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During the premodern period covered by this book, po liti cal bound aries 
changed, and some states known  today did not exist. The Polish state, for 
example, transformed from a  union of two in de pen dent states of the Polish 
Crown and the  Grand Duchy of Lithuania into the Polish- Lithuanian 
 Commonwealth. The terms “Poland” and “Poland- Lithuania” are sometimes 
used in the text to denote the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth, especially 
for sources in Polish,  unless specific regions are pertinent. Italy as a single 
state did not exist; it comprised separate principalities, including the Papal 
States, Venetian Republic, Duchy of Milan, and  others. But sources do use 
the term Italia, and in some cases the term Italy is used in the book. But 
po liti cal units that are particularly pertinent are referred to by their proper 
names.

Towns and cities are identified throughout according to the terminology 
of the period,  unless an En glish equivalent exists. For example, present- day 
Vilnius in Lithuania appears as Wilno, and current- day Lvıv in Ukraine is 
referred to as Lwów. But for Kraków, Trento, or Warszawa, for which En-
glish names exist, Cracow, Trent, and Warsaw are used. In the bibliography, 
the place names correspond to  those in the publication itself, except for 
well- known places such as Rome, Venice, or Amsterdam.

Names appear the way they are shown in court rec ords, often in Latinized 
form. For example, the Polish name Katarzyna is referred to as Caterina in 
court documents. The Latinized form, which is also easier for the En glish 

Note on Places and Names
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reader, is the version used in the book. Trent and other multilingual bor-
derlands pre sent a par tic u lar prob lem. When rec ords exist in dif fer ent 
languages— for example, in Latin, Italian, and German sources in Trent, 
where dif fer ent versions of names appear— the name that corresponds to the 
language the person spoke is used. So, for example, the German- speaking 
Jew Engel, referred in Latin or Italian rec ords as Angelus or Angelo, respec-
tively, but in German con temporary sources as Engel, is named Engel in the 
book. The Trent trial was a German affair, in the German- speaking part 
of the town.

All translations within the text— from French, German, Hebrew, Italian, 
Latin, Polish, Rus sian, Spanish, and Yiddish— are mine,  unless other wise 
noted. If  there exists a published En glish translation, usually that translation 
is used,  unless other wise noted. Early modern sources in En glish retain their 
spelling.
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Introduction

jJjJ

In 2014, the Anti- Defamation League appealed to Facebook to take 
down a page titled “Jewish Ritual Murder.”1 It took four years  until the 

page was fi nally removed. Yet the interest in “Jewish ritual murder” has 
not been  limited to online activity. In May 2015, members of the British 
Movement, a white supremacist group in the United Kingdom, gathered in 
the town of Lincoln to “revive a tradition of the En glish  Middle Ages.”2 
The group proceeded to the Lincoln Cathedral, where they wanted to honor 
“ Little Hugh of Lincoln,” a nine- year- old boy who died in 1255.  Little 
Hugh’s death was blamed on the Jews and became the first case in  England 
to result in their execution, though it was not the first such accusation. A 
shrine devoted to  Little Hugh was fashioned, and the story was included 
in con temporary chronicles and local ballads.3 In the  fourteenth  century, 
the story entered popu lar works of lit er a ture, the most famous among them, 
Chaucer’s “Prioress’s Tale.” Although  Little Hugh of Lincoln was the focus 
of a site of popu lar devotion, he was never officially recognized as a saint 
by church authorities,  either Catholic or,  later, Anglican.

When they arrived at the cathedral in 2015, the group was confronted 
by a priest who informed them that  Little Hugh of Lincoln was not a saint. 
In fact, since 1959, at a time when Eu rope was reckoning with the enor-
mity of the Nazi destruction of Jews and beginning to reexamine Christian, 
anti- Jewish sentiments in culture and prayers, a plaque has hung at the site 
of  Little Hugh’s tomb.4 It calls the accusations “trumped-up stories” and 
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“fictions” that “cost many innocent Jews their lives” and includes a prayer: 
“Such stories do not redound to the credit of Christendom, and so we pray: 
Lord, forgive what we have been, amend what we are, and direct what we 
 shall be.”5

The neo- Nazi men in Lincoln rejected this rebuttal and gave their own 
counter- prayer, leaving offerings of flowers (symbolic red and white roses) 
at the burial site of  Little Hugh of Lincoln: “We are  here  today in memory 
of  Little Saint Hugh, who was murdered in the year 1255 by Jews, he was 
just 9 years old. Medieval historian Mathew Parris recorded the event. A 
Jew named Jopin confessed to the murder and implicated the wider Jewish 
community of the time in this crime, Jopin suggested that the killing of 
Hugh was a ritual religious sacrifice. The modern statement  here is an 
abomination and an insult to the memory of  Little Saint Hugh.” Though 
the Lincoln Cathedral contains burial sites of two other venerated figures— 
Bishop Hugh of Lincoln, who died in 1200 and was officially canonized in 
1220, and Bishop Edward King, who died in 1910— the group’s targeting 
of the remnants of the shrine of  Little Hugh of Lincoln reveals the enduring 
power and attraction of anti- Jewish ele ments of medieval history.6

Although other medieval anti- Jewish tales, including the desecration of 
the consecrated communion wafer and the poisoning of wells, have lost 
their power and appeal, the tale that Jews killed Christian  children— known 
as the “ritual murder” or “blood libel”— survives, adapting to changing cul-
tural and po liti cal climates. In the  Middle East, the ritual murder iconog-
raphy is a visual tool in anti- Israeli cartoons. In Eu rope the stories and sites 
associated with it are magnets for fascist and white supremacist groups, as 
suggested by the May 2015 encounter in Lincoln. The British Movement is 
not the only group embracing this narrow part of the medieval past in 
desiring to revive cults grounded in  these anti- Jewish tales. In 2007, a group 
in Italy emerged, seeking to revive the cult of Simon of Trent, which had 
been abolished in 1965.7 Simon’s death in 1475 resulted in one of the most 
notorious persecutions of Jews, leaving a lasting literary, visual, and even 
 legal legacy. In April 2019, a gunman entered a synagogue in Poway near 
San Diego, killing one and injuring several  others. In his online manifesto, 
he invoked Simon of Trent saying, “You are not forgotten Simon of Trent, 
the horror that you and countless  children have endured at the hands of 
the Jews  will never be forgiven.”8

The attraction of the blood libel legend for far right, fascist, and white 
supremacist groups has a longer history than its twenty- first- century revival. 
On May 1, 1934, the Nazi paper Der Stürmer published a special issue 
devoted to “Ritual Murder” (Fig.  0.1). The headline in big red letters 
screamed “A Jewish Plan to Murder Non- Jews Uncovered!” Below was an 
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Fig. 0.1  Der Stürmer, May 1, 1934, the Ritualmord issue.
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image of Jews filling basins with blood of Christian  children, with three 
crosses in the background. The caption read, “Throughout the millennia, 
the Jews, following the secret rite, shed  human blood. The devil is still sit-
ting on our necks  today, it’s up to you to pack the dev il’s brood.” Stories 
and images of Jews killing Christians filled the rest of the issue, nearly twenty 
pages. Three more such issues would follow in 1937, 1939, and 1942. In 
1942, the Italian Fascist publication La difesa della razza also devoted part 
of an issue to ritual murder and blood libels.9

For centuries, Jews and their defenders have been trying to discredit  these 
tales, and yet they have proven impossible to root out. What sociologists 
call “confirmation bias,” a term that gained par tic u lar currency  after the 
2016 US presidential elections, may prove useful in understanding why. In 
2016 and thereafter, computer algorithms following our steps while we 
browse the Internet have created “echo chambers.”  These echo chambers 
make it easier for  people to “seek out information that strengthen[s] their 
preferred narratives” and “reject information that undermine[s] it.”10 Alarm-
ingly, social scientists have found that when exposed to false information 
that confirms readers’ views, not only are readers more likely to accept and 
share it with  others but also attempts to correct the falsehoods are  either 
“ignored” or “reinforce the users’ false beliefs.” Social media and the speed 
with which information spreads  today may exacerbate the phenomenon, 
but it is not something entirely new. The story of anti- Jewish accusations 
demonstrates that, in  earlier centuries, false or distorted information was 
accepted if it fit already existing preconceptions and came from sources the 
audience knew and trusted. Other wise, it was treated with disbelief and 
rejected.

Accusations that Jews killed Christian  children emerged in the mid- 
twelfth  century. The first such story— told years  later—of the death of a 
twelve- year- old boy named William in 1144 in Norwich,  England, typically 
marks the beginning. In their earliest form, the accusations, which scholars 
have called “ritual murder” or “ritual crucifixion,”  were linked to the reen-
actment of Jesus’s suffering and death. But in the thirteenth  century a new 
motif was added: Jews killed Christian  children to obtain their blood, 
turning “ritual murder” into “blood libel” or “ritual cannibalism.”11  These 
stories drew on themes from Christian beliefs and practices, which made 
them more believable. The new blood accusations  were quickly condemned 
by the highest church and secular authorities. Yet they persisted, despite 
condemnations and despite evidence to the contrary, remaining deeply in-
grained in Eu ro pean culture and imagination even  today.

But  these  were not only stories of blood. Real blood was spilled—Jews 
 were tried and executed when a Christian child went missing or a body was 
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found.  These cases created a massive paper trail of letters, edicts, and laws, 
as well as a memory trail  shaped by lit er a ture and art. Blood Libel reveals 
the pro cesses of the making and diffusion of knowledge that made the ac-
cusations so difficult to eradicate. The book follows, literally, the paper trail 
 these bloody affairs left in medieval and early modern Eu rope, pursuing 
sources from  England to France, Germany to Poland, and Italy. Broadening 
the geographic and chronological lens reveals a Eu rope much more con-
nected culturally and po liti cally than previously considered.

This long paper trail crisscrosses the bound aries of states and regions 
traditionally studied in isolation and of religious communities, uncovering 
networks of lobbyists and courtiers,  lawyers and scholars—Catholic, Prot-
estant, and Jewish—seeking to engineer responses to the blood libels against 
Jews, through diplomatic interventions as well as secret and published 
writing. The paper trail follows the arguments, in defense of or against Jews, 
revealing what  people read and saw. Blood Libel thus connects the dots 
scattered across Eu rope, highlighting distinct cultures of knowledge that 
 shaped the varied responses to the anti- Jewish accusations and the outcomes 
of anti- Jewish  trials.

Accusations that Jews killed Christian  children— frequently thought to 
be a medieval phenomenon— declined in western Eu rope  after the Refor-
mation, but they emerged with new force in early modern eastern Eu rope, 
especially in Poland- Lithuania.12 Still, as the numerous iconographic re-
minders and even occasional  trials testify, even in the West the charges did 
not die out completely. The Protestant Reformation thus does not explain 
their decline. Frankfurt, for example, a Protestant city, displayed a mural of 
Simon of Trent in its tower bridge, or Brückenturm (Fig. 0.2). Neither was 
Catholicism entirely to blame. In Poland- Lithuania, for example, the out-
comes of anti- Jewish accusations differed from that on the Italian penin-
sula, even though both regions  were predominantly Catholic. Regional 
cultures of knowledge and structures of power provide a better explanation 
for  these differences.

If the memory trail of anti- Jewish accusations began in twelfth- century 
 England and France, with stories about murders inserted into monastic 
chronicles, the  legal trail of arguments and pre ce dents can be traced back 
to two thirteenth- century cases: in 1235 in Fulda in the Holy Roman Empire 
and in 1247 in Valréas in Provence.  These two cases  were also the first in 
which Jews  were accused not just of killing Christian  children as a ritual 
reenactment of Jesus’s passion but also of using their blood. The persecu-
tion of Jews in Fulda resulted in the first official imperial denunciation of 
such accusations by Emperor Frederick II in 1236. The first papal admoni-
tions came in 1247, following an appeal by Jewish leaders to Pope Innocent 
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IV  after a Christian girl was found dead in the town of Valréas and Jews 
 were arrested, tortured, and then burned at the stake. The pope decisively 
denounced the persecution as the result of “the unpraiseworthy zeal” and 
“detestable cruelty” of Christians, “who covetous of their possessions or 
thirsting for their blood, despoil, torture, and kill [Jews] without  legal judg-
ment, contrary to the clemency of the Catholic religion.”13 During the fol-
lowing centuries, popes restated their protection of Jews against similar 
accusations, and this papal policy remained relatively stable,  until the after-
math of a dramatic trial in Trent in 1475.

The death of a toddler named Simon, whose body was found in a canal 
 under a Jewish  house in Trent during the Easter- Passover season in March 
1475, unleashed a chain of events that would eventually lead to the end of 
papal protection of Jews against blood accusations. The unusually lengthy 
and uniquely well- documented trial that followed Simon’s death led to the 
arrest, torture, and execution of nearly all the male Jews of the tiny Jewish 
community of Trent and, by 1478, the conversion of its  women and  children, 
ultimately ending the Jewish presence in Trent for centuries. The affair 
became one of the most notorious blood libels, leaving  behind not only a trail 
of blood, tears, and suffering but also the cult of “ Little Simon,” or Simonino, 
along with an unsurpassed documentary, literary, iconographic, and  legal 

Fig. 0.2  A mural of Simon of Trent in its Brückenturm as represented in Der 
Juden Badstub broadside (fragment), ca. 1615. ©The Trustees of the British 
Museum. All rights reserved.
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legacy. The existence and dissemination of Simon’s story and cult helped 
further reinforce Eu ro pean Christians’ belief that Jews murdered Christian 
 children.

As R. Po- Chia Hsia has noted, the blood libel in Trent, a city at the foot-
hills of the Alps, was “neither the first nor the last in the long series of anti- 
Jewish charges in Eu ro pean history,” but it was pivotal and paradigmatic.14 
 After Simon’s body was recovered, the local prince- bishop, Johannes 
Hinderbach, wasted no time in instigating the trial, while seeking to create 
a pilgrimage site to venerate  Little Simon. In response to Hinderbach’s ac-
tions, Pope Sixtus IV set up a commission to investigate the bishop’s claims, 
the legitimacy of the trial of the Jews, and the authenticity of alleged mir-
acles said to have ensued. The pope faced a dilemma: on the one hand, since 
the thirteenth  century popes had explic itly condemned similar accusations 
against Jews; on the other, Hinderbach’s efforts promoted popu lar devo-
tion and had the strong support of some high- profile clergy. In his com-
munications with Hinderbach, the pope reminded the bishop of  earlier 
papal statements about blood libels and threatened him with suspension. 
But  after much pressure from Hinderbach’s supporters and his massive 
public relations campaign, the pope partially relented, exculpating the 
bishop of wrongdoing but refraining to authorize the cult, and sternly pro-
hibiting calling Simon beatus, or blessed. It took more than a  century be-
fore another pope, Sixtus V, formally authorized the cult of  Little Simon in 
1588. But it was not the 1588 authorization of a regional cult that argu-
ably had the most power ful and long- lasting consequences for the per sis-
tence of blood accusations against Jews. It was the  earlier inclusion of 
Simon, in 1583 amidst the reforms of the Church, in the newly revised li-
turgical calendar Martyrologium romanum, which sparked a renewed in-
terest in him, complicated his  legal status in canon law, and spurred new 
works of art (Fig. 0.3).15

The events in Trent and their aftermath marked a departure from  earlier 
medieval persecutions and  trials of Jews accused of murdering Christian 
 children. The impact of the  earlier persecutions was mostly felt locally, only 
occasionally producing local shrines or more than a few lines in local chron-
icles. For example, the story of William of Norwich, whose mutilated body 
was found in 1144, led to a rise of a local cult, but it survived only in a few 
mentions in monastic chronicles and in one elaborate narrative of his “life 
and passion” written as a document advocating for his sainthood. This 
longer narrative, however, lay forgotten  until the nineteenth  century, when 
it was rediscovered and printed.16 And though the story of William’s death 
is thought to be the first case of the anti- Jewish accusation, its impact seems 
more  limited than previously thought. True, medieval  England appears to 
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have been the hotbed of accusations that Jews killed Christian  children, and 
William’s shrine was known  there, but the continental stories, among them 
Simon of Trent, had a far more lasting impact in history, memory, and law.17

Even in Trent the  earlier papal bulls protecting Jews  were included in 
papal correspondence during the proceedings but  were not recognized as 

Fig. 0.3  Simon of Trent, undated late– sixteenth- century painting by a northern 
Italian painter, painted soon  after Simon was included in Martyrologium romanum, 
likely between 1583 and 1597. The boy has a halo, the sign of a saint, instead of 
rays typical of previous repre sen ta tions of Simon as beatus. Private collection.
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applicable by the instigators of the trial. The Trent case was a turning point. 
If the medieval period was marked by papal condemnations of anti- Jewish 
accusations and by papal protection of Jews facing  those charges, the legacy 
of Simon’s case in Church law and Christian historical memory made such 
public papal protection of Jews difficult if not impossible. It is no coinci-
dence that the last papal defense of Jews against such accusations was in 
1540, before Simon’s cult was officially sanctioned.

At the heart of the trial in Trent  were not only anti- Jewish sentiments 
but also a clash between Rome and Trent: this clash went far beyond ques-
tions of the authenticity of miracles and the authorization of the cult of 
Simon, of authority and power, and of traditional practices and religious 
control. At its center  were cultural and po liti cal differences between the 
Italian Rome and the Germanic Trent, differences that signaled subsequent 
trajectories in the history and memory of blood libels against Jews in Eu-
rope, soon to be divided by the Reformation.

It turned out that it mattered what  people read. One cannot underestimate 
the role early printed books played in shaping regional epistemologies. Early 
printed works provided topics, vocabulary, and iconography that would 
create regional molds for thinking about Jews. Strikingly, the same works, 
with versions published in dif fer ent regions in Latin and the vernaculars, 
varied depending on the place and language in which they  were published.

Writers tended to read and respond to works published in their regions. 
In Italy and the German lands, Christian Hebraism meant that some Chris-
tians could read Jewish books. Though in each region the focus of interests 
and the reasons for studying Hebrew works differed, the knowledge gained 
by reading Jewish works was everywhere marshaled for polemical pur-
poses, often to discredit Judaism and provide Christians with arguments 
against Jews. Still, with few exceptions, the exposure to Hebrew language 
and rabbinic lit er a ture provided enough knowledge of Jewish customs to 
 counter, or at least mitigate, accusations against the Jews. According to 
 these Christian polemical works, Jews may indeed curse Christians, they 
may even hate them, but they do not kill. This was not the case for Poland- 
Lithuania, where, like elsewhere, early vernacular books about Jews pub-
lished in the region  shaped subsequent lit er a ture for centuries to come. And 
although non- reading Christians might have learned about Jewish practices 
through personal interaction, sharing living space, and seeing them first-
hand, what Christians in Poland knew about Jews from books was  limited 
to explic itly anti- Jewish vernacular works by writers who had never studied 
Jewish texts and who  were steeped in ignorance about Jewish lit er a ture, 
religion, and religious practices. It was the printed books, not personal con-
tacts, that became accepted knowledge— knowledge that gradually had an 
impact on what happened in the courtroom.
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Yet knowledge about Jews came not only from explic itly polemical, anti- 
Jewish works. Often, chronicles, cosmographies, and other books not de-
voted directly to Jews included stories about them, such as tales found in 
local chronicles, lore, or court rec ords. Indeed, as early modern writers be-
came interested in archival sources, trial rec ords began to circulate in 
print, entering the paper trail of accessible “evidence” of Jewish “cruelties,” 
as one Polish writer would title his book. Authoritative sources  were dif-
ficult to dismiss; thus when the Bollandists, Jesuits in Antwerp renowned 
for their scholarly diligence, included in their Acta Sanctorum, or lives of 
the saints, several tales of purported child victims of Jews, the impact was 
incalculable. Who should Christians trust: the esteemed Christian scholars 
or the Jews and their defenders? Rumors and lore became “facts” once they 
entered reputable printed books.

Cultural differences, perhaps unsurprisingly,  were also prominent among 
Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews in their reactions to anti- Jewish accusations. 
With the exception of the earliest medieval accusations, which occurred 
in  England and France, the majority of the accusations affected directly 
Ashkenazi Jews in northern and  later in eastern Eu rope. The actions that 
Ashkenazi Jews took in the aftermath of accusations reflected their diplo-
matic skills and  legal and po liti cal sophistication. But Sephardic Jews— who 
 were not the direct victims of blood libel— were the ones to leave a literary 
mark on the subject. Jewish works touching on the subject of blood libels 
 were certainly not as quantitatively impressive as the corpus of Christian 
anti- Jewish works, but they shine light onto Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jewish 
cultures. The rare Ashkenazi works  were mostly Yiddish songs and short 
tales, deeply rooted in the Ashkenazi ethos of martyrdom, kiddush ha- shem, 
dating back to the Crusades. They told stories of innocent Jews falsely ac-
cused of horrific crimes, but able to withstand torture and  dying a martyr’s 
death. They affirmed the victims’ fidelity to their God despite horrific suf-
fering and persecution, while providing concrete models and values on how 
and why to withstand torture, and guidance on how to respond practically 
by organ izing financial and po liti cal support in the face of similar accusa-
tions. The Sephardic responses, in contrast, had a polemical character, un-
dermining the premises and logic of  these anti- Jewish libels. The arguments 
and sources marshaled in  these works played an impor tant role in shaping 
 legal arguments in defense of Jews in the eigh teenth  century. In fact, they 
created a chain of  legal sources that would help shape even a famed report 
by Cardinal Lorenzo Ganganelli prepared in 1759 in the midst of a wave 
of violent anti- Jewish accusations in Poland.

For modern scholars, Cardinal Ganganelli’s report became one of the most 
frequently cited documents in defense of Jews. It methodically undermined 
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the arguments supporting blood libels against Jews, often turning to evi-
dence from printed books and chronicles. Yet, Ganganelli’s report still ac-
knowledged as valid two stories of alleged child victims of Jews: Simon of 
Trent and Andreas of Rinn. Writing his report, Ganganelli had to navigate 
dangerous terrain. On the one hand, he knew that numerous popes had 
condemned such accusations and that much evidence against the charges 
existed as well. On the other hand, some popes, including Gregory XIII in 
1583, Sixtus V in 1588, and Benedict XIV, Ganganelli’s own boss, had 
sanctioned and reaffirmed popu lar shrines celebrating the alleged child vic-
tims Simon of Trent and Andreas of Rinn. Indeed, just a few years before 
Ganganelli finished his report, Pope Benedict XIV formally recognized the 
cult of Andreas of Rinn, near Innsbruck. Benedict’s effective affirmation of 
anti- Jewish accusations has baffled scholars and tarnished the pope’s repu-
tation as “the Enlightenment pope,” so admired for condemning slavery, in-
stalling a  woman as a professor of sciences at the University of Bologna, 
and embracing science and the arts.18 In his report, thus, Ganganelli had to 
strike a careful balance—at stake  were profoundly consequential questions 
of papal authority and power.

Archival evidence, including hitherto unknown sources from the archives 
of the Holy Office of the Inquisition (now the Archive of the Congregation 
of the Doctrine of the Faith), shines light on the wrangling between the 
nuncio in Poland and papal officials in Rome; it shows that the Ganganelli 
report was explic itly prohibited from being made public. As a secret internal 
document, the report was thus never published by the Catholic Church and 
had  little impact on the defense of Jews in late eighteenth- century Poland 
and even  later.

The existence of the report was first mentioned in 1862 in the Italian 
Jewish journal L’Educatore Israelita, with the text published only in the 
1880s, in the aftermath of a number of  trials of Jews, including one in Tisza-
eszlar, Hungary.19 During the Beilis affair in 1911–1913, in which a Jewish 
man, Menachem Mendel Beilis, was accused of killing a Christian youth in 
Kiev, Baron Nathaniel Mayer Rothschild requested that the Vatican con-
firm the authenticity of the report’s published version, as well as the au-
thenticity of the 1247 bull by Innocent IV. The Vatican’s secretary of state 
complied with his request. The authentication of  these documents, not an 
insignificant action, was the closest Church officials in Rome came to con-
demning anew anti- Jewish accusations since the last papal bull defending 
Jews, issued in 1540. But the letter to Baron Rothschild was still a private 
letter, not an official statement.

The ambivalence of the popes and their emissaries about the official papal 
policies of protection of Jews against blood libels underlines the complexity 
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of attitudes of the Catholic Church  toward the accusations. It illuminates 
regional differences in the levels of intervention against such accusations 
or their tacit approval for po liti cal reasons, often revealing tensions between 
official policies and local popu lar piety.

Blood Libel spotlights the burden that history, tradition, and law have 
placed on individual and institutional actors. This burden was palpable 
when on October 28, 1965, Archbishop of Trent Alessandro Maria Gottardi 
published a “Notification concerning the Cult of  Little Simon of Trent,” 
effectively abolishing the cult of the boy.20 The contrast between Gottardi’s 
notification announcing the abolition and the cult’s notorious beginnings 
in 1475 could not be starker. Gottardi’s “Notification” was not a big public 
announcement. It did not explic itly state that the cult was abolished; instead, 
the announcement was opaquely cloaked in references to recent historical 
studies, canon law, and a document issued in 1963 by the prefect of the 
Congregation of the Rites, a body of the Roman Curia originally established 
in 1588 and responsible for supervision of the liturgy and the canonization 
of saints. Gottardi accepted “with reverence and gratitude the prudent 
decisions of the Holy See,” noting with “ great satisfaction the happy coin-
cidence for which they appear to be entirely relevant to the spirit and the 
documents of the Second Vatican Council.” He expressed his hope that 
“even this local circumstance” may “increase in all, as it should, mutual 
feelings and attitudes of re spect, justice, and brotherhood.” Printed in a 
diocesan monthly publication meant for official statements of the diocesan 
authorities, “The Notification” was thus effectively an internal document. 
And it is perhaps for that reason that the archbishop did not need to ar-
ticulate explic itly what “decisions of the Holy See” he was referring to, but 
included only a shorthand reference to “the application of canon 1284 [of 
canon law],” without quoting it directly. Still, all this was enough to signal 
that the cult of Simon was to be abolished— canon 1284 of the 1917 code of 
canon law states that in case of impossibility to authenticate relics related 
to a cult, such relics should be removed from worship by the faithful.21

If the abolition of the cult seemed disappointingly restrained, it coincided, 
quite consciously, with a major event in the history of Jewish– Catholic re-
lations. “The Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non- Christian 
Religions ‘Nostra Aetate,’ ” a landmark document of reconciliation between 
Jews and the Catholic Church, was proclaimed by Pope Paul VI at the 
Second Vatican Council on exactly the same day.22 This synchrony and 
 Gottardi’s mention of “mutual” feelings of “re spect, justice, and brother-
hood”  were clues signaling that the archbishop’s undemonstrative announce-
ment was of major significance.
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And significant it was. “The Notification” did more than abolish a minor 
regional cult that was unsavory in a new era of improved Jewish– Catholic 
relations. Its significance was more profound, for not only had the venera-
tion of Simon of Trent been sanctioned by popes but also the cult had come 
to have a surprisingly impor tant place in the history of Church law. The 
story of Simon of Trent and its aftermath would ultimately play a key role 
in undermining centuries of papal policies and protection of Jews. It would 
muzzle Church authorities, with ramifications felt even in the twenty- first 
 century.23



C h a p t e r  O n e

From Medieval Tales 

to the Challenge in Trent
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After years of secretive preparation, Anton Koberger, a prominent 
printer from Nuremberg, fi nally published in 1493 the monumental 

Nuremberg Chronicle, Liber chronicarum, a chronicle of world history 
“from the beginning of the world to our own time by the highly learned 
Doctor Hartmann Schedel.”1 The publisher’s advertisement announced that 
the book would “recount every thing that has occurred in the passage of 
time. . . .  Show the ages of the world, kingdoms in succession, all the cities 
that the world possesses . . .  the acts of dukes and kings with  those of 
scholars who reveal natu ral science and philosophy.”2 Koberger promised 
readers an unpre ce dented experience: “nothing has hitherto appeared that 
can guarantee scholars and all men of learning greater and deeper plea sure 
than the New Book of Chronicles with its pictures of famous men and cities.” 
The delight was to be so  great that readers would think they  were “not 
reading a series of stories but looking at them with your own eyes.” All  these 
stories would seem “alive.” The publisher knew that the book was like 
nothing ever published before, and he and the financial backers of the proj ect, 
Sebald Schreyer and Sebastian Kammermaister, “the rich citizens of Nurem-
berg,” eagerly sought to keep it secret  until it was ready to be released.3

Among the hundreds of woodcuts of kings, popes, cities, and tales are 
several vivid images of Jews, some of the earliest visual repre sen ta tions of 
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Jews in print.4 Indeed, the images— a Jew desecrating a crucifix, Jews 
burning at the stake (repeated three times), and two images representing 
Jews killing Christian  children: for the year 1144, William “a boy crucified 
by perfidious Jews” (Fig. 1.1) and for 1475, “Blessed Simon of Trent” 
(Fig. 1.2)5—do bring to life the text alongside them. Unlike the rather ge-
neric images of kings and popes,  these images of Jews and the select stories 
they accompanied are not plain or formulaic: they served to underscore the 
notion of Jews’ enmity and hatred of Chris tian ity, expressed through the 
desecration of objects venerated by Christians and the killing of Christian 
 children.

The story of William, whose mutilated body was found near the En glish 
town of Norwich in 1144, is the first known tale accusing Jews of killing a 
Christian for ritual purposes.6 In Norwich, however,  there was no trial, and 
no blood of Jews was spilled. This was not the case in Trent, where the body 
of a toddler named Simon was found in March 1475, when Easter and Pass-
over converged. Simon’s death led to one of the most notorious and best- 
documented  trials against Jews, to the proliferation of visual repre sen ta-
tions of the  imagined deed, and, ultimately, to the undermining of the 
medieval protection of Jews against similar accusations. The stories of Wil-
liam of Norwich and Simon of Trent serve as bookends of the medieval 
accusations against Jews. The two are the most studied, but by no means 
the only ones that left an imprint on subsequent history.7 In fact, the Nurem-
berg Chronicle mentions another story— that of Richard of Paris, also 
known as Richard of Pontoise, whose death according to medieval chroni-
clers, and the Nuremberg Chronicle itself, led King Philip of France to expel 
Jews from his kingdom.8 And then  there is the late thirteenth- century story 
of Werner of Oberwesel, whose cult spread through songs and poems along 
the Rhine Valley and in eastern France, without approval from Rome.9 
 These cases shared a common thread: the attempt to create a cult of boy 
martyrs. In subsequent centuries, other tales would be added, and additional 
attempts to make dead  children into saints would take place across Eu rope. 
But not all of  those tales would have a long- lasting effect. Some would fade 
from memory altogether;  others would be brought back to light only by 
modern scholars, attracting attention greater than historical real ity would 
have merited. And still some of  these accusations against Jews would create 
a trail of evidence that would serve not only the accusers but also the de-
fenders of Jews for centuries. But, perhaps more impor tant, the  Middle Ages 
 were marked not only by the beginning of the ritual murder and blood libel 
accusations, the rise of Christian narratives, and per sis tent beliefs about 
Jews killing Christian  children but also by the most explicit defense of Jews 
by both secular and ecclesiastical authorities against  these accusations.
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Fig. 1.1  William of Norwich, Hartmann Schedel, Nuremberg Chronicle, 
Weltchronik (Nuremberg: Anton Koberger, 1493), CCXX verso.
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Fig. 1.2  Simon of Trent, Hartmann Schedel, Nuremberg Chronicle, Weltchronik 
(Nuremberg: Anton Koberger, 1493), CCLIIII verso.
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William of Norwich, A Broken Memory Trail

In the 1140s, around the time of the Second Crusade, a new rumor began 
to surface in Eu rope: Jews kill Christians. In 1144, during a bloody civil 
war in  England, a twelve- year- old boy named William dis appeared during 
the Easter season; his body was found on Good Friday by a forester in the 
Thorpe Wood near the town of Norwich, but was left  there  until Monday, 
 after the holiday.10 On that day, the forester returned to bury it on the spot. 
Miracles  were said to have followed, and William’s body was moved to the 
monks’ cemetery, then to a new sarcophagus in the chapter  house, and fi-
nally to the cathedral. The Jews of Norwich  were never tried or harmed as 
a result of William’s death, though rumors apparently circulated soon there-
after. The lack of immediate action in response to the boy’s death suggests 
that it was not treated as a martyr’s death and that Jews  were not seriously 
implicated. But the story is shrouded in mystery,  because no con temporary 
rec ord of any investigation exists.

The earliest evidence is provided by brief mentions, sometimes  limited 
to one sentence, of Jews crucifying a Christian boy in Norwich; they  were 
found in monastic chronicles within Cistercian circles both in  England and 
on the continent that can be dated to the late 1140s and early 1150s.11 Some 
years  after William’s death, around 1150, a monk named Thomas of Mon-
mouth arrived in Norwich. Soon he began to write an extensive narrative 
in which he blamed the Jews for William’s death. Thomas’s tale, by far the 
most detailed account of the story written, as he said, when the “memory 
of the murder had almost died out,” was not completed  until sometime be-
tween 1172 and 1174.12

Thomas, as John McCulloh has convincingly argued, did not invent the 
charge that Jews killed Christians. And though the Cistercian chronicles 
suggest the rumor had already been in circulation, Thomas’s account, The 
Life and Passion of William of Norwich, is the first narrative of what Gavin 
Langmuir calls “ritual crucifixion,” which frames the death of a Christian 
boy in the language and tropes paralleling the life and passion of Jesus.13

Thomas himself noted the novelty of the affair.14 And this might not be 
surprising, given that the Jewish presence in Norwich was fairly new. Having 
arrived only  after the Norman conquest, Jews  were seen as foreigners al-
lied with the invaders. Jeffrey Cohen has argued that the “Norman colo-
nial context” is key to understanding both the Jews’ presence in Norwich 
and the reactions to William’s death.15 But  there is more. The Jews’ recent 
arrival in Norwich and William’s death also coincided with new forms of 
piety increasingly focused on the humanity of Christ and his true suffering 
during his passion.16 In Thomas’s detailed and riveting telling, William was 
a stand-in for all Christians, indeed, for Christ himself, whom Jews killed 
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out of hatred.17 In addressing the novelty of the claims, Thomas’s book is 
also a treatise against doubt, with tropes connecting William to Christ, 
serving to reassure and quiet the doubters.

From the very beginning of Thomas’s Life and Passion, the tone and the 
expectations to fit the story into the mold of Christ’s passion are set. De-
scribing the conception of William, Thomas alluded to Marian imagery: 
“The mercy of divine piety had him conceived in the womb of a  mother 
ignorant of what she carried and caused a fragrant  rose to grow  little by 
 little among the thorns.”18 The imagery of a fragrant  rose signals both 
Marian associations, reinforcing the parallel between the births of Jesus and 
William, and William’s anticipated martyrdom.

In medieval Christian theology, Mary was associated both with a lily and 
a  rose and sometimes with a “ rose garden” in which she bore Jesus.19 The 
image of the  rose, one of the most beautiful flowers  because of its fragrance 
and color, but with thorns that can cause bleeding, proved power ful for 
Christian thinkers. “Just as a  rose grows surrounded by thorns but remains 
 free from their disfiguring influence,” wrote Adrienne Nock Ambrose, sum-
marizing a  later devotional work from Germany, “Mary lived among 
sinful humanity while remaining  free of sin.”20 The  rose also came to sym-
bolize martyrdom. For Honorius Augustodunensis, the author of popu lar 
devotional works, among them Sigillum Beatae Mariae, who lived in the 
first half of the twelfth  century and was apparently a student of Anselm of 
Canterbury, “the  rose signifies the martyrs”  because “the  rose excels all 
other flowers in redness.”21 Honorius then linked the  rose as a symbol of 
Mary to the trope of martyrdom: “she saw the Son of God born of her so 
innocently tortured on the cross, she endured in her soul a torment greater 
by far than that of all the martyrs. Thus she was greater than a martyr, for 
they suffered in body, but she suffered in spirit, as it is said: ‘And your own 
soul a sword  shall pierce (Luke 2:35).’ ” That imagery of a  rose would re-
appear in Thomas’s work as one of the miracles signaling William’s holi-
ness: a  rose bush blossomed in the midst of winter on William’s grave, its 
blossoms lasting from Advent  until Christmas.22 Nor was the trope of the 
Advent accidental: Mary and the preparation for the birth of Jesus are at 
the center of cele brations during the season, and the trope of a  rose blos-
soming in the  middle of winter as a Marian miracle is used frequently in 
Christian devotion.23

Thomas then elaborated how the Jews chose William, “who was twelve 
at the time and innocent indeed,” to be “mocked and sacrificed in disgrace 
of Lord’s Passion.”24 William had frequented Jewish homes, but according 
to Thomas, Jews used a ruse to lure him to join them. Still, when his  mother 
did not want to let the boy go before Easter, “the traitor,” hired by Jews to 
bring William to them, “swore that he would not be without him for three 
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days, not even for thirty pieces of silver,” and offered the  mother three 
shillings for the boy. When the boy was brought to the Jews, they received 
him “kindly, like an innocent lamb led to the slaughter.” But soon he was 
“humiliated” and tortured. The description of the torture evoked explicit 
ele ments of the passion of Christ along with a mix of what seem to be 
con temporary methods of torture. Thomas wrote that when William was 
held, some Jews “inserted into his open mouth a torture instrument known 
in En glish as a teasel.” They tied a knot to his  temple and rope around his 
neck and chin. They then shaved the boy’s head and “wounded it with an 
infinite number of thorn pricks and made him bleed miserably.” While the 
boy was tortured, other Jews “sentenced him to be crucified,” “in mockery 
of the Passion of the Cross,” while saying, “Just as we have condemned 
Christ to a most shameful death, so we condemn a Christian, so that we 
punish both the Lord and his servant in the punishment of reproach; that 
which they ascribe to us we  will inflict on them.” “They then fastened him 
with chains to a post, pierced his left hand and left foot with a nail.” Fi nally, 
to satisfy “their inborn hatred of the Christian name,” they “pierced his left 
side up into his heart.”

