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The Jewish Minority in Mediaeval England, 

1066-1290 -

TWO centuries is a long time for a group of people to remain an "Immi
grant Community".! Clearly the Jews of mediaeval England were more 

than this by any normal definition of the phrase, or they would not have sur
vived as a community for that length of time. Yet the idea of the "Immigrant 
Community" can serve as one helpful approach to the history of this minority 
within English Society and may even contribute to our understanding of the 
kind of effect long continuance as a separate minority has on the two com
munities. This paper is a preliminary attempt to draw together the material 
from which such an interpretation might be attempted.2 To begin I shall 
establish the position of mediaeval English Jews within two other larger units, 
the parent Gentile community of the English Kingdom and the scattered 
elements of the Jewish World, in particular the Jews of Continental Europe. I 
shall then sketch the points of contact between the host and minority com
munities in this country and assess the ease and effects of movement between 
them. This will lead to a very tentative reconstruction of the stereotypes 
within which each community tried to understand the other-and in the case of 
the Jews, the way they saw themselves in their exile. Although views about 
the roots of anti-semitism will be implied in this paper, I shall not try to explain 
in a direct way either its occurrence or the forms it took. Similarly, the role of 
the Jews in English economic life will be treated mainly as one of several 
factors that governed the possibility of continued coexistence of Jews and 
Christians in England. Edward I, of course, expelled all Jews remaining in 
England in the year 1290. This fact is inescapable and has tended to dominate 
discussion. Again, I shall attempt no direct explanation although my analysis 

1 This paper was presented to the Past and Present Annual Conference in London, July 
1973, on the theme "Immigrant Communities in British History". I have learnt a good deal 
from comments on that occasion and from various colleagues since. I wish to thank 
especially Dr. B. Dobson, Prof. G. I. Langmuir and Dr. Beryl Smalley who has constantly 
encouraged my interest in this subject and passed on many valuable suggestions. This paper 
and its author also owe a great deal to Miss Elaine Marcotte. Only minor amendments to the 
text were possible but I have added annotation, suggestive rather than comprehensive, 
aimed especially at those, like myself, whose command of Hebrew is slight. All books are 

otherwise stated. 

writers have pointed to many errors. Unless 
otherwise noted information is drawn from these authorities. 
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will obviously imply views about why the Jews were expelled and why they 
were not readmitted. ' 

The first Jews of mediaeval England were Norman imports.J A section of 
the Rouen community seems to have followed William the Conqueror's path 
across the Channel to London, the. only place in England where Jews are 

·definitely known to have resided before the middle of the twelfth century. 
Even in London, there was no community in any real sense before the very 
last years of the eleventh century when the widespread pogroms that accom
panied the First Crusade stimulated the earliest immigration on any scale, 
and English Jewry as a nation-wide minority community dates only from 
Henry II's reign. From these beginnings onwards, Jewish settlement was, and 
remained, basically urban and concentrated in the Eastern half of the country 
amidst much of the host community's population and wealth. In the thirteenth 
century some smaller rural settlements probably flourished for a whiJe4 and 
the town communities were always used as centres from which to cover the 
local countryside. None of the major sea-ports apart from London had an 
important community. Within the towns Jews tended to live close to a market 
place and the royal castle if there was one. 

The question of numbers is obviously important, but unfortunately assess
ment remains little more than guesswork. The geography of settlement shows 
that there was steady expansion during the twelfth century and confirms 
other evidence that numbers were falling during the thirteenth. One estimate 
puts the total population at about 4000-5000 in 1200. This would be perhaps 
0.25% of the total for England as a whole, 1.25% of the total urban popula
tion. By 1290 the numbers had dropped to between 2500 and 3000. These 
figures are very rough indeed, but'the impression they give of a very small 
group ,in terms of total numbers is probably justified.S 

This English community never lost its position within the wider Jewish 
world. As late as the 1260s, when the family of the wealthy Moses of London 
fled the baronial pogroms; they seem to have gone to Normandy.6 English 
rabbis felt very close to the Tosaphist commentators from France and Ger
many. They cited each other's decisions and leg~,tl opinions and appeared in 
each other's martyrologies. In 1171 the aftermath of the tragedy at Blois 

3 In addition to Richardson, op. cit., cap. 1, see B. DoBSON, The Jews of mediaeval York 
and the massacre of March 1190 (Borthwick Papers forthcoming 1974) which examines 
evidence for Jews in the Archbishop ofYork'sfamilia very early in the twelfth century. I am 
most grateful to Dr. Dobson for the chance to see this wide-ranging paper in draft. 

4 This rests mainly on the evidence of toponymic surnames borne by Jews. R. CHAZAN, 
"Jewish settlement in Northern France,.,J096-1200", R[evue des] E[tudes] J[uives] cxxviii 
(1969), pp. 59-60 takes a little further the discussion in RICHARDSON, op. cit., pp. 13-4 etc. 

s V. D. LIPMAN, "The anatomy of mediaeval Anglo-Jewry", T[ransactions of the] J[ewish] 
H[istorical] S[ociety of]E[ngland], xxi (1962-7), pp. 64-77 rehearses facts and figures about 
the community. For comparison with French communities, see B. BLUMENKRANZ (ed.), 
Histoire des juifs en France (Toulouse 1972), cap. 1, a synthesis by the editor himself with 
references to recent work. 

6 C. RoTH, "Elijah of London", TJHSE xv (1943), pp. 29-62. 
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involved first of all the neighbouring communities, Orleans, Paris, Tours and 
Troyes, but their decision to impose on themselves special penances and sump· 
tuary rules was communicated to their !!nglish brethren along with other 
communities in the rest of France, Lorraine and the Rhineland. 7 England 
was part of what is now called Ashkenazi Jewry, but its range of contacts was 
still wider. In the twelfth century Spain (Sefarad), with Southern France,' was 
still a very influential centre of Jewish culture and learning. Visits from promi· 
nent scholars like Abraham ibn Ezra (c. 1158) and the citation .of their books 
in the work of English writers, including the Christian Hebraist Herbert of 
Bosham,s attest to a certain level of continuing effect on English Jewry. 
Gentile awareness of these cultural and intellectual links can be illustrated 
from the account of the Norwich blood libel of 1144.9 Its author, Thomas of 
Monmouth, believed that the supposed international organisation of Jews 
centred on that high place of Jewish learning Narbonne. Nor was this the full 
geographical extent of Jewish cultural ties, for of course even in the twelfth 
century Jews remained conscious of their ties with the Mediterranean through 
Palestine-Thomas of Monmouth had referred to the feelings about their 
exclusion from their homeland. In the thirteenth century, talk of Return 
(Aliyah) becomes noticeably more common in Jewish writings, and there are 
said to have been Englishmen among a large group of Fre1,1ch rabbis who 
actually made the journey in John's reign.lO The significance of this mobility 
artd cultural contact is considerable. Jews were very much more open to 
Mediterranean ideas in .the twelfth century than. Christian Englishmen. To a 
.very great ext~nt,~~~~~l'~~e~n:'!:4iil)l>eo~n·•oe con.~ideref 

wasinm~tn:rwa~s:in!!:!il:Y~Il:i£1 

predictably perturbed 
spread relationships that passed into the lands of the King's enemies and 
beyond.ll 

7 R. CHAZAN, "The Blois incident of 1171 ... ", American Acad. for Jewish Research, 
Procs. xxxvi (1968), pp. 13-31. 

8 For Herbert, see, E.. LoEWE, "Herbert of Bosham's commentary on Jerome's Hebrew 
psalter", Biblica xxxiv (1953), the lively sketch of his career by B. SMALLEY, .The Becket dis· 
pute and the schools (Oxford 1973), cap. 3 and the references below n. 19. J. H. MUNDY, 
Europe in the high middle ages, 1150-1309 (1973), 81 sq. has some stimulating pages on the 
Jews in Latin Europe .. 

· 9 J. JESSOPP and M. R, JAMES (eds.), St. William of Norwich (Cambridge 1896) gives the 
. text with English translation beneath. The secondary literature is wide and uneven. M. D. 
ANDERSON, A saint at stake (1964) is a popular account written by an expert in iconography 
but a little shaky on historical context. V. D. LIPMAN, The Jews of mediaeval Norwich (1967), 
50-7 is a recent summary, in an extremely competent study of the best documented Jewish 
community outside London. Thomas of Monmouth's vita is itself well worth reading and is 
by no means exhausted by the scholars. 

