated by the Black Death. Amidst pre-existing hardships from periodic 
famines and Spain’s involvement in the Hundred Year’s War in addition to their 
own internal conflict, the appearance of the Black Death formed a perfect storm 
of disasters which amplified tensions.23 Thus, rather than uprisings aimed at 
addressing concrete political, economic, or social grievances against the Jews, 
the violence and attacks resulted from tension amplified by the rampant and 
seemingly uncontrollable mortality of the Black Death.24 As a minority group with 
economic and religious visibility, the Sephardic Jews became a convenient and 
vulnerable scapegoat for the stress and upheaval brought about by the Black 
Death. 

A Resilient Community

In coping with the loss from both disease and human violence, the Sephardic 
Jews used commemorative writing to make sense of their suffering and to find 
hope. In works like liturgical laments, community commemoration through the 
narration and verbalization of past traumatic events helped survivors and their 
descendants maintain a positive outlook on life after experiencing persecution.25 
The lament by Emanuel ben Joseph is one of the few Sephardic liturgical works 
plausibly attributed to anti-Semitic violence during the Black Death.26 Presenting 
the catastrophe within a religious framework, Emanuel draws upon biblical 
prooftexts to make sense of the suffering while emphasizing the preservation 
of hope. For instance, verse 12 translates to “Their days ended, their grasp 
weakened, the day they were struck / down before the impure ones.”27 This is a 
reference to Leviticus 26:17, which warns the people of Israel that they will be 
defeated by their enemies.28 Emanuel attributes this to the desertion of God’s 
mercy which draws from Numbers 14:9 and is reflected in verse 14: “The Glory 
that had shaded them departed, their honor fell. In their / misfortune, they went 
in hunger and thirst.”29 God’s desertion also meant the consequences of disease. 

23. Ruiz, “Medieval Spain in the Late Middle Ages: Society and Economy,” 43-44.
24. Cohn, “The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,” 9. 
25. Itin, “Fractured History: Jewish Sources and Narratives of the Plague and of the Black Death 
Persecutions,” 185.
26.Einbinder, After the Black Death, 38. 
27.Einbinder, After the Black Death, 40: Emanuel b. Joseph, “Aqonen bemarah vetzom,” 1481, translated in 
Susan L. Einbinder, After the Black Death: Plague and Commemoration Among Iberian Jews (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 38-41. 
28.Einbinder, After the Black Death, 46: Joseph, “Aqonen bemarah vetzom,” 40.
29.Einbinder, After the Black Death, 46: Joseph, “Aqonen bemarah vetzom,” 40.
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In verse 11, Emanuel references Jeremiah 16:4 as he laments that “They had 
been radiant as the dawn, [but now] their skin turned / black. They died of deadly 
diseases.”30 These verses suggest that the disease and violence suffered by 
the victims were punishment for straying from God.31 This offers an explanation 
and interpretation for Jewish survivors to make sense of the suffering. However, 
Emanuel’s lament also offers hope for redemption as he goes on to plead with 
God in verse 17 to “Purify their hearts and straighten their path; wipe out their 
debt and / take away [their] sins.”32 In verse 19, Emanuel instills more confidence 
in the redemption of the Sephardic Jews as he asks God to “Lead Your people, O 
God, as You have spoken, to Your heavenly Temple; let them return redeemed.”33 
Thus, the liturgical lament interprets the violence that the Jews suffered within 
a religious framework, giving the events meaning and hope by tethering it to 
scriptural contexts and theological meanings. 

The liturgical poetry by Moses Nathan, which Elbinder argues convincingly to 
be linked to the anti-Semitic violence of the Black Death in 1348, contains similar 
elements.34 In it, the author also attributes the suffering of the Black Death to 
God and pleads with Him to “forgive my debts and erase my sin.”35 However, in 
verse 16, Moses offers explicit consolation to the reader to “Take comfort, take 
comfort, for relief will come, Joy will increase; sorrow and sighing will flee.”36  
Concluding the lament, Moses ends with “Rejoice with her [Jerusalem] in joy and 
gladness: in her are found Torah and sounds of song.”37 This verse alludes to 
Isaiah 51:3 and the rebirth of a city in ruins, giving the Jewish community hope 
for recovery.38 Perhaps even more so than Emanuel’s verses, Moses’ liturgical 
lament outlines not only an explanation for the violence and suffering but also 
explicit consolation.  It reminds listeners of the heavenly origin of the catastrophe 
and emphasizes faith and penitence for redemption from suffering. These works 
demonstrate the fortitude of the Sephardic Jews in their intent to find meaning 
and hope through religion as they cope with the trauma from the Black Death. 