The parallels between Christ and William are even more explicit in a 
heavenly vision apparently experienced by a  little girl, which shows Wil-
liam, sitting in the presence of Christ and of Mary the Virgin, dressed in a 
similar robe as Christ. A dove then announces him to be a martyr “killed 
by Jews in derision of the Lord’s Passion,” who “imitated Christ in the pas-
sion of death” and who therefore “deserved to be like Christ Himself in 
the honor of the purple robe.”25

For all the noted similarities to Jesus and his passion,  there  were also dif-
ferences. Perhaps in response to the criticism that the wounds and alleged 
method of killing did not resemble Christ’s passion, Thomas claimed that 
the differences  were meant to disguise the Jews’ guilt, in hopes of shifting 
the blame onto Christians. Thomas took pains to assert repeatedly that no 
Christian would have done such a deed— a curious assertion given that 
 England was experiencing a cruel civil war that left many  people dead, some 
suffering tortures resembling  those described by Thomas.26

In Thomas’s telling, William’s torturous death was needed to assure him 
of the title “the glorious boy and martyr of Christ . . .  crowned with the 
blood of glorious martyrdom” who “achieved the kingdom of eternal glory, 
alive for eternity,” his soul “exalted joyfully in heaven among the illustrious 
host of saints” and his body working “won ders gloriously on earth by the 
omnipotence of divine mercy.”27 Among  those “won ders”  were rays of light 
reaching William’s head and an intact body exuding a “sweet smell” for a 
long time  after his death.28
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Thomas’s Life and Passion of William of Norwich reads as an apol o getic 
treatise rebutting doubts about William’s martyrdom and saintly status.29 
And doubts abounded, from the troubling neglect of William’s body  after 
it was discovered to the alleged, and entirely implausible, conspiracy of si-
lence protecting Jews and covering up their crime involving one Aelwerd, 
a rich Norwich man who was said to have encountered the Jews as they 
 were trying to dispose of the body; the sheriff, John to whom Jews appar-
ently confessed their crime and whom they then bribed into silence; and a 
Christian  woman who worked as a servant in the Jews’  house.

And then  there was William himself, rather questionable material for a 
saint. He was an apprentice with a relatively common background, had no 
par tic u lar achievements, and was not known for his piety and devotion. In 
short, he did not do anything in his life to warrant sainthood.30 But Thomas 
nonetheless asserted, “We are confident that the glorious martyr William 
lives [in heaven] among their holy communities, marked by a  triple stole 
and counted among the illustrious. He deserves the badge of a  triple stole, 
he who already had two stoles, that is of innocence and of virginity, so that 
he should claim the third, painted in red by the blood of the martyr.”31 He 
continued, “The boyhood and innocence of the blessed William saves 
and . . .  the purity of his virginity commends.” His wounds prove “that he 
was truly killed,” and  because he “was young and innocent with no pre-
vious sins,” he did not deserve to be killed. The miracles that followed his 
death showed “that he  ought to be called a saint, and indeed, he is.” To 
 those who claimed that “William was lacking in any merit  after death, . . .  
who had been but a  little poor boy, insignificant in life, . . .  [whom] they 
held in contempt,  because they knew him to have been a poor  little ragged 
boy, working for his living as far as he could in the art of tanning,” Thomas 
responded that “Christ himself was poor, not having a place to lay His head, 
and He called the poor— not the rich—to be His apostles; the weak, not 
the strong; the unlearned, not the worldly wise; innocent  children, not  those 
grown old in malice.”32

But serious theological issues remained. Could childhood be “a reason 
to reject sanctification”? Could “a  little, worthless, ragged, and poor boy” 
attain veneration? Eu ro pean Christian tradition had a few models of 
“Christ- like” adult saints, but in the tenth and eleventh centuries, as Paul A. 
Hayward has shown, the Anglo- Saxons developed a number of cults of boy 
saints, including  those of St.  Æthelberht and Æthelred of Ramsey, 
Æthelberht of Hereford, and Edward the Martyr.33 Yet all  these boys shared 
“an outstanding royal pedigree,”  were projected to assume royal status, and 
“strove to live as virgins.”34 This may be why Thomas’s Life and Passion 
of William of Norwich highlights William’s poverty and low status, as well 
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as virginity. Thomas briefly mentioned the ancient child saints Pancras, Pan-
taleon, and Celsus.35 And, importantly, during Thomas’s life Christian 
theologians began to meditate on Jesus’s adolescence. For example, Aelred 
of Rievaulx, an En glish Cistercian monk and an abbot since 1147, wrote 
an exegesis titled “Jesus at the Age of Twelve.”36

But  there was another pre ce dent of venerated child martyrs to whom 
Thomas turned: the Holy Innocents, who “ were not distinguished by the 
merits of a lifetime, but whom God’s grace alone glorified.”37 The cult of 
the Holy Innocents, popu lar since the second  century and based on the ac-
count from the Gospel of Matthew of the massacre ordered by King Herod 
of “the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who  were two years old and 
 under,” would prove power ful in the justification of anti- Jewish accusa-
tions.38 Given that Herod was seeking to kill Jesus, the Holy Innocents 
 were thus killed in place of Jesus, much like the accusers claimed Jews did 
with the Christian boys: this argument was  later used to justify the venera-
tion of Simon of Trent and Andreas Oxner.39 As Patricia Healy Wasilyw 
has argued, “The Holy Innocents  were not only innocent victims; they  were 
also innocent by proxy. The infant Jesus did not merit death any more than 
the  children who died in his place.”40 The child “saints” who  were said to 
have been killed by Jews  were also seen as martyrs by proxy: they  were not 
old enough to deserve sainthood and martyrdom, but  were seen to have 
died at the hands of Jews in place of Jesus.

Indeed, the crown of the argument to justify William’s saintly status was 
that—as Thomas forcefully claimed—he was killed by Jews. This is one of 
Thomas’s most obvious innovations. But  here too Thomas faced detractors 
who knew “someone to be killed cruelly, but since they are unsure by whom 
and why, they dare to say on that account that he is neither a saint nor a 
martyr.”41 To them Thomas responded by asserting that William “was surely 
slain by the Jews both  because it is the custom of dierum [paschalium], and 
also by the nature of the torments, and by the sure signs of the wounds, 
too, as well as by the most truthful arguments we have from witnesses.”

Thomas’s fascinating and, sometimes, contradictory work grabbed 
scholars’ attention and led them to overstate the historical importance of 
William of Norwich’s story. Gavin Langmuir calls Thomas of Monmouth 
“an influential figure in the formation of Western culture,”42 but not  because 
he “alter[ed] the course of  battles, politics, or the economy,” or solved 
“philosophical or theological prob lems,” or was “noteworthy for the holi-
ness of his life or promotion of monastic office.” He was influential  because 
“he created a myth that affected Western mentality from the twelfth to the 
twentieth  century, and caused, directly or indirectly, far more deaths than 
William’s murderer could ever have dreamt of committing.”
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Still, even if some tropes appearing in Thomas’s work did enter the vo-
cabulary of subsequent anti- Jewish libels, they cannot necessarily be attrib-
uted to his work. As John McCulloh has shown, The Life and Passion of 
William of Norwich remained unknown  until its discovery in the nineteenth 
 century; in contrast to its value for modern scholars, its historical influence 
was  limited.43 More likely, the tropes found in it now seem familiar and in-
fluential  because they  were built on “language replete with typological and 
liturgical resonance,” emphasizing “William’s typological relationship to 
Christ.”44 Heather Blurton has persuasively argued that Thomas’s opus 
must be understood “as a response to liturgical expression in the long 
twelfth  century,”  because “it borrows consistently from the language of 
liturgy, especially in  those moments when it is most at pains to make the 
case that William was truly a martyr and a saint.”45 In fact, Thomas’s work 
not only borrows the language and tropes of liturgy for Lent and Easter 
but also reflects new developments in Christian liturgy at the time. Ac-
cording to Blurton, “twelfth- century liturgical change helped to shape the 
field of discourse within which the ritual murder accusation might emerge.”46 
Among  these liturgical tropes, she claims, was the newly developed Planctus 
Mariae, which focuses on Mary’s grieving response to Christ’s death, and 
liturgies for other feasts, including that of the Holy Innocents. Scholars claim 
that early in medieval Chris tian ity the connection “between the Massacre of 
the Holy Innocents and the Crucifixion of Christ was made precisely through 
their shared repre sen ta tion of Jewish vio lence,” and, as Teresa Tinkle has 
shown, “The exegetes from the eighth  century to the thirteenth similarly 
read the scene [of the Massacre of the Innocents] as a narrative about Jewish 
anger and Christian suffering, wherein the Innocents witness to a violent 
Jewish hatred of Christ that begins with his birth and extends to the con-
temporary persecution of the saints.”47 Thomas’s opus may thus be simply 
reflecting  these liturgical developments more broadly, not inventing them. 
The reappearance of  these tropes elsewhere in turn may speak more to the 
dissemination of the new cultural trends within Chris tian ity than the power 
and influence of Thomas’s narrative. His work, thus, appears to be an inno-
vative synthesis of existing tropes and pre ce dents of martyrdom, both adult 
and child; the suffering of Christ; and devotional trends and liturgy.48

The Making of a Saint

Thomas’s narrative of William’s “life and passion” was written to establish, 
promote, and justify a local cult, and as such, it shares much “with  earlier 
Anglo- Saxon legends” of child saints, “murdered for po liti cal reason.”49 
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When Thomas was writing, the criteria sufficient for making someone a 
saint  were popu lar veneration and authorization by a local bishop, with 
the translation of the body from a burial site to a public space in a church 
or cathedral marking the formal recognition of sainthood.50 And although 
evidentiary rules in canon law had begun to change already in the late 
eleventh  century, ultimately also influencing procedures of canonization, 
no strict procedures for sainthood had been articulated  until 1179, when 
Pope Alexander III issued the bull Audivimus, which affirmed the papal 
role in authorizing a cult. But even  after Alexander III’s intervention, as 
André Vauchez has argued, “for the papacy, the cult of saints remained 
and would long remain a marginal issue, essentially regulated by custom.”51

The criteria for sainthood in Thomas’s time  were still vague and subject 
to abuse. Two canons issued in the fifth and eighth centuries guided the pro-
cedures, and they  were included in Gratian’s Decretum, composed at 
about the same time as Thomas arrived in Norwich in 1150.52 He may have 
known about them,  because his Life and Passion of William of Norwich 
seems to have addressed precisely the questions about the validity of saint-
hood raised by  these two canons. The first, Canon Fifteen issued at the Fifth 
Council of Carthage in 401, addressed questionable places of veneration 
containing no bodies or relics of the martyrs. In such cases, the bishop was 
required to examine and destroy such improper sites, and in the case of a 
public outcry the bishop should admonish  people not to venerate places 
that have no reliable historical connection to the martyrs.53 According to 
E. W. Kemp, the canon put the onus on the bishop, “subject to the direction 
of the provincial synod.”54 The second canon came from the 813 Council of 
Mainz, which forbade the translation of the bodies of saints, “the principal 
outward sign of recognition of a saint,” without the authorization of “the 
bishop and synod acting with the knowledge of the secular power.” With 
the issuance of the bull Audivimus in 1179, the authorization for sainthood 
would begin to change; by the thirteenth  century, when the bull was in-
cluded in Pope Gregory IX’s Decretales, the authority to recognize a saint 
lay with the pontiff himself.

In his work, Thomas went out of his way to address the issues of epis-
copal recognition of William and the translation of his body. Priest Godwin, 
William’s  uncle, went specifically to the synod to “pre sent to the ears of 
the bishop and his fellow priests a mournful complaint the like of which 
was unheard of in pre sent times” and to denounce the “affront recently 
committed against all Christians.”55 In his address, Godwin noted that 
William’s body still had not been moved and was “still buried without 
Christian interment.” Ultimately, the participants of the synod agreed with 
Godwin, but Bishop Everard wavered  because “he feared to confront the 
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king and his officials openly.”56 In the end the participants of the synod, 
especially Aimar, prior of St. Pancras, convinced the bishop “in  favor of a 
cult.” The bishop then “arranged to have the body of the most blessed boy 
brought to the cathedral and buried in the monks’ cemetery.” The transla-
tion of William’s body implied the bishop’s recognition of William as a saint.

Still, doubts remained. Perhaps an indication of  these lingering doubts is 
the fact that William was buried in the monks’ cemetery and not in the 
cathedral itself. Moreover, for their universal recognition, saints required 
papal approval.57 Thomas seemed to have been aware of  these debates and 
addressed them head-on. “Apart from the glorious Virgin  Mother of God 
and John the Baptist and the Apostles,” he wrote,

It can be said of few saints that knowledge of them is widespread in all the 
lands where the religion of the Christian name flourishes. Truly, is it pos si ble 
that all  those whom Rome herself venerates, Gaul and Britain accept for wor-
ship too? . . .  Is it true that the  whole of Eu rope also is used to celebrate all 
 those which Asia and Africa hold as famous? If it  were so, or rather  because 
it is firmly so, what sort of blame is incurred by  those who celebrate with fit-
ting veneration someone whom the Church does not know or worship uni-
versally? What they call presumption—to hold as a saint one who is not—we 
assert the same without a shadow of doubt and agree in attesting to it.58

Thomas’s Life and Passion of William of Norwich thus reflects the debates 
over who was, or even who could be, a saint and who conformed to the 
pro cess of making a saint before the procedures became more formal and 
subject to Rome’s approval.

Thomas’s work had very  limited direct impact. Even the diligent Bol-
landists, seventeenth- century Jesuits dedicated to preparing an annotated 
scholarly edition of the lives of saints, did not seem to know about this 
text.59 Instead they  were aware of several mentions of William in En glish 
chronicles and the shortened narrative by John of Tynemouth, which was 
heavi ly dependent on Matthew Paris, a thirteenth- century En glish chroni-
cler and Benedictine monk at St. Albans Abbey, and which they attributed 
to John Capgrave, a fifteenth- century En glish chronicler and hagiographer.60 
John of Tynemouth’s account, published in both En glish and Latin in 1516, 
was the first narrative about William to become known to the wider public. 
 Until then only short entries, sometimes one- sentence long, found their way 
to printed chronicles.

The Bollandists  were heavi ly dependent on printed works. Their Acta 
Sanctorum included several other tales from  England and the continent of 
Jews killing Christian  children, mostly  those that inspired shrines to  these 
 children, or attempts to create new cults. Among  those tales was that of Hugh 
of Lincoln, whose death in 1255 occasioned the first anti- Jewish accusation 
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in  England to produce an official response and sanction from the royal 
authorities, and the first to result in the execution of Jews  there. The story 
was told in con temporary chronicles, including by Matthew Paris, and in an 
Anglo- Norman ballad.  These texts, along with a shrine in Lincoln, guaran-
teed that Hugh’s memory was preserved. Indeed, the story entered known 
works of lit er a ture, most famously Chaucer’s “Prioress’s Tale.”61  Little 
Hugh’s story also became part of the Bollandists’ Acta Sanctorum  because, 
like that of William of Norwich, the narrative was included in John of 
Tynemouth’s chronicle of  England and was available to them in print.62

Twelfth- century  England became a hotbed of stories of Jews killing Chris-
tian  children.63 And although Thomas of Monmouth’s version may not 
have had much direct impact, the story of William’s death and his local 
shrine  were certainly known. It seems to have circulated within the network 
of Benedictine  houses and likely influenced other such tales, among them 
that of Robert of Bury St. Edmunds, who died in 1181 and whose cult ap-
pears to have developed by the 1190s.64 But with the pos si ble exception of 
Robert of Bury, the stories of Jews killing Christian boys largely appeared 
only  after the death of Hugh of Lincoln and the affair that followed, or, 
perhaps even  after the expulsion of Jews from  England in 1290. For ex-
ample, Harold of Gloucester, said to have been “crucified” in 1168, and 
for that reason often listed chronologically listed right  after William of 
Norwich, was first mentioned in the Peterborough Chronicle, written be-
tween 1273–1295; another, more elaborate version was included in the 
late fourteenth- to early fifteenth-century Chronicle of the Monastery of 
St. Peter’s.65 But in all but one of  these cases, even if shrines to the pur-
ported child victims  were actually, or  were only sought to be, established, 
no Jewish blood was spilled. The only exception in  England was the case 
of Hugh of Lincoln, whose death led to the intervention by King Henry III 
and the execution of nearly twenty Jews— a tragedy unpre ce dented, at least 
in  England.66 And although the story of Hugh of Lincoln would be included 
in Matthew Paris’s chronicle and remembered in En glish lit er a ture, its im-
pact, too, was  limited beyond the isle— even though its memory would be 
preserved to the pre sent day.

To be sure,  England has an impor tant place in the history of anti- Jewish 
accusations charging Jews with killing Christian  children. The first shrines 
and narratives devoted to  these dead  children emerged  there, often sup-
ported by monastic, especially Benedictine, networks.67 Yet perhaps  because 
of the expulsion of the Jews from  England in 1290, the continued impact of 
the En glish accounts was blunted, the memory trail broken.68  England’s 
role in this history would reemerge in the era of print, when some of the 
boys  were mentioned in Eu ro pean chronicles.
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A far more lasting and influential documentary and memory trail would 
come from events, and sometimes even just lore, on the Eu ro pean conti-
nent. Indeed, even  England’s only case that resulted in judicial action against 
Jews— the death of  Little Hugh of Lincoln in 1255— took place  after the 
first  trials of Jews had taken place on the continent.

A Continental Memory Trail

The tale that Jews crucified Christian  children appears to have reached the 
continent long before the first Jews lost their lives on its account. The story 
of William of Norwich reached continental Eu rope as early as the 1140s, 
no doubt  because of the Anglo- Norman connection. In the mid- twelfth 
 century, certainly before Thomas of Monmouth wrote Life and Passion of 
William of Norwich and perhaps even before he arrived in Norwich, a notice 
of William’s death had appeared in “a German martyrology”  under April 17: 
Apud Anglos Willehelmi pueri a Iudaeis crucifixi (“a boy William was cru-
cified by Jews in  England”).69 But it was the Blois massacre of Jews in 1171 
and the story of Richard of Pontoise, whose shrine was established in the 
Church of the Holy Innocents in Paris (hence he is often referred to as 
Richard of Paris), that left a more lasting mark in Eu ro pean chronicles and 
the Jewish memory trail.70 The two events produced, for the first time, both 
Hebrew and Latin accounts.71

The French chronicler Rigord, writing  after 1190, noted that King Philip 
Augustus “had heard” as a child from boys he knew that Jews in Paris had 
killed a Christian “in contempt of the Christian religion.”72 Scholars dis-
agree when Richard of Pontoise died: some claim in the 1160s;  others in 
the 1170s.73 Richard’s shrine in the Church of the Holy Innocents in Paris 
became the first continental shrine devoted to a child victim and mentioned 
in both Christian and Jewish sources. And yet, the full narrative of the 
“passion of Richard” was only produced by Robert Gaguin in 1498,74 more 
than two de cades  after the death of Simon of Trent in 1475 and the en-
suing multimedia campaign promoting Simon’s shrine, and also just a few 
years  after the publication of the Nuremberg Chronicle with its visual repre-
sen ta tion of William of Norwich and the elaborate woodcut of Simon of 
Trent. It was the narrative by Robert Gaguin to which the Bollandists 
turned.75

The rumors that Philip is said to have heard as a child  were perhaps re-
lated to the Blois incident in 1171, in which more than thirty Jews  were 
burned at the stake.76 He would have been around six years old when that 
massacre is said to have happened. Although the event is just briefly 
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mentioned in Christian chronicles, Hebrew sources in poetry and prose pro-
vide longer accounts, for the first time documenting the Jewish response to 
an accusation and to the execution of Jews.77  These responses would pro-
vide long- lasting models for Jewish responses to other accusations.

According to the surviving sources, on Maundy Thursday in 1171, a Jew 
carry ing untanned skins near the Loire River encountered a Christian man, 
a servant to a local lord. The man thought the Jew was carry ing instead a 
body of a Christian child to be thrown into the river.78 He denounced the 
Jew to his master, who informed the local Count Thibaut. The count in turn 
seized the opportunity to take advantage of the Jews, with whom he evi-
dently had financial dealings through a relationship with an influential 
Jewish  woman named Pucellina. In need of cash and embroiled in “rivalry 
with the crown,” the count first sought an “exorbitant” ransom from the 
Jews and then condemned them to flames.79 Despite the claims of chroni-
cler Robert de Torigni, no body was ever found, and no Christian child was 
ever reported missing. Still, even though  there was no corpus delicti, the 
first victims of the emerging anti- Jewish accusation lost their lives.80 The 
massacre of Jews at Blois suggests the rapid dissemination of the tale that 
Jews killed Christian  children.

The event shocked the Jewish community both  because of the scale of 
persecution and  because it was the first instance when “a secular ruler 
charged with their protection had persecuted the Jews and condemned them 
to death.”81 It produced, as Susan Einbinder has noted, “a new kind of 
martyr, the victim of judicial vio lence.” The trauma was captured in Jewish 
liturgical poetry produced to memorialize the event. Seeking to make sense 
of this unpre ce dented catastrophe and to answer the question Jews seem 
to have faced in light of this suffering— Where is your God now?— the 
poems fashioned the victims of Blois as burning sacrifices of atonement for 
“the expiation for communal sins;” they  were “burnt offerings” whose smell 
pleased God;82 the “sacrificial lamb” that, according to Einbinder, “reaf-
firmed the covenant between God and Israel” and served as “the agent of 
this collective purification.”83 In that framing, the martyrs of Blois are said 
to have gone to the fire with joy “as if they  were bringing a bride to a wed-
ding canopy.”84 The tropes in  these poems would mark Ashkenazi literary 
responses to suffering, and especially to anti- Jewish accusations, for centu-
ries to come.85 They promote the idea of martyrdom— the sanctification of 
God’s name, or kiddush ha- shem.

The Hebrew prose accounts also contain motifs of burnt offering and 
martyrdom representing a communal sacrifice for the sins of “all Israel.” 
The so- called “Orleans Letter,” a carefully crafted morality tale, affirms the 
martyrs’ faithfulness to God in light of unjust persecution, underscored not 
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only by the unfounded accusations but also by the shaky justice system; it 
also warns Jews against be hav iors that may cause persecution.86 The thirty-
 one “angels” burned in Blois remained steadfast in their faith, “clinging to 
our God, the God of Israel”; they died believing, so the “letter” reassured, 
that their death “may serve as atonement [kaparah] for all our sins” and 
for the transgressions of the community. To commemorate the tragedy, a 
fast was established on the 20th of Sivan. According to Israel Yuval, “in 
the Franco- Ashkenazi world, Jewish martyrs filled the role that Jesus played 
in Chris tian ity.”87

The function of the “Orleans Letter” as a morality tale is evident in the 
structure of the text: only  after the description of the suffering, martyrdom, 
and the steadfastness of the martyrs did the narrator describe the events 
that had led to their martyrdom. The author implied that the accusation 
was concocted to take revenge on a prominent Jewess, the unnamed Pucel-
lina, who acted haughtily and “harmed” the local lord. To buttress Jewish 
leaders’ concern with the perceived appearance of Jewish status, the text 
also described sumptuary laws.88 (The role that Jews’ be hav ior played in 
spurring such accusations would become a prominent feature in some early 
modern Sephardic sources, such as Shlomo ibn Verga’s Shevet Yehudah.)

Examples included in the “Orleans Letter” served to highlight both the 
martyrdom of the Jews and the miscarriage of justice. For instance, two of 
the martyrs, both kohanim of priestly lineage,  were delivered from the fire 
 because the bonds around their hands  were severed and their hands  were 
freed. But instead of being allowed to live, as was the custom in the case of 
failed executions, “the  enemy  rose against them and smote them mightily.”89 
In another vignette, a Catholic priest advised Count Thibaut to subject one 
of the Jews, R. Itzhak, to an ordeal by  water, which is described in Hebrew 
sources in an inverted way: if the Jew floats, he is innocent; if he sinks, he 
is guilty. In the standard medieval ordeal, the guilty  were expected— contrary 
to natu ral law—to float. An ordeal was iudicium dei, God’s judgment, a 
miraculous intervention to reveal the truth when  little evidence was avail-
able.90 This unjust inversion of the ordeal was amplified in Hebrew by the 
inverted parallel pun: they “acquitted the wicked and condemned the in-
nocent [ve- hiẓdiku et ha- rash’im, ve hirshi’u et ha- ẓadikim].”91

The inverted description of the ordeal, coupled with the description of a 
botched execution, was not accidental or merely “ironic.”92 It emphasized 
that what happened in Blois was clearly a miscarriage of justice, even by 
the standards of the law of the time. But the message of injustice was sharp-
ened by the fact that Jews  were exempted from ordeals by royal or impe-
rial privileges, which the Jews surely would have known at the time.93 Not 
only was the ordeal applied fraudulently but it should not have been applied 
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to Jews at all—in Blois, justice failed. Thus the outrage was not just about 
the new libel (davar sheker), as Ephraim bar Jacob of Bonn called it some 
twenty years  later, but also, perhaps even more alarmingly, about the fact 
that laws  were not properly followed. An unreliable  legal system was po-
tentially more frightening than this new accusation.

Jews, understandably, relied on courts of justice wherever they lived, and 
their estimation of how just local laws  were had an impact on how they 
perceived their neighbors. According to Jewish tradition, for non- Jews to 
be excluded from the category of “idolaters” and, thus, from the restriction 
such categorization imposed on Jewish– gentile interaction, they had to abide 
by the Noahide laws, which  were said to have applied to  humans before the 
revelation on Mount Sinai. One of the categories of Noahide laws con-
cerned just laws with functioning courts of law.94 Calling Christian laws 
“bad” therefore also had serious halakhic consequences for Jewish– Christian 
interaction.95 It is perhaps for this reason that other accounts of the Blois 
affair stressed the king’s outrage at miscarried justice, as if to reassure not 
only that faithfulness to God was impor tant but also that, although in Blois 
“a secular authority defaulted on his  legal responsibility to protect his 
Jews,”96 Christian authorities more generally had not abandoned them and 
could still be relied on for support.

Indeed, the tone of the Hebrew prose accounts of Blois is surprisingly 
positive, conveying, as one of the “letters” phrased it, “good tidings [ba-
surah tovah]” to the Jewish community.97 When Jewish leaders went to see 
the king, who remains unnamed, he received them generously and asked 
the Jews to speak openly to him. The king then condemned Count Thibaut 
and promised to punish him “if he acted against the law,”  because even the 
ruler was frightened by what the count had done. Moreover, the king felt 
the obligation to protect the “bodies and property of the Jews” like a “pupil 
of the eye.”  These stated concerns that laws  were broken in the persecution 
of Jews along with the assurances of the king’s protection are striking in  these 
Hebrew texts. They address precisely the novelty of the Blois incident and 
try to mollify the sense of threat and betrayal by  those who  were supposed 
to protect Jews. As if to amplify the message that Jews had not lost the pro-
tection of  those in power, the Hebrew texts mention the king’s willingness 
to issue charters of protection that  were to be disseminated across his 
kingdom. This optimistic picture of the monarch’s defense offered hope in 
moments of crisis and assurances that,  after all, Jews had not been aban-
doned by  either God or the Christian kings.

Indeed, in affirming their commitment to the safety of the Jews, secular 
rulers are also shown to have expressed disbelief about the charges. In one 
of the Hebrew accounts, the king is reported as saying that “ there is no 
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truth” to the accusation against Jews like the one in Pontoise, even though 
the child was made a “saint in Paris”— a reference to Richard of Pontoise, 
whose body was placed in the Church of the Holy Innocents in the Field in 
Paris.98 The king then assured the Jews that in his kingdom they should 
not fear similar charges, even if the non- Jews (ha- goyim) find a body of “a 
non- Jew killed in the field or in a city.” Another text adds an exchange with 
“Count Henry, the  brother of the wicked [Thibaut],” in which Henry ar-
ticulates, for the first time, an argument that  there is nothing in Jewish law 
permitting them to kill non- Jews.

Scholars have debated  whether  these surviving epistolary narratives  were 
indeed letters written immediately  after the events in Blois to inform other 
Jewish communities about the accusations or  whether they  were written 
only in the thirteenth  century or even  later for other purposes.99 The pres-
ence of the arguments defending Jews against the ritual murder accusation 
seems to point, as Kenneth Stow has argued, to a  later, post– thirteenth- 
century dating, when both the Holy Roman Emperor and the pope, but 
admittedly not a French king, provided letters defending the Jews and con-
demning the blood accusations against them.100 If, however, we  were to ac-
cept the Hebrew letters as more or less contemporaneous to Blois, that 
would mean that  these Hebrew texts captured the existence of the first, now 
lost, official royal defense of Jews against anti- Jewish accusations. But an-
other clue suggests that the letters  were indeed written much  later. The letter, 
said to have been sent by “the leaders of Paris,” notes that “now we cannot 
go  there [Paris],” implying it was written  after one of the expulsions of 
Jews from France, or at least  after 1182, the first time Jews  were expelled 
from the French domains.

Scholarly debates over the Hebrew accounts of Blois stem from the fact 
that some of  these epistolary accounts come from manuscripts written 
as late as the fifteenth  century. Two are appended to the end of Crusade 
chronicles— one by Shlomo bar Shimson in a manuscript relating other 
accounts of persecution and dated to 1453,101 and another by Ephraim bar 
Jacob of Bonn— alongside other stories of Jewish persecutions in a collec-
tion that likely served a liturgical purpose of commemorating Jewish suf-
fering.102 Though the dates of  these manuscripts have generated debates 
over their historical origins and significance, their precise chronology is not 
pertinent  here, nor is it of crucial importance  whether they describe what 
may have happened or just provide embellished accounts of the drama fol-
lowing the Blois affair, trying to fit the story into the liturgy commemorating 
Jewish suffering. What  matters is that in retelling the story of Jewish mar-
tyrdom  these accounts provide not simply reassurance and meaning for suf-
fering but also a model for intercommunal communication and mobilization 
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in the aftermath of anti- Jewish libels. They highlight the steps to be taken while 
seeking help from Christian authorities. Thus, even if, as Kenneth Stow has 
argued,  these letters  were in fact written or redacted a long time  after the 
events, what they capture is a power ful story of Jewish martyrdom and 
communal responses. That very combination would become the core of 
early modern Ashkenazi songs and tales of anti- Jewish libels; the Sephardic 
works would lose the martyrological motif.

Fulda and Valréas—The Beginning  
of the  Legal Trail

If the story of Blois began the memory trail in Jewish lit er a ture and marty-
rology in the aftermath of anti- Jewish libels, the  legal trail started in the 
thirteenth  century with two cases that generated the first reliable evidence 
of Christian authorities defending Jews from anti- Jewish accusations: Holy 
Roman Emperor Frederick II in 1236 following vio lence in Fulda in Hesse 
and Pope Innocent IV in 1247 in the aftermath of the death of a girl in 
Valréas in Provence.103 Fulda and Valréas represent a new development in 
the history of anti- Jewish accusations.  There, for the first time, not only 
 were Jews said to kill Christian  children but also to do so to obtain their 
blood. The Fulda accusation led to what seems to have been the first in-
quiry into Jewish religious practices ordered by Christian authorities, 
which resulted in the exculpation of Jews.

What is known about Fulda comes from the imperial decree, a bulla 
aurea, issued by Frederick II in July 1236, and from two monastic chroni-
cles: Annales erphordienses, a Dominican chronicle covering 1220–1253 
and written in Erfurt between the 1230s and sometime  after 1253, and 
Annales marbecenses, a Cistercian chronicle compiled in the thirteenth 
 century in Marbach.104 Frederick II’s imperial decree, a  legal document, sets 
the  legal framework and affirms imperial power in administering justice and 
giving protection to his subjects, but says  little about what happened be-
yond mentioning “the murder of certain boys by Jews,” which gave rise to 
a menacing new opinion about Jews’ “clandestine crimes.”105 The chron-
icle, in contrast, captures the memory of the events.

For the year 1235, the Erfurt chronicle briefly mentions a story of eigh-
teen Jews murdered in the village of Wolfesheim for killing a Christian.106 
The staggering number reportedly killed and the chronicler’s enigmatic 
pronouncement— “for it seems that he who thirsts for blood, his blood  shall 
be shed”— perhaps indicate more than a charge of  simple murder. Though 
the reported incident may be evidence of the crusade- related unrest, the 
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statement may also imply a connection to the new belief that Jews not only 
killed Christians but also desired their blood. Given the chronicle’s textual 
context, it may set up a link between what is said to have happened in 
Wolfesheim and the incident in Fulda.

According to an account for the following year, on December 28, 1235 
(5 Kal. Ianuarii), thirty- four Jewish men and  women  were killed in Fulda by 
Crusaders— “Christians marked with a cross”— because two of them “had 
killed miserably five sons of a certain miller, who lives outside of the city 
walls, and who, together with his wife, was attending church at the time.”107 
They collected the boys’ blood in waxed sacks and burned the  house down, 
the chronicler claimed.  After the crime was discovered and “confirmed” by 
the Jews’ confession, they  were punished “as mentioned above”— attacked 
by the Crusaders. The chronicler’s note is confusing. On the one hand, it 
suggests an inquiry and the Jews’ confession, which ultimately led to punish-
ment. On the other, it implies extrajudicial mob vio lence by the Crusaders, a 
likely reference to the unstable po liti cal situation in the region during the 
Sixth Crusade, which targeted not just Muslims in the Holy Land but also 
heretics at home.108

The slightly  later Cistercian chronicle of Marbach does not mention 
Wolfesheim, but it offers a more detailed account of Fulda that seems to 
corroborate the reports of mob vio lence against Jews.109 It also refers to 
the blood motif and sows doubt about the emperor’s role in the affair. Ac-
cording to the chronicle, citizens of Fulda killed “many Jews”  after they 
“had slain some Christian boys in a certain mill in order to draw their blood 
for their own remedy.” The bodies of the boys  were taken to Hagenau, an 
imperial city about 100 miles away, and deposited in the imperial  castle. 
More vio lence against Jews was then reported. “Unable to quell the vio-
lence that erupted  there against Jews,” the emperor called for an inquiry to 
confront the “popu lar rumor” that Jews needed Christian blood “for the 
day of preparation” [in parasceve, Passover]. The emperor was assured, so 
the chronicler says, that “if this turned out to be true, all the Jews of his 
empire would be destroyed,” a language that mirrors that of the Hebrew 
accounts of Blois. But, the Marbach chronicler asserted, nothing certain 
came out of this inquiry and the emperor’s serious intentions  were quickly 
weakened, not least on account of Jewish bribes.110

The chronicler’s claims contradict the imperial decree, which exculpates 
the Jews. He clearly did not accept  either the conclusions of the imperial 
commission111 or the resulting official decree. For the Marbach monk,  there 
was no clear exoneration of the Jews, and what ever the result of the in-
quiry, it was determined by Jewish money. The fama communis— a term 
meaning public opinion, or rumors— about Jews and the Fulda murder was 
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stronger than the 1236 imperial decree or  later papal bulls condemning such 
anti- Jewish beliefs and accusations. Indeed, although valuable, neither the 
imperial decree nor the papal bulls defending Jews would prevent subse-
quent accusations and new tales about Jewish murders of Christian  children 
from arising.

The imperial decree, while lacking in detail about what happened in 
Fulda, is unequivocal about what actions the emperor took and why, and 
what conclusions  were reached. It was appended to and framed within the 
traditional protections of Jews as imperial subjects belonging to the impe-
rial chamber, which had been granted to Jews in 1157 by Emperor Fred-
erick I Barbarossa, and meant to affirm the emperor’s protection of Jews 
and assert imperial authority over them.112 This is exactly what the Hebrew 
accounts of Blois claimed had happened in France.