1o J. PRAWER, "Jewish resettlement in Crusader Jerusalem", Ariel xix (1967), 60-6 is a 
brief popular account of ali yah iii the thirteenth century; see further his Histoire du royaume 
latin de Jerusalem, tr. G. NAHON (Paris 1969-70), ii, pp. 397-418 etc. or The latin kingdom of 
Jerusalem (1972), cap. 13. / · 

u Jewish geographical m'obility within England (travelling between different communities 
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The mediaeval English Jew, then, felt that other Jews far beyond the lands 
of the English king were his fellows. How often and in what ways did he meet 
and get to know Gentile Englishmen? The fact that most Jews were bilingual 
or better is significant. This is implied by the form in which Jewish names are 
usually found in Gentile sources, as translations of their Hebrew meanings 
rather than phonetic transliterations. Jewish willingness to learn the languages 
of the larger community was rendered necessary by their business anyway. 
First generation immigrants can perhaps become successful financiers without 
understanding their clients' speech, but the children who follow them find the 
acquisition of such knowledge well worth the bother. Other trades required 
equal flexibility. But, in spite of the efforts of scholars to demonstrate the 
participation of Jews in various trades and professions, finance was clearly 
the main way to earn a living. Of course, money lending shades off into trade 
via commodity dealing and the sale of pawns. The moneylenders were often 
part-time traders and some will have concentrated on this side of the business. 
Moreover all the known Jewish doctors, goldsmiths, victuallers and so on 
cannot have worked within the community. All the same, in England, Jewish 
non-financial business seems to have been of peripheral importance.l2 If 
matters had been otherwise there would have had to have been a large Jewish 
membership of the merchant gilds that controlled most mediaeval trade; in 
fact only one English Jew, Benedict of Winchester, is known to have been 
admitted.13 The standard explanation of the Jewish concentration on money 
lending thus receives some support. Excluded from "legitimate" trade, Jews 
stayed within their speciality and consequently relied on Gentiles for many of 
the necessities of life, food and essential services. To the annoyance of some 
bishops this dependence quite frequently included the employment of Chris
tian servants lodged within the Jews' homes. 

The "Jewish ghetto" is the creation of a later period and a different place; 
there was no strict ghetto in mediaeval England. Jews naturally tended to live 
close to each other in most towns, in an area known as "the Jewry", but 
Gentiles passed freely to and fro and occupied houses in the same street or 
nearby. In 1230 a large crowd of both Christians and Jews swiftly gathered at 
the scene of the robbery of two Flemish merchants in the London Jewry.t4 
Some of these Christians had Jewish friends. In 1270, London jurors, 
questioned about a recently deceased Jew, reported that he had always lived 
as a good and faithful Jew should and faithfully observed the custom of the 

etc.) must also have been an inlportant factor on the host community's view of the 
minority. 

12 E.g. P. ELMAN, "Jewish trade in thirteenth century England", Hist. Judaica i (1939), 
pp. 91-104. Cf. ROTH, op. cit., pp. 70-2, 113-15; RICHARDSON, op. cit., pp. 26-7, 76-8, 106 
etc. 

13 ROTH, op. cit., p. 119. Probably this was no more than a social gesture from Benedict's 
fellow townsmen. a. G. KiscH, The Jews in mediaeval Germany (Chicago 1949), pp. 32,318. 

14 Curia regis rolls, xiv. 1027 (Dec. 1230). 

" 

I! 



274 JOURNAL OF JEWISH STUDIES 

Jews.ts A little later, }",Pell-a boatman took a sun canopy away from the river
side garden of a London rabbi on a Saturday his Gentile neighbour retrieved 
it for him.16 There were more casual relations too .. Gerald of Wales tells, for 
example, of a Jew making puns in Latin or French on the names of the church
men who were his fellow travellers on a long and boring journey down the 
Welsh border. Much of the written evidence for casual contacts expresses 
clerical disapproval, as Gerald does, but the fact of frequent meetings in the 
course of everyday life is established beyond doubt. Seldom, however, do such 
sources reveal anything about the warmth of friendship. Clerical disapproval 
was not altogether onesided. A continental rabbi of the twelfth century noted 

c,~~~?~.i?~~~~ th~.t·i~,~~~i~~ c~z5:~li!~!f~t$"~~:~e.;.~~~~-!+-~~ i~ the ~atter ofj 
-~~!~~*~t~!-?~El~n~s. _(;)~th~~~ntt\'es aqC11tlcu~gwttlit~!ll J but w1th rather 
more understanding, observed that "perhaps, as there will be great ill-feeling 
if they were to refrain from this, one must not be too severe upon them". One 
central strand in this rabbinic attitude is well illustrated by the adage of the 
Tahp.ud that "their wine was forbidden on account of their daughters."17 
This fear of illicit sex leading to intermarriage or conversion was felt on both 
sides of the divide, although most of the evidence for concern comes from the 
Christian side. The most dramatic illustration is the canon of the 1215 
Lateran Council which called for the creation of some distinctive dress for 
Jews in order to avoid the danger of confusio.ts This enactment, the origin of 
the "Jewish badge", not only confirms that sex andmarriagewasformediaeval 
Jews (as for other minority groups at other times) the extreme limit to per
missible coexistence, but also shows that without identification marks, Jews 
could not easily be picked out from their neighbours. Moralists of both per
suasions spoke out against the dangers of casual everyday contacts because 
they were so normal. 

The significance of this conclusion is strengthened when one goes on to 
single out those groups within Gentile society in especially close or frequent 
contact with Jews. In each case, the group turns out to be more susceptible to 
extreme reactions (conversion or violent anti-semitism, for example) than 
other Gentiles, Two groups will serve as examples. The Order of Friars had 
special responsibility' for preaching and conversion. Consequently they were 

ts Calendarium Genealogicum, ed. C. RoBERTS (1865), i, p. 144; Cal. Pat. R., 1266-72, 
p.463. 

16 ROTH, op. cit. (1943), p. 36. 
17 Cf. J. KATZ, Exclusiveness and tolerance; studies in Jewish-Gentile relations in mediaeval 

and modern tinies (Oxford 1961), pp. 27sq., 46-7 etc. 
18 The most recent treatment of this subject is A. CuTLER, "Innocent III and the distinc

tive clothing of Jews and Moslems~·. Studies in mediaeval culture iii (1970), which I have so 
far been unable to consult. U. ROBERT, Les signes d'infamie au moyen iige (Paris 1891) is still 
useful. On the Lateran Councils and their canons, see R. FOREVILLE, Latran I, II, Ill et 
Latran IV(Hist. des concHes oeeumenes vi, Paris 1965) as well asS. GRAYZEL, The Church 
and the Jews in the thirteenth ceJitury (Philadelphia 1933, reprd. 1966) and E. A. SYNAN, The 
Popes and the Jews in the middle ages (New York 1969). Also below n. 31. 
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soon prominent in Bible study, a field for which a knowledge of Hebrew or 
some acquaintance with Jewish Bible interpretation was obviously desirable. 
A number of the bilingual MSS of psalters, glossaries and the like from the 
thirteenth century reflect this and can be associated with the friars or Bishop 
Grosseteste, their friend and protector.l9 Some of the mendicant Houses were 
deliberately placed in or near Jewries. Both scholarship and the work of 
conversion brought some individual friars into dangerous areas. The pos
sibilities are illustrated by two well-known figures from the 1270s. Robert of 
Reading, a Dominican, was a scholarly preacher and Hebraist who married a 
Jewess and had himself circumcised a little before 1275. He died in prison 
unreconciled with the Church having resisted all attempts (including those of 
Edward I) to reconvert him.zo The Franciscan, Henry of Wodstone, on the 
other hand, was scandalised by the fact that a Jew's acquisition of freehold 
land meant that an infidelis could exact fealty (fidelitas) from believers, with 
the consequence that he might later control the Wardship and Marriage of 
Christian children. He therefore successfully sought the aid of two bishops of 
the Franciscan connection, who lobbied the royal Council until they secured 
the second of the repressive Statutes of Jewry in 1271.21 

The second special group to illustrate the effects of close proximity to the 
Jews is the royal official on the spot, the local Sheriff or Constable. Their 
support was essential to local Jewish communities when danger threatened. 
With no regular salary, they were correspondingly open to corruption. This 
must have ensured close and mutually awkward relations with local Jewish 
communities requiring cool calculations on both sides. The sheriff's normal 
role of protector on behalf of his royal master's financial interest frequently 
brought him into conflict with the local townsmen.zz They do not, however, 
seem to have reacted in the same ways as the friars. The most important 
consequence of their enforced proximity was that they shared with the Jews 
an unsavoury reputation which also tainted, perhaps rather unfairly,23 the 

19 R. LoEWE, "The mediaeval Christian Hebraists of England: the Superscriptio Lin
colniensis", Hebrew Union Go/lege Annual xxviii (1957), 205-52 .refers to earlier studies. 
The Cambridge History of the Bible, ii, ed. G. W. H. LAMPE (Cambridge 1969), caps. 5, 6(5) 
has full bibliography. Too little has perhaps been made of this kind of evidence of scholarly 
contacts as suggestive evidence about relations in the wider field. See also W. A. RINNE
BUSCH, The early English friars preachers (Rome 1951), passim, E. SOMMER-SECKENDORF, 
Studies in the life of Robert Kilwardby, O.P. (Rome 1937), pp. 55-66. 

2o Dr. Smalley brought to my attention a posthumous appearance of Robert's which does 
not seem to have been noticed before. See Ropertus Holkot super librum Ecclesiasticum 
(Venice 1509), lect. 1, fo. 40vb and cf. SMALLEY, "Robert Holcot, O.P.", Archivumfratrum 
predicatorum xxvi (1956). 

21 A. G. LITTLE, "Friar Henry of Wodstone and the Jews", Col/. Franciscana ii (Brit. 
School of Fran. Studies x 1922), 150-7. I hope to say something further on this and other 
episodes in the career of Cok f. Deulecresse on another occasion. See also M. PRESTWICH, 
War, politics and finance under Edward I (1972), p. 202. 

