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THE JEWS IN SPAIN 
An Introduction 

History has a strange way of telescoping itself in the popular mind. 
Since it is all about 'the past', the time period of that past becomes 
as remote - or as near - as yesterday. Rooted as human perception 

is in the finite world of the here and now, distinctions between 
centuries tend to blur, and hundreds of years merge dimly together 

until what they have achieved is merely a vague impression. 

What 1s loosely designated the 'Golden Age' of 
Jewish creativity in Spain lasted for eight hundred 
years. This is a short enough period viewed in the 
context of recorded Jewish history which stretches 
over five millennia. But the period is not short when 
it is viewed in the context of recorded Western 
history. The whole of modern English literature, for 
example, has unfolded itself over little more than 
six centuries. Jewish culture in Spain lasted two 
centuries longer than that, yet people generally tend 
to think of Muslim and Christian rule in Spain as 
being co-extensive, and Shmuel Ha-Nagid, Yehuda 
Halevi and Rabbi Joseph Caro as contemporaries. 
For this reason we open this special issue commem­
orating Sepharad 92 with a brief, and necessarily 
superficial, overview of those eight centuries. 

Following the collapse of the western Roman 
empire in the fifth century CE, Spain was conquered 
by the Visigoths who converted to Christianity. By 
the turn of the sixth century, they attempted to unite 
the country they ruled under the new religion they 
had embraced, and the forced conversion of Jews, 
who had lived in the country from at least the first 
century, became part of state policy. The Jewish 
response - to convert publicly and to practise Ju­
daism in secret - was the first manifestation of their 
typical defence against religious persecution in Spain 
which was to resurface some 750 years later. 

As rulers, the Visigoths were neither united nor 
effective, so that when the Caliph of Damascus was 
invited to intervene in Spain, his troops were wel­
comed by both the local aristocracy and the Jews. 
Between 711 and 718 the invaders brought the 
whole Iberian Peninsula under their control. 

The new Muslim rulers used Little propaganda 
and no force to obtain religious conversions. In­
deed, the Arab leaders, who in the preceding half 
century had already occupied many lands with large 

Christian populations, were specifically tolerant of 
'Peoples of the Book' - Jews and Christians whose 
revealed religion and holy books were respected as 
precursors of the final revelation which Muslims 
believed had been made by Allah to his Prophet 
Muhammad. Both religious groups were classified 
as ahl-al-dhimma, the people of protection, which 
was granted on the payment of fixed taxes. Within 
this framework, by which the superiority of Islam 
was acknowledged, Jews and Christians were 
treated as separate communities with considerable 
internal autonomy. 

THE ISLAMIC COURT 

Spain formed part of the great united Umayyad 
caliphate (660-750) until it was rent asunder in 750 
when the Abbasids overthrew Umayyad rule in 
Damascus, and moved the capital of the Islamic 
empire to Baghdad. An able young Umayyad 
prince, who escaped the slaughter of his family in 
Damascus, arrived in Spain with a few close ad­
visers in 7 56, and through an offer of virtual 
independence for Spain from the new Abbasid 
caliph, established the emirate of Cordoba under 
the name of Abd-al-Rahman I. The dynasty and its 
central administration which he set up was to func­
tion for the next two and a half centuries. As far as 
possible, he fallowed a policy of tolerance towards 
all ethnic and religious groups, developing at t~ 
same time a strong army and economic inde­
pendence from Damascus. From the time of his 
conquest until almost the end of the eighth century, 
independent Christian Spain was confined to two 
small kingdoms in the north, Asturias and Navarre. 

The Islamic court encouraged and patronised 
poets and philosophers, writers and scientists. Jews 
rose to elevated positions in the administration of 
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Spain at the lxginning of the ninth century 

the state. Successive emirs made important govern­
ment appointments strictly on merit, choosing 
administrators for their learning, ability and integ­
rity. While succession to the emirate, by contrast 
with other high offices, was hereditary, the emir 
tried to arrange for the succession of his ablest- not 
necessarily his eldest - son. 

The limits on Islamic control of Spain became 
very clear during the ninth century. The emir Abd­
al-Rahman III (912-961) spent the first twenty years 
of his reign putting down persistent revolts. When 
he announced his full independence from Baghdad 
by assuming the title of caliph in 929, he was at least 
partly motivated by the need to give his Hispano­
M uslim subjects some sense of independent 
national identity. C6rdoban domination of the 
Peninsula rested on her flourishing economy, the 
diplomatic skills of her caliphs, and her great repu­
tation in all branches of learning, particularly 
medicine. In the tenth century princes and wealthy 
men came from all parts of western Europe to be 
treated by C6rdoban physicians, and the work of 
these physicians was one of the glories of the 
caliphate. 

Abd-al-Rahman's son and successor, Al-Hakam 
(961-976) continued his father's policies. He was 
himself less forceful, more intellectual and religious, 
having a personal library of nearly half a million 
books and spending lavishly to extend the Great 
Mosque of C6rdoba which had been erected by 
Abd-al-Rahman I in 785. His death in 976 caused 
a grave political crisis, since his only surviving son 
was a sickly boy of eleven whose claims to the 
throne were supported by the ambitions of the late 
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caliph's mint-master, Al-Mansur, 'the victorious 
one' as he subsequently called himself. He became 
virtual dictator of Spain for the next twenty years, 
ruling Cordoba from 981 until his death in 1002. 
When Al-Mansur died, the caliphate disintegrated 
rapidly and Christian Spain began to forge a mili­
tary power of its own and develop its own political 
and social institutions. 

In 1085 the Christians, under the command of 
King Alfonso VI who had united the kingdoms of 
Leon and Castile, wrested control of Toledo from 
the Muslims. The Muslim princes of Andalusia, 
feeling unable to contain Alfonso militarily, 
appealed for help to the Almoravids, a fanatical 
Berber tribe who ruled Nonh Africa. The Almoravids 
introduced a rule harshly intolerant of the Jewish 
and Christian minorities, but they rapidly softened 
under the influence of the sophisticated civilisation 
they had subjugated, and by 1147 they themselves 
had been swept from power both in North Africa 
and in Spain by the Almohads, an even more fanati,­
cal Muslim tribe originating in the Atlas mountains. 
These new conquerors recognised the spiritual 
supremacy of Baghdad and introduced reforms 
which persecuted the local Muslim community as 
much as the Christians and the Jews; as a result 
there was a large exodus of Jews from the Muslim 

. south to the Christian north of Spain. 
During the twelfth century their new Christian 

rulers valued and protected the middJe-class func­
tions performed by both Jews and Muslims. 
Wealthy Andalusian Jews, whose services were 
doubly valuable to the kings because of their know­
ledge of Arabic and of Islamic politics, were 
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