Given the events at Fulda and the subsequent attacks on Jews caused by 
hostile rumors, the emperor, in an effort to “elucidate the truth about this 
crime,” de cided to consult many notables, including princes, magnates, no-
bles, abbots, and other religious figures.113  Because  these men could not 
reach a consensus, the emperor then sought counsel from Jewish converts 
to Chris tian ity, who, having rejected Judaism,  were expected not to “keep 
quiet” about anything they found in Jewish books. He summoned converts 
who  were “experts in Jewish law” to conduct a diligent study of the  matter 
and find out the truth. Their findings  were conclusive: Jews do not desire 
to consume  human blood. Indeed, according to the laws of Moses and 
“Jewish decrees, called in Hebrew Talmud [Talmilloht],” they guard them-
selves from “pollution” by blood. Even  those cultures for which animal 
blood was permitted,  human blood was not. The emperor, with the sup-
port of the princes, thus pronounced “the Jews absolved of the grave crime,” 
and prohibited anyone from launching such accusations against them, 
calling Jews the emperor’s “kind and favorable servants.” This imperial con-
demnation would enter the  legal trail of defense against the blood libel 
accusations, and Jews  were  eager to have it registered in official rec ords. In 
1260, the decree was inscribed into the rec ords of Worms, and in 1360 in 
Cologne. Though the emperor used the occasion to assert his authority, the 
fact that the decree would be marshaled in subsequent accusations under-
scores the limits of imperial protection of Jews and, as the Marbach chron-
icle manifests, casts doubt on the efficacy of even explicit condemnations 
of blood accusations.114

It is not clear  whether Fulda was the first case in which the charge of the 
use of blood was levied. But this is how Pope Innocent IV understood it 
when he reissued the papal constitution Sicut Iudaeis on June 9, 1247.115 
Addressing “all faithful Christians,” Innocent warned them not to “accuse 
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[Jews] of using  human blood in their religious rites since in the Old Testa-
ment they are instructed not to use blood of any kind, let alone  human 
blood. But since at Fulda and in several other places many Jews  were killed 
 because of such a suspicion, we, by the authority of  these letters strictly 
forbid the recurrence of such a  thing in the  future.”116 The pope threatened 
excommunication and loss of honor for anyone who would oppose “the 
tenor of this decree,” but qualified that “only  those be fortified by this our 
protection who dare plot nothing against the Christian faith.”

Innocent IV issued this version of Sicut Iudaeis in the aftermath of an 
incident in the Provencal village of Valréas, thirty- seven miles north of Avi-
gnon. On March 26, 1247, during Holy Week, a two- year- old girl named 
Meilla dis appeared; her body was found the next morning in a nearby 
moat.117 In a subsequent inquest witnesses claimed that her body “smelled 
good” and that miracles ensued  after her body was moved to the local 
church.118 No sooner had  people started claiming that the girl had last been 
seen on the Jewish street than two Franciscan friars, Guillem Chaste and 
Azemar, began to investigate, although without authorization from the local 
authorities. They arrested three Jews— Benedig, Burcellas, and Durand— and 
apparently had them tortured. The three  were held for seven days,  until 
April 4, when they fi nally confessed to killing Meilla. On April 9, the lord 
of Valréas, Dragonet de Montauban, intervened in this unauthorized in-
vestigation, and ordered his own.

During this second inquest, whose summary was written by Petrus Ber-
nardus, the lord’s notary, Benedig implicated other Jews— Astrucus, Crescas, 
Burcellas, Lucius, and Durantus.119 He also is reported to have said that  after 
kidnapping Meilla they extracted her blood in a hidden place inside his 
 house; fearful of discovery and further vio lence committed by local Chris-
tians (propter tumultum et timorem populi), they tried to dispose of any 
remnants. He also reportedly showed the knife with which the girl was 
wounded and the glass vessel in which the blood was to have been collected. 
“Of the blood,” Benedig said, “they  were to partake on the recent Holy 
Sabbath, and believed to be saved [by it].”120 Not only that, they did this 
 every year, especially in Spain,  because of the  great number of Jews  there. 
And “when they cannot have a Christian they eat a Saracene [Muslim].”

The surviving rec ord claims that Burcellas also said Meilla had been killed 
to obtain blood “for a sacrament”  because in ancient time the  great priest 
of the  Temple “received the blood of a ram” and “sprinkled” it in a plaza 
before the  Temple, according to the Law of Moses.121 Another Jew, Lucius, 
apparently said that the infant and its blood would be “almost like a sac-
rifice”: “almost”  because without the  Temple they could not make sacri-
fices. The blood was to be shared with other Jews, and the remains of “a 
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Christian or Jewish person” killed “in place of a ram”  were to be burned 
“according to their law.”122 Lucius, invoking the Christian justification of 
Jewish exile, is reported to have said that the child was to be crucified in 
place of “the prophet called Jesus on whose account we are in captivity.”

Another Jew, Durantus, denied killing Meilla. But when asked about what 
was supposedly done with her body, he reportedly claimed that it was to 
be crucified “on the holy Friday in opposition and affront to Jesus Christ.”123 
When asked about the blood, he claimed Jews needed it for a pro cession 
similar to that done with “the blood of the ram in the old law.” When sub-
jected to torture, the men’s confessions contradicted each other’s. Some de-
nied what was said;  others changed their answers. In the end, many  were 
burned at the stake,  others murdered in the cruelest way, being “cut in two,” 
with men castrated and  women’s breasts torn out; some, including  children, 
 were forced to be baptized.124 Christians, for their part, sought to prove 
not just the Jews’ guilt but also the miracles following the girl’s death. But 
no cult seems to have emerged  there.

Though Fulda seems to be the first place where the blood accusation 
emerged, the case in Valréas may offer its first detailed description and first 
claims connecting the death of a Christian child with “the law of Moses.” 
This is why it was imperative for Jews to demonstrate that Jewish law did 
not include demands to use blood of any sort. Jews promptly turned to the 
pope to seek help and protection, who happened to be in Lyon, 105 miles 
north of Valréas. On May 28, 1247, Pope Innocent IV issued two letters to 
Archbishop Jean de Bernin, whose bishopric included the town of Valréas. 
The pope enjoined the bishop to “restore” status and liberty to the Jews 
and protect them against  future persecution. Pope Innocent IV explic itly 
lay the blame for the vio lence in Valréas on Christians, “who covetous of 
their possessions or thirsting for their blood, despoil, torture, and kill them 
without  legal judgment, contrary to the clemency of the Catholic religion, 
which allows them to dwell in the midst of its  people and has decreed toler-
ance to their rites.”125 The pope objected to the pro cess: Jews  were “inhu-
manely burned [at the stake],” even though they “ were not legally convicted, 
nor had they confessed,” he wrote, contradicting the summary the notary 
had prepared. Such actions  were not to be tolerated  because “divine justice 
has never cast the Jewish  people aside so completely that it reserves no rem-
nant of them for salvation.” Indeed, in his second letter to the archbishop, 
Innocent IV wrote,

If the Christian religion  were to give a careful heed and rightly analyze by the 
use of reason, how inhuman it is and how discordant with piety for it to afflict 
with many kinds of molestations, and to smite with all sorts of grave injuries, 
the remnant of the Jews, to whom, left as witnesses of his saving passion and 
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of His victorious death, the benignity of the Savior promised the  favor of salva-
tion, it would not only draw back its hands from harming them, but as a 
show of piety and solace of  human kindness to  those whom it holds, as it 
 were, in tribute.126

In this letter, it seems that the pope consciously chose to use mild language 
in reference to Jews. In fact, in another context, in 1244, the same pope 
was not shy about referring to Judaism as the “impious perfidy of the Jews” 
and bemoaning that “our Redeemer has not removed the veil of blindness 
[from their hearts]  because of the enormity of their crime.”127 But  here this 
language was missing.

Based on a petition sent by the Jews, in the second letter, the pope of-
fered more details about the injustice that took place in Valréas.128 Ac-
cording to the pope, the Jews, accused of “having nailed to the cross a 
certain girl who had been found dead in a certain ditch,” complained about 
the pro cess. Though they “ were not convicted, nor had they confessed nor 
had they even been accused by anyone,” the Dragonet de Montauban

despoiled them of all their goods and cast them into a fearful prison, and 
without admitting the legitimate protestation and defense of their innocence, 
he cut some of them in two,  others he burned at the stake, of  others he cas-
trated the men, and tore out the breasts of the  women. He afflicted them with 
other diverse kinds of torture,  until, as it is said, they confessed with their 
mouth what their conscience did not dictate, choosing to be killed in one mo-
ment of agony than to live and be afflicted with torments and tortures.

And then other lords, taking advantage of the crisis, also “threw into prison 
what ever Jews dwell in their lands and dominions,  after having robbed  these 
Jews of all their property.” The pope expressed concern with the pro cess 
that would be voiced in response to other blood accusations over the fol-
lowing centuries: “No one deserves punishment  unless he has first com-
mitted a crime, nor should anyone be punished for the crime of another.”

But in his first letters responding to what happened in Valréas, Innocent 
IV did not address the crux of the charge: that Jews murdered Christian 
 children for cannibalistic purposes. This charge was only addressed  later 
in the summer, in two separate statements on June 9 and July 5.129 In the 
first, Innocent reissued the constitution Sicut Iudaeis, adding language that 
explic itly condemned what would become known as the “blood libel.” He 
admonished Christians not to accuse Jews “of using  human blood in their 
religious rites, since in the Old Testament they are instructed not to use 
blood of any kind, let alone  human blood.”130 In his July 5 letter to the 
archbishops and bishops of Germany, the pope countered another kind of 
false accusation: that, during Passover, Jews “share the heart of a murdered 
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child.”131 He defended Jews, stating that “the Divine Scriptures pronounces 
the law ‘Thou shalt not kill’ ” and asserting, somewhat mistakenly, that it 
was prohibited to Jews “to touch any dead body” while celebrating Pass-
over.132 The bull was reissued again on August 18, 1247, this time addressed 
to the archbishop of Vienne, Jean de Bernin; a copy eventually found its 
way to Trent, as part of the dossier related to the trial of Jews  there in 
1475.133

The narrative that emerged in Valréas seems to have been heavi ly influ-
enced by the projection of Eucharistic practices and beliefs onto the Jews.134 
The blood, the rec ords state, was said to have been extracted “to partake 
on the recent Holy Sabbath, and believed to be saved [by it].”135 It was “a 
sacrament” consumed, like the Eucharist in the medieval period,  every year. 
The blood, also like the Eucharist, was to be divided and shared among 
Jews. The victim, like Jesus in Christian theology, was a replacement for 
the Passover ram.136 But, in contrast to Christian reverence for Jesus in the 
Eucharist during the Easter season, all this was to be done “in opposition 
and affront to Jesus Christ.” What supposedly happened in Valréas was rep-
resented as a Eucharistic counternarrative.

But if the storyline was heavi ly influenced by the Eucharistic sacrament, 
it may have also reflected a new awareness of Jewish texts, which had been 
exposed only recently to Christian eyes. The events in Valréas took place 
just seven years  after the “trial of the Talmud” in 1240.137 And although 
the consumption of blood, as the pope affirmed, was prohibited according 
to the Bible, blood did play an impor tant role in  Temple sacrificial rituals 
discussed in the books of Exodus and Leviticus and elaborated in rabbinic 
lit er a ture.138 In Exodus 29, the blood of a ram and a bull is used in the 
consecration of the High Priest. In Leviticus, and then in more detail in 
Mishnah Yoma, the high priest slaughters sacrificial animals— a bull or a 
goat— and collects their blood.139 The Mishnah adds information about 
 Temple topography and instruments: a basin into which the blood is col-
lected and a description where it was sprinkled: “He [the High Priest] 
slaughtered it and collected its blood in a basin, and gave it to the one who 
would stir it on the fourth terrace of the sanctuary so that it would not 
congeal. . . .  He took the blood from the one who was stirring it, went to 
the place where he had entered and stood at the place where he had stood, 
and sprinkled from [the bowl] once up and seven times down.”140 Blood, 
of course, also plays an impor tant role in the Exodus story and thus in the 
Passover story: the Nile River turns into blood, and blood is sprinkled on 
the doors of the Israelites, saving their firstborn from the angel of death. 
Though biblical— both Hebrew and Christian— texts provided enough tex-
tual bases for inspiring charges of both ritual crucifixion and blood libels, 
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in a new context of Jewish– Christian polemic and animosity in the High 
 Middle Ages, it is not implausible that the interest in Jewish texts height-
ened the sensitivity to and awareness of other discussions of blood in Jewish 
texts.

Moreover, the idea of blood’s restorative and curative power was also 
known among Jews and Christians. Pliny’s Historia naturalis, as Efraim 
Shoham- Steiner has shown, contains a story of the king of Egypt bathing 
in blood to cure leprosy.141 In the legend of Saint Sylvester, Emperor Con-
stantine, affected by leprosy, is advised to bathe in blood, but chooses 
baptism instead.142 And some Jewish midrashim tell a story of the pha-
raoh’s affliction with leprosy and his demand for the blood of the infants 
of Hebrews.143 Shoham- Steiner has demonstrated that, during the  Middle 
Ages, this last story underwent changes from the  earlier version in Exodus 
Rabbah, in which the infants are saved, to  later versions influenced by 
the Christian context, in which the pha raoh slaughters the infants for 
their blood. In the Jewish stories it is never Jews who desire blood but the 
pha raoh. The Christian blood piety, which emerged in the late  Middle 
Ages in northern Eu rope, certainly played into the imaginary Jewish de-
sire for blood. As Caroline Bynum has noted, the geographic overlap be-
tween Christian blood piety and anti- Jewish blood accusations was not 
accidental.144 The beliefs in the purifying or curative attributes of blood 
and Christian blood piety make the charges against Jews in Christian 
Eu rope less culturally discordant; they also underscore the role of belief 
in the dissemination of anti- Jewish libels, despite explicit biblical prohi-
bitions against the consumption of blood and explicit prohibitions against 
bringing charges of blood libels against Jews, at least  after Fulda and 
Valréas.

Although  earlier cases provided nascent narratives— some forgotten for 
centuries—of ritual murder or of Jewish martyrdom in the wake of murder 
charges, the cases in Fulda and Valréas resulted in the first  legal documents 
in defense of Jews: they thus represent the beginning of the trail of  legal 
documents and arguments related to anti- Jewish accusations. They also, 
particularly the case from Valréas, provide some of the earliest and clearest 
evidence of Jewish efforts at diplomacy undertaken to defend Jews (that is, 
if one accepts the  later dating of the Hebrew letters about Blois). Paradoxi-
cally, while defending Jews and debunking the accusations, the  legal pro-
tections marshaled  after Fulda and Valréas also inscribed the accusations 
for posterity. They offered not only evidence in  favor of the Jews but also 
a historical source to  those who wished to chronicle the Jewish “crimes” 
and expressed disbelief in papal and imperial protection, like the Marbach 
chronicler.145
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Werner of Oberwesel— An Unapproved  
Popu lar Saint

Unlike in Norwich or Paris, in Fulda or Valréas no cult emerged as a result 
of the accusations.146 It is unclear  whether that was  because of the quick 
intervention of both imperial and church authorities or a lack of interest 
on the part of local officials or, in the case of Valréas,  because of the gender 
of the alleged victim. But when the body of an adolescent boy was found 
in the spring of 1287 near the town of Bacharach along the Rhine, a popu lar 
and, in contrast to the cult of William of Norwich, quite sustained cult of 
“S. Werner” developed in Bacharach and Oberwesel, spreading to France 
in the  fourteenth  century as “S. Vernier” or “S. Verny.”147 Con temporary 
local chronicles briefly mention Werner’s death and name Jews as culprits.148 
According to one account, as the rumors about Werner’s death at the hands 
of the Jews spread, vio lence against them claimed tens of lives and some 
Jews  were arrested.149 Soon Jewish representatives approached Emperor 
Rudolph II to seek justice and protection, apparently while offering mon-
etary compensation. In response, the emperor imposed fines on the com-
munities where Jews  were attacked and requested assistance from the 
archbishop of Mainz who, as one chronicler recounted, preached against 
attacking Jews. The archbishop is said to have ordered that the body of 
Werner, whom “some Christians of  simple spirit” venerated as “almost di-
vine,” should be “burned by flames and the ashes of his body scattered in 
the wind and dissipated into nothingness [ad nihilum dissipari].”150 The 
chronicler added that a  great number of Jews [quingenti], apparently armed, 
 were pre sent while the bishop was preaching, threatening to kill any Chris-
tian who would express opposition.151 Despite opposition to the cult at 
the higher levels of both secular and Church authorities, which was ex-
plained by the Jews’ detractors as a result of bribes, the cult of Werner— 
encouraged by the local clergy and spread through songs, poems, tales by 
performers and lower- rank preachers— attracted pilgrims; its canonical 
status, however, remained uncertain for centuries.152

Over the subsequent de cades, indulgences  were granted by local bishops 
to the Chapel of S. Cunibert in Bacharach, where the body of Werner was 
laid, and in 1428–1429, during wars against the Hussite heresy, a formal 
bid for canonization was forwarded to Rome at the request of the Elector 
Palatine, Duke of Bavaria, Louis III.153 Still, despite the role papal legates 
played in the pro cess and the po liti cal needs of the Church in fighting heresy, 
Pope Martin V, who had just a few years  earlier reissued Sicut Iudaeis, in-
cluding a clause condemning blood accusations, ignored the request, and 
did not follow through with the canonization, adding to the confusion 
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about the status of “the good Werner.”154 In the end, Werner was popu-
larly described as a “saint,” but formally he has never become one.

In the post- Reformation era, Werner’s relics  were dispersed, with the ef-
fect of solidifying and expanding the cult into France. In 1548, Werner’s 
fin ger turned up in Besançon, helping pop u lar ize the cult in Franche- Comté 
in eastern France.155 But when the cult of “S. Vernier” spread to France, 
where no Jews  were allowed to live  after the end of the  fourteenth  century, 
its anti- Jewish character was lost  until modern times.156 Instead, in France, 
S. Vernier became a patron of winemakers, with ubiquitous iconography 
depicting the youth with sickle and grapes. Still, the Eucharistic blood con-
nection appears to have been retained. According to Carolyn Bynum, 
“grapes and the winepress are traditional Eucharistic images.”157 In the sev-
enteenth  century, especially during the Thirty Years’ War, Werner’s remaining 
relics found their way to Belgium and Italy.158

If the explicit anti- Jewish meaning of the story was lost in France, it did 
not dis appear in the German lands, perhaps  because of the blood devo-
tion among Christians and the continuous presence of Jews  there. In 1578, 
Laurentius Surius, a Carthusian hagiographer from Cologne, inserted the 
story “Werner, a Boy Cruelly Killed by Impious Jews” into the second edi-
tion of his lives of saints. Surius’s work was not the first to mention Werner. 
Some of the earliest printed editions of Jacques de Voragine’s lives of saints, 
known as the Golden Legend, included the story as well, but it was not 
mentioned, for example, in Hartmann Schedel’s Nuremberg Chronicle.159 
And in 1474, Werner Rolevinck, another Carthusian from Cologne, included 
a brief mention of Werner in his bestseller Fasciculus temporum, a chron-
icle of the world, which went through numerous editions even before 1500. 
If Rolevinck secured Werner a place in the history of the world, Surius’s 
stature and the readability of his work meant that his lives of saints left an 
influential mark on early modern hagiographies.160 The Bollandists used it as 
an impor tant source for their own opus.161

The Bollandists did not shy away from the controversy surrounding Wer-
ner’s status as a saint and discussed it directly: the 1665 volume of Acta 
Sanctorum for April illustrates the confusion surrounding his status, with 
vari ous  running heads: “B. Wernhero,” “blessed Werner,” and “S. Wernhero,” 
a saint.162 The Bollandists included a lengthy discussion of the cult, along 
with primary documents supporting it: more than forty pages  were devoted 
to Werner in the Acta Sanctorum compared to only nine pages discussing the 
1475 story of Simon of Trent.163  These documents became proofs of the le-
gitimacy of the cult and made Werner’s story accessible to much broader 
audiences. It entered diocesan liturgical calendars, and in 1742 it was al-
lowed to have an office in the diocese of Trier. Still, the cult itself remained 
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localized and was never fully embraced by the Church.164 Indeed, Pope Bene-
dict XIV, arguably the most impor tant  legal scholar of canonization, re-
ferred to him as beatus, which Werner’s nineteenth- century apologist Henri 
de Grèzes took to be a  mistake caused by “ either an error of the copyist” 
or inattention by the “distinguished author.”165

But for all the popularity of Werner, or Venier, and the attention given to 
him by the Bollandists and other hagiographers, and even by historians who 
saw in Werner an impor tant conflation of blood libels and host desecra-
tions, his cult would not have much of an impact on the history of anti- 
Jewish accusations.166 It may be  because of its timing, with efforts to pro-
mote the cult  limited to word of mouth and coinciding with strong imperial 
and papal protection of Jews, or  because of the geographic direction in 
which the cult spread—to areas where Jews  were not allowed to live, trans-
forming Werner, as André Vauchez puts it, from “the martyr of the Jews” 
into “an innocent winemaker.”167 To be sure, Werner has a place in the 
history of anti- Jewish accusations—he was seen as a victim of the Jews by 
Christian hagiographers, Bishop Johannes Hinderbach of Trent, who was 
intimately involved in the trial of Jews  there in 1475, had an interest in 
Werner, and his story has been discussed by historians of antisemitism.168 
But Werner’s death, its aftermath, and the efforts to turn him into a martyr- 
saint are still part of the medieval story, in which Jews  were able to rely on 
the known  legal and po liti cal landscape  shaped by medieval law. That land-
scape would change in the early modern era, when the story of Simon of 
Trent’s death in 1475 and its aftermath would play a key role in reshaping 
the  legal and po liti cal framework on which Jews had relied for protection. 
Although the cases of Fulda and Valréas left as their legacy new  legal tools 
for Jews to use in their defense, the story of Simon of Trent would ultimately 
undermine their efficacy.



C h a p t e r  T w o

The Death of  Little Simon 

and the Trial of Jews in Trent
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During the christian holy week of 1475, which started with 
Palm Sunday on March 19 and ended on Easter Sunday, March 26, 

rumors began circulating in Trent, a city at the foothills of the Alps, that 
Jews had killed a toddler named Simon. The boy dis appeared on Thursday, 
March 23, while the tiny Jewish community of Trent was celebrating Pass-
over, which had begun the eve ning before. Simon’s body was discovered 
on Easter Sunday in a canal  running  under the  house owned by a Jewish 
 family. His death unleashed a chain of events that resulted in the destruc-
tion of Trent’s tiny Jewish community and the creation of a cult of  Little 
Simon, or Simonino as he would be called in Trent, with the relics of the 
boy’s body at its center. But the impact of the events extended beyond Trent: 
they revealed fissures between German and Italian po liti cal and  legal cul-
tures and between the po liti cal and religious influence of the pope; in the 
long term, they also undermined centuries of papal policies and protection 
of Jews, effecting a policy transformation with ramifications extending be-
yond well into the twentieth  century.  Until the 1475 events in Trent, the 
medieval papal policy of condemning the persecution of Jews resulting from 
blood accusations had remained unchallenged. In fact, copies of the bulls 
by Innocent IV from 1247 and Gregory X from 1272 on behalf of Jews 
facing similar accusations are preserved in Trent among the massive amount 
of documents related to the affair.1
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The story of Simon of Trent is prob ably one of the best- documented 
blood accusations, archivally and iconographically, with thousands of 
documents and hundreds of pieces of art, printed broadsheets, pamphlets, 
and books preserved in Trent, the Vatican, and other Eu ro pean archives 
(Fig. 2.1).  Because of this volume of material, which allows scholars to 
mine it from dif fer ent  angles and approaches, it is also the most- studied 
blood accusation in premodern Eu ro pean history.2 Yet, despite the unpre-
ce dented amount of historical evidence, we know relatively  little about 
what happened in Trent in the spring of 1475 and the following months. 
And what is known comes primarily from sources created or preserved by 
Bishop Johannes Hinderbach, a preeminent player in the affair. Hinder-
bach and his allies  shaped the public memory of Simon’s death and the 
trial that ensued; they also  shaped the historical rec ords on which  later 
scholars have relied. The rec ords of the trial of Jews in Trent demonstrate, 
to use Jennifer Bishop’s words, “the ‘creative’ nature of documentary rec-
ords” that are “manipulated to serve par tic u lar ends.”3 The thousands of 
documents left by Hinderbach and his network of supporters reflect the 
extent to which they sought very self- consciously to promote their version 
of the story while suppressing or discrediting  others. In fact, a close reading 
of the documents shows that the trial of Trent, the most notorious blood 
accusation in premodern Eu ro pean history, was also a fight over rec ords 
and memory.4

That fight mattered. Bishop Hinderbach, who had a deep interest in saints 
and relics and had  earlier been involved in a canonization pro cess, knew 
how to fashion evidence used in assuring a saint’s recognition.5 He may 
have been surprised by the pushback he received in 1475 from Rome and 
elsewhere, but his knowledge of the canonization pro cess played an impor-
tant role in shaping the rec ords of the trial, as well as the facts on the 
ground through the iconographic repre sen ta tions of Simon. Hinderbach un-
derstood that the validity of the cult of  Little Simon was dependent on the 
validity of the trial proceedings and of the testimonies extracted  there. 
Simon was a martyr only if it could be proven that Jews killed him. Ulti-
mately, Hinderbach was correct; the rec ords and the existing cult would 
become the foundation for a shift in papal policy of protecting Jews against 
blood accusations and for the official recognition of the cult of Simon. But 
Hinderbach would not live to see  these results.

Rec ords are not in de pen dent of power, and in Trent— a liminal place 
nestled between the spheres of influence of the Holy Roman Empire and the 
Italian princes and rulers, between the emperor and the pope, and between 
German and Italian cultures— the clash over rec ords was also a clash over 
influence and power. Trent was part of the Holy Roman Empire, subject 
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to the rule of both the emperor and the duke of Tyrol, the latter residing 
in Innsbruck. In the fifteenth  century, a complex relationship between the 
city of Trent and the duke of Tyrol was articulated in several agreements, 
according to which the bishop of Trent, a prince- bishop with governing 
powers, recognized the duke of Austria, who was then also a ruler of Tyrol, 
as his overlord (unser gnediger herr), promised loyalty, allowed the duke 
access to all  castles and fortresses, and acknowledged the duke’s right to 
appoint a city captain, who was to assist the bishop in secular  matters.6 
The duke was obliged to defend the bishop and the church of Trent.

 There was a personal ele ment to Hinderbach’s involvement as well. For 
Hinderbach, a German trained in Italy, the trial of the Jews came on the 
heels of a humiliating confrontation with the pope over his own election 
as bishop of Trent in August 1465. The pope had preferred an Italian and 
refused to accept Hinderbach’s election  until May 1466, and then only  after 
Emperor Frederick III intervened.7 The Trent trial, and especially the re-
sulting clash with Rome, must have stirred up painful memories and raised 
questions of the legitimacy of Hinderbach’s authority as bishop, similar to 
 those that had surfaced in the aftermath of his election as bishop of Trent. 

Fig. 2.1  German broadsheet showing pilgrims visiting the relics of Simon, in a 
position known as victima. Bound with the account of Matthia Tiberino. 
Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, Rar. 338.
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The trial of the Jews, though grounded in Christian anti- Jewish attitudes 
and beliefs, was thus about much more than Jews.

What Is Known— The Bare Facts of the First Days

 After a toddler named Simon dis appeared on the eve ning of Maundy 
Thursday, March 23, 1475, and the search by  family and neighbors brought 
no results, his  father reported his son’s disappearance the next morning, 
Good Friday, to Bishop Hinderbach, fearing the boy may have drowned in 
a nearby canal.8 The bishop ordered Giovanni de Salis, the podestà or chief 
magistrate, to coordinate the search. Rumors began circulating that Jews 
may have kidnapped the boy  because, during that season, it was said, they 
“capture Christian  children and kill them.”9 That same day, a city official 
named Dainessius was ordered to go with a notary to the  house of Samuel, 
a prominent member of Trent’s tiny Jewish community, and search for 
the boy.  After searching Samuel’s  house in many places, the officials left 
empty- handed.

On the eve ning of Easter Sunday, March 26, a Jewish servant found the 
boy’s body immersed in a canal  running  under Samuel’s  house. Jews im-
mediately reported their discovery to the authorities, who performed a pre-
liminary autopsy on the spot and ordered Simon’s body moved to a hos-
pital in the German Church of St. Peter’s in Trent to be reexamined the next 
day.10 Eight Jews  were immediately arrested, among them the heads of the 
three Jewish families living in Trent: Samuel, Israel, and Tobias. The day 
 after the autopsy, additional Jews  were arrested, including visitors to Trent 
and servants in the existing Jewish  house holds, along with Samuel’s wife 
Brunetta, the only  woman among the arrested. On March 31, the notarized 
recording of “miracles” allegedly performed by Simon began, and no time 
was wasted before the first narrative of the murder was composed.11 On 
April 4, not even two weeks  after the boy’s disappearance, Giovanni Mattia 
Tiberino (Johannes Matthias Tiberinus), a physician at the court of Bishop 
Johannes Hinderbach of Trent, who had on March 27 examined the boy’s 
body along with other physicians, issued a short address in Latin to the 
Senate of Brescia, his town of origin, reporting the story of Simon’s death. 
Tiberino sent a copy also to Rafaele Zovenzoni, a poet from Bishop Hinder-
bach’s circle who would play an impor tant role in promoting the cult of 
Simon of Trent.12 Tiberino’s address, soon printed as short pamphlets in 
Italian, Latin, and German, would become the dominant version of the 
story.13 But Tiberino’s account was written many months before the trial 
ended and, more ominously, even before the first confessions  were extracted 
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 under torture from the accused Jews. And yet, it was that early version, 
along with its follow-up updated on April 17, which would remain the pri-
mary voice about the Trent affair for centuries.

Tiberino’s Narrative

Addressing the Senate of Brescia on April 4, 1475, Tiberino promised to 
write “about a most impor tant event, such as no era— from the Lord’s pas-
sion up to  these times— has ever heard of”: a horrible crime, perpetrated 
by Jews.14 He wished to spread the word, so that Jews “may be eliminated 
from the  whole Christian world” and the memory of them “utterly vanish 
from the land of the living.” Jews, Tiberino wrote, not only “devour” Chris-
tian property through usury but also “feast on the living blood of our 
sons, afflicting them with terrible punishment in their synagogues, and cru-
elly slaughtering them in place of Christ.”15 Shifting attention to Trent, 
Tiberino introduced “three families of Jews headed by Tobias, Engel, and 
Samuel” and began to describe their “horrible crime.”

Every thing, according to Tiberino, began on March 21 with a gathering 
in the synagogue at Samuel’s  house, “during what the Christians call Holy 
Week.” At that meeting, Engel said, “On this Day of Preparation, we have 
plenty of meat and fish. We lack only one  thing.”16 Samuel asked, “What 
are you without?” and all understood that Engel meant a Christian child 
to serve as a sacrifice killed “in contempt of our lord Jesus Christ,” with his 
“gore” used “in their unleavened loaves” so it may prevent “the power ful 
stench they exude.”17 According to Tiberino, they called “this their Iobel, 
that is Jubilee.”

 After much back and forth, it was de cided that the deed was to take place 
in Samuel’s  house, and Tobias was given the task of finding a child.18 He 
initially declined, saying he was “poor . . .  and had small sons,” but  others 
“coerced him with their curses.” On Thursday night (March 23), Tobias 
went around the town and found Simon, a “handsome,” “pretty,” “kindly 
and compliant” boy, nearby. Tobias, “the betrayer,” quickly grabbed Simon’s 
“beautiful hand with his own rabid right hand,” and when Simon began 
crying, he offered the boy “a silver coin” and “silenced him with coaxing 
talk”; he then took the child to Samuel’s  house.  There, Samuel awaited “like 
a tiger  eager for blood” and brought the boy inside where the rest of the 
Jews “howled over Christian blood.” Tiberino then described, in gratu-
itously gross detail, Simon’s supposedly torturous death; his circumcision 
by Moses, who “unsheathing a knife, pierced the infant’s penis, and [then] 
seizing pincers began to tear apart his right jaw next to the chin, and placed 
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the severed piece of flesh in a bowl that was  there ready.” Thereupon the 
Jews  were able to collect the boy’s “sacred blood.” “Anyone who wished,” 
Tiberino continued, “proceeded to cut out for himself a  little bit of living 
flesh. All the main participants did this.” If the boy made any noise, he was 
gagged and smothered. “ After all this, Moses speedily lifted the infant’s right 
shin and placing it on his lap, set about similarly ripping open with the same 
knife the outer portion of flesh lying between the tiny penis and the leg 
muscle, and, taking up the pincers again, proceeded to rend the living flesh 
with its living blood.” The  whole event ended with the symbolic crucifixion 
of “half- dead” Simon, with his “most holy arms” violently stretched “in 
place of the crucified [Christ],” while other Jews encouraged Samuel and 
Moses to stab the “holy body” with “hard  needles.” At the end, the Jews 
gathered to curse and blaspheme against Christ, while piercing Simon’s 
body, muttering, as Tiberino reported, incomprehensible pseudo- Hebrew 
curses: “tolle yesse mina, elle parachies elle parissen tegmalen,” which he 
explained meant, “Let us butcher this boy just like Jesus, the Christian’s 
God, who is nothing. Thus may our enemies be eternally confounded.”19

Simon was killed, Tiberino claimed, in contempt of “our Lord Jesus 
Christ” and “to insult the Christian faith”; his killing underscored Jews’ 
broader contempt for Chris tian ity.20 “By an everlasting statute,” Tiberino 
wrote, Jews cursed daily against “the divine Eucharist and the Blessed ever 
Virgin Mary.” Their book, called “the Thalmut,” which they “prefer[ed] to 
the Books of Moses and the Prophets,” contained blasphemies and tales; 
for example, that “God studies the Thalmut” and Jesus suffers “mighty tor-
ments in Hell.” They cursed Christians in their prayers, Tiberino wrote, 
“men in Hebrew,  women in the language, which they learned from their 
first years,” and prayed for the destruction of their enemies and for the 
“uprooting of the wicked Christian kingdom.” This relatively lengthy— for 
a short pamphlet— discussion of Jewish prayers and blasphemies helped 
Tiberino “contextualize” the motivations  behind the killing of Simon 
and explain any misfortune afflicting Christians. “No won der,” he bemoaned 
as he addressed Christians directly, “if Christ should afflict us with wars, 
famine, thirst, hail, and frost,”  because “we suffer [Christ’s] enemies to rule 
among us!” We Christians simply “cling on to his perpetual enemies, 
disdaining the inviolable faith.” But in Trent, this was fi nally to change, 
Tiberino concluded, and the Jews, “from elders to minors” now in prison, 
would not be released without paying “the due penalties” for the crimes 
they committed.

Tiberino’s provocative rhe toric was peppered with phrases referring to 
the Jews of Trent as “cruel,” “most rabid,” like “tigers  eager for blood,” and 
“howling with dry throats over Christian blood,” sometimes singling out 
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specific figures such as Moses, or Tobias, or Samuel. In committing  these 
“horrible crimes,” the Jews  were juxtaposed to Simon, who was described 
as “glorious,” “innocent,” and in the German texts also “blessed.”