22 Curia regis rolls xv. 1385 (coram rege 1235) is a good illustration from Norwich; cf. 
LIPMAN, op. cit. (1967), pp. 62-4. 
. 23 So C. A. F. MEEKINos, "Justices of the Jews, 1212-68: a provisiona11ist", Bulletin of 
the Institute of Historical Research xxviii (1955), p. 178, whose view is that "their standing 

., 



276 JOURNAL OF JEWISH STUDIES 

Justices of the Jews and ot4er royal servants. There is no space here to con· 
sider other groups, but a simple list is of some value to suggest influences felt 
by the host c~mmunity in general. Examples wo:uld have to include those who 
consulted Jews for their supposed magical expertise,24 those who knew them 
as nurses of their children br domestic servants living in their homes, "declin
ing" gentry who met them only when they needed to borrow money and the 
urban rabble whose contacts were through the pawnshop, petty crime or a 

'o '+ 
pogrom. 

In a sense, all these groups acted as buffers between the two communities. 
The amount of traffic that passed from one to the other in spite of such hind· 
rances is both an index of the strength of the barriers and itself a factor in 
community relations.· The conversion of the Jews was a task associated in 
Christian minds with the Second Coming; some indeed thought it an essential 
precondition of that event. Ecclesiastical enthusiasm had, however, to reckon 
with the king's clashing interests. A converts' goods were forfeit to the Crown, 
a disincentive to conversion disliked by the Church, but on the other hand 
conversion ended the former Jew's liability to tallage and other royal dues. 
Royal support was ambivalent before Edward I. Even so there was from early 
on in the Jewish settlement "a steady, if tenuous stream of converts".25 The 
establishment by Henry III in 1232 of a Domus Conversorum in London to 
house destitute new Christians perhaps marked the beginning of a more 
aggressive attitude. During the 1280s papal exhortations moved Edward I to 
order Jews to attend special sermons on the subject by Dominicans, and at the 
Expulsion the Domus had about a hundred inmates. 

Conversions to Christianity caused tensions in both communities. Chris
tians felt that only the worst kind of stubbornness (as typified by the Wander
ing Jew) prevented Jews from accepting conversion, and suspected them of 
doctoring texts like Josippon to delete proofs of Christian truth. Yet, forcible 
conversion was rare. The Jews for their part did not accept the possibility of 
apostasy. Their view of the renegade was that of Rashi: "although he has 
sinned, he remains a Jew." So recent converts might find themselves assaulted 
or abducted. An incident of this kind is said to have precipitated the 1190 
pogrom in Lynn, when Jews were foolish enough to pursue a convert into a 
church. Although the new convert was a full Christian as far as the Church 
was concerned, Christians remained wary of the danger that he might return • 
like a dog to his vomit, as the phrase went, and the scandalous backsliding of 

and integrity as a whole seem to have been as high as that of any other royal servants under 
Henry III". ' 

24 Available contemporary evidence does not justify the belief that Jews enjoyed a unique 
reputation for magical abilities in England. 

25 RicHARDSON, op. cit., pp. 23-32. See generally, P. BROWE, Die Judenmission in Mittel· 
alter und die Papste (Rome 1942). 
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thirteen Londoners in the 1280s was cited as an official justification of the 
Expulsion.26 

In contrast, proselytising by Jews was rare, and badly publicised. It carried 
risks both for the Jewish community, who might well fear resulting violence, 
and for the proselyte himself. In 1222 a deacon who apostatised "for the love 
of a certain Jewess" was burnt by a highhanded sheriff, and although the 
precedent was not normally followed the case was widely reported at the 
time.27 Hence Jews seldom really encouraged would-be converts, at the start. 
All the same Tosaphist responsa now show that Continental rabbis were re
considering the legal rules about proselytes at this period and gradually eased 
the restrictions. The modern view sees rather more proselytes on the Conti
nent than older scholarship realised; thus there was probably a trickle at least 
in England too.zs There is so little evidence for proselytes' motives that one 
can do little but conjecture. Probably the two groups most susceptible to 
conversion were those who studied Jewish bible exegesis or Hebrew for 
academic reasons and those who contracted sexual liaisons with Jews that 
might have led to marriage had the different religion of the two partners not 
made this impossible. Ultimately, the fact remains that the actual volume of 
conversions to Judaism in England was very much less than the Christianfear 
of it, no doubt fed in the early thirteenth century by lurid accounts of the 
advance of heresy in Languedoc, with its prosperous and ostentatious Jewish 
communities. 29 

From this discussion, an important contrast between the contemporary 
Jew and Gentile Englishman emerges. Every Jew knew some Gentiles and 
was perforce aware of the general resemblances and differences between the 
two peoples. But the vast majority of Gentiles (apart from the special groups 
previously mentioned) never knew a 'Jew at all intimately. Their first.introduc· 
tion was often a riot or some equally dramatic event, but probably by this 
time their views about Jews and how they might be expected to behave were 
already formed. They knew what Jews were like from the Bible and from such 
sources as modern Passion Plays, saints' lives and miracle stories. From 

26 F. D. LoGAN, "Thirteen London Jews and conversion to Christianity: problems of 
apostasy in the 1280s", Bulletin of the I11stitute of Historical Research xlv (1972), pp. 214-29. 
The classic story of the forced conversion of Benedict of York and his reversion to Judaism 
is retold by DoBsoN, op. cit. 

27 F. W. MAITLAND, "The deacon and the Jewess", in his Coil. Papers, ed. H. A. L. 
FISHER (Cambridge 1911), i. 385-400 or Canon Law in the Church of England (1898), cap. 6, 
sets out the different versions of the story. 

28 B. Z. WACHOLDER, "Cases of proselytising in the Tosafist responsa", Jewish Quarterly 
Review n.s.li (1961), pp. 288-315; W. GIESE, "In Iudaismum lapsus est ••. 600-1300", Hist. 
Jahrbuch lxxxviii (1968), pp. 407-18. The most famous Christian convert of all was Obadiah 
the Proselyte from southern Italy, on whom see N. GOLD, "Notes on the conversion of 
European Christians to Judaism in the eleventh century", JJS, xvi (1965), 35-46. 

29 J. M. O'BRIEN, "Jews and Cathari in mediaeval France", Comparative studies in 
society and history x (1968), pp. 215-20 denies that there was any connection between the 
prosperous Jewish communities of southern France and the rampant Albigensian heresy, 
but the coincidence struck contemporaries as proof of association. 
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extant writings, some idea can be gained of the stereotype thus formed, and 
this I shall now try to describe. 3o A rather less adequate sketch of the way the 
Jews saw themselves and their neighbours will follow. 

Since.;t>he framework within which Christians placed Jews and Judaism was 
largely transmitted by clerical sources, it can be abundantly documented. 
Although this evidence is at best second hand, one can reconstruct from it the 
loosely connected mass of ideas, whose shape and mixture varied according 
to place and circumstances, available for use by individuals. Because of the 
constant process of brico/age by which elements were adapted or realigned 
with each other, the powerful and largely irrational picture of the Jew thus 
afforded is hard to detail for, say England in the mid-thirteenth century. More 
important, perhaps, the agglomerate character of the material rendered it 
irrefutable at the time'!' Few contemporaries were capable of arguing from their 
personal knowledge of Jews, whom they knew and perhaps admired, to 
question the whole view they were given. More probably the "good Jew" 
would be described in terms such as "a man less detestable than the rest of the 
Jews", which implied that he was an exception which helped to prove the rule. 

The diverse elements available for English use were gathered from a 
geographical area as wide as Christendom itself; ironically, some of the ideas 
had earlier been used by the pagans of the Late Empire to stigm~tise the early 
Christians. Crudely speaking, the most irrational elements seem to have been 
produced furthest away from Rome and the Papacy, and individual Popes 
sometimes spoke out clearly against them. The papal view can be summat 
thus'' ~ ~ · · · . · 

period in 
question, was publicised by official councils, papal legates and letters. It is 
implicit, for example, in the canons of the 4th Lateran Council of 1215, which 
many English bishops sought strenuously to enforce in their dioceses in the 
succeeding half century.31 A wider public absorbed the papal attitudes 

30 My main source, J. TRACHTENBURG, The Devil and the Jews (New Haven, Conn. 1943), 
is informative but polemical in tone, naturally enough given the date of writing. Its author 
tended to generalise the highly irrational picture that can be built from evidence of different 
ages and areas. G. I. LANGMUIR, "Anti-Judaism as the necessary preparation for Anti
Semitism", Viator ii (1971), pp. 383-9 is a brief corrective to the chronological foreshorten
ing. English historians need a monograph to study in detail which of the stereotype elements 
were available in England at which time. Only thus can one hope to weigh up the importance 
of intellectually inherited thought frameworks against more sociological and economic 
determinants of community relations. The problems are similar to those faced by historians 
of witchcraft in the early modern period. Compare K. THOMAs, Religion and the decline of 
magic (1971) with H. R. TREVOR-ROPER, The European witch craze (Harmondsworth 1969) 
and try to envisage the shape of some future synthesis. See also C. ROTH. "The mediaeval 
conception of a Jew", Essays .. ,. Linda R. Miller (New York 1938), pp. 171-90. 