30.Einbinder, After the Black Death, 46: Joseph, “Aqonen bemarah vetzom,” 40.
31.Einbinder, After the Black Death, 46: Joseph, “Aqonen bemarah vetzom,” 40.
32. Joseph, “Aqonen bemarah vetzom,” 40. 
33. Joseph, “Aqonen bemarah vetzom,” 40. 
34. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 138-147. 
35. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 138-147: Moses Nathan, “Mi gam bakhem,” 1348. Translated in 
Susan L. Einbinder, After the Black Death: Plague and Commemoration among Iberian Jews (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 140-142. 
36. Nathan, “Mi gam bakhem,” 141.
37. Nathan, “Mi gam bakhem,” 141.
38. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 144.
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after 1348.39 In fact, the Sephardic Jews produced a great deal of original and 
translated works on the plague.40 Preservatio contra pestilenciam written by 
Jean de Tournemire was translated into Judeo-Spanish by a Jewish scribe at 
the request of King Enrique II and Regimen sanitatis (The Rule of Health) by 
Pablo de Sipaya was translated into Hebrew in Spain.41 Translations of medical 
treatises were significant because they constituted an important component 
of curating the medical library available to medieval Jewish physicians.42 
Translators carefully examined and selected Arabic and Latin works by Muslims 
and Christians in order to supply Jewish physicians and scholars with the most 

39. Ron Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500): A Preliminary Study,” in Medicine from 
the Black Death to the French Disease, eds. R. French et al. (Aldershot, U.K.: Ashgate, 1998), 6.
40. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 6.
41. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 7.
42. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 9.
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In the medical tractates of Jewish physicians and translators, there is 
also evidence of continuation and resilience in the Sephardic Jewish medical 
community after the blow of the Black Death. The Jews of Christian Spain 
showed a great deal of interest in the medical aspect of the plague, which 
contradicts claims of there being few efforts to create a genuine medical tradition 

Dawn of Redemption. Asha Malani.
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current and practical texts.43 The production of these plague tractates after 
1348 indicates the continued professional commitment of Sephardic Jewish 
physicians and scribes and their ongoing efforts to advance the field of medicine 
after the Black Death. They demonstrate that despite the losses due to disease 
and violence during the plague, there was no irreparable rupture in the medical 
and learned communities of the Sephardic Jews.  

Furthermore, religious references in Jewish medical treatises produced on 
the Black Death also indicate a preservation and conviction of faith to make 
sense of the plague. Similar to the authors of liturgical laments, most of the 
Jewish physicians ultimately attribute the cause of the Black Death to God.44 
Moreover, the recitation of the Book of Psalms was considered especially useful 
to fight the plague.45 While the inclusion of biblical references generally indicates 
a need to supplement or even replace inadequate medical knowledge, it also 
shows an attempt by Jewish physicians and authors to make sense of the Black 
Death through the familiar and comforting lens of religion.46 Although their 
knowledge and practices against the plague may seem inadequate, they can 
look for hope from the heavens to ease the suffering of their patients. Looking to 
historical precedence in scripture and mollifying God through means of prayer 
and repentance, Jewish physicians used religion as a coping mechanism and 
form of consolation to continue their battle against the Black Death. 

The exception to this would be the original tractate written by Abraham ben 
David Caslari, the most important Jewish author in the field of epidemiology 
during the Black Death years.47 In Abraham’s work, Tractate on Pestilential and 
other Types of Fevers, there is a near-total avoidance of biblical allusions.48 
While Abraham reminds his readers that God ultimately controlled the celestial 
factors that cause universal pestilence, heavenly motives play an otherwise 
minor role in his analysis and recommendation.49 Instead, Abraham emphasizes 
that the events of 1348 were not a universal pestilence and that the individual 
temperament of each patient mattered in giving the correct diagnoses and 
treatment.50 Thus, by arguing that the Black Death was not a universal pestilence 

43. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 10.
44. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 21.
45. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 18.
46. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 17.
47. Barkaï, “Jewish Treatises on the Black Death (1350-1500),” 10.
48. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 78. 
49. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 79. 
50. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 71. 
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with a primarily divine cause, Abraham is putting the agency in the physicians’ 
hands in diagnosing and curing their patients. This observation may reflect 
the reality of Abraham’s situation contextualized by a relatively low plague 
mortality rate and the survival of some of his patients.51 However, even without 
the supplementation of religion, Abraham’s tractate demonstrates a type of 
resilience in his optimism and conviction of the physician’s ability to treat the 
disease. Furthermore, his decision to emphasize this unusual point of view in a 
traditional medical tractate indicates his desire and continued commitment to the 
professional and medical community in a time of crisis. Thus, in the face of the 
epidemiological destruction caused by the Black Death, these medical treatises 
indicate continued learning and strength in the Jewish community of medical 
practitioners and scholars. 