Tiberino’s violently inflected language and detailed description of Simon’s 
suffering, written before the first Jews confessed  under torture, certainly 
served to emphasize Jews’ “cruelty” and their hatred of Chris tian ity. His 
explanation for why Christians “suffer Christ’s eternal enemies” in their 
midst alluded to Jewish po liti cal influence and the economic role they played 
in Christian society. “Listen, you rulers of  peoples, to the unheard- of- crime, 
and watch over your  peoples as faithful shepherds should! Let earth’s den-
izens awake and see what snakes they are nurturing in their own bosom! 
The cruel Jews not only eat up Christian’s property in their frenzied craving 
for interest payments, but, conspiring against our lives and for our destruc-
tion, they feast on the living blood of our sons, afflicting them with terrible 
punishments in their synagogues and cruelly slaughtering them in place 
of Christ.”21 The use of  these phrases was meaningful; it harkened back 
to the language of the Brescia Council’s  earlier condemnations of Jewish 
usury.22 The death of Simon in 1475 allowed Tiberino to renew calls not 
only for the Jews’ expulsion from Trent but also, and much more ominously, 
the elimination “of this savage race from the  whole Christian world” so 
that “the remembrance of them [may] utterly vanish from the land of the 
living.”23

But when Tiberino wrote  these words, the trial of the Jews was just be-
ginning: nothing in the existing rec ords suggests that Tiberino’s writing was 
based on what he learned from testimonies of the arrested Jews. Tiberino’s 
April 4 letter to the Brescia Senate demonstrates that the deck was stacked 
against the Jews from the very beginning. A power ful narrative was set 
down, miracles  were being carefully recorded, and Bishop Hinderbach was 
quite  eager to disseminate Tiberino’s story.24

What May Have Been Known by April 4

When Simon’s  father Andreas reported his son’s disappearance to the 
bishop, he appears not to have mentioned Jews; he thought the boy drowned 
in the canal.25 Only when news spread across the town and the search  under 
the auspices of the city government began in earnest did rumors start cir-
culating that Jews might have kidnapped the boy. But when Samuel’s  house 
was searched on Good Friday (March 24), no body, nor even suspicious 
signs  were discovered. Indeed, it seems that the Jews fully cooperated with 
the search, with Brunetta, Samuel’s wife, providing tools as needed.26
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On Sunday night, March 26, Jews discovered the body of a toddler 
dressed in a dark- gray garment and inexpensive shoes (uno pari caligarum 
et sotularium). Tobias reported the discovery to the authorities, and offi-
cials soon arrived to examine the body.  After an initial autopsy it was 
deemed that the death must have occurred recently, since the body was still 
flexible, the skin pink, and blood still pre sent and flowing.27 Though the 
body was retrieved fully dressed,  there  were apparently wounds under neath 
the clothing, including on the tip of the boy’s penis. Initial interviews with 
Samuel and Tobias about the discovery of the body apparently differed, but 
rec ords of their content have not been preserved. Even though Samuel was 
first officially interrogated on March 31 and Tobias not  until April 3, on 
the day the body was found— March 26— the decision was made to arrest 
eight Jews: Samuel, Tobias, Engel, and five  others. They  were arrested on 
the grounds that, as the official protocols from November 1475 state, the 
wounds on the boy’s body emitted blood when Jews  were pre sent, a proof, 
it was believed, of Jews’ culpability in the boy’s death “ because experience 
shows that wounds on the dead emit blood when a murderer stands near 
the corpse.”28

The next day, on March 27, the body, now in the Church of St. Peter’s, 
was identified as Simon’s, and another autopsy was performed by two phy-
sicians, one of whom was Giovanni Mattia Tiberino of Brescia, the bishop’s 
personal physician. During that second autopsy, the physicians agreed that 
the boy must have died recently, at the earliest on Saturday night— but as 
the trial progressed and a narrative set in, the time of death would change to fit 
better with the timeline of Christ’s passion. Ten more Jews are arrested on 
that day, among them Brunetta.

The podestà de Salis wanted to follow up on the rumors of Jews killing 
Christian  children during the Easter- Passover season,  because such rumors 
provided  legal grounds to open a trial against the Jews. It just so happened 
that a Jew who had converted to Catholicism, Giovanni da Feltre, was im-
prisoned at that time in Trent for another crime. De Salis, “wanting to get 
information  whether it was true that Jews are used to killing Christian boys 
and taking their blood, as it is reported,” interrogated the convert  under 
oath.29 The prisoner, Giovanni da Feltre, recalled what appeared to be a 
real case of blood libel from 1440, claiming that many years ago his  father, 
who had de cades ago lived in Landschut in “lower Germany” (Bavaria), 
had told him that that “some Jews” in his town had killed a Christian boy 
“to get his blood and use it.” The authorities arrested all the town’s Jews, 
except for  those who, like his  father, escaped.  Those who  were captured 
 were burned at the stake, some forty- five Jews, “but it is not clear how the 
child was killed, nor by whom.” Asked if he, when he was still a Jew, or his 
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 father had ever used such blood, Giovanni gave a response that, at least as 
recorded, is ambiguous: it focuses on a description of a ritual in the Pass-
over seder when red wine is spilled to mark the ten plagues in Egypt; the 
first one is, of course, blood. Giovanni noted that his  father “had received 
the blood and put it in his wine cup, in which  there was wine, and from 
 there he sprinkled it on the  table, cursing the Christian faith.”30 Blood was 
also used, Giovanni seems to have said, in the making of the Passover bread, 
but he did not know how it was done.

It is unclear in what language Giovanni told this story. The testimony as 
it is preserved now is in a Latin summary, but that was surely not the lan-
guage he used to testify. This linguistic distance makes it impossible to know 
what was actually said. It might be that Giovanni da Feltre simply recounted 
a story he had heard from his  father about Jews accused of killing a Chris-
tian boy in Landschut in 1440. It is also pos si ble that the convert of some 
years recalled fragments of memories about the Passover seder. It is pos-
si ble that he described the spilling of wine, when the plagues, including the 
plague of blood,  were mentioned. What was actually said in his testimony 
 will remain unknown, but, importantly, the way it was recorded in the Latin 
trial rec ords sent to Rome served to justify the  legal procedures used in 
Trent in the aftermath of Simon’s death by validating rumors that Jews com-
mitted such crimes.

From a  legal point of view, that kind of validation was what the authori-
ties needed to proceed with their investigation of Simon’s death as murder 
by Jews. And it may be why Giovanni da Feltre’s testimony was sought and 
included in the rec ords, even though it did not meet the  legal requirements 
for proper witnesses— honest, bona fide witnesses, not infamis personae like 
Giovanni da Feltre who was imprisoned for another crime.31 In this light 
his testimony could not pass  legal muster, but it served to justify proceeding 
against the Jews.

The following days  were spent on interrogations of both Christians and 
Jews about what they heard or saw in the days following Simon’s disap-
pearance and about the circumstances surrounding the finding of the body. 
Between March 27 and April 4, seven Christians, including Giovanni da 
Feltre and another Jewish convert, Roper the Tailor, and nine Jewish men 
and  women  were examined.  These early testimonies seem innocuous, and 
many shared similar details. On March 28, Anna, the wife of Samuel’s son 
Israel, told the podestà de Salis that Seligman (known in the Latin rec ords 
as Bonaventura), Samuel’s cook, had discovered the body on Sunday eve-
ning when he was asked to fetch  water from the canal  under Samuel’s  house. 
He immediately notified Brunetta, Samuel’s wife. That same day, March 28, 
Seligman was brought to the torture chamber to testify, where he said that 
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when he saw something submerged in  water he thought it was “some skin or 
entrails of an animal,” which he had seen “many times in this canal” before. 
But when he notified his mistress of the find, she inquired if it might be the 
corpse of the boy.32 The podestà wanted to know why Brunetta thought it 
might have been Simon’s body, implying she was in on the murder. Seligman 
answered  matter of factly that the authorities had already searched for the 
child in the  house and in the canal.

Seligman then recounted that on that Sunday eve ning when he told Bru-
netta about the body, the Jewish men  were in synagogue, which was in 
Samuel’s  house. He did not know what happened next  because he stayed 
in the kitchen, but, he testified  under torture, that that some Jews  were wor-
ried “something bad” would befall them when Samuel’s  house was being 
searched by the podestà on Friday. They surely knew that vicious rumors 
 were circulating around the town. And yet,  until the body was found the 
Jews did not seem particularly troubled and continued with their cele-
bration of Passover. When asked why Jews visiting Trent did not flee when 
Simon dis appeared, Seligman responded that first they stayed  because of 
the holidays, as the first two days of Passover  were immediately followed 
by the Sabbath. Second, they did not flee on Sunday,  because “they did not 
believe anything bad would come upon them.”33  Under torture the cook 
confirmed his testimony several times and was not interrogated again  until 
April 10, almost a week  after Tiberino had written his first version of Simon’s 
story.

The testimonies of the other Jews corresponded to what Seligman the 
cook had said. Each person may have added personal details about what 
they specifically did, but their stories overlapped: the body was discovered 
in the canal  running  under Samuel’s  house on Sunday eve ning while the 
men  were in the synagogue finishing their eve ning prayers. Brunetta in-
formed them about the discovery, and they immediately notified the bishop 
of the gruesome find.34

Even the other Seligman (or Bonaventura, as he appears in the Latin rec-
ords), son of Mayer (or Mohar), whose testimony  under torture on March 28 
provided some ele ments of confirmation for  those claiming that Jews must 
have killed Simon, at first told the same story.35 On Sunday,  after the eve ning 
prayers, Seligman, Mayer’s son, left the synagogue, which was in Samuel’s 
 house, and went to play cards with  women at Tobias’s  house, staying  there 
for about an hour. He then returned to Samuel’s  house, whereupon Tobias 
asked him to follow him and his servant Ioaff with a light to the cellar, 
where the canal was. Ioaff went down into the  water and retrieved Simon’s 
body. According to Seligman, Tobias then went to the  castle to notify the 
authorities. The interrogators de cided that Seligman “did not want to 
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tell the truth” and ordered him tortured. Soon Seligman broke and changed 
his story. He said that on Saturday, March 25, around noon, he was at Engel’s 
 house eating lunch with Isaac, Engel’s servant.  After lunch they both left and 
went over to Samuel’s  house. Isaac then told Seligman that he “had killed 
the boy, but he did not tell him anything how he had killed him, but that 
he killed him in Engel’s  house, . . .  [and] that he had killed him on Thursday 
night . . .  , and that Schweitzer, a [Christian] inhabitant of Trent near the 
canal, was the one who had delivered and brought the said boy [still] alive 
to the  house of the said Engel.” Tortured again, Seligman added that Isaac 
also told him that on Thursday night he “had struck the boy with his fist 
on the back of his head, whereupon the boy vomited up blood through his 
mouth, and that they collected this blood into a small pot [cadinello]. And 
that Schweitzer received twenty coins [renenses] for bringing the boy to 
Engel’s  house.” Schweitzer then carried the boy to Samuel’s  house.

Schweitzer, who was then engaged in a dispute with Samuel and Israel 
over money, was also implicated in the crime by Vitale, Samuel’s servant, 
who was interrogated both with and without torture on March 29.36 Vi-
tale confirmed it was Seligman the cook who had discovered the body, but 
he could not add any more information about the discovery. He did, how-
ever, speculate that Schweitzer might have been the one  behind Simon’s 
death, dumping the body into the canal  under Samuel’s  house. On April 3, 
interrogated again,  this time under torture, Vitale confirmed his  earlier 
testimony; during the trial the Jews’ supporters would maintain that Sch-
weitzer, the Christian man, had played a role in Simon’s death.37

A third testimony that strengthened de Salis’s case against the Jews and 
influenced his decision to charge them with the killing of Simon was given 
on March 28 by a German- speaking Christian  woman, Margareta Gelbe-
gret. She claimed that some twelve years  earlier, when she was living next 
door to Samuel in the  house now inhabited by Tobias, her son had also 
dis appeared but was  later found alive in Samuel’s  house.38 Margareta, like 
other Christians interrogated in the initial stages of the trial, had items 
pawned with Jews.

Although the three testimonies by Giovanni da Feltre, Margareta Gel-
begret, and Seligman (Mayer’s son) provided much- needed grounding 
to support the  legal charges against the Jews, none of the testimonies 
from March 26 through April 4 contained the details or rhe toric found 
in Tiberino’s letter. In fact, even Seligman’s damning testimony contradicted 
what Tiberino wrote.  Others did too. Schweitzer, the Christian man whom 
Seligman and Vitale implicated in the murder and who was arrested on 
March 28 and interrogated on March 31, also doubted that Jews could have 
killed Simon.39 Schweitzer recounted his conversation with Andreas, 
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Simon’s  father, on Thursday night  after Andreas had failed to find his son, 
telling him, according to the Latin account of his testimony, that Simon 
must have fallen into the canal. Andreas responded that he had looked for 
the boy  there, but did not find him. As they spoke, two bystanders reported 
that some  people  were saying the boy was in the Jews’  house, though  others 
speculated that he must have drowned. “What ever it is,” Schweitzer replied, 
“[now] it is not the time to look for him,” and went to bed. The next day, 
Schweitzer went to participate in the Good Friday cele brations in the Trent 
churches.  After coming back home, Andreas and Schweitzer went again to 
look for Simon, now both believing the boy to be dead, drowned in the 
canal.  Toward the end of his interrogation, Schweitzer was asked if he 
“knew or in his soul pondered how the boy had been killed or how he had 
arrived into Jews’ hands.” Schweitzer responded that he “greatly doubted” 
how this would have been pos si ble,  because he “knew that the boy had first 
dis appeared on Thursday eve ning, and  these Jews never exit their homes 
 after noon on Thursday.” But he offered that one Iohannes, a gravedigger 
who buried Jews, may have brought the boy into the Jews’  house. During 
the interrogation, Schweitzer also admitted to discord between him and 
some Jews, especially Engel and his wife.

Schweitzer’s testimony raised questions about the validity of the accusa-
tions against the Jews. And although he testified relatively early in the trial, 
on March 31, in the official rec ords sent to Rome his testimony was rele-
gated to the very end of the volume,  after the testimonies of all the Jews 
and reports of their execution.40 In contrast, the testimonies by Giovanni 
da Feltre, Margareta Gelbegret, and Seligman, son of Mayer, which made 
the accusations against Jews plausible,  were placed right at the beginning 
of the trial rec ords.41 They appeared at the beginning not  because they  were 
delivered  earlier— indeed Seligman’s material includes testimonies from  later 
dates— but  because they helped set the stage for the narrative the official 
rec ords sought to tell to justify the proceedings against the Jews. Still, how-
ever damning their testimonies might have been, they contained nothing 
that could have given Tiberino material for his April 4 story. Even the tes-
timonies of two key figures— Samuel on March 29 and 31 and on April 3 
and the April 4 testimony by the old Moses, who in Tiberino’s story cir-
cumcised Simon— undermined the version Tiberino prepared.

Samuel’s description of the finding of Simon’s body and the immediate 
aftermath, including Tobias’s notification of the bishop, overlapped with 
that of the  others and did not implicate him or other Jews.42 Even  under 
torture he asserted that neither he “nor other Jews are killers.”43 Indeed, 
“none of the Jews was guilty of this, nor did he believe that the said boy 
had been killed; he drowned”;  after all, Simon’s  mother lived next to the 
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canal. On April 3, subjected to more torture, he again affirmed his own in-
nocence and that of “other Jews,  because they are not guilty.”44 And, while 
undergoing torture, suspended on the ropes, he turned to the podestà, 
asking, “Lord podestà, where did you learn that Christian blood is valu-
able and useful?” De Salis responded that he had learned it from “Jews like 
Samuel.”  After this exchange the torture intensified, and Samuel screamed 
to God for help.45 He was kept on the ropes for “two- thirds of an hour” 
and then was let down and returned to prison.

In the days preceding Tiberino’s April 4 letter to the Senate of Brescia, 
all the Jews, with the exception of Seligman, son of Mayer, denied culpa-
bility, and with small variations their stories  were in agreement. Also, on 
April 4, during his first recorded interrogation, the old Moses affirmed the 
innocence of all the Jews and presented arguments against blood accusa-
tions, explaining rules in Jewish law that made such charges absurd: “It 
must not be believed that he, Moses, or other Jews did that,  because in the 
ten commandments of Moses given by God it is commanded to Jews that 
no one may kill or eat blood, and on account of that Jews cut the throat of 
animals they intend to eat so that a  great amount of blood may leave the 
animals’ bodies, and then they salt the meat, so that more blood can be 
extracted.”46 Moses’s argument was similar to that offered  earlier by the 
popes in their medieval bulls protecting Jews from such false accusations. 
Moses added an example of a false accusation in which a Christian, “ enemy 
of the Jews,” brought the body of a Christian boy to a Jew’s  house. The 
Jew was arrested and tortured, but he did not confess to anything. The 
Christian man eventually did, revealing the accusation was completely false.

From the early days of interrogations Tiberino could not have learned 
the details he included in his April 4 address to the Senate of Brescia. Even 
if one accepts that not every thing said then was included in the rec ords, 
surely if  there had been even one witness or one testimony that had pro-
duced the damning details found in Tiberino’s account, it would have been 
included in the rec ords sent to Rome.  After all, such evidence would have 
made the charges against the Jews even stronger. Instead, the early testimo-
nies weakened the case against the Jews. That changed a few days  after 
April 4, when confessions  under torture began increasingly to conform to 
Tiberino’s account.

“What Should I Say?”

 These are the words Vitale, Samuel’s servant, spoke to the interrogators on 
April 13, 1475.47 Similarly, on April 15,  after having been asked repeatedly 
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if he was telling the truth, Lazarus, a Jewish traveler who found himself in 
Trent when Simon died— whose testimony is not included in the rec ords 
sent to Rome, but can be found in the German version at the Yeshiva Uni-
versity Museum in New York City and in the Latin protocols in Vienna— 
fi nally pleaded with the interrogators, “Tell me what you want me to say 
and I  will say it.”48 From early on, the interrogators seemed to have had a 
specific “truth” in mind when questioning the Jews, and wishing to hear it, 
turning to torture to elicit it. When first interrogated, under only  the threat of 
torture, the Jews offered what would become the first version of events— for 
days, this version remained quite consistent, containing details about the 
finding of the body and affirming Jewish innocence. This remained the case 
even when torture was first implemented.

But this first version was not “the truth” the officials  were looking for, 
and when the Jews did not change it  after several days, they  were subjected 
to more torture, sometimes excessive, and more questions. Over time all 
the Jews broke and confessed to the murder of Simon. For example, when 
the second Seligman, son of Mayer, answered, “I do not know,” to a ques-
tion about the whereabouts of Brunetta, Samuel, and  others when the body 
was retrieved from the canal  under Samuel’s  house, the podestà, “seeing 
that he did not want to tell the truth ordered him undressed and lifted” on 
the ropes.49 And Vitale’s question “What should I say?” came at the end of 
long interrogation  under torture, in which he was even made to listen se-
cretly to Israel’s confession, also  under torture, in which Israel implicated 
Vitale.50

The “truth” the officials  were looking for was sketched in Tiberino’s 
letter. If the early accounts emerging from the first interrogations  were rel-
atively consistent— denying Jews’ role in Simon’s death— the increasing 
pressure, repeated questioning, and relentless torture led to the first con-
fessions to the murder being made on April 7.  These initial confessions  were 
contradictory and confusing, but gradually they gained some coherence, 
often with language and phrases evoking Tiberino’s account. Such language 
is most pronounced in the testimony by Tobias from April 9, but phrases 
paralleling  those in Tiberino’s account are also found in the Latin testimo-
nies of Engel on April 8; Seligman the cook on April 10; and Seligman, son 
of Mayer, on April 11.51 It must be remembered that the Latin protocols 
sent to Rome  were dated November 15, 1475— months  after Tiberino’s 
story had been widely disseminated in print.

Tobias was first interrogated on April 3, 1475, more than a week  after 
Simon’s body was found. The first questions concerned the circumstances 
of the finding of Simon’s body and the description of his injuries. When the 
body was found, Tobias said, the Jews de cided the authorities needed to be 
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notified; they wanted officials to come to the scene  because they feared they 
might be implicated in the crime. As Tobias appears to have noted, “We 
wanted that one or two [officials] from the  castle be  here, so they could see 
the crime committed against us,  because some Christian must have killed 
this boy and then thrown the body in the canal, so that it would be brought 
by  water into the  house, and this way they would have a reason to say that 
we, Jews, kill.”52  Under torture, he confirmed what he had said  earlier. On 
April 7, more explicit questions about Jews killing Christians  were asked, 
and Tobias again denied every thing, observing it was Christians who said 
that Jews killed Christian  children. He was then tortured excessively and, 
“almost dead,” had to be sent to his cell to rest.53

The next day, April 8, Tobias’s recorded testimony began to resemble 
Tiberino’s address.54 According to its Latin protocols, on Wednesday 
March 22, Samuel, his son Israel, Moses, Mayer (or Mohar), his son 
Seligman (Bonaventura), Engel, and Tobias gathered in Samuel’s  house to 
plot how to obtain the “blood of some Christian child,” whom Tobias was 
chosen to find. He objected to undertaking this task  because he was “poor 
and had  children to take care of.”55 Samuel then ordered Tobias to do what 
he was asked and promised to take care of his  family. The next day, Tobias 
began to wander the streets  until he came to Canal Street (via fossati) and 
passed by Andreas’s  house, where he saw the boy. He held out his hand for 
Simon, who took it. Speaking softly to the boy and giving him a coin to 
encourage him to go, Tobias took him to Samuel’s  house. Samuel was al-
ready waiting at the door. Tobias passed Simon over to Samuel, who closed 
the door, and Tobias returned home. At home, Tobias could neither eat nor 
sleep. On Saturday, he went to Samuel’s  house to attend ser vices in the syna-
gogue, where he saw the body exposed “on a  table where they put books, 
and this  table is set in the  middle of the synagogue.” This time Tobias did 
not describe the killing; asked why Jews needed Christian blood, he ex-
plained that they required it during jubilee years and that this was a jubilee 
year. As for other reasons, Tobias claimed ignorance, saying he was “an 
illiterate man,” a curious statement given that most scholars pre sent Tobias 
as a physician. The descriptions of the plot, the kidnapping, and the delivery 
of Simon, as well as the discussion of the jubilee year as seen in Tobias’s 
recorded testimony, resemble Tiberino’s account. But it is in the testimony 
of the following day, April 9, that the language becomes similar to that of 
Tiberino’s letter. For example, apparently Tobias said that when all  were 
gathered before Passover at Samuel’s  house, Samuel said that they “had 
much meat and fish,” to which Engel said that only one  thing was missing, 
and every one understood that he meant Christian blood.56 Tobias’s de-
scription of the killing and the April 10 testimony of Seligman the cook also 
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contained verbiage similar to that found in Tiberino’s April 4 letter to the 
Senate Brescia.57

In his April 4 letter Tiberino claimed that Jews uttered curses in Hebrew 
while killing Simon— “Tolle Iesse mina elle parecheff elle passussem 
pachmalem”— which according to Tiberino explained meant: “Let us 
butcher this boy just like Jesus, the Christian’s God, who is nothing.”58 
 These Hebrew words in a slightly dif fer ent spelling are also found in the 
April 11 testimony by Seligman, son of Mayer,59 even though he said he 
did not know what  these words meant. Still, Tiberino’s supposed transla-
tion was incorrect. The phrase, except for the word “tolle,” comes from 
Psalm 20: 7–8, which is part of the daily prayers: the words iesse mina in 
Tiberino’s letter come from ֽיֵשַׁ֣ע ימְִינו (yesh’a yemino; deliverance of his 
right arm), the last words of verse 7, and Elle comes from the beginning of 
verse 8:אלה ברכב ואלה בסוסים (elle ba- rechev ve- elle ba- susim;  these on chariot, 
and  these on  horses). The rest of the psalm was understood as an affirma-
tion of the validity of Jewish worship of God.60 But the words “passusem 
pachmalem”— ba- susim and ba- gemalim (on  horses and on camels)— may 
also refer to Exodus 9:3, which is included in the Passover Haggadah to 
describe a threat of pestilence that would strike the Egyptians if Pha raoh 
would refuse to let the Hebrews go.61 The German translation of the trial 
protocols includes a Hebrew transcription of the words, a transliteration, 
and an inaccurate Latin interpretation of them: “Suspensus Jhesus hereticus 
ista in equis et ista in camelis crucibus.”62 The phrase in the psalm, yesh’a 
yemino, “deliverance of his right arm,” was mistranslated  because of the 
onomatopoeic character of the words Yesh’a as Jesus (Yeshu in the He-
brew tradition) and yemino as ha- min (heretic) to mean “Jesus the heretic.” 
To be sure, in Christian Eu rope,  these original verses may have been un-
derstood by Jews in a polemical way against Christian beliefs, but they cer-
tainly did not mean what Tiberino and the Trent officials claimed them to 
mean.

As the trial of the Jews continued, questions  were raised about the le-
gality of the proceedings, and on April 21 the trial was suspended by the 
order of Duke Sigismund of Tyrol, the city’s secular overlord. It was allowed 
to resume on June 6, thanks to Bishop Hinderbach’s lobbying and propa-
ganda efforts, and resulted in the executions between June 21 and June 23 
of seven men: Isaac, Engel, Tobias, Vital, Mayer, and both Seligmans (Bo-
naventuras). The two Seligmans asked to be baptized before execution, 
saving themselves from death at the stake by being first decapitated. The 
old Moses was found dead in his cell, on June 18, four days  after fi nally 
confessing. Still, he was formally sentenced  after death, his body dragged to 
the site of execution and tied to a wheel.63 The final summaries of the Jews’ 
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testimonies recorded before their execution aligned with Tiberino’s account, 
and, chronologically, the events they recounted fit more closely the passion 
of Christ.64 If following the first autopsies  after the boy’s body was found 
on Sunday, March 26, it was believed that Simon must have died no  earlier 
than Saturday, by the end of the first phase of the trial, his death was noted 
to have occurred  earlier during the Holy Week, in effort to fit Simon’s death 
into the story of the passion of Christ. By the time the Jews  were executed 
in June, the narrative was firmly set, an updated version of Tiberino’s letter 
was printed in Rome, and iconography representing Simon widely dissem-
inated. (Eventually, Simon’s feast would be established on March 24 to 
mark his death on a date corresponding to Good Friday in 1475.)

With the eight men dead,  there  were still several Jews, including men, 
 women, and  children, in custody.  After the news of the executions and the 
other Jews’ imprisonment reached Rome, the pope intervened. On July 23, 
1475, he ordered another suspension of the trial and soon sent his envoy 
Battista de’ Giudici, bishop of Ventimiglia, to Trent, giving him broad au-
thority to investigate if the trial had been conducted fairly, and to examine 
the charges against the Jews and alleged miracles around Simon’s body.65 
Despite his broad authority, de’ Giudici was thwarted at  every level, and 
his attempts to end the trial and secure the release of the  women and  children 
failed.  After a brief hiatus, the trial and the imprisonment of the remaining 
Jews continued into the first months of 1476, while in Rome a commission 
of cardinals was deliberating about its validity. Every thing hinged on the 
validity of trial rec ords and evidence marshaled to convict the Jews.

The Narrative in the Trial Rec ords

The legality of the trial was challenged first by Duke Sigismund of Tyrol 
and then by Pope Sixtus IV. At issue  were its jurisdiction, procedures, the 
excessive use of torture to obtain confessions, and the confiscation of Jews’ 
property before completion of the trial. To defend themselves against the 
charges, Trent officials had to produce trial rec ords. For that reason, the 
rec ords of the trial as they came down to us are a consciously structured 
narrative aimed at addressing  these charges. Some eleven full or partial rec-
ords of the trial of the Jews survived in Latin and German, although  there 
may have been other copies that circulated among the allies of Bishop 
Hinderbach with his permission.66 Some, like the rec ords of Brunetta’s trial, 
have been lost even though their existence is mentioned in other sources.67

The earliest surviving protocols of the trial can be dated to November 
1475.68 They are the official copy of the rec ords in Latin sent from Trent 



60 The Death of  Little Simon and the Trial of Jews in Trent

to Rome as evidence in the investigation of the validity of the trial of 
the Jews. This copy, written on parchment, contains only materials from 
the first phase of the trial of the major male defendants, excluded are the 
 women and the minor male figures, such as Lazarus. Yet as an official, 
notarized copy sent to Rome, it is significant  because it played a major 
role in decisions from Rome regarding the validity of the trial and the cult 
of Simon.

 There are differences between the surviving rec ords, even Bishop Hinder-
bach noted errors on the margins of his personal copy.69  There exist no 
“raw” copies of interrogations from the trial taken in the vernacular in real 
time during the interrogations, and  there is “no trace” of the copy of the 
rec ords prepared by Bishop Battista de’ Giudici, who had been sent by the 
pope to investigate  matters or of copies obtained by Jews and their advo-
cates.70 Neither is  there any trace of the “au then tic” copy, sealed by both 
Hinderbach and de’ Giudici and sent to Rome in September 1475.

All preserved rec ords of the Trent trial are thus  those prepared by 
Hinderbach’s officials; they are mediated by their purpose, time of their 
creation, and language. As R. Po- Chia Hsia has noted, it was not just the 
“prob lem of translation” of speech into text, which is always an issue in 
historical rec ords, but also of translation “from one language to another,” 
with four languages at play— German, Hebrew, Italian, and Latin— and 
none shared by all involved.71 In a region where German and Italian cul-
tures mixed and clashed, some  people, including the podestà, spoke only 
Italian, whereas  others knew only German; few shared both. And thus, a 
translator was needed to bridge the linguistic gaps during the interroga-
tions and in the creation of the rec ords. In the official rec ords in Latin, the 
already mediated encounters during the interrogations  were even further 
removed from what was said. Moreover, the German protocols are trans-
lations from Latin completed  after the Trent affair fi nally ended in 1478, 
with a papal bull pronouncing the trial lawfully conducted.72 The Hebrew 
language was used for snippets from Jewish prayers and rituals and was 
sometimes only transcribed phonetically in Latin letters, but at least in 
one instance— the German manuscript now at the Yeshiva University 
Museum— words  were also written out in places in Hebrew characters.73 
With so much lost just in translation, the trial rec ords cannot be taken at 
face value to learn what was said or asked during the  trials; rather, they 
document how  those responsible for preparing and preserving the rec ords 
wanted the proceedings to be represented and remembered. The protocols 
are, as David Stern has noted, “extremely tendentious documents” that 
 were “composed in order to defend the actions” of Bishop Hinderbach 
and other Trent officials.74
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The apol o getic nature of the trial rec ords is most evident in the preface 
written by the translator of the rec ords into German, identified by scholars 
as the Dominican Erhard von Pappenheim. Von Pappenheim explic itly ad-
dressed the criticism of the trial and emphatically affirmed its validity. The 
hefty volume of the trial rec ords in German now at the Yeshiva University 
Museum opens with a German translation of the papal bull by Sixtus IV 
from June 20, 1478, in which the pope accepted the validity of the trial 
(but not of the cult).75 The bull itself is preceded by a comment, written in 
red ink: “ Here in the first place is the papal bull, in which, praise be the 
diligence and judicial proceedings, our Holy  Father the Pope recognizes and 
declares the duly conducted trial and sentencing against the Jews of Trent, 
recorded below, on account of the holy, innocent boy named Simon, and 
that the said trial against the said Jews was conducted in a judicious and 
upright manner, as one may learn hereafter.”76

 After the translated papal bull, written in black ink, von Pappenheim as-
serted, again in red ink, “Justice commanded, in such grave  matter, that the 
truth be thoroughly and properly examined through judicial torture, so that 
such a  great evil would not go unpunished, or that anyone innocent might 
suffer or be suspected on its accounts. Therefore, the podestà in Trent him-
self ordered the Jews to be seized, which he was obliged to on account of 
his office, and earnestly examined according to court proceedings.”77 Von 
Pappenheim also adjusted the order of the protocols, foregrounding Samuel 
“in view of the fact,” as he explained, “that [Samuel] was almost the leader, 
the instigator and originator of most  things, and in my opinion, certain 
 things are said more clearly in his confession.”78 And this also is how Samuel 
was described in a major  legal opinion issued in 1478 by Giovanni Francesco 
Pavini, a Roman legist who sided with Hinderbach.79

From the language to the organ ization of the rec ords,  every decision had 
a specific effect. The surviving protocols— not just  those in the German 
translation— were not or ga nized chronologically, and their organ ization 
varies in the dif fer ent copies. They all begin with the inquest held in the 
first two days  after Simon’s body was found, but then the trial rec ords are 
or ga nized by person, and only within that chronologically. This order should 
not be surprising,  because it is quite likely that the raw rec ords  were also 
or ga nized this way, with separate quires devoted to each person and cre-
ated by the clerk pre sent during the interrogations.80 Yet such organ ization 
of files, as the German text shows, also allowed for flexibility in their ar-
rangement. For example, the order of persons in the Latin rec ords sent to 
Rome followed the chronological order according to the time of the first 
interrogation. But in the Vienna manuscript, Lazarus, who was interrogated in 
April 1475, appears only  toward the end,  after the rec ords of the trial of  women 
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from 1476, and is missing from the Vatican copy altogether; by contrast, in 
the German translation of the rec ords, the interrogations of  women end 
the volume.81

As von Pappenheim’s introduction suggests, he and likely also other clerks 
may have understood that order mattered: if the rec ords  were to appear 
chronologically the effect would have been dif fer ent. The early testimonies 
by both Jews and Christians frequently raised doubts about the charge that 
Jews killed Simon. They showed relative consistency in telling how the body 
was discovered and what Jews  were  doing between the time of Simon’s dis-
appearance and the discovery of his body. The reader would have noticed 
the increasing application of torture, the desperation of Jews not knowing 
what the prosecution wanted to hear, and then a gradual shift to admis-
sions of guilt to correspond with Tiberino’s account. But when or ga nized 
according to the person, with a choice of early testimonies— like  those of 
Giovanni da Feltre, Margareta Gelbegret, and Seligman (Mayer’s son)— 
foregrounded to increase the plausibility of Jewish responsibility for Si-
mon’s murder in order to justify the trial, the readers saw inconsistency, 
changing stories, final admissions of guilt, and execution of the accused, 
one by one. Already from the early pages, they knew how the story would 
end, with Jews admitting to killing Simon in the cruelest way. By the time 
they reached the testimony of, for example, Moses, who explained, using 
similar arguments found in medieval papal bulls of protection, why it was 
absurd to accuse Jews of such crimes, the readers’ minds would have been 
made up and the Jews’ denials and defenses would have rung hollow. Such 
order shows Jews as liars, changing their story with each interrogation.

Con temporary actors understood that  these rec ords  were meant to tell a 
story— one already well known thanks to Tiberino and  others; and one that, 
by the time the surviving official rec ords  were sent to Rome on No-
vember 15, 1475, was already visually represented in print and paintings, 
eliciting even a prohibition against such repre sen ta tions from the pope him-
self. The rec ords thus played an impor tant role in the affair and subse-
quent history, cementing in place Hinderbach’s version of the affair.

At the time, the stakes  were quite high, even higher than proving the guilt 
or innocence of the accused Jews.  Were the trial to be deemed invalid, this 
judgment would potentially undermine the validity of the cult of Simon, 
which was being promoted with  great passion by a bishop who in Trent 
represented both religious and po liti cal authority. The bishop’s credibility 
was thus at stake. In a borderland like Trent, where Italian and German 
cultures met and clashed, and where po liti cal influence of the Holy Roman 
Empire was confronted by the powers dominating the Italian peninsula, the 
trial also revealed fissures between local, imperial, and papal authority, as 
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each sought to assert their standing. In the long run, the rec ords would af-
firm the validity of the cult of Simon, undermining the centuries of protec-
tion of Jews; in the twentieth  century, their reexamination contributed to 
the abolition of the cult. And, for contemporaries, the contents of  these rec-
ords did not go uncontested.82

Fight over the Rec ords

As soon as the trial began in late March 1475, Jews activated their connec-
tions and sought to stop it. In late April, Duke Sigismund of Austria, who, 
as the duke of Tyrol, had Trent Jews  under his protection since 1450, or-
dered the trial suspended, beginning a period of intense lobbying by both 
Jews and their supporters, and Hinderbach and his friends, with Hinder-
bach increasing his efforts to promote the cult and his version of the story.83 
On April 30, Hinderbach wrote to the poet Rafaele Zovenzoni, sending 
him a copy of Tiberino’s address and asking him to write poems glorifying 
“our new martyr,” while regretting that he could not at that time punish 
the Jews.84 In this lengthy letter the bishop complained about the Jews’ in-
fluence over “false Christians” who  were helping Jews at the court of the 
duke. Hinderbach himself hoped to intercede with the duke and pre sent 
the truth to him “in light clearer than noon light.” In May, Hinderbach’s 
ally in Innsbruck, the seat of duke of Tyrol, informed him that “many Jews 
from Padua, with one Doctor from Treviso”  were intervening with the duke, 
sparing no expenses to vindicate the Jews.85 In response, Hinderbach sent 
Zovenzoni a list of new miracles, in hopes that the duke might be persuaded 
of the truth of the charges and come to understand that  those supporting 
Jews  were “corrupted by their diabolic or Jewish love of money.”86 To 
squash the Jews’ “machinations,” the bishop included some materials, 
among them Tiberino’s account, proving the martyrdom of the “most in-
nocent  little boy,” hoping their effect would be to decrease the “false com-
mendation of Jews or false Christians.” But Hinderbach’s lobbying with the 
duke of Austria did not end  there. As he  later wrote to Pope Sixtus IV, to 
counteract Jewish supporters and “their iniquity and perversity” at the court 
in Innsbruck, he sent his own envoys with “information about this crime, 
with all circumstances and similar cases.”87 In June, succumbing to Hinder-
bach’s intense lobbying, the duke allowed the trial to resume, and Samuel 
was the first to return to the torture chamber on June 6.88 The  others did 
too, and by June 23 all eight  were executed.