31 F. M. PowiCKE and C. R, CHENEY (eds.), Councils and synods . .. relating to the English 
Church ii (Oxford 1964), a comprehensive and well-edited collection, made the evidence for 
episcopal enforcement of the banons of 1215 readily available. 
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through exegesis (sermons) or religious art in the form of the familiar topos 
ofJ1Churcb9.lldSynagogue". Each wanepresentedas a 'Yom~n~q~ t~ 
;,!!if~e.YgTacTefi~~~~tr~!~]:~!f~i~~]i{~ij~(~~i:th~ -~ 

.,£l;~!£~JR£~.ll~,,:, 
• .·. , ____ . c roken $pear on one arm and carrymg a I 

. _ _ _ The Law in the o.ther handJ~I"f 
tess official, more irrational views usually had two central features. First, 

the Jews were seen as Christ's enemies, followers of the Devil. Stemming 
ultimately from two New Testament texts, the idea's respectable origins are 
well illustrated by the standard exegesis of Jacob and Esau, summarised in 
the Gloss which accompanied most mediaeval bibles. Jacob was the figure "of 
the Church and Christ", Esau that "of the elderpeople and the Devil" a 
reference which readers understood to cover contemporary as well as biblical 
Jews.33 When Thomas of Monmouth wrote the first known account of a 
Jewish blood libel in the mid-twelfth century, he described the alleged Jewish 
murderers in terms such as "enemies of the Christian name".34 Some of the 
extant caricatures of Jews on the margins of English royal records also illus
trate the acceptance of the ideas and come as close as any evidence can to 
revealing the preconception of ordinary men. For instance, a crude sketch on 
an Essex forest eyre roll of 1277 depicts a Jew whom the clerk named Aaron 
fil'diaboli, Aaron son of the Devil.35 His real patronymic is unknown; the 
clerk was just expressing his feelings about Jews. · 

When in the Canons of the Council of Beziers in 1255 Jewish associations 
were summed up as "usury, blasphemy and fjj}aSitf, the assembled clerics 
were pointing to the second central feature. This approached the proposition 
that since experience had shown that no kind of activity was too reprehensible 
for Jews to be involved in it, such activities were likely to be associated with 
Jews. Thirteenth century English legislative restrictions on Jews, ecclesiastical 
and later royal also include numerous provisions on these subjects,. but they 
are by no means always exclusively aimed against Jews. Thus, while this kind 
of irrefutable guilt by association no doubt played its part in creating the 

32 The most famous example is at Strasburg Cathedral. The dearth of mediaeval figure 
sculpture in England means that examples are rare; but see L. EDWARDS, "Some English 
examples of the mediaeval representation of Church and Synagogue", TJHSE xviii (1957), 
pp. 63-75. Cf. also n. 40 below. 

33 The Glossa Ordinaria (which accompanied high mediaeval Bible texts as a matter of 
course) on Genesis, xxvii was taken from Rabanus Maurus of the ninth century; cf. MIONE 
Patrol. Latina cvii, cols. 587-90, another reference I owe to the kindness of Dr. Smalley. 
Contemporary Jews were conventionally identified with their Biblical ancestors. Since these 
included the "good" Jews (?Hebrews) of the Old Testament as well as the "bad" Jews 
allegedly responsible for Jesus' death, one would like to know the subtle distinctions made 
by the commentators before passing judgment on the effect of the Bible on the Christians' 
stereotype. Can Bible students have been satisfied to dismiss stories about "good" Jews 
merely as types for future Christian saints of the New Law? 

34 Thomas has a tendency to repeat and elaborate on his pet phrases; cf. JESsoPP and 
JAMES, op. cit., pp. 21, 63 and passim. , 

3S LIPMAN, op. cit. (1967), figs. 1, 10 reproduced the sketches conveniently side by side. 
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popular image of the English Jew, the system is neither rigid nor as well 
evidenced as it is said to be in some other parts of Europe in the Later Middle 
Ages. 

Nevertheless, the Jews were always more than just another "outsider 
group" like the Flemings or Lombards, for example, because of the religious 
connotations. William of Newburgh, an Augustinian canon confident in his 
faith, could write in the late twelfth century of the Jew's presence in Christian 
society as a "continual and most helpful remembrance ... of Our Lord's 
Passion". This was perhaps the crux. No devout Christian could see a Jew at 
Eastertide, for instance, without an uneasy feeling that his very presence cast 
doubt on the fundamental dogma that the Messiah had come, that Jesus had 
been the son of God.36 Christian attempts to keep Jews out of sight of 
believer's eyes at such times were thus aimed-not entirely unreasonably-at 
protecting simple believers from a challenge they could neither answer nor 
properly understand!' Many historians believe that the years around 1100 
constituted a crisis of faith in Western Christendom. In this view the disputa
tionalliterature of the twelfth century (against Moslems as well as Jews) was 
designed more to define Christian doctrine afresh and thus to reassure 
believers than to confute the infideJ.37 No doubt some of the polemics reflect 
actual disputations (King William Rufus is supposed to have ,presided over 
one of these), but one can see that the form had real attractions for students 
of the nascent theological science of the age. The Jews' associations with the 
Devil may indeed have accorded particularly well with the very widely held 
mediaeval explanation of the Incarnation in terms of God's redemption of 
his men who had fallep under Satan's lordship. And unfortunately, the subtle 
critiques of this view in the early twelfth century by Anselm of Bee and Peter 
Abelard, which might have assisted moves towards greater tolerance of Jews, 
were ineffective because they passed over the heads of most Christian con
temporaries. 38 

It is to this kind of picture of Christian belief during the early days of 
Jewish settlement in England that one would on the whole turn for the sources 

36 Herbert of Bosham is a particularly fascinating example of religious doubt fostered by 
knowledge of the Jews, SMALLEY, op. cit., pp. 75-6. SMALLEY, "Ralph of Flaix on Leviticus", 
Recherches de theologie ancienne et mediivale xxv (1968), pp. 53-5 etc. shows that others were 
troubled by the presence of Jews and their views. Also the next note. 

37 Compare R. W. SoUTHERN, "St. Anselm and Gilbert Crispin, abbot of Westminster", 
Mediaeval and Renaissance Studies iii (1954), pp. 78-115 and St. Anselm and his biographer 
(Cambridge 1963), pp. 88 sq. with Z. WERBLOWSKY, "Crispin's disputation", JJS xi (1960), 
pp. 69-77 and B. BLUMENKRANZ, "Anti-Jewish polemics and legislation in the middle ages: 
literary fiction or reality?", ibid. xv (1964), pp. 125-40 .. Later argument is more obviously 
genuine; cf. for example S. STEIN, Jewish-Christian disputations in thirteenth century 
Narbonne (1969) and R. W. HUNT, "The disputation of Peter of Cornwall and Symon the 
Jew'', Studies . .• presented to F. M. Powicke, ed. R. W. HUNT et al. (Oxford 1948), 143-56. 

38 If the arguments of Anselm on the Incarnation had not been too clever for those who 
succeeded him, some kind of rational toleration might just have been possible. See SoUTHERN 
op. cit., cap. 3 and App. I; the conventional view, which survived Anselm's criticisms, was 
more compatible with the view of Jews as followers of the Devil. 
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of the most dramatic and reprehensible of all interactions between the two 
communities,. the Jewish Blood Libels. Although each blood allegation had 
its unique features, there was here perhaps more than anywhere else a degree 
of intellectual inheritance behind the Christian perceptions of Jewish be-
haviour, so that the incidents mostly fell into one of three distinct patterns.39 
These were respectively the accusations that Jews as a group made an annual 
sacrifice of a Christian child, that they killed a Christian child to obtain blood 
needed for their ritual and-rather more metaphorical in its bite-that they 
would wilfully mishandle the Host. Thomas of Monmouth's account of the 
alleged martyrdom of St. William of Norwich in 1144 and the twelfth century 
cases that followed from it fall into the first category. Jews from all over the 
world were believed each year to assign to one community the responsibility 
of sacrificing a Christian child on behalf of all. Sometimes this was associated 
with Easter and was felt to be intended as an insult to Christ ("in derisum 
dominice passionis et opprobium", as Thomas put it), at others it was said to be 
part of the Passover ritual. The second kind of libel, where the murder was 
allegedly carried out to acquire Christian blood for use 1n ritual (or medicine), 

.. made its first appearance in 1235 in Germany. When afterwards the Emperor 
Frederick II inquired all over Europe about the likelihood of Jewish behaviour 
in this way, Henry Ill of England expressed his personal disbelief. A few years 
later after a similar case elsewhere on the Continent, Pope Innocent IV sent 
out letters in which he pointed out 'thatthe practices alleged ran 'contrary to 
all that was known of Jewish beliefs. Perhaps this rational criticism had its 
effect on the innovation; at any rate no English cases are known. The third 
kind of allegation, of Host desecration, probably owed its rise to the accept
ance of the doctrine of Trans-substantiation finally approved by the Lateran 
Council of 1215. Viewed in the light of the doctrine, any mishandling or dis
respect of the Host amounted to the torture or even attempted murder of 
Christ. Jews can hardly be expected to have taken this idea seriously and this 
kind of libel may therefore have been the most common of the three types 
and the most frequently justified. 