More than just through commemorative works and medical treatises, the 
Jewish community in Spain also showed their resilience in the continuation and 
resumption of their economic contributions in the latter half of the fourteenth 
century. Under the patronage of the crown, Jews had done well after the Black 
Death.52 To help restore the economic state of the Jews, creditors were barred 
from bringing lawsuits against the Jews for one year in Barcelona while the Jews 
of Montblanc were given a delay of a year to meet their debts.53 Jews in other 
communities were also allowed measures to aid their survival.54 Even in Tàrrega, 
the scene of such a violent massacre, the municipality would hire a Jewish 
physician a decade later and the Jewish community would slowly return to life.55

 
Under these protective measures and attempts from the crown to restore 

their economic health, many Jews achieved substantial success. Men like Yussaf 
Pichon and Yussaf ibn Wakar became the chief financial advisers to Castilian 
kings during the second half of the fourteenth century.56 Many Jews also became 
the crown’s principal tax farmers and served the nobility.57 In other fields, Jews 
like Rabbi Haym el Levi became the doctor to the archbishop of Toledo in 1389 
and astrologers like Hasdai Cresque were part of the royal household of Queen 
Yolande.58 In addition to these examples of great financiers, administrators, 

51. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 71. 
52. Cohn, “The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,” 32.
53. Shirk, “The Black Death in Aragon, 1348–1351,” 363.
54. Shirk, “The Black Death in Aragon, 1348–1351,” 363.
55. Einbinder, After the Black Death, 146.
56. Wolff, “The 1391 Pogrom in Spain. Social Crisis or Not?” 6.
57. Cohn, “The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,” 32. 
58. Wolff, “The 1391 Pogrom in Spain. Social Crisis or Not?” 6.
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and professionals, the mass of Jewish population also included moneylenders, 
doctors, artisans, and peasants.59 While there were also poor Jews, the level of 
success that many Jews were able to achieve through their trades and financial 
skills in the latter half of the fourteenth century demonstrate their economic 
recovery after the Black Death. In fact, the level of success that Sephardic 
Jews portrayed through their economic visibility in service to the crown would 
provoke Christian jealousy and contribute to their persecution in 1391.60 Thus, 
analyzing the economic status of Sephardic Jews, the Black Death did not seem 
to have an irreparable effect on their community. Rather, the Sephardic Jews 
demonstrate an admirable resilience in the continued pursuit of their professions 
and contributions to the economy in the wake of their losses from both disease 
and violence. 

Conclusion

Within the context of the Black Death, the economic and religious visibility 
of the Sephardic Jews made them a convenient scapegoat for the anxieties, 
fear, and anger the plague exacerbated. From the social composition of both 
the perpetrators and the Jewish victims, it becomes clear that the violence 
against the Sephardic Jews was not the product of a social revolution intended 
to address specific social, political, or economic grievances.61 Rather, they are 
the manifestation of tensions brought on by famines, wars, and disease that bore 
down heavily on the medieval Spanish society. The arrival of the Black Death 
created a perfect storm of disasters that exacerbated anxieties already in place. 
These fears and anger found its release in the Sephardic Jews, whose economic 
and religious status made them a particularly attractive and convenient target. 

However, in the face of mortality from both the plague and the violence it 
sparked, Jewish communities showed remarkable resilience in the continuity of 
their commemorative works, medical texts, and economic roles. The existence of 
traditional liturgical laments demonstrates the Jews’ attempts to make sense of 
the catastrophe and find consolation. Using a religious framework, the Sephardic 
Jews were able to justify the grief and losses they suffered while also finding 
conviction and hope in their faith. Through the abundance of medical treatises 
written by Jewish authors or translated by Jewish scribes, the Sephardic Jews 

59. Wolff, “The 1391 Pogrom in Spain. Social Crisis or Not?” 6.
60. Angus MacKay, “Popular Movements and Pogroms in Fifteenth-Century Castile,” Past & Present, no. 55 
(1972): 39-40. http://www.jstor.org/stable/650222. 
61. Cohn, “The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,” 9.
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also demonstrated a continued commitment to the academic and medical 
community during and in the aftermath of the Black Death. Their continued 
production and translation of medical treatises indicate no rupture in the medical 
and learned communities of the Jews in Spain. Finally, in the continuation of their 
roles as financial advisors, tax farmers, physicians, and other professions, the 
Jews were able to continue their professional pursuits and contributions to the 
economy. This economic recovery, the resilient narrative in their commemorative 
works, and the continued commitment to scholarship and medicine demonstrated 
in their medical texts reveals a strength and endurance that inspires not only 
admiration but also hope for a modern world currently suffering from a Black 
Death of its own.
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