News about Trent reached Rome as well. What was happening in Trent 
had ramifications not just for Jews but also for canon law and the authority 
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of the pope. Accusations against Jews for killing Christians to use their 
blood  were prohibited by popes, and the claims of miracles, if false, could be 
“injurious” to the Catholic Church. Miracles needed to be carefully exam-
ined and vetted. Well documented and verified, they could elevate an indi-
vidual to sainthood and help the authorization of a shrine. Hinderbach 
understood that documented miracles had the power to help fulfill his goal 
to canonize Simon. Thus he took pains not only to document but also nota-
rize them, making each rec ord resemble formal court affidavits, with witness 
depositions in the presence of notaries.89

Miracles linked to Simon, and frequently reported to Rome as the papal 
commission deliberated, played a supporting role in affirming the validity 
of the trial.90 If, on the one hand, the trial needed to be valid to justify the 
claims of Simon’s martyrdom and sainthood, then, on the other, miracles 
demonstrated that he was indeed a martyr and a saint, and therefore the 
trial proceedings, in which Jews confessed to killing Simon, must be valid— a 
circular argument, to be sure, but one that worked in the long term. Hinder-
bach understood this relationship, and in his June 30 letter to Sixtus IV, he 
extolled the miracles and reported the “devotion and ardor” of pilgrims.91 
He also defended “the truth of the crime, and the  legal and legitimate trial 
conducted by the [city] captain, the podestà, and other officials and admin-
istrators of justice.”

The pope was concerned with both aspects of the trial: the validity of 
the accusations and proceedings against the Jews, and the claims of mira-
cles. On July 23, 1475, exactly a month  after the two Seligmans, the last 
victims of the first wave of the executions, lost their lives, Sixtus IV informed 
Hinderbach that he was sending an envoy to examine the affair and or-
dered him to suspend the proceedings.92 By the time the pope intervened, 
Tiberino’s account of “beato Simone” had been widely disseminated; a ver-
sion was printed in Rome on June 19 by Bartholomeus Guldinbeck and 
reprinted on July 24, the day  after the pope ordered the trial suspended.93 
On August 3, the pope gave his envoy, Battista de’ Giudici, detailed in-
structions for his mission and, in a separate document, exhorted Hinder-
bach to cooperate with de’ Giudici, a respected Dominican, “a professor of 
sacred theology, man endowed with learning and integrity,” while assuring 
that he did not doubt Hinderbach’s “zeal for justice and Christian reli-
gion.”94 The envoy’s task, the pope informed Hinderbach, was to dispel 
detractions about the case that reached him from “many princes” and to 
understand every thing in a “clearer light.”

The first task outlined in the papal mandate to the envoy was to obtain 
“full protocols of the trial, namely, confessions, depositions of witnesses, 
and  others which pertain to the truth.”95 The au then tic copies  were to be 
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sealed by both Hinderbach and de’ Giudici to ensure they had not been 
tampered with. De’ Giudici was also to investigate if Jews did indeed pro-
cure the boy, “as it is said,” and killed him, “with what ceremonies and tor-
ments,” what they may have done with blood, and if they did any similar 
act at another time. The bishop of Ventimiglia was also to find out if “any 
deception may not have been committed in this accusation” and  whether 
it was true or false that the Jews  were guilty. The third task was investiga-
tion of the miracles to determine  whether they  were indeed “true miracles” 
or  whether  there was some “delusion or deception” involved,  because “we 
have heard  here that such  great fame of  these miracles” drew  great crowds 
of  people and even “images  were painted in  every place in towns.” This was 
a serious  matter, and de’ Giudici was to examine  these claims diligently, so 
that the pope would know  whether to “approve or condemn” them. And 
then  there was a  legal question regarding the Jews’ confiscated, or about 
to be confiscated, property. De’ Giudici was to ensure that it all would be 
inventoried by a notary so that nothing was destroyed. The pope also gave 
de’ Giudici authority to seek the release of the  women and  children, “so the 
innocent may not be punished for the guilty” (cum non sint insontes pro 
sontibus puniendi). Fi nally, while the pope asked the bishop of Ventimiglia 
to work together with Hinderbach, he, ominously gave permission, as a last 
resort, for de’ Giudici to move the investigation to another city if he was 
unable to conduct his business in Trent.

Hinderbach welcomed the papal envoy with splendor and honor when 
he fi nally arrived in Trent on September 2, 1475, but it was only a per for-
mance. A campaign to impugn his reputation had already begun. Just four 
days  after his arrival, de’ Giudici wrote to Cardinal Stefano Nardini, arch-
bishop of Milan and a close advisor to Pope Sixtus IV, about the rumors 
circulating about him in Trent, not just in the court of the bishop of Trent 
but also on the streets: they accused de’ Giudici of coming to Trent to help 
Jews and being “corrupted” by Jewish money. But it was not just words 
but also deeds that terrified de’ Giudici: one of his servants was killed in 
Rovereto, a nearby town  under Venetian rule.96

Although on his arrival, de’ Giudici immediately requested copies of the 
rec ords of the trial, for seventeen days he was not given access to any ma-
terial, receiving only promises instead.97  These rec ords, de’ Giudici wrote, 
 were necessary to move to the other items of his agenda. But Hinderbach 
was playing games. He appeared to de’ Giudici as “pious and merciful,” 
telling the papal envoy that he frequently told the podestà not to be cruel 
to the prisoners,  because “if the innocent are tortured and die, even though 
they are Jews, their blood  will cry out to God in heaven against you.”98 
While Hinderbach used  these sweet words, on September 6, just four days 
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 after the arrival of the bishop of Ventimiglia, the first illustrated version of 
Simon’s story was printed in German in Trent by Albrecht Kunne, showing 
the boy’s kidnapping and death, asserting his martyrdom and miracles, and 
strengthening public opinion against de’ Giudici’s efforts.99 (Figs. 2.2–2.5)

Still, despite the printed stories, doubts about Simon’s status abounded, 
increasing the urgency for de’ Giudici’s thorough investigation. The corpse 
of the boy was fetid, which contradicted claims that it was miraculously 
preserved. On September 5, the day before Kunne released the booklet 
about Simon, de’ Giudici had seen the corpse of Simon and nearly vomited 
from the stench.100

Other obstacles  were mounting as well. The Trentini, now engaged in a 
full- fledged conspiracy to promote the cult and fearful that the bishop of 
Ventimiglia would discover the truth of the fraudulent miracles and the 
unjust treatment of the Jews, made de’ Giudici’s task impossible to fulfill. 

Fig. 2.2  Tobias capturing Simon, Hystorie von Simon zu Trient (Trent: Albert Kunne, 
September 6, 1475), fol. 2v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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They did not want to give him access to the remaining Jewish prisoners or 
allow him to interview additional witnesses. The envoy was  under constant 
surveillance by Hinderbach’s men, unable to examine witnesses, and, it ap-
pears, even to have visitors. The officials  were also dragging their feet about 
de’ Giudici’s access to the trial rec ords. As de’ Giudici would  later write, 
 there  were “many good words” he had heard from Hinderbach, but “ little 
or nothing” was done to “investigate the truth.”101 Hinderbach  later ad-
mitted that officials did not want to give de’ Giudici access to all the original 
files, fearing they would give “means of defense into the hands of enemies 
[timens gladium defensionis in adversariorum manibus dare].”102 To make 

Fig. 2.3  Simon’s martyrdom with Simon held by Moses, Hystorie von Simon zu 
Trient (Trent: Albert Kunne, September 6, 1475), fol. 3v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 
2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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 matters worse, the living conditions of the envoy’s quarters  were appar-
ently quite uncomfortable.

Given the prob lems that de’ Giudici faced in Trent, the papal envoy felt he 
had to move out of the city to fulfill his mandate and conduct his own inves-
tigation. The bishop of Trent, the city captain, and the podestà, de’ Giudici 
argued, by preventing him from performing his tasks, disobeyed the pope 
and acted like “the Pharisees, who simulated devotion they did not have. . . .  
They feign zeal for the faith while acting scandalously . . .  with acts and words 
resembling  those of vipers.”103 On September 23 de’ Giudici fi nally secured 
copies of the trial rec ords, sealed as requested by the pope, and falling ill, he 
immediately departed from Trent, ostensibly for Verona. But he  stopped in 
Rovereto, where he would stay to continue his investigation.104

Fig. 2.4  Simon as martyr, Hystorie von Simon zu Trient (Trent: Albert Kunne, 
September 6, 1475), fol. 4v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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In Rovereto, he was able to have visitors. As early as the day  after his 
departure from Trent, de’ Giudici informed Hinderbach that Jews’ advo-
cates reached him asking for help to  free  those still imprisoned and re-
questing “with such importunity” copies of the trial. The issue of the court 
records became central to his conversation with the Jewish representa-
tives, which took place in the presence of Hinderbach’s allies, Giovanni 
Menchey and Approvino. Perhaps because of the presence of Hinderbach’s 
allies, the papal envoy apparently wanted to steer the conversation away 
from them, as if to minimize their importance, and wondered, for example, 
why Jews needed such records. If to protect the living, then de’ Giudici was 
working with Hinderbach and his officials on freeing them; if to defend the 
dead,  there was  really not much to be done. But the Jews insisted the rec ords 

Fig. 2.5  Simon on the altar, Hystorie von Simon zu Trient (Trent: Albert Kunne, 
September 6, 1475), fol. 9v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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 were impor tant “not to defend the dead, who cannot rise again, but the 
truth.” They understood, as did de’ Giudici and Hinderbach, if for dif-
fer ent reasons, that the ramifications of the trial  were far greater than ob-
taining justice for the Jews in Trent. The Jewish advocates wanted to de-
fend “the living, not just  those incarcerated but also  those around the 
world,” who would be imperiled if what was in the trial rec ords was to be 
regarded as true,  because “it is said to contain the confessions of all the 
Jews, that from de cade to de cade, especially in the year of the Jubilee, they 
use the blood of Christian boys.”105 With such weight given to the tran-
scripts of the trial and the Jews’ apparent “importunity” to get them, de’ 
Giudici felt the need to reassure Hinderbach that he should “sleep peace-
fully”; the sealed trial rec ords in his possession “ shall not be open  until 
Rome.”106 Yet, if  these transcripts ever reached Rome, they do not seem to 
have survived. Neither did another copy that de’ Giudici apparently secured, 
in addition to the sealed one destined for the pope.107 The earliest surviving 
rec ords, as we have seen,  were sent from Trent, signed by the podestà 
Giovanni (Ioannes) de Salis and his notary Petrus de Malefaratis on No-
vember 15, 1475.108

Truth and Authenticity

The question of the authenticity and trustworthiness of the trial rec ords 
remained pertinent throughout the affair and beyond.109 The Jews’ advo-
cates needed au then tic rec ords to defend their innocence; de’ Giudici felt 
that “without them it was impossible to discover the truth” and “affirm 
the martyrdom of Simon.”110 Soon  after arriving in Trent, de’ Giudici is-
sued broad calls, threatening penalties and censure to “all who find them-
selves in possession of writings or trial rec ords, both of the assertions of 
martyrdom, confessions and condemnations of Jews and  those of any mir-
acles.”111 But the bishop of Trent prevented any of  those announcements 
from being posted.  Later, the papal envoy reflected that Hinderbach did all 
he could to control the flow of information, allowing him access only to 
“witnesses sent by himself,” whereas  those not sent by the bishop  were 
 either unable to come or unable to speak freely. Given de’ Giudici’s inability 
to examine  those advocating on behalf of the Jews, and thereby to conduct 
“duly” his investigation, he feared that existing rec ords “grounded in the 
examination  under torture” would not reveal the full truth.112 But at issue 
in the fight over rec ords  were also questions of “additions and omissions” 
in the protocols sent to Rome that  were not in the original rec ords de’ Giudici 
was allowed to see in Trent.
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The distrust over existing rec ords went deeper, even during de’ Giudici’s 
sojourn in Trent, where he clashed, as he recounted  later, with Hinderbach’s 
supporters seeking to discredit him and with Trent officials over the trust-
worthiness of notaries engaged in producing the rec ords.113 Notaries, as 
Laurie Nussdorfer has shown,  were “brokers of public trust”; documents 
drafted by them “ were a superior form of proof in a court of law.”114 Thus, 
disqualifying a notary was tantamount to disqualifying documents produced 
by him. The Trentini tried to disqualify Raphael, a notary who worked for 
de’ Giudici, and instead sought to engage, as the papal envoy put it, “some 
corrupt Tridentine partisan [aliquis corruptus parcialis Tridentinus].”115 For 
his part, de’ Giudici concluded,  after examining some miracles and finding 
them fraudulent, that “all notaries in Trent  were falsifiers” and did not 
“transcribe faithfully and correctly.” He suggested hiring another notary, 
whom he considered trustworthy and who knew German, Italian, and 
Latin.116 The undermining of trust in notaries continued even  after the 
papal envoy left Trent. According to Hinderbach’s allies in Trent, de’ Giudici 
impugned the integrity of another notary, Giovanni de Fundo, by claiming 
that documents prepared by him  were also false.117 And in Rome, the issue 
of notaries was noted in the  legal opinion issued and published in 1478 by 
Giovanni Francesco Pavini, in which he questioned the fact that Bishop de’ 
Giudici used “only one notary,” who was “suspected” of committing “grave” 
offenses.118 The public fight over notaries cast a cloud over the authenticity 
of any rec ords coming out of Trent and, according to the Trentini, also  those 
produced by the bishop of Ventimiglia.119

The issue of falsification of rec ords came to the fore in the trial that began 
on May 14, 1476, of the priest Paolo de Novara, a copyist in Trent.120 Paolo 
de Novara was a key witness to what may have been omitted or added into 
the rec ords. Among the documents he transcribed  were the sealed trial rec-
ords given in September 1475 to de’ Giudici and a copy of the full rec ords, 
sent to Emperor Frederick III then in Vienna, which must have been tran-
scribed between the last interrogation recorded on April 12, 1476, and the 
beginning of Paolo’s trial in May.121

The trial focused on Paolo de Novara’s contacts with Jews and the bishop 
of Ventimiglia. He was accused of passing information back and forth be-
tween the Jewish  women imprisoned in Trent and other Jews, especially 
their relatives who lived elsewhere. One of  those relatives was Crassino of 
Novara, the  father of Engel’s wife Dulceta (or Süsslein), whom Paolo called 
“Bona or Bella.” Paolo de Novara was accused of conspiring with Crassino 
and other Jews to poison the bishop of Trent and other officials involved 
in the trial, to steal Simon’s body, or to use “some substance” to make the 
body “fetid,” and, crucially, to go to Rome to testify that trial rec ords  were 
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doctored to omit excessive torture of Jews.122 Paolo reported that Jews be-
lieved it was Bishop Hinderbach who had orchestrated, together with Sch-
weitzer, the killing of Simon. He raised questions that also troubled the 
bishop of Ventimiglia about Jews’ guilt, false miracles, including the fact 
that Simon’s corpse was rotting and thus was not miraculously preserved, 
the falsification of trial rec ords that served the Tridentini to underscore 
Jews’ guilt and thus confirm Simon’s martyrdom, and the unlawful confis-
cation of Jews’ property by Hinderbach. During his trial lasting several 
months and involving torture, Paolo resorted to self- mutilation: he tried 
to cut out his tongue so he would not be asked to speak and he claimed to 
be possessed by the devil. And thus he was forced to undergo exorcisms. 
Following the exorcisms, Paolo dialed back his allegations, denied that 
rec ords had been tampered with but affirmed that much of the obstruction 
was engineered by the Jews. Paolo de Novara’s trial, with its outlandish 
claims of Jews’ plots against the officials in Trent, served to confirm the 
narrative promoted by Hinderbach about undue Jewish influence and the 
corruption of the bishop of Ventimiglia and  others, helping Hinderbach 
discredit the Jews and their supporters. The trial was meant to serve as evi-
dence to exculpate Bishop Hinderbach of wrongdoing and cast doubt on 
any evidence marshaled against him.123

Hinderbach was masterful in promoting his side of the story and under-
mining  others, almost at any cost. A key part of his scheme was controlling 
information. While he was reluctant to give de’ Giudici access to the rec-
ords and to the incarcerated  women, he was more lax about giving his sup-
porters that access. For example, according to Hinderbach’s letters from 
September 1476, the Franciscan preacher Michele de Carcano (Michele of 
Milan), charged with preaching about “our new blessed martyr Simon,” was 
allowed “to see and examine” the trial rec ords and to talk with the Jewish 
 women, who remained imprisoned despite papal  orders to release them; 
Michele was  later to act as an advocate for the cause of Simon in Rome.124 
In October of the same year, Hinderbach also sent copies of the rec ords to 
Bishop Jacopo Zeno of Padua; in November he mentioned in a letter to 
Francesco Sansone (or Francesco Nani), the renowned minister general of 
the Franciscan order, that another preacher, Johannes Petrus, minister of 
the province of St. Antonio of Padua, “saw and read” the trial rec ords 
against Jews.125 Then at the height of the investigation by the papal com-
mission in Rome in 1477, Wilhelm Rottaler, Hinderbach’s agent at the 
Roman Curia, requested copies as well.126 But in February 1478, as the 
case in Rome was winding down, when the bishop of Feltre, Hinderbach’s 
strong supporter, also requested copies, Hinderbach demurred, saying they 
 were too voluminous to be copied and sent out.127
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Hinderbach and his allies did all they could to use the trial rec ords to pro-
mote the cult and defend their case, while impugning the integrity of Battista 
de’ Giudici’s investigation, the documentation he collected, and any evidence 
provided by Jews.128 For example, the protocols of the trial of Brunetta, 
Samuel’s wife, who is prominently displayed in  later iconography of Simon’s 
martyrdom (e.g. Fig. 1.2), went missing. Perhaps her trial included some-
thing incriminating against the Trentini,  because Brunetta is said to have 
retracted her testimony, and Jews  were said to have had the protocols in 
their hands. Amplifying the suspicion that Hinderbach’s advocates may have 
destroyed the protocols is the fact that they tried to do every thing they could 
to discount any evidence provided by Jews.129

Battista de’ Giudici’s Failed Mission  
and the Limits of Papal Power

Although the papal envoy secured the (now-lost) sealed rec ords of the first 
phase of the trial, he was unable to accomplish much  else. Frustrated, the 
bishop of Ventimiglia attached to his letter of September 24, 1475, a copy 
of his mandate to remind Bishop Hinderbach of the pope’s wishes.130 But 
if de’ Giudici’s letter, written in the presence of Hinderbach’s close ally Ap-
provino, expressed hope and even confidence that the surviving prisoners 
would soon be released as the pope had requested, in a second letter sent 
two days  later, the tone was more confrontational. It implied that by not 
releasing the prisoners Hinderbach was disobeying the wishes of both the 
pope and the duke of Austria.131 But Hinderbach remained unmoved: he 
kept the  women and  children in prison and continued to promote the cult.

Notified about, and perhaps even alarmed by, the obstruction of the Trent 
officials, on October 10, 1475, Pope Sixtus IV issued a breve to all rulers 
and officials in Italy prohibiting the veneration of Simon in sermons, paint-
ings, and historical works  until Bishop de’ Giudici could determine “the 
truth of the  matter.”132 He also ordered the protection of Jews and their 
property. Two days  later, on October 12, the pope sent two additional let-
ters, one addressed to Hinderbach and one to de’ Giudici.133 He exhorted 
Hinderbach to  free the  women and  children, “whose innocence cannot 
be doubted.” To de’ Giudici the pope granted full authority, including the 
power to use excommunication and other ecclesiastical censures and pen-
alties to compel cooperation from officials in Trent. In late October the 
papal envoy did use  these newly articulated powers, threatening Jacob de 
Sporo, the captain of the city of Trent, with excommunication if the  women 
and  children  were not released within three days or if they  were subjected 
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to torture. Disregarding the threats, on November 3, the podestà de Salis 
began the trial of the  women, subjecting them to torture between No-
vember 4 and 6. On November 8, 1475, in response, de’ Giudici excom-
municated de Salis.134

Despite the excommunication, the  women remained in prison, and the 
torture continued. Not all rec ords of the interrogations seem to have en-
tered the official protocols; a gap exists between November 8 and 17, when 
Anna, Tobias’s wife, was subjected to torture. On November 18, a physi-
cian ruled that Brunetta, Bona, and Dulceta  were too sick to be subjected 
to torture; he was especially worried that Dulceta, suffering from dropsy, 
might die within days. Yet the next day, the podestà, then officially  under 
excommunication by the papal envoy, ordered Anna, Israel’s  widow, to be 
sent again to the torture chamber.135 But Odoricus de Brezio, responsible 
for sorting out the Jewish loans and debts, intervened and spared her 
 because of Anna’s valuable skills: she knew how to read and was the only 
one able to decipher Jewish loan ledgers. Not  until March 1476 was she 
interrogated and tortured. Dulceta, as the physician had feared, died less 
than two months  later, on January 15, 1476.

The efforts to release the  women failed, despite the plenary powers vested 
in Bishop de’ Giudici by the pope, the ensuing excommunication of de Salis, 
and  orders to set them  free sent directly from the pope.136 Hinderbach must 
have realized  there was no mechanism to force him to obey papal  orders. 
The impotence of the papal envoy and his failure to secure the release of 
the  women and  children underscored the limits of papal power and influ-
ence, something Hinderbach had understood since his time as a student in 
Vienna, where he embraced conciliarist ideas emerging from the Council 
of Basel (1431–1445).137

In the end, Hinderbach triumphed. His pièce de résistance came in Jan-
uary 1477, when three Jewish  women— Bella, who assumed the name Elis-
abeth; Anna, now Susanna; and Sara, now Clara— converted in a high- 
profile spectacle, in which Hinderbach participated.138 The  women  were 
first asked to confirm publicly that their conversion was sincere “ free, spon-
taneous, voluntary, and without coercion, vio lence, fear, terror, or intimi-
dation.”139 Several weeks  after the conversion, on Sunday, January 26, 1477, 
the three  women  were led to the Church of St. Peter. They knelt before 
Simon’s corpse and touched his coffin with one hand, and, with the other 
hand, in a gesture of contrition, performed in the presence of the luminaries 
of the city, including Hinderbach and crowds of faithful who “came to listen 
to the word of God,” an act of penance. They confessed to their own and 
their husbands’ role in killing Simon, “the use of his blood both in food and 
drink, and also to injuries, derisions, and blasphemies against our Lord 
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Jewish Christ, and his glorious  mother Virgin Mary.” Then they asked for 
the forgiveness of “God, glorious Virgin and his  mother Mary, and saint 
Simon and his parents.”140 A pro cession around the church, a cele bration, 
and reception followed; fi nally,  there was a ceremony at the bishop’s resi-
dence,  Castle Buonconsiglio, where the  women  were said to have expressed 
their gratitude to Hinderbach. He permitted them to visit the church daily 
and bring votive offerings to “the sacred and incorrupt body of the beatus 
Simon, innocent boy and martyr.”141

Hinderbach wasted no time in informing his allies in Rome about this 
impor tant development. By early February the news had reached Rome, 
eliciting a response on February 10, 1477, from the Franciscan preacher 
Michele de Carcano of Milan, who rejoiced at the news about miracles 
through which God “manifested glory” of the new martyr, and in par tic-
u lar at the  great miracle of the conversion of the Jewish  women who had 
been, the preacher said, “most obstinate in their perfidy.”142 On February 12, 
Wilhelm Rottaler, Hinderbach’s agent at the Roman Curia, also reported 
receiving the news and immediately passing it on to members of the papal 
commission.143 Hinderbach and his allies hoped to use the  women’s con-
version to thwart Jews’ efforts to release them— after conversion they could 
no longer be united with Jews; and “to confuse other Jews and their sup-
porters,” who  were attempting to stir opposition and spread “nonsense and 
fabricated lies” over the validity of the trial.144 Indeed, Hinderbach’s allies 
did not hide that they saw the  women’s conversion and the spectacle of con-
trition as “corroboration of the trial against the perfidious and impious 
Jews and the protocols [of the trial].”145

Conspicuously missing from this spectacle was Brunetta, the only Jewess 
commemorated in Simonine iconography. Arrested with the men on 
March 27, 1475, Brunetta was treated differently from the other  women 
from the start. But her interrogation rec ords are missing. A Hebrew letter 
from 1475 reporting the martyrdom of the men suggests she withstood tor-
ture without confessing to anything, but it does not mention her death.146 
Her ability to withstand torture made the Trent officials suspect she might 
have been bewitched.147 To counteract the spell, Hinderbach ordered she be 
washed head to toe with the urine of a virginal boy— a remedy he discov-
ered in Vincent de Beauvais’s Speculum historiale, one of Hinderbach’s 
favorite books. “Fi nally,  after many attempts,” Hinderbach wrote, Brunetta 
converted on her deathbed, taking the name Catherina.148 But, as Anna Es-
posito has noted,  there is room to doubt Hinderbach’s claim.149 The only evi-
dence of Brunetta’s conversion comes from Hinderbach himself: a marginal 
note in his copy of Speculum historiale and his own epitaph to Brunetta. As 
someone truly obsessed with rec ord keeping, the notarial affirmation of 
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anything that would help his cause, and informing his supporters about 
any helpful developments, Hinderbach was unusually  silent about Brunetta. 
Confusion may have been compounded by the fact that  there  were two 
 women named Brunetta: one was Samuel’s wife, and the other was Engel’s 
 mother. In October 1477 one Brunetta, Engel’s  mother, is said to have died in 
prison and was ordered buried in a local cemetery. In a note about her death 
she is still called by her name Brunetta,  because she was still known as a 
Jewess, in contrast to the  women who converted and assumed new names.150 
The other Brunetta, Samuel’s wife, seems to have been still alive in December 
1477, months  after the three other  women converted.151 Perhaps in this 
instance, even Hinderbach understood the limits of public fabrication. Al-
though he may have concocted Brunetta’s conversion in his private notes, 
he may not have been willing to claim in public a conversion of someone 
who had not accepted baptism.  Others in Trent must have known her 
true fate. Or, perhaps, Brunetta died  after the pope ruled the trial to be 
 legal, and thus her conversion had no  legal standing. Perhaps she was the 
reason for the Jews’ continuous, if futile, efforts to  free “Jewish  women” 
even  after they had converted. Still, given Hinderbach’s propensity to 
broadcast news about Jews or Simonine miracles, and Brunetta’s notoriety 
in Simon’s story, his silence seems telling. Brunetta’s presence in Simonine 
iconography depicting his death is perhaps another clue suggesting that 
she never converted (Fig. 2.6).

Years  later, in a verse epic written sometime around 1481 and published 
in 1511, some twenty- five years  after Hinderbach’s death, Ubertino Pus-
culo, one of the poets writing about Simon at Hinderbach’s request, lauded 
Brunetta’s strength as the only one to “conquer the tortures men are afraid 
of” without confessing. He described in detail her legendary defiance:

You alone, stripped naked in front of men, resolutely refused to reveal your 
crimes. Glowing charcoals had already burned your feet, and vile- smelling 
fumes had driven away the podestà and the rest, when you, fixing your fierce 
gaze on the man who was scorching your feet with lighted charcoal, called 
him a butcher!  There was no longer any hope of her being conquered by tor-
ture, or of any truth being wrung from her lips; she was kept in jail but no 
longer interrogated, nor having conquered all forms of punishment was any 
more being inflicted on her.152

But “touched by God,” she had a change of heart and converted with the 
knowledge and approval of Hinderbach; she then died, and her funeral was 
held with  great pomp. If this account  were true, the silence of Hinderbach 
and  others at the time is particularly striking.

The question of telling false tales and fabricating evidence in Trent was 
certainly raised by Battista de’ Giudici, whom the Trentini sought to dis-
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credit by casting him from the very beginning as a friend of Jews and then 
forcing him to assert his anti- Jewish bona fides. For de’ Giudici the affair 
in Trent was a threat to “the Christian religion.”153 Although true miracles 
 were, the papal envoy argued, frequently sent by God to confirm faith, 
“false” miracles, fabricated through  human acts, contribute to “its destruc-
tion.” Indeed, Antichrist, he argued,  will bring false miracles to throw into 
question “the true miracles of the apostles, martyrs, and old saints.” But 
the Church, “founded on the passion of Christ and the blood of the apos-
tles, martyrs, virgins, and confirmed by their miracles, . . .  has no need for 
the lies of the Trentini,” who defend “their inventions” with force “in total 
contempt of the apostolic see, and injury to the law.”154 De’ Giudici was 
outraged that the officials in Trent and their friends elsewhere had the au-
dacity to question papal authority over the  matter, as if “the investigation 
of truth belonged to temporal lords and not the apostolic see.” The envoy 
saw an attack on himself as an attack on the pope. The Trent affair was 
not about “Jewish perfidy,” but about the authority of the Holy See. Not 

Fig. 2.6  Broadsheet bound with Johannes Matthias Tiberinus, Passio Beati 
Simonis pueri Tridentini a p[er]fidis judeis nup[er] occisi. Rome: Bartholomaeus 
Guldinbeck, 1475 at the Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, Rar. 337. Brunetta is named 
“Pruneta.”
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only did the officials in Trent hold in contempt the  orders of the pope, “the 
true vicar of Christ,” but they also permitted such contempt among the 
 people.155

Law and Procedures

The clash between the bishop of Trent and papal envoy de’ Giudici revealed 
their dif fer ent understandings of papal authority and power. It also high-
lighted  legal disagreements within German and Italian  legal praxis regarding 
grounds for prosecution,  legal procedures, use of torture, and the standing 
of witnesses.156 Indeed, protests about the legality of the trial led to its ini-
tial suspension in April 1475 and to papal involvement in the affair  later 
that summer. The disparities between materials provided by de’ Giudici and 
 those provided by Hinderbach and his allies led to the establishment of a 
commission of cardinals in Rome to investigate the Trent affair and deter-
mine if that trial was valid.

Once challenges mounted, Hinderbach, who had for years served as 
an imperial ambassador to Rome, immediately activated his network of 
friends to support his cause, and in fact many members of the commis-
sion  were favorable to him.157 He also began a letter- writing campaign 
to support his side of the story and especially to defend the legality of the 
trial by minimizing the extent of torture used and asserting his power 
and jurisdiction over the case.158 For Hinderbach, it was essential that 
the trial be deemed  legal; its legality would confirm Jewish responsibility 
for Simon’s death and thus support claims of the boy’s martyrdom and 
his holy status. De’ Giudici’s findings had to be destroyed, his integrity 
undermined.

For Battista de’ Giudici several key issues emerged during his investiga-
tion: the excessive use of torture to force Jews to confess to the crime, the 
falsification of trial rec ords, and his inability to examine all the witnesses. 
In his opinion, “Jews  were killed” and their property confiscated “against 
the law.”159 But beyond the specific questions about the trial, de’ Giudici 
was also concerned with Hinderbach’s defiance and disobedience of papal 
 orders. Having arrived with a clear mandate from the pope, de’ Giudici 
claimed to have the authority to investigate  matters thoroughly. The Tren-
tini disagreed, arguing, as de’ Giudici would recall  later, that “the investi-
gation of their beatus pertained not to the pope but the emperor,” and thus 
the pope had no authority over the case and “neither should nor could ad-
judicate” it without offending the emperor.160 That the Trentini “dared” to 
make such a claim outraged the bishop of Ventimiglia.161
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The question of jurisdiction became central to the judgment regarding 
the legality of the trial. Jurists in Rome, sympathizing with Hinderbach, 
seem to have concurred that the pope had  limited jurisdiction in Trent and 
that  legal  matters  there belonged to the secular powers, which  were rooted 
in Trent’s relationship with the emperor and duke of Austria.162 Indeed de’ 
Giudici understood this po liti cal framework and frequently referred to the 
duke’s authority.163 Yet, having a much more expansive view of papal power, 
the bishop of Ventimiglia also invoked the authority of the pope in his re-
quests and actions. Hinderbach’s defiance of the pope’s  orders was, in de’ 
Giudici’s view, tantamount to “contempt” of papal authority.164

Hinderbach strongly disagreed. Writing to the cardinals in Rome, he 
claimed that the officials in Trent always acted with “obedience and devo-
tion” to the apostolic see.165 They did not disobey the pope; rather, the 
pope’s authority simply did not pertain to cases like that in Trent.166 It was 
de’ Giudici who abused his power and acted “against the  will of our most 
holy lord” by intervening in temporal powers of the bishop of Trent and 
inappropriately delegating  legal tasks, thus throwing into question the va-
lidity of the evidence he collected.167 With the procedures at Trent  under 
scrutiny, Hinderbach assured the cardinals that the trial was based on “much 
clear evidence” and, in fact, proceeded “according to sacred canons, civil 
and canonical norms, statutes and customs of the city of Trent.”168 The clash 
over procedure and rec ords revealed the “relationship between the proce-
dure  adopted in Trent,” the  legal praxis in Italy that was deeply grounded 
in the Roman law, and  legal praxis in the Empire; it also highlighted differ-
ences in understanding the jurisdiction over Jews.169

According to  legal historian Diego Quaglioni, the trial in Trent was in 
accord with the procedures of an inquisitorial criminal trial.170 To proceed 
with a criminal case  there needed to be evidence of a crime (indicia) and 
public voice (rumors, fama publica) pointing to a culprit, or notoriety.171 
With that in place, the authorities had to begin an investigation, which typi-
cally focused on questions framed around the specific allegations and in-
dicia of the crime.  There was never a presumption of innocence.172 In Trent, 
as Quaglioni has argued, that is what happened. When Simon first dis-
appeared, it was first feared he accidentally drowned in one of the canals. 
But soon rumors began to circulate that Jews may have kidnapped and 
killed him. Fi nally  after the body was found  under the Jews’  house, the med-
ical examiners ruled that the boy could not have drowned by accident. 
With public rumors and the conclusions of the medical examiners in place, 
the authorities had grounds to open up a criminal trial against the Jews. 
This is also the argument presented to the commission of cardinals by 
Hinderbach’s supporters.173
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The flow of the inquisitorial pro cess helps explain why the trial rec ords 
foreground the early testimonies of Giovanni da Feltre, Margareta Gelbe-
gret, and Seligman (Mayer’s son). Their discussion of hearsay that Jews 
killed Christian  children provided  legal support to instigate a formal in-
quisitorial pro cess against the Jews: it was evidence of fama publica and 
notoriety.174  Later, when de’ Giudici was applying more pressure, especially 
as the trial of  women was beginning in November 1476, defensive Bishop 
Hinderbach would seek to collect historical evidence to substantiate the 
charges against Jews and judicial action further by sending the Dominican 
Heinrich of Schlettstett to obtain notarized copies of  earlier  trials against 
Jews in the Holy Roman Empire, such as in Ravensburg, Pullendorf, and 
Endingen, and by citing chronicles, especially, Vincent de Beauvais’s Spec-
ulum historiale.175  These  were then to be sent to Rome to support Hinder-
bach’s side.

But it was the early phase of the trial in 1475 and its repre sen ta tion in 
the official rec ords that  were critical for the subsequent claims of the le-
gality of the procedures. Once the authorities,  after examining the body, 
accepted the idea that Simon did not drown accidentally, but “was kid-
napped, subjected to ritual tortures and killed in hatred of Christian faith,” 
the investigators “had no other goal” but to obtain from the accused the 
“full and concordant confession of their guilt,” or what they understood 
as “the truth.”176 And that “truth” was articulated quite early on by Giovanni 
Mattia Tiberino.