That Jews sometimes committed some of the crimes with which they were 
charged is not impossible. Their position in society may have helped to bring 
gutter behaviour to the fore, and the Jewish community can hardly have been 
uninfluenced by the Christian stereotype of their behaviour. More to the 
point here, the ritual murder libel was believed by almost all Christians from 
the Pope down. The very kind of rational enquiry that elicited scepticism of 
the second category of libel from Kings and Popes helped to strengthen belief 
in the first. After all, the New Testament seemed to prove beyond possible 
doubt that Jews did crucify men for their faith, and few contemporary clerics 

39 Much of the next paragraphs is based on G. I. L(I.NOMUIR, "The knight's tale of young 
Hugh of Lincoln", Speculum xlvii (1972), pp. 452-82 . 
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cared to distinguish present-day Jews from their Biblical forebears. Thus when 
a child's body was found in mysterious circumstances, what more natural than 
to connect it with a pattern of events known to have occurred on occasions 
in the past? The more material motives which certainly influenced some of 
the participants (at least five shrines around the bodies of alleged martyrs of 
the Jews existed in thirteenth century England, a source of revenue for the 
religious who guarded them) could hardly have had the results they did with
out strong popular belief to draw on. 

Thomas of Monmouth's account of the Norwich libel in the middle of the 
twelfth century demonstrates how extensive popular feeling could already be. 
He describes how the rumour that the Jews had killed William began to cir
culate even before the details of the child's death were known. But Thomas 
also admits that the martyr whose cause he championed was not accepted as 
such for quite a while even by his brethren at the Cathedral Priory. The book 
that he wrote to answer St. William's detractors was one method by which 
elements of the stereotype were diffused. The miracles he recounted may have 
been more influential than his description of them, for one can trace through 
his pages the ever widening but progressively weakening ripples which spread 
out from Norwich to reach as far as Canterbury at their zenith in the 1170s. 
The pogroms of 1189-90 show that the message had been he11rd and contrived 
to spread it further. In more peaceful times the work was kept moving by the 
promoters of popular religion in the various ways open to them. A parish 
church might contain a wall painting of some scene involving Jews from a 
miracle play which would be performed before it on one of the church festivals. 
Then an approptiate sermon on the day could complete the process and 
quite effectively persuade the congregation, for example, that Jews were likely 
to desecrate the Host if they could.4o 

Mathew Paris, a monk of St. Albans during the reign of Henry III, 
recounted a somewhat implausible anecdote of Host desecration by a well
known Jew of the day in his Chronica Mcliora. The stories with which he 
embellished the news that reached his abbey reached a reading public large 
for the age. Mathew may have directly influenced preachers. Even if he did 
not, he retold many of the old legends about the Jews and his works demon
strate the elements of the stereotype available to one well-informed contem
porary. Mathew's technique is well exhibited by his treatment of the alleged 
martyrdom of Young Hugh of Lincoln in 1255. Comparison of his version 

40 This' is argued on grounds of general plausibility and late evidence from the middle 
period after the Expulsion. The association of some cycles of wall paintings with religious 
plays is suggested, for example, by M. D. ANDERSON, Drama and imagery in English 
mediaeval churches (Cambridge 1963), pp. 182-5. Too little of the evidence has survived for 
certainty in this area, but see the difficulties of scholars who seek to localise the beautiful 
and anti-semitic so-called. "Bury Cross" at the Cloisters (Metropolitan Museum of Art), 
New York, J. BECKWITH.;' Ivory carvings in Early mediaeval England (1972), p. 107. Objects 
like this and others of Jess artistic merit may have been produced almost anywhere. 
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.with other, more sober sources reveals that he has transformed his material by 
·the addition of details drawn from other stories about Jews. One of tliese, 
about a child victim of Jews who guided searchers to his corpse by singing 
hymns to them, already appears in an English manuscript of the early 
thirteenth century and was taken by Chaucer as the basis for his Prioress' 
·Tale. Mathew is thus a link in a chain which spans two centuries or more, and 
long outlasts the Jews' stay in England. 

This sketch of the Christian view of Jews would seriously mislead unless set 
against some crude outline of how the Jews saw both themselves and the 
Christians. First of all, the Christian. stereotype affected Jews as well as 
Christians, and individuals may sometimes have been induced to act in con
formity with it. The mentally unstable, present in any community, may have 
been particularly susceptible. Of course, their own contrary groups of ideas 
also circulated among Jews. 

Modern scholars usually regard the First Crusade, which coincides roughly 
with the beginning of serious Jewish settlement in England, as a watershed in 
Jewish history. The evidence does at least suggest that actual conditions of 
life worsened during the twelfth century. Not surprisingly, the Jews' image of 
themselves as the suffering elect deepens during this period. This can be 
gauged, for example, from the martyrologies which record the pogroms that 
accompanied· the crusades or the "hymns of yearning and regret" composed 
for the Day of Atonement. Through their consciousness of their sufferings, 
Jews remained confident that they had been specially chosen by God. Others 
had been offered the Torah; they had accepted it. Israel was a Bride, once 
radiant, now reduced to wandering the world in the guise of a beggar woman; 
her time would come again. Beneath the surface, then, there lurked a self
estimate which approached arrogance and could be illustrated by several 
stories circulated by the Jews among themselves to portray their superiority 
over their Gentile neighbours. The followers of the German rabbi Judah 
he-Hasid (1146-1217). called themselves hasidim (pious ones) and sought to 
cut themselves off from contact with Gentiles as completely as they could, in 
order to seek mystical experiences. Theirs was one form of extreme reaction, 
and a scattering of English Jews followed their lead. A different reaction to 
similar stimuli can be detected in some of the incidents provoked when some 
of their more foolish co-religionists forgot their self-restraint in front of 
Gentile eyes. 

Such behaviour was especially unfortunate in that it seemed to justify 
Christian fears of Jewish mockery of their faith. All the same it must not lead 
one to forget that most Jews eschewed extremes and preferred to lead more 
worldly lives that necessarily involved contacts with their neighbours along 
the lines already discussed. Long ago, the Talmud had worked out a set of 
rules designed to protect this majority frbm contamination by Edom, the 

-----..,_~-~---~----.·--·-----·--------·--
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idolater. Very cautiously during the eleventh and twelfthcenturies, the rabbis 
ceased to identify Christianity with Edom and thus made possible a new 
balance between the maintenance of Jewish religious identity and permitting 
at least that measure of co-existence necessary to earn a living. For most 
normal purposes their teaching is summed up by the words Dina de
malekhutha dina, a maxim with implications similar to "render unto Caesar 
what is Caesar's". The Gentile king is to be obeyed so long, for example, as 
he does not single out the Jews for unfair taxation, a proviso which thirteenth 
century England conspicuously failed to meet. In such circumstances the 
rabbis advised their congregations to remain patient and wait for God to act. 
~~,~e:~\#i~~n(im~, tlley,pethri,tt¢d the adoption of a reservatio mentalis when 

· · · ' f,;~~t1l.S ~~Qef;<:l~~¢~~ft device which had the unfortunate effect of 
unressing the Christian pfejbdice that Jews were not to be trusted. Signifi

cantly, at this period the rabbis took care to restrict the reservatio's applic-
ability, against the preference of some ordinary Jews. In general the standard 
set for Jewish dealings with Gentiles was higher than the norm (with the 
important exception that the taking of usury was permitted). Thus the 
Tosephta had warned that,r~itJs ~(>J'¢ bl~Q1e.W-;>r~hyt<> stealfrom a Oy1lttlf 
{~~f~'~~~4because of Hillul ha-Shem", a concept roughly equivalent to a 
c6hioitiafion of noblesse oblige with the glorification of God.41 .. 

Clearly, this was another area of tension in Jewish minds which could be 
brought to a head by outside events. During a pogrom the old identification 
of Christians with Edom naturally recurred, At Passover time there was a 
special irony in telling the old story of release from Egyptian bondage indoors 
while being reminded of their modern servitude as the Devil's men by the men 
outside. Incidents such as that which occurred at Oxford in 1268, when a Jew 
threw down a'nd tramp]&d upon a crucifix as it was being carried in a solemn 
University procession towards the shrine of St. Frideswide were to be expected 
from time to time. 

One feels instinctively that episodes like that must have coloured the 
internal life of the minority community. But if tension was a constant feature 
of Anglo-Jewish life of the time, it has left remarkably few obvious marks on 
the community's cultural life. CeciL Roth's final judgment, based on a life
time's study, was that English Jewry was "a hive .of productive rabbinic 