 There  were, however,  legal issues with  these early witnesses. Some had a 
conflict of interest, having pawned possessions with Trent Jews.  Others, like 
Giovanni da Feltre, the convert imprisoned in Trent for another crime and 
thus an infamis persona,  were not legally qualified to serve as witnesses.177 
Even Hinderbach understood that, flagging the issue in his notes on the pro-
tocols of the trial.178 And most impor tant, despite the claims of the offi-
cials in Trent and their advocates in Rome, other than Simon’s body, the 
hearsay, and  these early testimonies allegedly confirming the authorities’ ac-
cusations,  there  were no proofs and no witnesses that Jews had committed 
a crime. Jews’ confessions  were therefore legally necessary, and hence, it 
was argued, it was  legal to use torture.179

The abuse of torture during the trial was a key point of disagreement. 
De’ Giudici claimed that official rec ords  were stripped of descriptions of 
the excessive application of torture. But Hinderbach pushed back. Torture 
applied in Trent was “moderate, and lesser than even that used typically 
against Christians for less serious crimes,” therefore the confessions  were 
valid.180 This line of defense was accepted by the jurists in Rome. Giovanni 
Francesco Pavini concurred with Hinderbach. With sufficient indicia 



 The Death of  Little Simon and the Trial of Jews in Trent 81

suggesting Jews’ culpability,  there was a  legal basis for the use of torture 
and, given the inconsistency of confessions, also for its repetition.181 (Para-
doxically, Ubertino Pusculo’s description of Brunetta’s ability to withstand 
torture confirms de’ Giudici’s claims that excessive torture was indeed 
applied.182)

The issue of the Jews’ confessions  under torture and the validity of their 
condemnation did not dis appear from the debates over the legality of the 
trial. One anonymous jurist close to the bishop of Ventimiglia— most likely, 
the Italian jurist from Padua, Antonio Capodilista— raised  these questions 
in his  legal brief, arguing that Jews  were “impiously and unjustly” captured 
and tortured, since  there was no adequate evidence for their arrest, torture, 
and condemnation.183 If the Trentini claimed as proof of their case the fact 
that Jews ratified their own confessions, the author of this opinion chal-
lenged that claim by arguing that, although the accused might confirm a 
confession made  under torture, such a person “cannot be condemned” 
based on such confession if evidence does not support it. The author ques-
tioned especially confessions claiming that Jews killed Christian  children 
to obtain their blood.  Those “of sane mind and zealous for justice” would 
not accept as plausible confessions that “Jews killed Christian with dif fer ent 
torments to obtain their blood for use in their Passover matzah.” The Jews’ 
law, which they observe “with exactitude [ad unguem],” prohibits the use 
of any blood. Surely, Jews “deny that Christ was the son of God and true 
Messiah,” but how was it pos si ble to believe that Jews used Christian blood 
“for the salvation of their souls”? He went on to savage other “ridicu lous” 
claims that Jews use Christian blood, among them that they needed it to 
contain the Jewish “smell.” It was an absurd idea that “the smell ceases, if it 
 were [even] true that they smelled,” when they “put in their Passover 
matzah or wine a  little blood of a Christian boy.”184 Fi nally, far from truth 
was the claim that Jews used blood in circumcision; no physician had ever 
heard of it. The  whole affair was fabricated. “What is preached about Simon 
[is] . . .  false and full of lies . . .  intended to cover a crime as is done in parts 
of Germany,” he wrote alluding to blood accusations against Jews in the 
Holy Roman Empire.185 The Jews’ accusers wanted to promote the venera-
tion of a “fetid and putrid corpse.” And that was, he argued quoting Jerome’s 
commentary on the Epistle to Philemon, an abomination: “If someone said 
a holy is not holy, or asserted an unholy is holy it is abominable before god, 
and he who believes a man to be holy who is not holy and joins the same 
man in fellowship of god, he profanes Christ.”186 Crucially, Jerome’s proof 
text for this comment was Proverbs 17:15: “To acquit the guilty and con-
vict the innocent— Both are an abomination to the LORD.” The anony-
mous author thus concluded that the trial of Jews of Trent was unjust and 
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abominable, once again connecting the validity of the trial to the validity 
of the cult. While the anonymous Italian jurist, apparently Antonio Capo-
dilista, was surprised about beliefs held about Jews, or  legal pro cess, 
 these beliefs  were quite common north of the Alps from where Hinder-
bach hailed.

Hinderbach found Capodilista’s treatise abominable and indeed mocked 
it as “anti- Christ.”187 The trial of the Jews, as argued by Hinderbach’s ally 
Giovanni Francesco Pavini in Rome, and jurists closer to home, such as 
Giovanni de Giglis and Giovanni Antonio de Vaschetis (Guaschetta), was 
 legal and followed conventional practices from beginning to end.188 Their 
opinions rested not just on questions specific to the trial in Trent but also 
on broader questions regarding the place of Jews in Christian society and 
law; Pavini even attached to his response on the legality of the trial a treatise 
on the Jews’  legal status.189 As Diego Quaglioni has noted, for medieval 
Christian jurists, Jews presented a “key”  legal prob lem, bringing to the fore 
the question of the relationship between “divine law, natu ral law, and civil 
law, and even between ius commune and ius proprium.”190 Whereas de’ 
Giudici and his allies argued that in  matters of blood accusations the podestà 
in Trent had no authority to try the Jews, Giovanni Antonio Guaschetta—
who early on in November 1475 had asserted the validity of the first phase 
of the trial and kept Hinderbach informed about de’ Giudici’s work— 
affirmed, in 1477, at the height of the work of the commission in Rome, that 
the podestà did in fact have such authority based on “the statutes, laws, and 
customs” of Trent.191 According to the statutes, Guaschetta argued, the 
podestà was obligated to conduct “diligent investigation” in cases of murder, 
robbery, and forgery, and  because Jews  were counted among  legal resi-
dents of Trent— they  were, he argued, Tridentinos— “statutes concerning 
the Tridentinos apply also to Jews living in Trent.” Thus,  because the 
podestà had the authority to try the Tridentinos, he also had jurisdiction 
over Jews. This followed, Guaschetta argued, ancient Tridentine customs 
and laws applied to similar crimes in Germany.192 Moreover, citing Baldo 
degli Ubaldi’s opinion about jurisdiction over Jews with regard to “ human 
actions,” Guaschetta stressed that Jews  were “not only subject to Roman 
law, but also . . .  to other Tridentine statutes.”193 Giovanni Francesco 
Pavini concurred.194

But Pavini, whose  legal opinion focused on two main issues— defending 
procedures in Trent, de iure et stilo (of law and method), and discrediting 
the actions of the papal envoy— went a bit further. In a direct pushback 
against de’ Giudici’s assertion of papal authority and his view that the Trent 
officials’ obstruction was “contempt” of the pope, Pavini’s argument to sup-
port the city’s jurisdiction over Jews and the trial sought to circumscribe 
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papal authority.195 He first summarized the mandate Pope Sixtus IV gave 
the bishop of Ventimiglia to argue that not only was de’ Giudici’s jurisdic-
tion in Trent  limited and he, in fact, exceeded it, but that the pope’s juris-
diction was also  limited in territories  under imperial jurisdiction.196 The 
pope had jurisdiction over miracles and determination of sainthood, but 
de’ Giudici did not use due diligence to investigate that question properly. 
As for the arrest of Jews and confiscation of their property, that authority 
belonged to the officials in Trent. Indeed, Pavini offered a  legal parallel: the 
pope had no jurisdiction over Jews passing through “Saracen” territory; 
only the “[Saracen] emperor” along with a secular judge had it, and  because 
Jews are not baptized, they are not bound by canon law. Thus “the prince 
of the land” has jurisdiction over Jews in cases of public crimes. And in 
Trent, “in criminal cases one appeals to secular judges.”197 Moreover, “the 
apostolic see did not get involved in similar cases occurring in Paris  under 
the rule of king Philip” nor in cases “in our times in Regensburg and Passau,” 
Pavini wrote referring to a blood accusation in Regensburg in 1476— a 
direct outcome of the Trent trial— and the 1478 Passau host desecration, 
which Hinderbach’s allies  were using to strengthen their case in Rome.198

Pavini even challenged the Jews’ defense that papal bulls issued by Popes 
Innocent IV and Gregory X, which had been entered into the documenta-
tion concerning the Trent affair, protected them against blood accusa-
tions.199  These did not apply, Pavini argued, in this case. Pope Innocent IV 
reacted against calumnies against Jews that resulted in their persecution 
without proper procedures, when they  were not formally accused, did not 
confess, and  were not convicted. From the text of Innocent’s bull it is “clear” 
it was intended for “calumnious accusations” and not for legally conducted 
 trials.200 In Pavini’s treatise, grounded in sources and arguments provided 
by the bishop of Trent, Tiberino’s account also played an impor tant role, 
 because together with the trial rec ords, it provided a basis for Pavini’s sum-
mary of “facts.” Moreover, Pavini even sought to substantiate Tiberino’s 
claims that the blood of the victim flowed in the presence of murderers.201 
Pavini’s work played an impor tant role in the commission’s decision in 
Rome; in fact, Hinderbach’s advocate in Rome, Approvino, arranged for it 
to be printed, paying thirty ducats for three hundred copies.202

On June 20, 1478,  after months of delays, Pope Sixtus IV issued a bull 
addressing the Trent affair.203 The succinct document reveals that the pope 
carefully considered the opinions of both Hinderbach’s circle and the bishop 
of Ventimiglia. Based on the conclusions of the commission, the pope did 
rule the trial lawful (pro cessum rite et recte factum); the podestà acted 
against some Jews, who “ were said to have killed inhumanely a Christian 
infant,” based on public rumors, fama publica— a  legal term obligating 
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authorities to investigate a crime.204 In a narrow sense, the trial was ruled 
 legal, but the language, especially the phrase that “Jews  were said to have 
killed,” suggested that the pope did not accept the Jews’ guilt, a necessary 
ele ment to recognizing Simon’s martyrdom and status as beatus worthy of 
veneration. Indeed, invoking Canon 62 of the IV Lateran Council, the pope 
explic itly exhorted Bishop Hinderbach not to allow devotion that “may re-
sult in the harm to God, or contempt of the apostolic see” or may be done 
“in contravention of the canonical sanctions.”205 Pope Sixtus also stood by 
 earlier papal protections of Jews expressed since the medieval period in 
Sicut Iudaeis, the frequently reissued papal constitution on behalf of 
Jews. Apparently alluding to the vari ous calls for the expulsion of the Jews 
and retribution against them in Trent and beyond, the pope enjoined 
 Hinderbach—in words echoing Sicut Iudaeis—to make sure that “no Chris-
tian, on the pretext of the foregoing  matter [of Simon] or for any other 
pretext, barring the judgment of an earthly power, should presume to kill, 
mutilate, wound, or unjustly extort monies from them [the Jews], or pre-
vent them from observing their rites, permitted by law.” Sixtus threat-
ened “ those who oppose this decree or rebel against it” with “the weight 
of ecclesiastical censure and other [pertinent] laws.”206 And fi nally, the 
pope again ordered that  children of the Jews condemned in Trent be re-
united with their baptized  mothers. The bull was clearly a compromise, 
a result of intense lobbying efforts by both the defenders of Jews and 
Hinderbach’s agents. But it was only a partial victory for Hinderbach. It 
remained firmly within the medieval tradition of papal policies concerning 
Jews and did  little to advance Hinderbach’s ultimate goal of having Simon 
recognized a saint.

Jews as Historical Actors

If the medieval cases only provided a glimpse into Jewish actions in the af-
termath of anti- Jewish accusations, the Trent affair for the first time docu-
mented them in  great detail. Jews  were hardly passive victims of the affair. 
Soon  after the trial began in late March 1475, Jews from the region acti-
vated their networks in Tyrol, as well as in northern Italy, reaching first the 
court of Duke Sigismund of Austria and then church leaders in Rome, as 
well as dukes and rulers in other places.207 On May 19, 1475, for example, 
Gregorius Ems reported to his friend Hinderbach that “many Jews from 
Padua with a doctor from Treviso”  were intervening in Innsbruck on be-
half of Trent Jews.208 They  were said to spare no “gold or silver” to con-
vince  those in power to intercede on behalf of the accused. And they  were 
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not without accomplishments. In September 1475, a Jew named Sloman 
(or Solomon) from Tyrol or Austria received Duke Sigismund’s permission 
and escort to stay in Trent.209 And when Bishop Battista de’ Giudici of Ven-
timiglia arrived in the region, Jews from northern Italy, among them Jacob 
of Riva and Jacob of Brescia, reached him to plead for help.210 In Venice, 
Jews wanted the authorities to prevent preaching about Simon and against 
Jews, a request granted by the doge of Venice in November 1475.211

Hinderbach and his allies spun the Jewish interventions as corruption. 
They portrayed any documented contact with Jews as discrediting for the 
person with whom Jews met or for the documents produced.212 Indeed, 
Hinderbach claimed Jews offered money to him, the podestà, and the city 
captain, pleading to liberate those arrested.213 This effort failed,  because 
the Trent officials  were not easy to bribe. The most eminent victim of this 
propaganda was the papal envoy de’ Giudici— slandered from beginning 
to end as corrupted by Jewish money, he was called odiosus, or odious, 
and even pseudo-episcopus, a pseudo- bishop.214 De’ Giudici had to defend 
himself by offering his previous preaching against Jews as evidence that he 
was conscientious in his quest for truth and not easily corruptible.215

Although Hinderbach proudly claimed he and his officials did not suc-
cumb to Jewish bribes, the issues of corruption and bribery touched him 
as well, albeit from a dif fer ent  angle. Hinderbach knew very well that in-
terventions  were costly and money played a role in the pro cess of making 
his case; his advocates repeatedly pleaded with him to pay their expenses in 
Rome. Moreover, implying that Hinderbach was bribing the faithful, Battista 
de’ Giudici accused the bishop of Trent of distributing alms to promote the 
cult of Simon.216

From the thousands of documents left  behind as a result of the trial, in-
cluding the tendentious and hostile to Jews letters sent by Hinderbach’s in-
for mants, the documents produced by Bishop de’ Giudici, the trial rec ords 
of Paolo de Novara, and the testimonies of  women, it is clear that Jews  were 
not without advocates, influence, or the ability to act. The rec ords of Paolo 
de Novara’s trial, a highly problematic source aimed at undermining de’ 
Giudici’s claims that trial rec ords sent to Rome had been amended, reveal 
some mechanisms of communication that Jews seem to have used to get 
both to  those in power and to  those in prison in Trent.217 Paolo de Novara, 
the priest who served as a scribe in Trent, knew the Jew Crassino also from 
Novara, the  father of Bona, Engel’s wife. Paolo apparently served as a go- 
between, passing messages from the imprisoned Jews, especially the  women, 
to the outside world: their relatives and the papal legate. The task was 
risky; it involved hiding letters in secret locations in Trent and sometimes 
even consuming them on the spot to destroy the evidence of contacts. To 
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discredit any evidence of malfeasance by the Trentini, the Paolo’s trial 
rec ords show him acting and speaking against them as a result both of his 
corruption by Jews and his “possession by the devil.”

The actions by Jews in response to the blood accusation in Trent spurred 
Hinderbach’s imagination and fears about them. One striking fear, also re-
vealed in Paolo’s trial, was of an purported Jewish plot to poison Hinder-
bach and other Trent officials, clearly grounded in medieval myths about 
Jews poisoning wells, which Hinderbach, an avid consumer of books, must 
have found in history books and chronicles.218 More real was Hinderbach’s 
frustration with and fear of Jewish influence in sites of power that created 
obstacles to his cause; he was receiving reports of such advocacy as late as 
the spring of 1478, just before Pope Sixtus IV issued his June 20 bull ruling 
the trial  legal.219

In addition to making personal appeals to release Jewish prisoners and 
exerting continuous efforts to obtain trial rec ords, to  counter the Trent ac-
cusations, Jews also furnished in their defense medieval imperial privileges 
and papal bulls of protection.220 Although  these documents, first issued in 
the aftermath of blood accusations in Fulda and Valréas in the thirteenth 
 century, did not prevent similar accusations from happening again, they 
clearly had some effect. In Trent, they raised questions about papal authority 
over blood accusations, forcing Hinderbach and his allies to articulate a 
 legal framework justifying their jurisdiction over the affair and to defend 
their anti- Jewish accusations in light of  earlier papal condemnations. The 
dissemination of  these previous bulls of protection also meant that some 
of their language was included in Sixtus IV’s June 20 bull.

But direct Jewish voices are largely missing from the mass of documents 
related to the trial of Jews in Trent, except for one con temporary letter and 
a qinah, a lamentation.221  There are, admittedly, a few Hebrew letters, which 
Paolo de Novara carried when he was caught, but they are not related to 
the trial.222 The con temporary letter relevant to the trial, prob ably written 
soon  after the first executions of the Jewish men in June, offers a glimpse 
into how the affair was perceived by Jews. It contains ele ments echoing ar-
guments made by Jews’ supporters about excessive torture that “one had 
not ever heard of,” about the likelihood that Christians who killed Simon 
dumped his body in the canal, and about Hinderbach’s staging of the trial 
to confiscate the Jews’ property.223 The letter locates the Jewish victims in 
the tradition of Jewish martyrdom, calling Samuel and Moses “sons of 
martyrs.”

Also within the Ashkenazi tradition of martyrdom was the qinah, a lam-
entation emphasizing suffering and martyrdom of the Jewish victim. Only 
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one lamentation about Trent is known to have survived, perhaps  because 
the Jewish community in Trent was too small to survive the affair with no 
survivors who continued to live as Jews to write and recite such lamenta-
tions.224 In this qinah, the victims, especially old Moses, are pure offerings, 
“more acceptable to God than a burnt offering.”225 They are saints on the 
altar; martyrs who died a martyr’s death, remaining faithful Jews.

This lamentation inverts the meaning of what happened in Trent. It was 
not Simon who was a martyr and a sacrifice on the altar; it was the Jews. 
It was not the Jews who committed a crime, but “the bloody city of Trent” 
that “spilled innocent blood for money.” Trent harbored “ great fear that 
all nations would witness their shame,”  because they “tortured an old man 
on the wheel,” a man who “did not participate in the killing.” For this Trent 
deserved curses. Only revenge for “the blood of your servants, the  Children 
of Israel” spilled in Trent could be comfort for what took place  there.

Given that the Trent affair left such a deep imprint on Christian society 
and culture, the minimal imprint it left on Jewish culture is surprising.226 
Among Christians it  shaped thinking about Jewish culture and practices 
and helped them imagine and visualize the unimaginable.227 But the Jewish 
responses to the trial  were nothing extraordinary— action through interven-
tion, diplomacy, and marshaling of previous privileges of protection, on 
the one hand, and commemoration through poems and lamentations, on 
the other. This was a typical Ashkenazi response to anti- Jewish libels.

But if the Trent affair nearly dis appeared from Jewish memory, it had a 
profound impact on Jewish history. As the Jews intervening in the affair 
correctly sensed, the outcome of the affair would have an effect not only 
on  those directly touched by the accusation in Trent but also on  those 
around the world: deeming the accusation valid would not only affirm a 
new saint but also provide “proof” of Jewish crimes.

And yet, as Battista de’ Giudici astutely noted, the Trent affair was not 
just about Jews: it was a Christian affair. It was about po liti cal authority 
and influence, a clash between the bishop and the pope. This unusually doc-
umented case thus offers a view into politics, sophisticated machinations, 
diplomacy, and lobbying in late medieval Eu rope. It highlights the regional 
understanding of papal powers and their limits. Ruling the trial invalid and 
fully challenging the cult of Simon would have undermined the bishop’s 
authority and widened the rift between Trent and Rome— between the 
“Germans” and the Italians; a rift that would become more acute just a 
few de cades  later in the aftermath of the Reformation. Conversely, ignoring 
the trial and the newly emerging cult would have demonstrated the pope’s 
powerlessness. The bull of June 20, 1478, sought to prevent that. The trial 
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in Trent was ultimately a German affair caught between German and Italian 
cultural and  legal frameworks, with markedly dif fer ent impacts and read-
ings of law and facts within  these two cultural milieus.228

In his lifetime Hinderbach did not fully achieve what he had sought. To 
be sure, he and his officials  were cleared of wrongdoing, and the trial was 
deemed  legal; but Simon remained a rogue cult, unrecognized by Rome, 
with papal policies protecting Jews still in place. In the long term, however, 
Hinderbach’s efforts would pay off. He displayed a remarkable historical 
consciousness and, to use Alexandra Walsham’s words from another con-
text, an “impulse to preserve the past for the  future.”229 The bishop of Trent 
was not merely “safeguarding documentation” of this  legal case but was 
also actively “controlling and organ izing knowledge” while marginalizing 
and “silencing . . .  competing narratives.”230 It is for this reason that this 
most- documented case of blood accusation is also one about which we 
know relatively  little beyond what Bishop Hinderbach wanted us to know.



C h a p t e r  T h r e e

Echoes of Simon of Trent 

in  Eu ro pean Culture
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 T here is at the edge of italy’s territories a lofty city, Trent, 
touching with its walls the Alps to the north and mingling Germans 

with Italians.” So wrote Ubertino Pusculo in 1481 in a lengthy Latin poem 
commemorating the death of  little Simon.1 Pusculo was correct: Trent rep-
resented a liminal space in more than one sense. This liminality— political, 
cultural, and chronological— would be felt in the legacy of the 1475 trial 
of the Jews in Trent, with dramatic consequences for the way anti- Jewish 
accusations would be handled and remembered for centuries in Italy, as well 
as in northern and eastern Eu rope. The Trent trial was not simply, as 
R. Po- Chia Hsia has argued, “testimony of po liti cal and intellectual ex-
change between southern Germany and Italy during the Re nais sance,” it 
was also a place where  these cultures clashed.2 And that clash was repre-
sented not only in the immediate responses to the trial but also in the sub-
sequent trajectories of Simon’s legacy in lit er a ture, law, and art.

Unlike most  earlier medieval persecutions and  trials of Jews accused of 
murdering Christian  children whose impact was felt only locally, the 
story of Simon of Trent spread far and wide. The Trent trial left not only 
an unpre ce dented amount of archival materials but also an unpre ce dented 
literary and artistic legacy. The 1475 trial took place just years  after the 
invention of the printing press, which for the first time allowed for the broad 

“
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Fig. 3.1  Simon of Trent in the pirated edition of Hartmann Schedel, Liber 
chronicarum cum figuris et imaginis ab initio mundi usque nunc temporis 
(Augsburg: Johann Schönsperger, 1497), 285v.
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dissemination of texts and imagery. With the strong backing of Bishop 
Johannes Hinderbach, the flood of publications flowing from the trial in 
Trent for the first time visually and textually substantiated the medieval 
tale of “Jewish murders of Christian  children,” influencing anti- Jewish 
 trials and their visual repre sen ta tion as far as eastern Eu rope. No fewer than 
thirty- three individual publications about Simon appeared in print before 
1500;  there  were additional instances where the story was included in works 
of a broader scope, such as chronicles, including the 1493 Liber chronicarum 
published in Nuremberg by Hartmann Schedel, and its pirated editions 
(Fig. 3.1). And some of  these works  were published by the most prominent 
printers, among them Nicholas Jenson of Venice.3 The bishop’s investment 
in visual art carved the events of 1475 into the memory and topography of 
the city of Trent and the region, and the printed works and images helped 
disseminate the story far beyond the town, with effects lasting even  until 
 today.

“To Honor This New  Little Martyr”

By far the most influential  were Giovanni Mattia Tiberino’s early accounts 
of April 4 and April 17, 1475, printed in the form of short pamphlets in 
Latin, Italian, and German.4 Their publication was meant to influence not 
only the trial but also the po liti cal players. The April 17 version was pub-
lished in Rome on June 19, perhaps coincidentally, only one day before the 
sentencing of the accused Jews in Trent and two days before their execu-
tion,  under an explic itly evocative and lengthy title summarizing the story, 
“Of a child kidnapped and cruelly killed in the hatred of Christian religion, 
 after numerous gravest tortures on the Eve of Passover, and then thrown 
into the river, in the city of Trent in the Jubilee Year” (De infantulo in civi-
tate Tridentina per Iudeos rapto atque in vilipendum christianae religionis 
post multas maximasque trucidationes Anno Iubileo die Parasceue crudel-
issime necato ac deinde in flumem cadaver dimerso Historia feliciter incipit). 
Less coincidentally, this version was then reissued on July 24, the day  after 
Pope Sixtus IV ordered Bishop Hinderbach to suspend the trial of the re-
maining Jews.5

Tiberino’s early pamphlets set the tone and narrative framework not only 
for the trial but also for  future repre sen ta tions, both textual and visual, 
of the story. They  were distributed in manuscript form to Hinderbach’s 
supporters and published multiple times in both German and Latin; frag-
ments describing Simon’s “martyrdom” would  later enter the monumental 
Annales ecclesiastici started by Cesare Baronio and continued by Odorico 
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Rinaldi, and a full text of Tiberino’s original version would become part of 
the Bollandist impressively extensive Acta Sanctorum.6

Yet, despite its unequivocal and inflammatory rhe toric, Tiberino’s work 
included a few details that revealed a level of complexity and ambivalence, 
providing the substance for dif fer ent legacies of the trial to emerge on the 
Italian peninsula, beyond the Alps, and especially in the  later centuries, in 
Poland. For Tiberino what happened in Trent was “an unheard-of crime,” 
but not  every Jew embraced the plan to murder a Christian child. Even some 
of “the villains,” like Tobias, who was said to have kidnapped the child, 
appear as somewhat conflicted. When the decision was made to find a child 
and kill him, Tiberino noted, Tobias and another Jew, Engel, initially op-
posed the plan “out of anguish” that a murder would take place in their 
homes. Admittedly, their opposition stemmed from the very  limited space 
in their homes that would make it “difficult to hide such vast crime from 
their  children.” Samuel then tried to convince his servant Lazarus to agree 
to kidnap a child and offered him money. But when Lazarus declined the 
offer, “collected his belonging and left to live abroad,”7 Samuel turned to 
Tobias once more: he was thought to be able to “satisfy” this demand, 
 because he had “dealings with Christians, and nearly all are known to you. 
You can easily catch one, for no one notices you when walk around the 
city.”8 But Tobias again “declined, and pointed that out on many counts it 
was a hazardous assignment.” He was then “coerced with curses” and 
threats of a permanent ban from the synagogue.9  These threats  were then 
sweetened with a promise of monetary rewards that had  earlier been in-
effec tive on Lazarus.

Similar ambiguity is also noticeable in Tiberino’s discussion of reasons 
as to why the Jews of Trent sought a Christian boy. On the one hand, 
Tiberino claimed that Jews “devoured” the “drained- off blood . . .  to keep 
themselves  free from the power ful stench they exude.”10 On the other, they 
needed to sacrifice the boy  because Moses, “the bearded of man,” knew “by 
prophetic inspiration the time and hour of the Messiah who was to come.”11 
This passing comment about the imminent coming of the Messiah implied 
that the murder was tied to a specific event and was thus circumscribed. 
Indeed, Tiberino’s  earlier statements that this was “an unheard-of crime, . . a 
most impor tant event such as no era— from the Lord’s passion up to  these 
times— has ever heard of” only strengthened the perception of the unique 
nature of the Trent story. At least this was the way the story of Simon of 
Trent was understood by  later Italian writers who, with just a few excep-
tions, focused not on the inherent “Jewish need for Christian blood,” but 
on its singular character: it was a story of one child and one town, its 
cruel nature notwithstanding.12 In contrast, writers across the Alps and  later 
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also in Poland would absorb from Tiberino the vituperative statements that 
focused on the cruelty of the Jews and their  imagined need for blood, im-
plying the serial nature of their “deadly rituals” and applying them to all 
Jews.

To be sure, even in Italy, the fiery language found in early Simonine lit-
er a ture, and strongly encouraged by Hinderbach, did not dis appear as that 
lit er a ture flourished, albeit in waves, from the late fifteenth all the way to 
the late eigh teenth  century. As the patron of most of the early works about 
Simon, Bishop Hinderbach had clear goals in mind. On April 30, 1475, 
Hinderbach wrote to poet Rafaele Zovenzoni of Trieste,

I ask you that in your lyrical poetry you curse this as an utterly impious act, 
truly perpetrated by the Jews themselves, and that in our words you honor 
this new  little martyr of ours as he deserves, so that this affair may be revealed 
to all Christians and by being on every one’s lips, may be publicly known and 
proclaimed—to the praise of almighty God and the heightening of our Chris-
tian faith, and to the glorification of this new  little martyr and of our city, and 
a greater appreciation of the blessings, pre sent to us  here and now, which God 
has granted us amongst his other gifts!13

Hinderbach hoped that both prose and poetry about Simon would help 
overcome opposition to the trial of the Jews, which he thought had 
slowed the court proceedings in Trent. Indeed, Hinderbach confided in 
Zovenzoni:

From the Jews the penalty they deserve would long since have been exacted, 
had  there not been false Christians thirsting more for  those  people’s gold than 
for the death or punishment they deserve, and who by certain false sugges-
tions or  grand promises have had such influence with the most illustrious arch-
duke of Austria—on whose opinion and authority my own authority inevi-
tably hangs— that now, when the truth has been coaxed and forced out of the 
Jews, he has brought about a temporary moratorium in this  matter,  until he 
has been more clearly informed about the  actual fact. And I fear that this same 
idea is also being bandied about at the court of the most merciful emperor.14

The bishop hoped that the “veto or wish of the prince of Austria” to inter-
rupt the trial, which he believed had been inspired by “the false and im-
moral suggestion of certain misguided  people,  will soon cease and be re-
voked and that he himself and every one  else  will be informed of the truth 
of this  matter, which is clearer than the midday sun.”15 Hinderbach then 
invited Zovenzoni to come to Trent and “see and marvel at this holy and 
venerable  little body, which by the grace of God is still preserved  whole 
and unimpaired, and is on view for all  those coming  here.” Indeed  people 
came from all over Italy and from Hinderbach’s “native Germany” to see 
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Simon’s body, filling St. Peter’s Church and rendering it “far too small to 
contain them.” In fact even the chapel “where the body has been laid was 
not big enough to  house all the tokens left  there.” Hinderbach assured 
Zovenzoni that he would also see “God’s won ders, which He works in the 
person of this small boy” and that “this race of Jews, impious and utterly 
cut off from Christ’s grace, is paying the penalty they deserve for so  great 
a crime.”

The poet obliged. He composed a poem dedicated to his patron, “the 
godly Johannes Hinderbach,” in which he addressed directly the highest au-
thorities, “bishops, and you, most holy emperor,” and “leaders and kings, 
 peoples and  fathers who worship Christ,” calling on them to “arise,” “un-
sheathe” their “flashing swords; [and] slaughter the nefarious nation of the 
Jews and drive it out of the  whole earth.”16 But in his poem, written in “the 
standard classical Latin meter for narrative and didactic poetry” modeled 
on Vergil and Ovid, Zovenzoni seems to be grappling with Jews’ clear his-
torical connections to God: “The Virgin was Jewish, that child- bearer of 
our Christ whom alone the Holy Spirit overshadowed. Jewish, too, was 
Moses, and so  were the holy prophets; and the sacred manna came down 
from the sky to the Jews alone; for whom, as they marched on, the  waters 
of the sea receded, when Pha raoh was overwhelmed by a disastrous squall. 
For them almighty God sometimes sent a column of flames, so that it might 
shine in the darkness, and he also destroyed your enemies, Judea.”17 Yet 
the Jews repaid all this with ingratitude: they “stoned to death and put to 
the sword all  those who prophesied the truth to [them],” wrote Zovenzoni, 
repeating the traditional Christian charge of Jewish ungratefulness to God 
that culminated in their rejection of Jesus as the messiah— a charge repeated 
annually on Good Friday in the chant Improperia. That same unfaithful-
ness and ingratitude  were on display in Trent, where they “treacherously 
allured a nursing boy,” whom they then tortured by cutting his foreskin, 
piercing him with  needles, and using pincers to tear off pieces of his flesh, 
Zovenzoni wrote, almost reveling in the description of cruelty. The Jews 
then “stretched the infant out on the cross, and weighted down as he was, 
each of them pierced him with a needle.” Simon’s moment of death in 
Zovenzoni’s words evoked the Christ’s own moment of death: “He lifted 
his eyes to heaven, when his blessed spirit blazed forth  toward the citadels 
of the sky.”18  After his death, Zovenzoni wrote, once more alluding to 
Christ, “the holy boy Simon . . .  cure[d] the lame, the deaf, and the blind.”19

Zovenzoni closed his poem, addressing the Christian rulers once more: 
“O you who hold kingly scepters,  will you allow this race— this race 
I  pray—to exist any longer on the earth? Sixtus our  father, forbid— you, 
Frederic, forbid— those  people who thirst for our gore to live with us in our 
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cities any longer! Sigismund, archduke of the Latin Empire, show your 
mettle now, spread forth flames to incinerate the Hebrew crime, and inno-
cent blood  will then proclaim you among the powers above!”20 He then 
praised his patron Hinderbach as the “ father of peace and justice,” fervently 
justifying his actions. “O my triumph and my stronghold,  father Johannes 
Hinderbach, go forth! No one,” Zovenzoni asserted, “ orders you not to de-
stroy  those faithless circumcised bodies, not to give their ashes to the 
whisking winds to scatter.” In fact, this is “what God enjoins; this is what 
your holy power of justice enjoins, and so do your piety, your faith, and your 
shining virtue, which  will surely bestow you on the companies if heaven’s 
denizens.”21

Zovenzoni was not the only poet whose ser vices for the cause Hinder-
bach secured. Giovanni Mattia Tiberino, Giovanni Calfurnio (Johannes 
Calphurnius), and Ubertino Pusculo all praised Hinderbach as a patron of 
poets and “a muse,” the only one “bringing help to wretched poets” and 
dispensing “bounty from a full horn.”22 And all of them devoted their ar-
tistic energies to helping Hinderbach make his case to  those in power— 
composing power ful poems about Simon’s death, justifying Hinderbach’s 
actions, and supporting him as he faced pushback from Rome, Venice, and 
Innsbruck, which according to Tiberino amounted to “a war.”23

 These Re nais sance poems, while graphic in their language,  were not 
written for popu lar consumption. Composed in classical Latin and alluding 
to classical authors, they  were written for an audience of  those in power in 
both the Church and the state. They  were the ones before whom Bishop 
Hinderbach needed to justify the trial, “to defend justice’s honor and his 
own,” and who would have to be convinced to expel the Jews from their 
domains and help Hinderbach secure the canonization of the boy.24 One 
of the most power ful poems is Tiberino’s “I Am the Boy Simon,” published 
first in 1476, in the midst of a papal challenge to Hinderbach, as a lamen-
tation at the end of Hystoria completa, and then, with some modifications, 
in 1482, in a collection of Simonine epigrams, in which he gave “voice” to 
Simon, who “still could not speak,” for he “had hardly been born.”25

“I am the boy Simon,” begins the poem, in which Simon addresses Chris-
tian supporters of the Jews— those “who forever pay court to such ravening 
dogs.”26 By describing Simon’s suffering from the perspective of the boy, 
Tiberino made the story much more palpable yet intimate, heightening the 
effect of graphic details. “I was seized,” Simon says, and then taken to Sam-
uel’s  house, where “the impious Jewish race” was gathered in “a terrifying 
assembly” with “pitiless looks in their eyes, they  were not men— rather 
snakes and fearsome monsters!” They “laid bare my chest in front of the 
synagogue. Each tore out my flesh with pincers. . . .  They all pricked my 
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chest with  needles, thick and fast; they subjected Jesus and me to much 
abuse. So I collapsed; my head fell down between my soft forearms, and 
my life, set  free, went off to join  those above.” Simon then turns to Pope 
Sixtus IV, imploring him to “help us, Sixtus, I pray, anchor of our ship of 
faith: give support to our bishop! He is a doughty champion; he is the de-
voted priest whose prayers have found  favor with God the  Father.” Simon 
calls on the pontiff to “take up your sacred shield and sword and your  triple 
crown; get rid of the obstinate dogs, blessed Holy  Father!” The boy prays, 
“May kings also help up; may you, mighty emperor, help us, together with 
your  peoples and princes! Deliver to their doom the Hebrews who savagely 
devour the property and precious goods of Christians day and night, who 
are so glad when Christian blood is shed, who chew warm and gory limbs 
of men.” In his poem, Tiberino skillfully contrasted the fragility and hu-
manity of Simon, “a young lamb” in one of the poems, with the inhuman 
bestiality of the Jews, who became “monsters” and “ravening dogs.”27 This 
evocative address to Christian rulers, put in the mouth of the dead boy, was 
meant to appease Pope Sixtus IV, who was continuing, in 1476 when the 
poem was written, to subject Hinderbach to a review in Rome and to refuse 
to recognize the cult of  little Simon of Trent.

If in the poem “I Am the Boy Simon,” Tiberino only  gently made a com-
parison between Simon and Christ, he was much more explicit in other 
poems included in the 1482 collection.28 “Whenever your dread passion 
comes into my mind, holy Simon, Trent’s everlasting light,” Tiberino wrote, 
“Then I recall Christ’s most holy passion, and a tear slowly trickles from 
my eyes.”29 Like Christ, who “shone forth from divine and  human seed,” 
Simon too came from dual seed: “Italian and German” (likely a deliberate 
parallel to symbolize the “divine power” of the pope by the reference 
to Italy, and the secular or “ human” power of the emperor by referring to 
Germany). Simon’s  mother, like “the most holy perpetual Virgin, God’s 
 mother,” was called Mary. “On a cross Christ exchanged life for death; 
stretched out on a cross this boy collapsed.” Like Christ, Simon was cursed 
and mocked, and like Christ, his body was discovered on the third day. Just 
as Christ performed so many miracles, so too does Simon. And just as the 
“the guard of the tomb [of Jesus] was bribed but the Lord shone forth,” so 
too was bribed “Mr. Judge,” a pun on the name of the papal envoy Battista 
de’ Giudici, whose name corresponds to the Italian word for “judges.”30 
Indeed, Jews  stopped at nothing: “they secretly denied that Simon must be 
made a saint, and went to law, earnestly seeking false witnesses in the 
Roman Curia.”31 For “three winters” Jews sought to “twist the truth.”32 
They fought, as the poet Ubertino Pusculo put it, with gold “against jus-
tice.”33 And if Chris tian ity triumphed and Judaea was lost (Tiberino uses 
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the classic phrase “capta est Iudaea”), so too, now “the rest of the pack of 
dogs languishes, defeated in Rome; all the laws have been in my lord’s 
 favor.”34 The poems, along with Hinderbach’s defiance in promoting the 
cult through art despite papal prohibitions to do so, confirm what Battista 
de’ Giudici found objectionable— that the Trentini venerated Simon as if 
he  were a “second Messiah.”35

 These Latin works had a lasting impact: they  shaped subsequent Latin 
accounts published in chronicles and collections of the lives of saints into 
which Simon would be inserted even before Pope Sixtus V formally granted 
liturgical ser vices (officium) to his cult in 1588 and before vernacular nar-
ratives  were published in German and in Italian. As R. Po- Chia Hsia has 
noted,  these authors  were “conscious creators of a clearly articulated po-
liti cal message” seeking to “shape public opinion” through their works in 
support of Hinderbach’s mission.36 In June 1478, three years  after Simon’s 
death and the initial trial of the Jews, Pope Sixtus IV issued a bull partially 
exonerating Hinderbach of wrongdoing from a  legal standpoint.37 Sixtus 
IV had intervened, the bull explained, by ordering an investigation  after 
“many  people began to complain loudly” about the trial of the Jews. And 
each phase of the trial was examined “with  great care” by “a number of our 
venerable  brothers cardinals of the Roman Catholic Church, and also arch-
bishops,  legal experts, and the auditor of  trials of our apostolic palace,” 
who “reported to our consistory that the trial itself had rightly and properly 
been concluded.” Yet, if the pope justified the trial “as the gravity of the 
affair demanded,” he did not authorize the cult, a significant decision, given 
he had  earlier authorized other local cults; for example,  those of Giovanni 
Capistrano, Giovanni Bono, and the Franciscan martyrs of Morocco.38 In-
deed, Sixtus IV warned the bishop not to “allow . . .  anything illicit to be done 
that might result in injury to God or contempt of the Apostolic See, or which 
might be perceived as potentially and inexcusably contravening canonical 
sanctions.”39 By including language from Sicut Iudaeis, the pontiff also 
stood by the centuries- old papal policy of protecting Jews.