41 KATZ, op. cit., esp. pp. 82-102, with which S. SCHWARZFUCHS, Etudes sur l'origine et le 
developpement du rabbinat .au moyen age (Paris 1957) may usefully be read; L. PoLIAKOV, 
The History of anti-semitism, tr, R. HoWARD (1965) [ =vol. i of Histoire de l'antisemitisme]. 
Cf. RoTH, "A Hebrew elegy on the York martyrs of 1190", TJHSExvi (1951), pp. 213-30. 
Also helpful (among many) are H. LIEBESCHUTZ, "The crusading movement and its bearing 
on the Christian attitude towards Jewry", JJS x (1955), pp. 97-111; the literature on the 
Hebrew crusade chronicles e.g. S. EIDELBURG, "The Solomon bar Simson chronicle ... ", 
Jewish Quart. Rev. n.s. xlix (l959),'J. HACKER, "About the persecutions during the first 
crusade", Zion xxxi (1966), 225-3lj S. ScHW ARZFUCHS, "De la condition des juifs de France 
aux xiie et xiiie siecles", REJ cxxv (1966), 221-32. 
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scholarship",42 At least nine thirteenth century rabbis can be identified with 
extant writings and they lived in Cambridge, Lincoln, Northampton, Norwich 
and Oxford as well as London. Even in the twelfth century visitors of the 
standing of Abraham ibn Ezra do not seem to have felt that "Angleterre" was 
the backwater its name suggested. Nor can the scholarly works produced be 
dismissed as limited in any obvious way. New editions continue to reveal that 
their authors did not restrict their aims to the immediately useful and pro
duced books not unworthy to be associated with the great names of Ashkenazi 
learning on the Continent. The problems of daily life may possibly explain 
why no English Jew produced work of the calibre of Rashi or Maimonides 
but, in the absence of individual genius, the English community managed to 
keep in contact with the best modern Jewish work, even that from Spain and 
written in Arabic. Moreover Elhanari ben Iakkar of London is known to 
have drawn upon Christian sources for some of the ideas in his mystical 
writings. And the most widely read Jewish work possibly to be credited to 
mediaeval England is the Hebrew Fox Fables by Berachiah ha-Nakdan, who 
has been plausibly identified with a late twelfth century Oxford Jew.43 
Berachiah'~ fables belong to a tradition of folklore which Northern Europe 
was slowly learning from the Mediterranean. Still very readable today, they 
are one of the few pieces of English evidence that hint at the Jews' role in the 
transmission of southern ideas into England. A small body of Hebrew 
literature from Continental Europe, with the aid of a few hints from England, 
strongly suggests also that stories and entertainments which amused Gentile 
audiences were retold in forms which delighted Jewish ones too.44 

Of course the literary remains do show signs of the hostile environment. 
Some of the unusual rulings of English rabbis preserved in responsa are best 
understood as modification of custom permitted to avoid trouble. 45 Only two 
overtly polemical writings are known, but this may be due to the chance of 
survival. Roth's survey of the career of Rabbi Elijah of London, one of the 

42 RoTH, "Why Anglo-Jewish history?", TJHSExxii (1968-9), p. 27. His The intellectual 
activities of mediaeval English Jewry (Brit. Acad. suppl. papers viii 1953) and "Some notes 
on pre-Expulsion scholars", JJS iii (1952), pp. 5th-61 are of course fundamental but the 

in th,e last \Vord on the subject • 
. ·. Ufii.i~r;UJ;(~i'(~tttl FalJ!e& 'iiftl 

lively and 'attractive. Some 
originals were written; cf. 

MUNDY, op. cit., p. 
44 ROTH, op. cit. (1953), pp. 70-1 for Vives le Romanzur. C. LEVIANT, King Artus: a 

Hebrew Arthurian romance of 1279 (Studia gen. Neerlandica xi, Assen 1969), Tales of 
Sendebar, ed. M. EPSTEIN (Philadelphia 1967) and The. Book of Gests of Alexander of 
Macedon, ed. I. S. KAZIS (Cambridge, Mass. 1962) are all from southern Europe but see A. 
GRABOIS, "Le souvenir et la legende de Charlemagne dans les textes hebraiques medievaux", 
Le moyen age lxxii (1966), 6-41. 

45 I. EPSTEIN, "Pre-Expulsion England in the responsa", TJHSExiv (1935-9), pp. 187-205 
and A. OwEN, "English references in the responsa of R. Meir of Rothenburg, 1215-93 ", ibid. 
xvii (1951-2), pp. 73-8 are tantalising scraps for the general historian; cf. Tasfot Hachmei 
Anglia, ed. E. D. PrNNES et al. (4 vols., Jerusalem 1968-71). 



. "' 
286' JOURNAL OF JEWISH STUDIES 

most distinguished Jews produced by media,eval England, displays the strain 
imposed on a learned man by relationships with Gentile magnates and 
financiers. Numerous details survive of his secular activities in the royal 
financial and legal records, where he appears as Master Elias. The problems 
of life in a hostile environment seem sometimes to have led him to make 
decisions against his better judgment. In 1275 he went so far as to disregard 
the~'J:ewish tule agaiast suing. fellow Jewsfhnd seek royal assistance in the 
enforcement of a herem (ban of excommunication) against his own nephew. 46 

Scholars of Elijah's stature were the exceptions. The really important 
characteristic ofAnglo-JeVI'ish culture was, its 

st.Jre ofat1~1Pi¢eracyin th.e Hebrew, -·--- •c c-~ 
' and a good basic Jewish education which is illustrated by the many 

:Hebrewdeeds (Shetaroth) drawn up and written by otherwise unknown men. 
As Thomas of Chobham warned his fellow Christians in about 1215, "the 
Jews are learned in the law, so that they can ... easily corrupt Christians".47 
The dangers inherentin arguing with Jews point to the gap between Jewish 
and Gentile educational standards.:';tJle.e~ttil;~:Jd:iJ1ary.J;~wish em:Ph~sis of 
¥"~~~pi.was not in any way a furiciion ofl!Vhi.gin a hostile enVironment. 
The Jewish tradition that all males participated in synagogue services 
required literacy and a good basic religious education and there is some evi
dence of communal provision for this through the synagogue. Other evidence 
froni marriage contracts and the like suggests that a good deal depended on· 
the individual householder. In 1286-7, Jacob of London wrote his Etz Hayyim 
to supersede the foreign books previously employed as guides by heads of 
families. 4s.fli~l~lft;~~\~~~ p~S'$i}ssed.tlieij: o~#,bi:@fe~, :~bd o~e.r;tJ<i)~~f and 
some certainly employed private tutors. A London rabbi is said to have 
recited the Haggadah in the vernacular at Passover in order that its message 
should be fully understood by his children and the women of the family. 

b .. e .. en. the. >Cr'uciltllink · •· ·· · ,,, ''" ''' l 

course these considerations 
tothe extensive body of Jewish poor. Too 

46 RoTH, op. cit. (1943), pp. 29-62. . 
47 THOMAS OF CHOBHAM, Summa confessorum, ed. F. BROOMFIELD (Anal. med. Namur

censis xxv 1968), p. 252; cf. also ibid., pp. 178, 510. Thomas wrote within a few years of 1215 
and his views, on other subjects at least, appear to have been quite influential later. He was 
of the "school'' of the Paris theologian Peter the Chanter (ob. 1197), for which see J. W. 
BALDWIN, Masters, Princes and Merchants (Princeton 1970). ROBERT OF FLAMBOROUGH, 
Summa con[., ed. P. MICHAUD-QQANTIN (Rech. de theol anc. et med. xxvi, 1959), 281 is a 
relevant view by another English member of the school. 

48 The Etz Hayyim of R. Jaco{J ben Jehuda Hazan of London, ed. I. BRODIE (Jerusalem 3 
vols. 1962-7). ' 

49 M. ADLER .. "The Jewish woman in mediaeval England" reprinted as cap. 1 of his Jews 
of mediaeval England (1939). 1 · 
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little can be known about them to permit generalisation. One can merely 
canvass a few possibilities. Perhaps Jewish poor relief was more effective than 
Gentile and was able to hold families together; or, did employment by the 
rich as servants or agents encourage the splitting up of the family and thus 
release the young to drift into crime, for instance, by way of petty pawn
broking? 

Ultimately of course, the ability of Jewish parents to influence the way their 
children would develop, like other major decisions, was largely outside their 
control. Their freedom of choice was limited by relations with the majority 
community and policies initiated by the king or his advisers. For all the high 
degree of internal autonomy permitted the Jewish community and its own 
fruitful traditions, power over Jewish lives, where it counted, lay in the hands 
of the king. Jews who wished to feel free to come, go and act like free men 
were quite aware that their ability to do so depended on royal consent and 
protection. With the royal officials resident locally, the sheriff and constable 
in particular, rested the responsibility for the community's safety, an obliga-
tion which did n!='t aid their popularity or their master's. All official contacts 
between the two communities as entities were through the king and conse
quently tended to be dominated by fiscal considerations, which were dominant 
to a large extent in the institutions evolved from the mid-twelfth century 
onwards to guard. royal interests and, guarantee Jewish privileges. From the 
last quarter of the century, the Exchequer of Jews exercised a wide though. 
not 'exclusive jurisdiction over Jewish finance and disputes between Jew and 
Gentile. The justices of Jews who presided were· ordinary civil servants. 
Neither the Jewish Exchequer not the provincial archae (safe-deposits in 
which Jewish loan bonds were registered and stored ready to be drawn on for 
tallages) could have been administered, though, without the co-operation of 
a host of Jewish minor officials. The Jews' senior representative before the 
king, known as the Arch-Presbiter, may well have fulfilled some of the 
functions of a Chief Rabbi within the Jewish community, but extant evidence 
reveals only his role as mouthpiece to the king on governmental and legal· 
issues. The position was at first a royal appointment, but the Jews were later 
allowed a free choice within the limits imposed by the job itself. so 

Above all the Jew's position in the country was so dependent upon the king 
as to submit them very widely to his power. Contemporary Gentiles who had 
been fed by the Church with the idea that Jewish servitude was a punishment 
for their crime in killing Christ, saw a natural analogy with serfs. What dis
tinguished serfs from freemen was, similarly, the arbitrary character of their 
dependence pn their lord. 51 In thirteenth century Europe this serf analogy for 

50 RICHARDSON, op. cit., caps, 6-9. 
51 See R. W. SoUTHERN, The making of the middle ages (Oxford 1953), pp. 103 sq. and 

M. BLOCH, Melanges historiques (Paris 1963), i 304. Good examples of how the equation 
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Jews was a common-place. In England it first appeared in the work of two 
writers from the middle of the twelfth century, the author of the "Leges 
Edwardi Confessoris" and the Norwich monk Thomas of Monmouth.s2 
Possibly the English king's monopoly oflordship over English Jews was more 
in their minds than the precocious centralisation of English government 
which may have been less obvious under Stephen than in other reigns. The 
analogy with serfdom encouraged an even closer dependence oil the king 
while simultaneously helping to diffuse another portion of the stereotype. 