This was not exactly the victory Hinderbach had hoped for. And Tiberino 
would have none of it. His poem penned very soon  after Sixtus’s 1478 letter 
and defiantly titled “Salve, Sancte Simone” mutes the pope’s concerns al-
together while overstating Hinderbach’s “victory.”40 “A third winter has 
slipped by, and a third summer is now passing,” Tiberino wrote, “as Johannes 
pursues his war with the Jews.” But justice had “fi nally flown down through 
the air from heaven,” confirming “the holy acts of Trent’s bishop.” The 
papal bull, Tiberino claimed, “confirms that you [Simon]  were killed in the 
image of Christ our God and assents to your inclusion in the companies of 
saints, and it acknowledges that the Hebrew race, which is second to none 
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in cruelty, is still—as it has been from of old— wicked.” The bull said none 
of that, but  there was no question that Hinderbach and his propagandists 
 were very much aware of the power of decisive assertions, however untrue 
they  were. They mastered what in modern parlance would be called the 
power of spin.

In the end, they  were right. The sophisticated, and not inexpensive, public 
campaign by Hinderbach, with its widely disseminated chapbooks, broad-
sheets, ballads about Simon, and popularization of the still- unauthorized 
cult through preaching and art, was quite successful.41 Pilgrims flocked to 
the Church of St. Peter in Trent from the beginning, leaving  behind dona-
tions in many currencies. This money was put to use right away to preserve 
Simon’s body and to promote the cult through art.42 As early as June 1, 
1475, even before the first executions, the accounts show that six marcs 
 were paid for two paintings depicting “the boy with Jews, and his pas-
sion,” and another two marcs for completed works representing “the boy’s 
passion, S. Vigilius, and many images.”43 On June 8, a lead coffin for the 
body was ordered and then one made of silver.44

Despite the papal reluctance to recognize the cult of Simon, the bishop’s 
efforts to promote it did not abate, and pilgrims continued to visit the new 
shrine (see Fig. 2.1). Many local churches sought to obtain Simon’s relics 
and in their absence commissioned paintings and altars.45 In September 
1476, Francesco Raimondo, vicar of the province of the Franciscan order, 
thanked Hinderbach for sending a chalice with “a small quantity of the 
martyr’s blood.”46 The Church of Santa Maria dei Servi in Venice had “two 
pieces of the dress, which [Simon] wore, and also a small piece of one of 
his shoes.”47  These requests continued; in 1479, Battista di Campofregoso, 
a duke of Genoa, also requested relics, and as late as the seventeenth  century, 
the queen of Spain obtained Simon’s toe.48

The multipronged campaign promoting the cult helped spread the story 
far and wide, giving it a far greater impact than  earlier anti- Jewish  trials. 
Whereas the 1470 trial of the Jews in the town of Endingen, just north of 
Freiburg, remained a regional affair, plays and ballads about it notwith-
standing,49 the story of Simon’s death found its way— thanks to Hinder-
bach’s efforts—to both local and more general printed chronicles, guaran-
teeing it a permanent place in Christian narratives of world and church 
history.50 One of the first world chronicles to include Simon’s story during 
Hinderbach’s lifetime  were some editions of Fasciculus temporum by Werner 
Rolewinck, such as the 1480 Venice edition and the 1482 Basel edition, 
though each emphasized a dif fer ent aspect of the story. In 1483, the story 
was included, in dif fer ent wording in Supplementum chronicarum by 
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Jacob Philip Foresti of Bergamo.51 But it was Hartmann Schedel’s splendid 
Liber chronicarum, describing the history of the world from creation to 
1493, the year it was published in both Latin and German, in which Simon 
received a special place. The boy’s “martyrdom” was featured in one of the 
chronicle’s longest narratives (based on a text from a Latin edition of For-
esti’s Supplementum) and was adorned by one of the most intricate wood-
cuts in the  whole chronicle (see Fig. 1.2); this woodcut was clearly mod-
eled on the much cruder woodcut from early illustrated chapbooks and 
broadsides published as early as 1475 (see Figs. 2.4 and 2.6). Schedel’s 
splendid and widely disseminated chronicle, with an estimated print run of 
some 2,500 copies in both Latin and German, was soon pirated and pub-
lished in Augsburg in 1496, 1497, and 1500. The Augsburg edition was 
also adorned with woodcuts, but  these  were far less impressive than the orig-
inal 1493 Nuremberg edition (see Fig. 3.1). Still even in the Augsburg edition, 
the story of the “blessed Simon” covered two facing pages, along with a much 
cruder mirror copy of the remarkable original, and informed the readers that 
thanks to the efforts of Bishop Hinderbach, who ordered a shrine to be built, 
pilgrims “from all over the world” could witness miracles.52

Simon’s Cult  after Hinderbach’s Death

That Hinderbach was central to the popularization of the cult is demon-
strated by the fact that, with his death in 1486, the number of publications 
about Simon dropped dramatically— a point noted by the seventeenth- 
century writer Michelangelo Mariani, who in his 1668 work, written  after 
a reexamination of Simon’s body, mentioned “a break and cooling down” 
in the development of the cult and the cessation of “divine  favors” linked 
to “the wondrous boy”  after 1487.53 Indeed, visiting Trent in 1497, Arnold 
von Harff of Cologne noted—in contradiction to Hinderbach’s supporters 
 earlier— that “miracles caused by the  little martyr ceased, and for that reason 
the pope refused to canonize him.”54 According to Mariani, the hiatus in 
“divine  favors” manifested through Simon’s relics that followed Hinder-
bach’s death was caused by the subsequent bishops’ preoccupation with 
wars, a Venetian invasion of the Trentino in 1487, the crisis related to the 
League of Cambrai in 1508, and wars resulting from activities of “the 
monster of Lutheran heresy.”55  These crises notwithstanding, Bishop 
Hinderbach’s death in 1486 clearly must have played a key role.

But in the mid- sixteenth  century the spell was to end. “ After millions of 
obstacles,” Mariani wrote, “an ecumenical general Council” was called in 
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1545 to take place in Trent “to the immortal glory of the Catholic faith 
and the perpetual scorn of heresy.”56 The Council was called in response to 
the Protestant Reformation, and was tasked with reforming the Catholic 
Church and defining its doctrine. Of the 517 “ fathers” who participated in 
“the  great Council,” Mariani reported, some expressed  great interest in 
Trent’s “most blessed innocent martyr,” promoted by Cristoforo Madruzzo, 
bishop of Trent and Brixen at the time.57 While in Trent for the Council, 
the Church leaders no doubt visited the city’s churches, walked past sites 
related to Simon’s story, and likely saw the relics of the boy’s body.58 
Indeed, on December 28, 1545, the feast of the Holy Innocents, Bishop 
Madruzzo and other dignitaries attended a mass at the Church of 
St. Peter and saw Simon’s body, specially displayed on that day.59 A similar 
mass, explic itly “in honor of B. Simon,” took place  towards the end of the 
Council, in 1562.60

In 1571, eight years  after the conclusion of the Council of Trent, Laurentius 
Surius (or Lorenz Sauer), a German Carthusian hagiologist and historian, 
published in Cologne the second volume of his collection of the lives of 
saints, which was or ga nized by months; this volume covered March and 
April. In the entry for March 24, Surius included Tiberino’s pivotal ac-
count of Simon’s death sent to the Senate of Brescia on April 4, 1475.61 
Surius claimed that his work was based on the lives of saints by Luigi Lip-
pomano, a multivolume work published between 1556–1560, though they 
differed in structure.62 Lippomano was indeed among the 517 “ fathers” at 
the Council of Trent mentioned by Mariani and was no friend of the Jews, 
participating actively in the first documented host desecration trial of Jews 
in Poland in 1556, but his opus magnum contains no mention of Simon 
of Trent.63 Surius appears to have added the boy on his own initiative, per-
haps inspired by one of the editions of the chronicle by Werner Rolevinck, 
a fellow Carthusian. Surius’s version of the lives of saints was the first to 
include Simon.

That the German Surius, and not the Italian Lippomano, known for his 
obedience and ser vice to popes, included the story of Simon in the collec-
tion of the lives of saints may be a testimony to the legacy of the 1475 trial 
north of the Alps, on the one hand, and, on the other, to Lippomano’s re-
luctance to embrace Simon, whose cult  after all had not yet been officially 
sanctioned by Rome. Lippomano’s collection was republished, but it was 
the much more user- friendly version by Surius that became a Eu ro pean 
bestseller, inspiring new adaptations and providing materials for other 
chroniclers— including Cesare Baronio, as well as Abraham Bzovius and 
Odorico Rinaldi who continued Baronio’s work— thereby securing for 
Simon a permanent place in the history of Chris tian ity.
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A Path to Papal Recognition

Simon’s contested path to papal recognition as beatus or, as some wished, 
a saint, reflects the cult’s chronological liminality between the medieval and 
the early modern era. In the early  Middle Ages, according to Fidel Gonzalez- 
Fernandez, a historian and a prominent official at the Congregation for 
the  Causes of the Saints at the Vatican, “the canonization was essentially 
based on two ele ments: the memory the Christian community preserved of 
the presence of the saint in its bosom, and miracles, as a sign of [the saint’s] 
presence even  after death.”64 The recognition of the saint belonged to a 
bishop or a local synod, and included a ceremony of inscribing the saint 
“in the cata logue of saints” or “the translation of [the saint’s relics].” The 
impetus  behind the recognition of the saint usually came from the  people 
(populous Dei) participating in “a spontaneous movement of Christian 
piety.” But this proliferation of local cults led to “anarchy” that needed to 
be curbed by Church authorities.65 By the High  Middle Ages, critical voices 
had inspired greater verification of local claims of sainthood. In 1171, Pope 
Alexander III prohibited veneration of saints and relics without prior au-
thorization from Rome, and from the thirteenth  century on, following the 
promulgation of Gregory IX Decretales, papal canonization became the 
law, making it clear that miracles claimed to be performed by “candidates” 
for sainthood had to be sanctioned by papal authority.66 This task of veri-
fication was delegated to three cardinals, a procedure that remained in place 
 until 1588.67 With the Protestant attacks on the cult of saints in the Cath-
olic Church, the Council of Trent de cided both to affirm the validity of the 
worship of saints and to consider regulating them.68

But even though the status of a saint was increasingly regulated, in the 
late fifteenth  century the title beatus did not yet have any  legal valence— the 
 legal status of “a saint” came with canonization and the rec ords of mira-
cles  were collected to achieve that. Standardization of procedures regarding 
beatification came  later, with a formal pro cess made uniform only in the 
seventeenth  century with the beatification of Francesco de Sales in 1662.69

In the meantime, new cults continued to emerge, made easier by a medi-
eval loophole that left room for private prayers directed at the dead who 
 were “believed to be good men” or “saints” requesting their intercession 
before God.70 And even though the law left  little doubt about the illegality 
of public cults unauthorized by Rome, with private prayers allowed, the 
line between the two was often blurred. It became clear that the Holy See 
was unable to control the new “private” cults, which gradually grew into 
public veneration. Despite Rome’s explicit threats and condemnations, in-
cluding warnings to suspend local bishops disobeying the law, local bishops 
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tolerated and often actively promoted  these homegrown cults in the hope 
they would be  later formally recognized by Rome.71 The rise of Simon’s cult 
in Trent illustrates this prob lem.

The cult of Simon of Trent emerged at a moment when new mea sures 
 were being sought in order to root out such illegal cults by regulating 
public worship and defining who in fact could be called a beatus. Ludovico 
Carbone, an Italian scholar active in the second half of the fifteenth  century 
and a con temporary of Pope Sixtus IV, clearly articulated the difference be-
tween saints and beati, affirming at the same time the sole authority of the 
pope to authorize public worship. In his book Summa summarum casuum, 
where he discussed the question  whether “the Church could err in canon-
ization of the saints,”72 Carbone argued that any object of public worship 
had to be affirmed by the pontiff;  those venerated in private places by pri-
vate individuals could at the very most be called beati.73 If for the Catholic 
scholars the distinction was clear, the terms “saint” and beatus  were often 
used interchangeably, causing confusion among the public.

The development of the printing press enabled the rapid dissemination 
of images and stories of venerated figures such as “ Little Simon.” It is in 
this context that Pope Sixtus IV de cided to intervene to halt the develop-
ment of the pilgrimage site devoted to the Trent toddler. Sixtus worried that 
Bishop Hinderbach’s efforts, which in Hinderbach’s understanding  were in 
line with medieval customs, would lead to something “that might result in 
injury to God or contempt of the Apostolic See.”74 In his letter to Hinderbach 
of October 10, 1475, for the first time Sixtus applied explic itly the  legal 
concepts of authorized public worship of saints to the term beatus, by explic-
itly forbidding to call the boy beatus, to preach in public about him and 
about miracles related to him, and to disseminate images of him. In pro-
hibiting “public proclamation of Simon as a martyr,” even though no offi-
cial liturgy was attached at the time to venerating the child, Pope Sixtus IV 
interpreted the existing law in a new way, effectively condemning any “public 
manifestation” of veneration without prior approval of the Holy See.75 
This marked the first step toward what would by the seventeenth  century 
become a formal pro cess of beatification, and turned Simon into a pre ce-
dent in the Church’s  legal system.

But the significance of Sixtus’s condemnation of the use of the term beatus 
to describe Simon can only be appreciated in relation to other cases of beati 
the pontiff approved. In 1481, Sixtus IV allowed for the public cele bration 
of a mass and hours “freely and with clear and serene conscience” in ven-
eration of “five Franciscan martyrs” killed in Morocco in 1220.76 A year 
 later, Sixtus canonized Catherine of Sweden, a fourteenth- century Swedish 
noblewoman whom he called beata, suggesting this was a new status before 
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formal canonization.77 He authorized the cult of “this beata Catherine” so 
that the faithful could venerate her “in public and in private” without fear 
of idolatry. And in 1483, Sixtus authorized a public cult of Giovanni Bono, 
a medieval Italian ascetic, “so he may be venerated as a beatus.”78 In this 
light, Sixtus IV’s explicit prohibition of using the term beatus in relation to 
Simon acquires more weight and signifies a shift from the permission to 
use that term to refer to private veneration of “servants of God” to a defi-
nition of the term to signify a public cult in need of official papal approval. 
This idea would be formally articulated by Pope Leo X in his breve from 
1515 stating that “no one may be venerated as beatus without authoriza-
tion of the Apostolic See.”79 And in 1625, Pope Urban VIII in his decree 
Super non cultu explic itly prohibited the public veneration of  those not 
officially “canonized or beatified” by the Holy See, calling attention to the 
need for procedures regarding beatification.80

In Trent, however,  because of Bishop Hinderbach’s unwavering efforts, 
Simon’s cult remained active, despite papal opposition. Even a liturgy (of-
ficium) existed already during Hinderbach’s time.81 Thus, by the time church 
dignitaries arrived in Trent to celebrate the Council of Trent in 1545, the 
imagery of Simon, ubiquitous in the churches in the northern Italian ter-
ritories of Trentino and Lombardy, had created “facts on the ground.”

Responding to the crisis caused by the Protestant Reformation, which 
among other  things furiously attacked the cult of saints, the Church Council 
at Trent took steps  toward thorough reforms, including the reform of the 
procedures and criteria for sainthood, even as it unambiguously affirmed 
in princi ple the validity of saint veneration.82 The Council called for review 
of liturgical books and of procedures of elevating saints to altars,  whether 
on grounds of their martyrdom or their saintly lives. It enjoined “new mir-
acles” and “new relics” and made the elevation of saints to the altars de-
pendent, especially in disputed cases, on final approval of the pope— not 
local bishops.83

In subsequent de cades, liturgical books  were indeed revised. The breviary, 
a liturgical compendium containing public and canonical prayers, was re-
vised in 1568 and the missal in 1570.84 In 1580, Pope Gregory XIII ordered 
a commission of scholars and church officials to reform the liturgical cal-
endar Martyrologium romanum,85 which had existed in many versions that 
“ were not perfect, or without errors.”86 The commission included two 
canons at San Peter’s in Rome, Silvio Antoniano and Giambattista Bandino; 
Roberto Bellarmino, a Jesuit lecturer at the Roman College, a  future car-
dinal and a saint canonized in 1930; Cesare Baronio, a scholar and priest, 
 later made a cardinal by Pope Clement VIII; Lodovico Torres, a bishop of 
Sicily and subsequently a cardinal; and two religious, Michele Ghisleri, a 
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Theatine, and Bartolomeo Gavanto, a Barnabite.87 But of all of  those men, 
Cesare Baronio, who was even given a stipend for working on the reform 
of the calendar, played the most impor tant role; his name became attached 
to the 1586 edition of Martyrologium romanum.88 At the time of his ap-
pointment to the commission, Baronio was working on his monumental 
Annales ecclesiastici, which was to become one of the most comprehensive 
works of ecclesiastical history. With access to manuscripts in the Vati can 
library and the knowledge he already had from his research on his history 
of the Church, Baronio was well positioned for the task.

The work of the commission was not without tensions: the group could 
not agree on the methods, sources, and changes to be made to the litur-
gical calendar. Some complained that too many Greek saints  were added, 
 others that new saints not previously included in the old martyrologium 
 were added from other sources.89 Still  others wanted “martyrs of our times” 
to be included in the calendar not only so they could be honored but also, 
as Curzio de Franchi, a canon at San Peter’s in Rome involved in the re-
form of the breviary, wrote, “to show that in all times the Holy Church was 
illuminated [illustrata] by martyrdom.”90 Yet, the addition of such saints 
and martyrs had to be done with caution, and de Franchi was concerned 
that the calendar would be rushed to print without proper vetting.

Cesare Baronio shared de Franchi’s sentiment to include “the names of 
the saints celebrated and honored all over the Christian world.”91 In fact, in 
1581, Cesare Baronio’s own  father, Camillo, wrote to his son inquiring about 
San Cesidio, a local martyr and “protector” of his town, sending along 
a description of Cesidio’s passion. Other local officials wrote too, re-
questing that their local saints and martyrs be included.92 Cardinal Ludovico 
Madruzzo, prince- bishop of Trent from 1567, known for his active promo-
tion of the cult of Simon, may have been one of them, requesting inclusion 
of Simon of Trent in the new, revised, and authoritative martyrologium.

It is unclear what mea sures Madruzzo or anyone  else took to lobby 
Baronio to include Simon in the martyrologium; what is known is that Ba-
ronio carefully evaluated all saints and martyrs, adding some and deleting 
 others. Some of his decisions  were met by controversy;  others  were accepted 
without any opposition.93 A  century and a half  later, Prospero Lambertini, 
the  future Pope Benedict XIV, would claim in his opus magnum on beatifi-
cations and canonizations that Simon was an exceptional case inserted in 
Martyrologium romanum by the order of Pope Gregory XIII himself.94 That 
was certainly not made explicit in the Martyrologium itself, but when the 
revised liturgical calendar, into which Simon was inserted, was first pub-
lished in 1583, its subtitle assured the faithful that it was “edited by the 
order of Pope Gregory XIII” and “restored in accordance with the truth of 
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Church history [ad . . .  ecclesiasticae historiae veritatem restitutum].”95 Un-
derscoring the full papal imprimatur of the newly revised Martyrologium 
romanum on January 14, 1584, Pope Gregory XIII issued a breve titled 
Emendato iam, in which he prohibited the use or publication of any other 
versions, as well as any additions to it. Any local figures venerated in local 
churches not included in this authorized edition of Martyrologium ro-
manum  were to be listed separately.96 The breve was intended to stem po-
tential protests over the saints and martyrs found in  earlier editions but 
omitted from the revised version.

The 1586 edition of Martyrologium romanum, published  under the new 
pope, Sixtus V, too, went out of its way to underscore its validity. Placed at 
the beginning in the 1586 edition was a letter “To the Candid Reader” by 
Dutch bishop William Damasus Lindanus, written in 1585. It affirmed that 
the book had been reviewed by Church authorities and was found to con-
tain nothing that would contradict “orthodox faith and doctrine.” In fact, 
the revisions and emendations  were made to assure the faithful of the verity 
of the elogies of the martyrs and saints they worshiped; they  were not to 
worry about “vain,” “apocryphal,” even “superstitious” tales that may have 
“contaminated”  earlier versions of the Martyrologium.97

Given such intense scrutiny of the content of the new Martyrologium ro-
manum, the inclusion of Simon of Trent was purposeful—a deliberate af-
firmation of the cult. With Simon included in the Martyrologium, arguably 
Pope Sixtus V had no choice but to grant an officium, a liturgy in Simon’s 
name, which he did in 1588. What had once been from Rome’s perspective 
a “rogue” local cult became a cult that was fully, if perhaps reluctantly, 
embraced by the pontiff and the Roman Curia. The papal bull granting the 
officium was issued the very same year Pope Sixtus V established the Con-
gregation of the Rites, which was to become responsible for regulating the 
veneration of saints.98 The decision to grant the officium in the name of 
Simon was thus both a corollary of the inclusion of Simon in the Marty-
rologium romanum and a deliberate decision that has to be seen as a part 
of the reform of the liturgical calendar and of broader reforms of the can-
onization procedures.

The pro cess by which Simon of Trent entered Baronio’s Martyrologium 
romanum also illustrates the early modern scholarly methodology of vali-
dating evidence. In 1583, Simon appeared  under March 24 with a short 
note: “Tridenti passio sancti Simonis innocentis puelli, a Iudaeis in odium 
Christi saeuissime trucidati, qui multis postea miraculis co- ruscauit.” (In 
Trent, passion of holy Simon, an innocent boy cruelly killed by Jews in 
hatred of Christ, who  later displayed many miracles.)99 The 1584 edition, 
published in Rome, removed the phrase “in odium Christi.” Baronio’s 1586 
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edition of the Martyrologium retained the new wording and included an 
annotation pointing to the sources that supposedly verified Simon’s story: 
Giovanni Mattia Tiberino’s account to the Senate of Brescia; Laurentius Su-
rius’s lives of saints published in 1570–1571; and Joannes Molanus’s edi-
tion of Usuardi martyrologium, which was published first in 1568 with no 
references to Simon and then republished in Louvain in 1573 with a brief 
reference to the boy: “Tridenti, passio beati Simonis pueri” (in Trent, a pas-
sion of the blessed boy Simon).100 At first glance, it thus seemed that  there 
 were three distinct, authoritative sources for Simon’s story, but a genealogy 
of Baronio’s footnote reveals that  there was effectively only one: Tiberino’s 
1475 account, which was then used by Surius, whose lives of saints was in 
turn used by Molanus in the 1573 edition of Martyrologium, which in turn 
was used by Baronio. Thus, one could argue that Surius, the Carthusian 
monk from Cologne, was pivotal in helping sanction the questionable cult 
of Simon in Trent.

Vernacular Tales and Other  Trials North  
of the Alps

Stories about Jews killing Christian  children had, of course, been well 
known north of the Alps even before the trial in Trent. One Italian jurist, 
who opposed the Trent trial as “fictitious and full of falsehoods,” noted that 
such stories  were told in Germany; Hinderbach himself requested copies 
of trial rec ords against Jews from the German lands when he was defending 
the legality of the trial in Trent.101 Indeed, in 1470, just five years before 
the events in Trent, similar tales had inspired a trial of Jews in Endingen 
who  were accused of having killed an entire Christian  family— the parents 
and their two young  children— passing through the town some eight years 
 earlier. The trial, discussed in detail by R. Po- Chia Hsia, ended with the 
execution of the Jews.102 And although the Endingen trial had serious po-
liti cal ramifications for the power structure and jurisdiction within the em-
pire and even produced a ballad and a play— a Judenspiel— commemorating 
the events, and still performed as late as 1616, this case remained, like most 
 earlier instances of anti- Jewish accusations, a regional affair, remembered 
only in local chronicles (and known to Johannes Hinderbach).103 In fact, 
subsequent printed chronicles do not mention this case at all.

In contrast, the impact of Simon’s story was much more profound. Lau-
rentius Surius’s source, Tiberino’s address to the Senate of Brescia of April 4, 
1475, was immediately translated into German; by the fall of that year it 
appeared in illustrated editions, including one issued a few days  after 
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Battista de’ Giudici arrived in Trent to investigate the affair.104 A German 
song about Simon by Matthaus Kunig, also heavi ly indebted to Tiberino, 
was published in Venice soon thereafter, and in 1498, a German translation 
of Tiberino’s poem “Sum puer ille Simon” was published by Johann Zainer 
in Ulm.105

The tale of Simon’s death provided inspiration and narrative validation 
for subsequent accusations against Jews. The case in 1476 in Regensburg, 
where a trial of seventeen Jews lasted for more than four years but ended 
with their release, was directly tied to the Trent affair.106 One of the ac-
cused Jews in Trent— Israel, son of Mayer (Mohar) of Brandenburg, who 
converted to Chris tian ity soon  after being arrested and took the name 
Wolfgang— implicated the Jews of Regensburg in an alleged murder sup-
posed to have taken place some eight years  earlier.107 In March 1476, when 
the bishop of Regensburg, Heinrich IV of Absberg,  stopped in Trent on his 
way from Rome, Hinderbach quickly informed him about the crime alleg-
edly committed years ago in Regensburg and gave him a copy of Wolfgang’s 
testimony.108

But Trent’s legacy in Regensburg was not  limited to Wolfgang’s accusa-
tion. The very questions asked of the Jews arrested in Regensburg  were 
 shaped by the narrative of Simon’s martyrdom. The magistrates wanted to 
know who purchased the child, how much was paid for the boy, “who held 
the child,” who “tortured him,” how the child’s blood was collected,  whether 
Jews needed “blood from a Christian child  every year and why.” They asked, 
“How  were the  needles used? How  were the pincers used? Why was a hand-
kerchief tied around the child’s throat? How was the foreskin on the penis 
cut off?” All twenty- four questions suggested that indeed, as R. Po- Chia 
Hsia has observed, “the Regensburg magistrates sought not justice but a 
duplication of the ritual murder trial in Trent.”109

The influence of the Trent case was also detectable in the trial of the Jews 
in Freiburg in 1503.110 That year on Good Friday, a body of a boy was 
found in the pastures. The body was immediately identified as Matthew 
Bader, a son of Philip, a shady character who just a few days  later would 
be arrested for theft. Bader told the authorities he had sold the child to Jews, 
but they promised that “the child would not be killed; all they needed was 
a  little Christian blood.”111 Soon, Jews  were arrested and tortured. In the 
end, the affair turned into a po liti cal showdown between the city officials 
and Emperor Maximilian I, who had been attempting to consolidate his 
domains and “subjugate the Swiss Confederation,” where Freiburg was lo-
cated.112 During the proceedings, the  trials in Trent and Endingen  were 
used as proof of the Jews’ guilt; and a con temporary poem about the affair 
in Freiburg also reminded listeners about Trent. In the end, however, the 
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emperor’s intervention and his unequivocal condemnation of the trial saved 
the Jews. The legacy of this official intervention would be felt in subsequent 
 trials of Jews north of the Alps and in Italy, providing a  legal basis for im-
perial condemnations of ritual murder  trials in 1540 in Sappenfeld, a trial 
that also closely resembled what had happened in Trent, and in 1563 in 
Worms.  These imperial condemnations provided additional  legal documen-
tary support of Jews that would be used to  counter similar accusations in 
seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century Italy and beyond.113

North of the Alps, thus, the immediate impact of the story of Simon of 
Trent and of vernacular songs about him was more  trials of Jews. Such  trials 
tapered off only in the late sixteenth  century as a result of both the  legal 
transformations of the Holy Roman Empire and of what R. Po- Chia Hsia 
has called the Christian “disenchantment of Hebrew and Jewish rites,” made 
pos si ble by the study of Jewish languages and religious texts by Christians, 
which demystified Jewish rituals and beliefs.114

But as  these  trials  were disappearing from German lands, they  were 
emerging in Poland, with Simon’s legacy quite palpable as a result of the 
vernacular adaptation of Laurentius Surius’s work. In 1579, just a few years 
 after the first printing of Surius’s Lives of Saints, a Polish Jesuit, Piotr 
Skarga, published his own vernacular version of Lives of Saints, written 
“to inspire devotion, strengthen faith, . . .  and hope.”115 Much like Surius, 
who had adapted and added to Luigi Lippomano’s opus magnum, Skarga 
carefully chose what to include and to translate faithfully, and what merely 
to adapt for Polish readers, adding his own commentary and new mate-
rials. For Skarga, this was an impor tant task,  because reading the Lives of 
Saints, he argued, was “better” and safer than reading the Bible, where the 
stories  were “not  simple” and often contained “hidden meaning,” impossible 
to understand without the guidance of the clergy. Since Skarga’s book was 
safe, such additional guidance by priests was not necessary.

It was in his Lives of Saints that Skarga introduced to Poland an abridged 
adaptation of Tiberino’s account of Simon of Trent in Polish.116 But whereas 
Surius placed Simon on March 24, the day that would become his feast 
in the Martyrologium romanum, Skarga placed Simon’s story on “the last 
day of March,” perhaps  because some early liturgical calendars and mis-
sals located the story on March 30, or perhaps  because of the story that 
followed.117

 After retelling Simon’s story, Skarga turned to a case from closer home. 
“And the unfaithful Jews,” Skarga wrote, “committed openly the same 
[crime] in our times in the  Great Duchy of Lithuania in 1574  after the death 
of King Sigismund August, when his kingdom was orphaned.”118 That year, 
a Jew, one Joachim Smerlowicz, who was leasing a brewery and a distillery 
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in the small town of Punia, fifty- six miles from Wilno (now Vilnius in Lith-
uania), conspired with two of his “godless” Christian servants to abduct 
a Christian child “to slaughter and drain of blood” in preparation for 
the “Jewish easter.” The victim was to be the seven- year- old  daughter 
“Kalżuchna, or Helżbieta” of a  widow, Urszula of Lublin, who lived in 
Punia. And so, when the  widow left her  house on the Tuesday preceding 
Palm Sunday, March 30 of that year, the Jew entered it. But  because “the 
girl knew him, she was not frightened,” and like Simon, “she gave him her 
 little hand.” But the Jew “like a brutal wolf” grabbed her, covered her mouth 
with a kerchief, and took her into a barn, slaughtering her “mercilessly,” 
and draining her blood “as if from a goose.” He collected the blood, Skarga 
claimed, to give it to other Jews waiting across the river and did not even 
bother to hide the girl’s body. When the  mother discovered the girl’s dead 
body, she immediately suspected the Jew and raised the alarm. Smerlowicz 
was captured but then released on bail. He did not even lose “one hair,” 
Skarga complained. The  mother appealed to higher authorities, even the 
Sejm (the nobles’ Diet), “begging for justice.” And although all the lords 
knew about this “cruel murder,”  because the girl’s body was brought to 
Wilno for every one to see the injuries (in 1579 it was still on display in the 
Church of the Holy Cross), all was in vain; unlike in Trent, Skarga com-
plained, in Lithuania, the “cruel murder” went unpunished.

In Skarga’s Polish story, the Christological connection of Simon’s story 
was lost, perhaps  because the supposed victim was a girl; instead Jewish 
cruelty and the Jews’ role in Polish society and economy  were the focus. 
 After Skarga warned readers that  because this crime had been left unpun-
ished, God might extend His punishment “on the  people of this land,” he 
ranted about the ills Jews brought on Christian society.119 Concerned as he 
was with heresy, one of the main ills for Skarga was that “rabbis falsify the 
interpretation of the Holy Scriptures,” “blaspheme against the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ,” and “arm heretics with arguments against the Church.” 
But Jews hurt the Polish society also in other ways, he claimed, by prac-
ticing usury, corrupting lords with profits from leasing lands and businesses, 
teaching the lords to treat their serfs cruelly, and ruining the merchant class. 
If this  were not enough, by employing Christian servants, Jews led them 
away from Christ, and impregnated Christian maids.

Yet, unlike the poets writing in the wake of the Trent trial, Skarga did 
not advocate expelling the Jews or forcing them to convert. Instead, he was 
inspired by a practice recently implemented in Rome in a papal bull Vices eius 
nos, issued just two years  earlier in 1577 mandating that each Saturday 
Jews “be forced to listen to sermons.”120 Skarga urged Polish lords to do 
so as well. In Skarga’s Lives of Saints, Simon’s story became a tool to be 
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used for conversion when all other policies concerning Jews had failed. In 
Poland, both anti- Jewish accusations and anti- Jewish books would mimic 
Skarga’s tone: Christological language was nearly absent, and stories  were 
told to evoke social real ity.

Italian Legacy

In Italy, too, the immediate years following the trial in Trent  were marked 
by a flurry of incendiary lit er a ture and copycat accusations. But unlike the 
early Latin poems and accounts about Simon, which had an apol o getic tone 
justifying Bishop Hinderbach’s actions, the vernacular tales, rhymed poems, 
and songs— even  those written during his lifetime—were largely devoid of 
the focus on Hinderbach. Instead, their goal was to generate excitement 
about and devotion to Simon by muting some aspects of the story and am-
plifying  others. They sought to stir anti- Jewish sentiments by calling for 
expulsions of Jews not just from local cities but also from all Christian do-
mains and by undermining the traditional policy toleration of Jews within 
Chris tian ity.

In May 1475, an Italian translation of Tiberino’s letter to the Senate of 
Brescia appeared in Verona—it was the first dated pamphlet about Simon 
to be printed.121 And soon, a seventeen- page rhymed version of Simon’s 
story in Italian, Li horribili tormenti del beato Simone di Trento (The Hor-
rible Torments of the Blessed Simon of Trent), was published in Treviso by 
Gerardus Lisa (Gerardo da Fiandra), the first work about Simon to be orig-
inally composed in Italian. And it, too, was heavi ly influenced by Tiberino.122 
This heavy dependence on Tiberino may not have been accidental. The work 
circulated widely, and Gerardo da Fiandra, the printer of Li horribili tor-
menti, published at least two editions of Tiberino’s text along with other 
accounts about Simon written by Thomas Pratus.123

Although Li horribili tormenti follows Tiberino’s narrative closely, it am-
plifies its highly incendiary language and omits ambiguities found in Ti-
berino’s Latin account. While Tiberino’s text at times displayed ambiva-
lences, the author of the rhymed Italian story offered a simpler, more violent 
message: “An atrocious and perfidious Jewish  people, full of iniquity and 
all kinds of defects,” committed “a  great crime” in Trent “this holy Easter,” 
disparaging “the faith of Mary.”124 The  whole affair started when “Moise, 
the perfidious Jew, an evil dog, convened together with three other Jewish 
dogs in Trent” to plot to kidnap a Christian boy in order to kill him. They 
did so, the author wrote, in order to collect his blood with which “this per-
fidious  people joyfully makes their unleavened bread.”
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Li horribili tormenti is replete with canine and beastly meta phors for 
Jews who  were described as “rabid dogs” tormenting Simon, “a delightful 
trea sure,” akin to Christ himself.125 Emphasizing Jews’ enmity, the author 
called for vengeance and their expulsion: “O,  father, good shepherd, expel 
 these dogs . . .  with fury.” Like Tiberino, he prayed that “the perfidious Jews 
may no longer be able to live among Christians” and pleaded to “avenge 
 those who died.”126 Clearly not all Christians shared the author’s senti-
ments, for some protected Jews. He called them “blind” and warned, as did 
Tiberino, that “famine and wars”  were punishments for the Jews’ blasphe-
mies and curses “against Christians” and “the virgin Mary together with 
her son.”127 Condemning Christians for “conversing with mortal enemies 
of Christ and his  mother,” the author stressed that “ there is no  people” in 
the world that “accepts them”; in fact, no one “suffers to be their friend,” 
and only “the devil accompanies them.”128 Although  there was only one 
solution—to “expel  these traitors, enemies of God and our mercy” so that 
“similar errors are no longer committed”— Christians seemed unable to 
take action and “expel them like dogs,” tolerating such “painful deceptions 
[the Jews] commit against true God.” It was “no won der,” the author be-
moaned, “that pagans have no re spect for our faith.”