Even in the twelfth century kings experienced some episcopal disapproval 
of their stance. Bishops felt that Judaism, being a matter of religion, Jews 
ought to belong to the Church's jurisdiction. Increasingly too, they lent the 
support of their authority to popular feeling against usury and Jews. Their 
activities can be traced in their efforts to enforce the Lateran Council decrees 
of 1179, and still more 1215. However, for a time the bishop's attempted 
repression faltered on the rock of royal refusal to conform. On two occasions 
early in Henry III's reign, for instance, sheriffs were ordered to stop economic 
boycotts of local Jewish communities, order by bishops. But Edward I ended 
the long maintained royal policy of protection. How real a threat this new 
alliance between king and Church could be was then shown even before 
Edward's accession in the events which led to the second Statute of Jewry in 
1271. Edward's own actions were guided henceforth by his sincere religious 
bi'gotry, but his constant concern for royal interests would never have per
mitted him this self-indulgence had not the royal revenue from Jewish sources 
now dropped far below the halcyon days before the Barons' Wars. "The Royal 
Milch Cow" was near to exhaustion and the repressive statutes prevented its 
recovery in the face of fiercer competition from Gentile financiers. 

The mention of Gentile competition for Jewish moneylenders now raises 
the question of the Jewish role in the money market. To understand the func
tioning of the mediaeval English money market one needs to start from first 
principles. For a moneylender to prosper he needs to be able to charge for his 

worked in contemporary minds are afforded by J. G. EDWARDS, "Confirmatio Cartarum 
and baronial grievance in 1297", Eng. Hist. Rev. !viii (1943), 155-6 and P. M. BLECKER, 
"The monk as 'servds"", American Benedictine Rev. xvii (1966), pp. 185-98. 

52 "Leges Edwardi Confessoris", Gesetze der Angelsachsen, ed. F. LIEBERMAN (Halle 
1903:...16), i 650; JESSOPP and JAMES, op. cit., pp. 93, 100. H. G. RICHARDSON and G. 0. ' 
SAYLES, Law and legislation (Edinburgh 1966), pp. 47-9 examined the "Leges Edwardi" 
most recently. The date is very early, but both these texts stress the king's control over Jews 
and their goods ("ludei et omnia sua regis sunt"); neither says straight out that Jews were 
servi regis or even tamquam servi regis as in later Continental sources. They are the material 
from which the servus analogy was constructed rather than that analogy itself. Even in the 
thirteenth century usage was seldom as clear as in Germany, for example, because of the 
different nature of English law: It was never a legal ru1e but remained a convenient ru1e of 
thumb summing up for laymen and lawyers alike the flavour of Jewish status. Cf. G. NAHON, 
"Les juifs dans les domaines d'Alfonse de Poitiers, 1241-71", REJ cxxv (1966), 181-2. 
Prof. Langmuir's forthco~ng book on antisemitism will, he tells me, include a chapter on 
the Jews' status in English secular law. 
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services (i.e. take interest) and, further, ensure as far as he can that he is in no 
danger of losing his money (i.e. take some form of security). 

There existed various methods of meeting the first requirement, but all were 
in principle condemned by the Church as usury and forbidden to Christians. 53 

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries an ever increasing number of 
Gentiles found their way round these prohibitions: many simply flouted them. 
The commercial expansion of Western Europe made this inevitable and the 
canon lawyers found themselves forced to bend before the facts and license 
some kinds of deal which a strict interpretation of the anti-usury regulations 
would have condemned. Ecclesiastical disapproval of usury may not have 
succeeded in preventing all taking of interest, but the rules were by no means 
a dead letter. Twice, in 1240 and 1274, English kings ordered all foreign 
usurers to leave the country within a short period. Both these royal orders 
followed recent restatements of the Church's opposition· to usury. If the 
Italians mainly concerned were perhaps able to buy dispensations and the 
effect of the royal action thus shortlived, Church views about usury were, 
nevertheless always an element in royal policy decisions on the world of 
finance, including Jewish finance. While the numbers of Gentiles dealing in 
money continued to grow, even nominal Christians were cautious about 
taking interest and may have eschewed doing so directly more often than 
modern historians would expect. 54 However, the really important distinction 
to make is probably not between Jew and Gentile, but rather between 
professional and amateur. The professionals, who might borrow as well as 
lend money, knew the rules of the game and could manipulate them to their 
own advantage. Unwary customers might panic when they found how fast a 
small loan grew by compound interest, but the professionals knew that the 
"paper" figures were probably unattainable and a basis for negotiation.ss As 

53 See J. T. NOONAN, The scholastic analysis of usury (Cambridge, Mass. 1957) and more 
generally R. S. LOPEZ, The commercial revolution of the middle ages, 950-1350 (Englewood 
Cliffs, N. J. 1971). Also S. STEIN, "The development of the Jewish law of interest ... to the 
Expulsion of the Jews from England", Hist. Judaica xvii (1955), pp. 3-40 and "Interest taken 
by Jews from Gentiles", JSS i (1956), pp. 141-64. 

54 M. MATE, "The indebtedness of Canterbury Cathedral Priory, 1215-95", Econ. Hist. 
Rev. 2nd s. xxvi (1973), pp. 183-97 is an excellent study of banking and borrowing by a 
House with good records, which reveals suggestive patterns about the possible effect of 
anti-usury legislation and the choices between Jews, Italians and local Gentiles as sources 
of loans for different purposes. The assumptions of Richardson, cap. 4 ought to provoke a 
full-scale examination of the market for credit in thirteenth century England. Until this is 
done our understanding of the Jews' roles and much else about English society must remain 
obscure. See also n. 63 below. 

55 The Crowther Report (H.M.S.O. 1971) publicised the method of calculation of the 
"real" rate of interest in a transaction which takes note of the crucial fact that annual pay
ments are often made on a diminishing principal sum and the real rate is therefore much 
higher than when estimated by more conventional methods. Historians ought to use this to 
determine the value of transactions to the professional, though the conventional calcu1ation 
may better represent the cost to the amateur borrower. Of course, different considerations 
apply where the borrower is a professional financier. . 
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a result loans secured on land, as we shall see, enabled knowledgeable 
operators to acquire land at below market value. 

Gentile borrowers would therefore have gained by selling land outright and 
not seeking to raise loans first. Sometimes of course they did do this. But more 
often men refused to see that they would eventually have to sell and held on 
stubbornly. The retention of family lands was a deeply felt desire and obliga
tion; its abandonment hurt badly. This points to a central fact about the 
mediaeval money market: a very large proportion of loans were for purposes 
of consumption. With the exception of the few professional bankers, for 
example Italians, dealing in wool and transfers of credit abroad, there is far 
less evidence of borrowing for productive investment than in contemporary 
France.56 Most borrowers sought money because they were in financial 
straits; thus from the beginning the probability was that they would be unable 
to repay their creditors. 

Lenders tried to cover themselves against this possibility by taking security 
either on chattels or land. The deposit of chattels with a lender as pawns, 
although perhaps a large proportion of the total number of deals, was found 
mainly at the lower end of the trade. The importance of pawnbroking lies 
mainly in the kind of contacts made between Jewish lenders and the urban 
lower classes, both as needy borrowers and as dealers in small commodities, 
often with more than a suspicion that stolen goods were involved. In value 
and influence on the national economy, the use of land as security dwarfs 
chattel pawns. The key point here is the difficulty of finding a method by 
which a lender could force a defaulting borrower to make his landed assets 
available for settlement of the debt. A creditor out of possession of land had a 
weak bargaining position until the enactment of the unpopular Statutes 
Metchant of 1283 and 1285.57 No doubt the pressure eventually forced 
debtors to sell, but they could hold out long enough to make the predictable 
annual return unattractive to potential investors. Only the Jew, through his 
royal privileges, possessed a settled legal procedure by which he could, as it 
were, "foreclose on a mortgage" concerning land of which the legal owner 
had remained in possession until that time. He was then able to recoup him
self by convenient resale or lease of the land. Consequently, the purchase of 
Jewish bonds was probably more attractive to Gentile financiers with spare 
capital than direct investment either in loans, which might involve difficulties 
over the usury prohibitions, or directly in land. This explains why Jews appear 

56 Cf. William of Chartres' story which contrasts St. Louis' view with that of some of his 
counsellors who argu'e.,that Jewish credit performed an essential service. The passage is 
cited by G. NAHON, "Le credit et lesjuifs dans Ia France du xiiie siecle", Annales xxiv (1969), 
1141, a paper based on St. Louis' enquetes into complaints. 

57 T. F. T. PLUCKNETI, J1:egis/ation of Edward I (Oxford 1949), cap. 6; cf. PRESTWICH, 
War, politics and finance; pp. 248, 275. 
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to have retained more of the loan business than one might expect right until 
the second half of the thirteenth century. 

Like the Asians of recent East Africa perhaps, the Jews had begun by 
introducing new financial devices,ss in this case from the Mediterranean, into 
a comparatively backward England. Their commercial activity came to be 
much resented, especially as it continued longer than was necessary for strict 
economic purposes, and gave some plutocrats, identifiable as Jews, great and 
obvious wealth. 

Resentment against the Jews was fed by other ramifications of the system 
too. The Jewish Exchequer was a convenient clearing house for bonds and 
hence also of land. Those with both cash to spare and influence at court -
(through which they acquired their bonds on favourable terms) were best 
placed to benefit. Thus, successful civil servants like Walter de Merton, the 
Queens of both Henry III and Edward I and all kinds of unsavoury courtiers 
used the facilities offered by the Jewish Exchequer to acquire landed estates. 
And so in different ways did a number of Religious Houses who had learnt 
how to deal in encumbered lands. The result was one of the most significant 
economic movements of thirteenth century England, a large scale shift of 
landed wealth from all kinds of "declining" families towards the newly rich. 59 
The Jews did not cause this; it would have happened anyway without their 
participation. They merely acted as middlemen, a temporary lubricant for 
social change, until such time as Englishmen adjusted to new realities. Those 
who watched their lands dwindle no doubt hated all the financiers involved, 
but Jews were an easily identified category and, thanks to the facilities 
provided by the Exchequer of Jews, appeared to be responsible for a much 
wider range of transactions than they really carried out. "Declining" gentry 
thus confused the symptoms of their sickness with the causes and became 
especially prone to anti-semitism. Greater landlords, too, were aware that 
their own rights were endangered if their tenants mortgaged lands held of them 

58 Although Jews were largely responsible for the financial education of the English, they 
did not stand entirely alone. For a Fleming. whose business, clientele and methods closely 
resembled the Jews' in Henry II's reign, see H. JENKINSON, "William Cade .. . ",Eng. Hist. 
Rev. xxviii (1913), pp. 209-27, ibid., pp. 522-7, 730-2 and idem, "A moneylender's bonds 
of the twelfth century", Essays ••. toR. L. Poole, ed. H. W. C. DAVIS (Oxford 1927), pp. 
190-210. 

59 D. W. SUTHERLAND, "Peytevin v. La Lynde", Law Quart. Rev. lxxxiii (1967), pp. 527 
sq. and E. KINO, Peterborough Abbey, 1086-1310 (Cambridge 1973), cap. 2 giv~ examples 
which illustrate the social and political repercussions possible. Such men can be found in 
the twelfth century too (see W. L. WARREN, Henry Il,1973, pp. 382-5 and J. C. HoLT, "The 
barons and the Great Charter", Eng. Hist. Rev. lxx, 1955, 10-11 for Roger of Asterby) but, 
as Mr. Trevor Aston pointed out to me, knightly resentment became more significant in the 
years after.1204 when expansionist outlets dried up. A study of borrowers from Jews would 
again be of value for English social history. A start might be made from the lists printed by 
P. ELMAN, "Jewish finance in thirteenth century England ... " (London University M.A. 
thesis 1936) and the Day Book Rolls published by LIPMAN, op. cit (1967), and extensive 
manuscript material is accessible in the Public Record Office. 
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to Jews}iO They were well advised to prohibit such deals expressly when they 
granted land out by charter. The prohibition clause in one charter as early as 
the 1160s was worded to exclude also any machinamentum collusionis by 
which Jews might wheedle their way on to the fee.61 · 

And so once again the different lines of argument return to each other. One 
begins to understand how religious, political and economic factors each con
tributed to the debacle of the Expulsion in 1290. The picture here presented is 
one of considerable everyday co-existence between the two communities 
together with clashing stereotypes which could, and frequently did, lead to 
violence. A hypothesis that reconciled these two facts and plausibly explained 
the various kinds of interaction between the two communities would make a 
pleasant conclusion to this paper. A recent student of Christian-Jewish 
relations over a wider area decided that even "behind ... 'natural' relation
ships, there always lurked the ideology of separateness based on the religious 
conceptions of both ... groups". 62 The material surveyed in this paper con
firms this view in general terms. Possibly one can add an element of social 
dynamics. Previously, the Christians' stereotype has been regarded as some
thing to be acquired and diffused progressively like any rational imbibed 
knowledge. Perhaps the process was not gradual, however, but by sporadic 
short-lived leaps forward followed by slow regression until there was another 
spurt of activity. The occasional outbreaks of antisemitic violence were more 
than just the results of the stereotype; they modified it by use and pogroms 
were probably the most effective diffusion method of all. A townsman who 
had numbered Jews among his close acquaintances, or even friends, might say 
that he never believed the stories he was told until one day the corpse of a 
Christian child was discovered in circumstances of which "pointed" to 
Jewish responsibility. Sudden conversions of this kind would convince others 
when broadcast by vitae, reports of miracles and so on, as discussed already. 
Hence, the rapid sweep northwards from London of riots and pogroms in 
1189 and 1190 may have been a watershed in the history of the Jews in 
England almost as significant for its effect on Christian minds as for the 
suffering brought to the. Jews affected. 

Other extraordinary events are relevant too. England seems to have been 
60 Feet of fines for the county of York, ed. J. PARKER (Yorks. Arch. Soc., Record Ser. 

lxii), 144-5 is an example from the York eyre of 1231. Other cases sprinkled over the plea 
rolls of royal courts illuminate the way landowners, their lords and tenants saw loan trans
actions. Material is more abundant on Exchequer Memoranda Rolls (now on microfilm 
for Edward I's reign with good mimeographed indexes) and Exchequer plea rolls. See also, 
of course, Cal. Plea Rolls of the Exchequer of the Jews, ed. J. M. RroG, H. JENKINSON, H. G. 
RICHARDSON, op. cit. (4 vols. to date 1905-72), J. M. RIGG, Select pleas .. . from the Ex
chequer of the Jews, 1220-1284 (Selden Soc. xv 1901) and S. COHEN, "Plea rolls of the 
Exchequer of the Jews, MT1277-HT1279" (London University Ph.D. thesis 1951); one 
hopes for the publication of these rolls to be completed soon. 

61 Early Yorks. Charters, i, ed. W. FARRER (Edinburgh 1914), p. 232 (before 1175) the 
earliest such formula I know and, significantly, concerned with urban property. 

62 KATZ, op. cit., p. 7. '; ' 
I 
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spared pogroms at the time of the first two crusades, although one may suspect 
some connection with the miracles of St. William of Norwich. From 1189 
onwards, however, each successive Great Passage served to remind Christians 
about Christ's enemies at home and encouraged the tightening of repressive 
laws. Violence was most likely when the vigilance of royal protection relaxed 
at times of general disturbance or reformers and anti-semitism is well 
exemplified by the pogroms of the early 1260s usually accompanied by the 
sacking of the royal archae (chests) in which Jewish bonds were stored. 

Did all this have the cumulative effect of progressively increasing or deepen
ing antisemitic feelings? Historians frequently contrast the "open" twelfth 
century with the more "closed" thirteenth, and the ugly side of Christian 
intolerance was apparently more prominent in the second century of Jewish 
settlement in England than in the first. We must, however, be carefullest we 
become bemused by the imminence of the Expulsion in 1290. Every kind of 
evidence is more plentiful in the thirteenth century, that for peaceful and 
friendly co-existence too. The detection of subtle changes in the temperature of 
feelings of this kind is extremely difficult, even where modern statistics and so 
forth are available. This being so, there may be an alternative to the obvious 
view that the rapid deterioration of the Jewish community's situation under 
Edward I was the end product of the long, steady growth of popular anti
semitism over two centuries. The more important factor may have been recent, 
the new alignment which placed the king at the head of anti-Jewish forces 
which were not necessarily any stronger in numbers than a century earlier. 
Co-existence between individual Jews and Gentiles remained possible until 
shortly before 1290 but was powerless in the face of worsening relations 
between the two communities as such. Like most questions of power in 
media,eval England, relations between the Jews and the Gentile majority 
depended on the will. They came to an end-quite literally-in Edward I's 
good time. 63 
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63 RICHARDSON, op. cit., pp. 213-33 added significantly to previous accounts of the 
Expulsion but he had dismissed (p. 108) for no good reason the view of P. ELMAN, "The 
economic causes of the expulsion of the Jews in England in 1290", Econ. Hist. Rev. vii 
(1936), pp. 145-54. Agreed that Italian bankers performing different financial functions did 
not replace the Jews in royal service and that non-Jewish moneylending was widespread 
much earlier than has been realised in the past, the important fact remains that Jewish 
revenue was very much less valuable to Edward I than it had been for his predecessors; cf. 
PRESTWICH, op. cit., pp. 178, 200-2. Thus religious feelings and short term interests could 
push the king towards expulsion, a device which might be temporary or restricted to some 
particular town or area, and which had been in the air perhaps since the earliest days of 
Jewish settlement. See JESSOPP and JAMES, op. cit., pp. 47, 97 etc. (where exterminare may be 
better translated "expel" than "exterminate") and WARREN, op. cit., pp. 382-3. S. A. SINGER 
"The Expulsion of the Jews .•• ", Jewish Quart. Rev.,n.s. lv (1965), pp. 117-36 adds little. 
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