Although  these early works did not succeed in effecting the expulsion of 
Jews “from Christendom” in the immediate years following the trial in 
Trent, Jews in northern Italy did become victims of copycat accusations. In 
April 1479, two Jews, Donato and Belhomo, in Pavia in the duchy of Milan 
 were accused of kidnapping a Christian boy named Turluru “for use in the 
ceremonies of the Jews.”129 The event took place just four years  after the 
notorious trial in Trent, 150 miles away, the imagery of Jews killing Chris-
tian  children still fresh in the region.

On April 20, 1479, the ducal podestà of Pavia, Giovanni Calzavacca (or 
Calzavacha) wrote to Bona of Savoy, who was a regent of the duchy of 
Milan on behalf of her minor son, Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza, reporting that 
one of the accused Jews, Donato, a servant to the Jew Belhomo, had been 
detained by Antonio Malvicino, an official of the cardinal. Donato had since 
confessed to having sold the boy to Belhomo.130 Based on the allegations, 
the podestà ordered the arrest of Belhomo and his companion, Saya di Pia-
cenza. According to Calzavacca, such crimes indeed demanded punishment 
and “similar errors  were not to be tolerated,” but he was concerned that 
the cardinal’s officer usurped the jurisdiction that belonged to the ducal po-
destà. Calzavacca asked the dukes to order the cardinal to release Belho-
mo’s servant to him, so he could proceed appropriately in this case.131

 Matters moved along quite speedily. The next day, the dukes of Milan 
sent a letter to the cardinal’s officer informing him that Calzavacca was to 
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see the incarcerated Jew and that Belhomo was to be sent to the chief jus-
tice in Milan. But by the time Calzavacca was shown the dukes’ letter, the 
Church official had already let “many citizens know the tone of the letter,” 
and a pushback against releasing Belhomo to the authorities in Milan had 
begun.132 Representatives of Pavia de cided to bypass the podestà and wrote 
directly to the Sforzas, pleading against sending the Jews, “who, as it is said, 
have killed a boy in  great scorn of all of Chris tian ity,” to Milan. “The pun-
ishment,” they wrote, “should be done in the jurisdiction where the crime 
was committed, that is in Pavia.”133 The following day, despite protests, the 
cardinal’s officer, Antonio Malvicino, conceded and promised to transfer 
Donato to the podestà Calzavacca. On April 25, Calzavacca arranged for 
the prisoners to be transported to Milan.134

In Milan, the question of jurisdiction had to be settled first. On April 28, 
1479, the duke of Milan and the senators assured Antonio Malvicino and 
two public officials from Pavia that the duke had no intention of trampling 
on Pavia’s authority and jurisdiction. The duke and senators wanted Pa-
via’s officials to understand that any “atrocious case” that would “offend 
Christian religion” would belong to the purview of ducal jurisdiction and 
be heard in Milan, and if the accused  were found guilty, they would then 
be returned to the podestà of Pavia for punishment. But in the case at hand, 
the investigation found that “this accusation was false and slanderous.” As 
had happened other times, the boy Turluru supposedly crucified by Jews 
had been found “alive and without any injuries.” Since the accusation 
against Jews in Pavia was unfounded, the arrested Jews  were to be released 
and their possessions restored; they  were not to be held liable for judicial 
expenses. The duke warned that any  future attacks and scandalous accusa-
tions against Jews would not be tolerated.135

On May 19, 1479, Bona of Savoy and her son issued a power ful charter 
of protection for Jews, who, they emphasized,  were “always ready and keen 
to do what is good and useful to our state.”136 They denounced “new in-
ventions” like  those that had taken place “in the last two months” in sev-
eral locations when a child went missing. Such incidents threatened to cause 
“a  great scandal and disorder to the detriment and danger of the state,” 
 because the Jews in  these places  were subjected to torture and “confessed 
to have committed that of which they in fact  were innocent.” In Pavia, “had 
God through his grace not caused [the boy] to be found, they would have 
been treated even worse than in Trent.”137

No “sane” person, the decree stated, “would believe the craziness of 
which they are accused,”  because Jews’ law prohibited both murder and 
eating blood.138 Therefore, if Jews found abominable not only the use but 
even visual contact with  human blood or a corpse, “how much greater an 
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error it would be to kill someone in order to use his blood.”139 To  those 
who claimed that Jews “did it in contempt of Christ,” one could respond 
that “it was not true, not even partly true [verissimile].”  There  were Jews 
who “became Christians and Doctors of the Church of  great reputation 
and authority,” among them Saint Paul, Nicolas of Lyra, and “many  others 
who  were very familiar with Jewish rites and customs,” and if they had 
known about “such custom among Jews, certainly they would have shown 
that.” Moreover, “the Church would not only not have granted them so 
many privileges, but would not have tolerated them” at all, as it had in “all 
the Christian provinces.” Instead it would have “driven them away and per-
secuted them, and so would other secular and ecclesiastical lords.”

And to  those who might say that perhaps the murder of  children for their 
blood was “a secret custom,” the decree continued, one might similarly re-
spond that  there  were many baptized Jews “respected in their faith” all 
over Christendom, whom one could ask and demand to know “if it was 
true or not.”140 But one should not attempt to find that out from “fickle 
persons but mature and of good intellect.” Still, some might say that  there 
might be “some madmen [alcuni pazzi] who through their imagination are 
set to commit such vile crimes.”141 To them one could respond that “gener-
ally, the madmen are poor, and not heads of  house holds”; they are rejected 
by  others. And even if Jews wanted to commit such crimes,  others would 
have objected and not participated in them,  either  because they would not 
want to break the laws, “both divine and  human,” or  because of the danger 
to their persons and property. The “madmen” would not know how to or-
ga nize  these  matters and keep them secret. And, then, why would anyone 
go to so much trou ble if  there  were so many rich Jews “in the lands of the 
Turks, Moors, Saracens, and other infidels,” who had “slaves and servants 
and could have boys at their  will to do with them what ever they wanted 
without any regard and dangers and without being hindered” as they  were 
in Christian lands. If  these arguments  were still not sufficient to prove 
 these accusations absurd, one could look at Jewish history in Rome, 
where Jews settled  after the destruction of their  temple in Jerusalem by 
Vespasian. Over  these centuries, no one had ever found them to commit 
such crimes, and “if they had, it would have been impossible not to dis-
cover it  after some time.”142

The dukes of Milan ruled that any cases of similar accusations against 
Jews  were to be transferred to Milan. They outlined the par ameters of ac-
ceptable judicial pro cess, requiring both accusers and witnesses to be of re-
spectable status, with copies of all evidence sent along to ensure it was not 
gathered through abuse. The decree prohibited subjecting Jews to torture 
without “participation and express consent” of authorized officials. False 
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accusations against Jews or causing them any harm  were expressly prohib-
ited  under severe penalties.143

But if the decree of the Sforzas might have been effective in the duchy of 
Milan, elsewhere accusations continued to crop up. In 1480, despite the Ve-
netian doge’s condemnation of the accusations, three Jews from Portobuf-
folè, near Treviso in Veneto, were executed in Venice as a result of similar 
charges. They  were accused of killing a boy, who came to be known as 
Sebastiano Novello, although no body of the boy was ever found. Giorgio 
Sommariva, one of the Re nais sance poets writing about Simon of Trent, 
devoted a poem to Sebastiano “to make this  great crime well known.”144 
And in 1482 in Volpedo,  after a child had been killed, a monk and a Jew 
 were implicated, giving rise to a murky story of Giovannino di Volpedo.145 
Fi nally, in the seventeenth  century,  there arose a cult of Lorenzino da 
Marostica, who was said to have been killed in 1485.146 But  these anti- 
Jewish accusations soon subsided in Italy, coinciding with the “cooling” 
of the Simonine cult and the decline in the number of publications about 
Simon  after Hinderbach’s death. (The accusations would reappear in Italy in 
the seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries, but never with the deadly results 
seen in the fifteenth  century.)

The first work to be published  after the hiatus of the first half of the 
sixteenth  century seems to have been Ambrogio Franco’s Martirio del Beato 
Simone Tridentino (The Martyrdom of the Blessed Simon of Trent), which 
appeared in 1586, three years  after the induction of Simon into Martyrolo-
gium romanum and the very year of publication of the calendar’s autho-
rized edition by Cesare Baronio.147 Three years  later, in 1589, Antonio 
Gesti, a parish priest at the Church of St. Peter in Trent where Simon’s 
body was placed, published his Martirio di S. Simone di Trento to com-
memorate the first pro cession or ga nized to celebrate Pope Sixtus V’s bull 
granting the office and explic itly recognizing Simon’s cult the year before148 
(Fig. 3.2). Gesti acknowledged this papal recognition in the presumptuous 
appellation he gave Simon— San Simone, or Saint Simon— even though 
Sixtus V had not, in fact, canonized Simon. Gesti’s book, which was heavi ly 
dependent on the narratives developed in 1475 and on Franco’s  earlier work, 
was republished, also in Trent, in 1593 and again in 1642; it received a 
small popularity bump in the eigh teenth  century, being republished in 
1722, 1739, and 1761. Yet, books by Franco and Gesti  were  little more 
than imitations of what had already been available in print in the fifteenth 
 century.

One of the first books displaying a noticeable departure from  those 
 earlier histories was the anonymous chapbook Ristretto della vita e mar-
tirio di S. Simone fanciullo della città di Trento (A Short Account of the Life 
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Fig. 3.2  Antonio Gesti, Martirio di S. Simone di Trento nel quale si tratta de la 
gran crudeltà che usarono gli empi ebrei in martirizarlo, et come è stato posto nel 
cattalogo de santi e la solenne pro cessione fatta nella sua prima festa con molti 
miracoli fatti da esso santo (Trento: Per i fratelli de Gelmini, 1589). Bayerische 
StaatsBibliothek, V.ss. 839.
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and Martyrdom of S. Simon the Boy from the City of Trent), said to have 
been published in Rome in 1594.149 To be sure, it too was heavi ly indebted 
to Tiberino’s account, but Ristretto was a book for young readers. In the 
preface, the author encouraged them to embrace Simon as their patron and 
protector, warning them to be cautious about dangers posed by Jews. To 
help his young readers better understand the work, the author included a 
short list of “Hebrew vocabulary, which are in this story.”150 The incom-
plete list includes the proper name Mordecai and words such as Judim (ex-
plained as “Jews”), achala (“eat”), bereschit (“The Book of Genesis”), 
scirascirim (“The Song of Solomon”), Chabala (“Vain knowledge of the 
Jews, who often hide  under this name magical arts and necromancy”), as-
cittato (“slaughtered”), achargato (“destroyed”), rabino (“a teacher who 
knows a lot”), cholmalchim (“all kings of the crown”), pesulim (“snitches”), 
zacchen (“old”), raffe (“a physician”), azimelli (“bread without yeast”), 
messia (“He whom they expect in vain”), and goim (“Christians”). The list 
also includes the term ghetto, explained as “a place of the Jews,” suggesting 
that when the book was written, it was still a relatively unknown term but 
one that was already strictly associated with Jews.151

Although Ristretto follows Tiberino’s narrative, its anonymous author 
added commentaries and explanations, and in ven ted a dialogue. Despite 
the general warning against Jews and allusions to other stories of Jewish 
murders of Christian  children in the introduction,  these additions and ex-
planations in effect pre sent the Trent case as unique and offer a nuanced 
interpretation of the story. That message comes across already in the begin-
ning of the story.152 Just around Easter, the author wrote, which was that 
year observed “not only by Christians but also by Jews, [whose cele bration] 
 little differs from ours,” Jews met to discuss how to celebrate the festival. 
They met in the synagogue, in which “they gathered when it pleased them 
to perform their ceremonies (especially the Sabbath [lo sciaba]),” to listen 
to Rabbi Moses, “whom they considered as a prophet.” Moses was ninety 
years old; he had “a boorish face [faccia rustica], black eyes, bristly eye-
brows,” unkempt hair (zazzera), and a beard, “long as that of a Satyr.” His 
“dirty and filthy” clothes stunk. But he addressed  those gathered solemnly, 
 because he wanted to reveal a secret: “You should know that as a diligent 
rabbi, I have always studied the books of our law, [trying to find out] when 
the Messiah whom we so expect may come; fi nally I found out thanks to 
the Kabbalah, examining Beresci, all the Prophets, and Scirascirim of Sol-
omon, that the Messiah is to come before, I say, a year passes.”153 Indeed, 
Moses hoped to tell them the month and day of his arrival. He implored 
them to rejoice and disclosed that they needed to do something special this 
Passover:
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Remember that during the time of the Pha raoh when God wanted to pass over 
our ghetto [sic], he commanded us to mark doors with blood of a young im-
maculate lamb. This is how we  were saved. And so, too, now that the Messiah 
 will come, it is impor tant that he find our  houses sprinkled in blood of an in-
nocent lamb, which (and this  shall remain a secret among us) must be a 
Christian child killed by us, with whose blood we  will sprinkle our homes, 
mix into our unleavened bread, and give to all the Jews, our friends in all parts 
of the world.154

This was to be a sacrifice “in contempt of the Christ of Christians and in 
honor of the Messiah, whom we are expecting,” needed to be made  because, 
Moses continued, “I find that  there is no dearer  thing we can do for him 
[the Messiah] than this.” All this was based, the anonymous author of the 
Ristretto interjected, on a “false” interpretation of “the Scriptures and the 
holy Prophets” and on “the fables of their rabbis.”

The author then related that Samuel, his son Israel, Angelo (Engel), Mohar 
(also referred to as Mayer,  here Moccar), and Tobias the physician all praised 
the idea. But not all the Jews  were in agreement. Two Jews from Germany, 
Lazzaro (Lazarus) and David,  were visiting Trent at the time on their way 
back home from Rome; one stayed with Tobias and the other with Samuel. 
Samuel, thinking that the two should be involved in procuring the child, 
tried to convince them to do so “out of good heart,” “zeal for their reli-
gion,” “the benefit of Judaism,” and to be rewarded with money, too.155 
The two German Jews  were shocked to see their fellow Jews wanting to 
become involved in such a dangerous act. So Tobias tried to persuade them 
as well, saying that no one would recognize them  because they  were for-
eigners, and they could leave the city immediately  after they had done what 
was asked of them. They “prudently” pushed back; they “did not want to 
commit such a crazy  thing” and said that all the other Jews, including 
Moses,  were wrong: “God did not command such a  thing, on the contrary, 
[God] says ‘Thou  shall not kill.’ This was a new ceremony against the law, 
which does not want to spill innocent blood” of a child, “even a Christian.” 
 These ceremonies  were in ven ted out of thin air, with no basis whatsoever. 
Moreover, David and Lazzaro added, “Jews  were not permitted to eat 
blood.” At that point, they left the town without staying for Passover as 
they had intended.156

This exchange from Ristretto between the Trent Jews and the two German 
visitors contains  actual arguments against blood accusations used in  earlier 
 trials and official statements defending Jews. They demonstrate the absurdity 
of such charges by stressing that the alleged crime went against two divine 
commandments that Jews meticulously observed— the commandment 
against murder and the prohibition against the consumption of blood.  These 



118 Echoes of Simon of Trent in  Eu ro pean Culture

defenses  were well known in Christian Eu rope. Already in 1247, Pope In-
nocent IV wrote that, according to “a precept in the Old Testament,” Jews 
 were not allowed to consume blood at all and specifically around Passover 
or to touch the dead, and thus such accusations against Jews had to be 
condemned.157 By providing  these historically accurate Jewish defenses in 
the Ristretto, the anonymous author offered a version of the Trent story that 
effectively did not implicate all Jews or Judaism more generally. In fact, Ju-
daism emerges rather unscathed from this exchange. Instead, the author al-
lowed that the “crazy” new teachings based on incorrect interpretations of 
the law led a few misguided Jews to commit this crime, but “not all Jews do 
this.”158 Such an explanation was unpre ce dented in the vernacular lit er a-
ture published since the 1475 trial. Despite its anti- Jewish tone Ristretto 
was in fact quite sympathetic to the Jews, acknowledging that some con-
fessions during the trial  were extracted  under torture when the tortured 
Jews could no longer bear the pain.159

The book ended on a triumphant note for the cult’s supporters, recounting 
the execution of the Jews despite efforts made to save them by Jews in 
Venice, Florence, and Rome; the establishment of the cult of Simon; and its 
recognition by Popes Gregory XIII, who “placed him in the Martyrologium,” 
and Sixtus V, who granted him the liturgy and indulgences.160 But most 
importantly the book related the conversion of the two German Jews, Laz-
zaro and David, who, “as it was said, did not want to consent to [commit] 
such cruelty.” They converted, so Ristretto recounted,  after hearing in Germany 
“about the miracles of the saint and the honor bestowed on him”; following 
their example other Jews converted as well. In the end Simon’s death was 
not in vain: the Jews  were punished and his cult flourished, stimulating 
Jewish conversions. To inspire more Jews to accept Christianity, the author 
included a prayer for their conversion at the end of the book.

Although Ristretto offers an unusual complexity in its recounting of the 
story, it does not even hint at any opposition to the trial. In contrast to the 
many works published in the years immediately  after the trial, which  were 
forced to address some real re sis tance to the charges against Jews and to 
the rising cult of Simon, no work published  after Sixtus V authorized the 
cult by granting the office and indulgences in 1588 discussed the initial 
papal ambivalence  toward the trial and the cult nor did they mention the 
investigation ordered by the pontiff. And if any re sis tance was intimated at 
all, it was usually explained away by Jewish bribery—all “in vain,” of 
course. With the cult officially sanctioned, this lack of mention of any op-
position may be explained by a desire not to challenge papal authority and 
to pre sent the story of the cult as unchallenged from the very beginning. 
Yet, as the cult consolidated, the influence of Tiberino’s original narrative 
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written on April 4, 1475, which became a source for subsequent writers, 
including Laurentius Surius, and Cesare Baronio, might provide another 
explanation for why  there  were no mentions of re sis tance. Written just 
days  after  Simon’s death, Tiberino’s address to the Senate of Brescia could 
not have, of course, described the strong opposition that would  later 
emerge. And although his subsequent works did do so, they did not enter 
the chain of memory about the Trent affair.

One of the works that did draw on writings other than Tiberino’s popu lar 
account was Michelangelo Mariani’s Il glorioso infante S. Simone, pub-
lished in 1668 in Trent. Persuaded by Giovanni Benedetto Gentilotti, the 
parish priest of the Church of St. Peter in Trent, to write about Simon, Mar-
iani initially intended to compose a short work recounting “the legend.” 
But having embarked on research, he felt compelled “to write formally 
the  whole history.”161 Mariani wrote his book to “revive” the memory of 
Simon’s martyrdom, which he called an act of “impiety and cruelty” unpre-
ce dented “since the Passion and death of Christ.”162 So unpre ce dented was it 
that “the innocent Simon, it can be said, in some way represents a new 
Christ [novello Christo], at least in regards to his passion,”  because Jews 
“crucified him and tortured him . . .  with the same intention.” And for that 
reason alone, Mariani argued, Simon deserved to be canonized.

Il glorioso infante S. Simone, “a panegyrical history,” as Mariani called 
it, begins with several poems in Latin, evoking works by Re nais sance poets 
such as Zovenzoni and Tiberino. In fact, the opening poem, signed M. M., 
suggesting Mariani’s authorship, begins with the words, “Ille ego sum 
Simon,” which are uncannily similar to Tiberino’s “Sum puer ille Symon.” 
In fact, Mariani’s poem is a near- plagiarized abridgment of Tiberino’s orig-
inal.163 Gentilotti also contributed a Latin poem in Simon’s honor, as did a 
few  others. Although  these brief poetic works in Latin and Italian, some-
times amounting to just a few stanzas, are reminiscent of  those by the Re-
nais sance poets at Hinderbach’s ser vice, they diverge from them as well, 
introducing new themes and motifs. One of Gentilotti’s poems alludes to 
the infants massacred by Herod: to  those “innocents,” Gentilotti assured, 
Simon was to bring solace.164 And one Franciscan, Giovanni Giacomo 
Giovani da Taranto, focused on the apple said to be given to Simon to quiet 
him down.165 In his poem “On the Apple with which S. Simon Was Be-
trayed,” Giacomo remembered the apple that “ruined Adam” and con-
trasted it with the apple with which Simon, “a martyr of Christ,” found his 
glory—this apple was allegedly given to Simon to quiet his cries. For his part, 
Mariani was even more explicit: if the original apple, a symbol of Adam’s sin, 
was the reason why Christ needed to die,  here the apple caused “the inno-
cent Simon’s death” to increase “the glory of his martyrdom in the likeness 
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of Christ, whom he symbolizes.”166 The circle is now complete: innocence 
lost through an apple was regained through Simon’s martyrdom. The com-
parison of Simon to Christ is unequivocal. But that comparison in and of 
itself was not new; this motif had been,  after all, widely embraced already 
by the Re nais sance poets. What seems new  here is the notion of the re-
demptive value of Simon’s death akin to that of Christ.

Mariani played with similarities, contrasts, and opposites between Jesus’s 
and Simon’s stories. As with Jesus, Mariani argued, God permitted Simon’s 
death to render him “a martyr of innocence.”167 But in contrast to Jesus’s 
crucifixion, Simon’s  mother— also named Mary— “could not run to this 
Calvary,”168 for she was not notified of the execution. Still, when the boy 
dis appeared, she looked for him with her husband just as Mary and Joseph, 
“the holy parents of Jesus, went to look, with anxiety and grief, for their 
divine child,” when he stayed  behind in Jerusalem.169 But unlike Jesus’s 
parents, Mary and Andreas of Trent did not find Simon debating the sages 
in the  temple, and in sorrow, they had to return home empty- handed.170 A 
still more sorrowful discovery was made three days  later. Unlike the disci-
ples of Christ, who  after three days found him resurrected, the  people of 
Trent found the boy, “all filthy,” lying in a canal and “enveloped in the 
crimson [tunic] of his own blood.”171 Trent became Gethsemane, and Mar-
iani was happy to provide a list of equivalents between Jesus’s and Simon’s 
passions.172

The crimson tunic plays an impor tant role in Mariani’s book, a delib-
erate choice, given that Simon was dressed in a gray tunic when he died. A 
crimson tunic had resonance for both Jews and Christians. For Jews “the 
garment stained in crimson” with blood of Jewish martyrs was to provoke 
divine vengeance on the enemies of the Jews.173 In Chris tian ity, a crimson 
tunic or robe, the porphyrion, was closely connected to Jesus’s crucifixion. 
The soldiers “stripped Jesus and put a scarlet robe on him” so they could 
mock him as “the King of the Jews.”174 But more impor tant for the context 
of Mariani’s discussion of Simon’s martyrdom and suffering, when Mariani 
spoke of “the glorious crimson [tunic], made of blood,”175 he evoked the 
Christian understanding of Isaiah 63:1–6, according to which the “garments 
stained crimson”  were meant to be stained with blood, as in Rev. 19:13, 
where Jesus was to be “clothed in a robe dipped in blood.”176 In both Jewish 
and Christian socie ties the crimson robe called to mind blood, redemption, 
and divine vengeance.

Mariani did not shy away from using other biblical motifs. In the same 
way that God preserved baby Moses from the Nile, it was God’s  will to 
preserve Simon, the “beautiful trea sure” in  water, despite the Jews’ hopes 
that the current would take the body away. Yet, whereas Moses was preserved 
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for the benefit of Jews, God preserved Simon’s body in the  water “to lib-
erate the  people of Trent” from them.177

Mariani also addressed controversial motifs pre sent in  earlier tellings of 
the story. They might have been acceptable in the  Middle Ages and at the 
end of the fifteenth  century when the Trent trial took place, but would have 
been deemed questionable in 1668. One such controversial motif was that 
of blood flowing from a murder victim in the presence of its murderers. It 
had first appeared in 1271 in Pfortzheim, where Jews  were accused of killing 
a seven- year- old girl, and it recurred with some frequency, especially north 
of the Alps.178 Though not mentioned in Tiberino’s first letter to the Senate 
of Brescia, it was one of the justifications for the trial in Trent and appeared 
in Ubertino Pusculo’s Symonidos, written in 1481 and published posthu-
mously in 1511 in Augsburg.179 For Pusculo, this was one of the miracles 
testifying to the Jews’ guilt, but Mariani, clearly aware of the motif’s con-
troversial nature, treaded somewhat more cautiously. He claimed to have 
discussed the  matter with “judges and other men of faith” who nonethe-
less confirmed the phenomenon from “experience.”180 Still, Mariani was 
forced to admit that the idea that blood flows from the body of a hom i cide 
victim in the presence of the murderer was not accepted everywhere. “It is 
not practiced in Italy, and even less in Rome,” where this type of “proof” 
not only is not accepted but also is deemed “deceptive and dangerous.” 
Judges in Italy  were “very cautious,” as  were Italian theologians, who feared 
that such bleeding may be caused by “diabolic arts” and inculpate an in-
nocent.181 Yet, in Simon’s case, Mariani concluded, it was a valid miracle, 
attested to by reputable physicians who had been called to examine the 
boy’s body and its subsequent incorruptibility. Trent again became a lim-
inal space— trapped between judicial practices and beliefs of Italy and  those 
of northern Eu rope.

If Mariani was cautious in his discussion of judicial practices, he was not 
shy about propagating Christian beliefs about Jewish Passover rituals.182 
 Every year, he claimed, Jews used Christian blood in the wine and un-
leavened bread, and they sprinkled it on their  tables and in their dwell-
ings “in memory of what ancient Hebrews did when they painted the 
doorposts of their  houses” when they  were preparing to leave Egypt, 
claiming it to be “the blood of [the] covenant that the Lord has made with 
you.” To justify this ritual, Mariani argued, they quoted passages from the 
“Old Testament,” which he was unwilling to cite for fear of giving Jews 
even more justification.

It was clear that Mariani read the accusations against Jews with the bib-
lical story of Exodus in mind, where blood and the slaughter of sacrificial 
animals and first- born sons feature prominently, as do redemption and 
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punishment. No other Jewish text contained anything that Mariani could 
use to sustain his accusations. Indeed, by 1668  there  were enough Chris-
tian Hebraists, including Catholic censors in Italy, who would have sounded 
the alarm if any Jewish writings contained information about beliefs or 
practices supporting tales of ritual murder. Though Mariani did not directly 
address the fact that Christian scholars of Jewish texts could find no evi-
dence for  these purported Jewish practices, he gestured to this point by 
maintaining that  there was in fact no written tradition to kill Christian 
 children, only oral, transmitted “by the elders from  father to son.”183

Simon’s story posed another prob lem for Mariani, similar to the prob lem 
Christians faced in interpreting the story of Jesus’s death. On the one hand, 
both deaths  were presented as cruel; on the other, they  were supposed to 
be divinely mandated— and in both Jews  were said to have played a cru-
cial role. Indeed, Mariani pondered, had Trent listened to the Franciscan 
Bernardino da Feltre’s admonitions and banned the Jews from its territories 
in early 1475, Simon’s death may have been prevented.184 But then he asked, 
“Without the cooperation of the wicked ones, how would one acquire such 
a worthy innocent Martyr for the glory of Trent?” In fact, even the Church, 
which drew its greatness “from persectutions, could not claim the palms of 
glory of so many martyrs without the iron of the tyrants, as St. Augustine 
well observed. . . .  For if one cannot score a worthy victory without a fight, 
how can one fight without enemies?” Thus to be victorious the Church 
needed enemies and, by extension, Jews.185 Mariani effectively upturned the 
meaning of centuries- old Catholic teachings based on Augustine’s commen-
tary on Psalm 59:10. According to Augustine,

The Jews who killed him and refused to believe in him . . .   were dispersed all 
over the world . . .  and thus by the evidence of their own Scriptures they bear 
witness for us that we have not fabricated the prophecies about Christ. . . .  It 
follows that when the Jews do not believe in our Scriptures, their own Scrip-
tures are fulfilled in them, while they read them with blind eyes. . . .  It is in 
order to give this testimony which in spite of themselves, they supply for our 
benefit by their possession and preservation of  those books, that they them-
selves are dispersed among all nations, wherever, the Christian Church 
spreads. . . .  Hence the prophecy in the Book of Psalms: “Do not slay them, 
lest at some time they forget our Law; scatter them by your might.”186

If, for Augustine, Jews  were needed as witnesses to the truth of Chris tian ity 
 because of their books, for Mariani, they  were necessary as enemies to prove 
the Church victorious.

To further this idea, Mariani underscored Jewish enmity, and dismissed 
any Jewish defenses, including  those raised  earlier by the popes and more 
recently in the Ristretto.187 That Jews  were not allowed to consume blood 



 Echoes of Simon of Trent in  Eu ro pean Culture 123

was indeed a biblical prohibition but, Mariani reasoned, Jews did not follow 
the Bible; they followed “a certain par tic u lar statute called the Talmud, for-
mulated in Babylonia with the goal of derogating the Law of Moses.”188 
Moreover, to “legitimize” their “spurious” teachings, they dared to falsify 
the Bible to obscure any references to Christ. And this alone, Mariani con-
cluded, should inspire Christian rulers to rethink their toleration of the Jews. 
Thus Mariani’s argument was not only a transformation of Augustine’s ar-
gument for tolerating Jews but in the end also a call for its abrogation.189

Mariani’s sources  were, as he noted, the “most ancient” authors, espe-
cially the works by Giovanni Mattia Tiberino and the more recent Am-
brogio Franco.190 Yet Mariani also spent time in the archives of  Castle 
Buonconsiglio, which had been the bishop’s palace and the very place where 
the Jews of Trent  were imprisoned and tortured. Mariani claimed to have 
examined “all pieces of information provided.” Among  those crucial docu-
ments  were the court rec ords from the trial, which became the “principal 
foundation of this history.” Though some of the writers mobilized by Bishop 
Hinderbach seem to have seen the trial rec ords, none before Mariani used 
them so self- consciously.191 He quoted directly from the court rec ords to 
buttress the validity of his own history.192 Hinderbach’s rec ords once more 
influenced how the story was told.

Mariani’s use of archival documentation represents a new epistemolog-
ical era, where documentary evidence was becoming key in presenting a 
story as persuasive. For example, the validity of claims of Simon’s mar-
tyrdom and of the incorruptibility of his body was underpinned by direct 
references to a report on the reexamination of the body that took place in 
1654 and was reaffirmed by another inspection in 1668, witnessed by Mar-
iani himself.193 Indeed, he asserted clearly, “The body of S. Simon, not-
withstanding the signs of torture, with which it was afflicted, can be seen 
intact and unspoiled. . . .  It is only missing a toe from the left foot, which 
is in Madrid, taken  there by the Queen of Spain, when she was visiting  these 
lands.”194

And yet, the very same documentary evidence Mariani used to sustain 
the miraculous nature of Simon’s body supposed incorruptibility indirectly 
undermined the claim. As Mariani noted a few pages  later, the body had to 
be re- embalmed and regularly inspected.195 In May 1654, Mariani reported, 
Hippolytus Guarinoni, a prominent physician originally from Trent, was 
charged with re- embalming the body, apparently not for the first time. Fol-
lowing his studies in Padua, Guarinoni settled in the Tyrol, spending many 
years in Volders near Innsbruck. Clearly very familiar with the story of 
Simon of Trent, Guarinoni took an interest in a local story of Andreas 
Oxner, a three- year- old boy said, according to a local legend, to have been 
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killed by Jews in 1462 in Rinn, just a few miles away from his residence in 
Volders. In 1620, Guarinoni wrote an account of Andreas’s death, which, 
though evidently left unpublished, spurred a local cult akin to that of Simon 
of Trent. The two boys would become inseparably linked in the eigh teenth 
 century, when Pope Benedict XIV recognized the cult of beatus Andreas, 
making him the second case of anti- Jewish accusations formally recognized 
by the Church. But we are getting ahead of the story.

On Saturday, May 2, 1654, following the cele bration of the mass at the 
altar devoted to Simon, the body of the boy was raised from his coffin and 
examined in the presence of clerics and other church officials.196 Guarinoni, 
with the help of his much younger assistant, took one of the nails “with 
which the holy martyr was wounded and tortured” and  gently, but me-
thodically, touched  every “opening” resulting from all the blows, counting 
them diligently, and making sure no wound had been missed. The two 
men discovered wounds on the head that, as Mariani claimed, had been 
previously unnoticed, and some still had blood vis i ble  after all  these 
years. They counted 5,812 (!) wounds, of which Guarinoni produced a 
detailed report.197 (Guarinoni died a few weeks  after producing his report, 
on May 31.)

In April 1668, another inspection of the body was called for; with clergy 
and physicians pre sent, two clerics took Simon’s body out of the larger 
casket and placed it, still in the crystal case, on the altar.198 But, as Mar-
iani, who was pre sent, wrote, the inspection was only visual.  Those pre-
sent de cided not to remove the body from its encasement. Somewhat con-
tradicting his  earlier claims about the body’s uncorrupted state, Mariani 
admitted that moving it would have been “too dangerous.” With a full in-
spection impossible, it was de cided to affirm Guarinoni’s report from 1654.

His use of the archive enabled Mariani to develop themes unknown from 
 earlier works, among them efforts by Jews to accuse Bishop Hinderbach of 
malfeasance before the pope and other men of power. Although  earlier 
works noted Jewish attempts at bribery, Mariani seems to be the first to 
develop the motif of more serious Jewish “plots” and to address the pope’s 
discomfort with the  whole affair.199 Upon gathering at a council, Mariani 
reported, Jews from all over Eu rope de cided to seek intervention from the 
pope against Bishop Hinderbach. They hated the bishop so much that they 
tried to “poison the  waters in the [bishop’s] residence,” the  Castle of Buon-
consiglio, where Mariani himself was now staying.200 But, having been 
discovered by a priest friendly to the bishop, the plot did not succeed.

Still, Jews “ were able to get access to His Holiness” [Sixtus IV], and what 
they reported to him was full of “sinister information” and “so dif fer ent 
from the truth” that the pope felt compelled to order an inquiry, sending 
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his envoy to Trent to investigate the  matter further. And  because of this, 
“one can say that the Jews with this apostolic mission obstructed the can-
onization of this holy and persecuted boy.”201

Mariani’s claims evidently  were primarily based on the rec ords of Paolo 
de Novara’s trial.202 Jews’ attempts to stymie all efforts to venerate the boy 
went so far that they even tried to “pulverize” his body or at least, Mariani 
wrote, “render it fetid in order to discredit it in the world.”203 By offering 
gold, they tried to enlist a local priest to “apply poultice on the incorrupt 
body of the Blessed Boy to render him putrid and turn into powder.” Yet 
the Jews’ mission went beyond corrupting Simon’s body: the priest was also 
to poison the  waters of  Castle of Buonconsiglio and thus the bishop himself, 
release the imprisoned Jewish  women “so they would not convert,” retrieve 
the transcripts of the trial in order to “falsify” them, and, so defaced, send 
them to Rome. But despite the Jews’ stratagems, the plot was discovered, 
and Simon’s cult grew and spread beyond Trent. Pilgrims flocked to the 
town from Italy, Bavaria, Swabia, Austria, and many other lands.

Mariani’s use of archival documents was, however,  either incomplete or 
selective. Receipts of expenditures funding Bishop Hinderbach’s own efforts 
to preserve the body as to prevent fetid smells have been preserved among 
his papers.204 Already in April 1475, Hinderbach paid one Venetian ducat 
sixteen solidos and an additional sum of two marcs and 5 libras for “the 
preservation of the boy and for perfumes” [ad puerum conservandum et 
pro aromatibus].205 The body had to be treated again on May 21, 1475, and 
on March 28, 1476, when Giovanni Mattia Tiberino was paid one marc for 
“purification and consolidation of the body of the beatus Simon.”206 Some 
entries about preserving Simon’s body  were quite explicit. For example, 
on September 8, 1479, one Johannes of Verona “treated the body of the 
blessed Simon so it may not putrefy [ne putrefaceretur].”207 Obviously the 
preservation of Simon’s body was not miraculous, confirming the suspicions 
of Battista de’ Giudici, sent by Pope Sixtus IV to investigate the Trent trial 
and the new cult.208

Although early on, Mariani admitted that he had written his book to re-
vive the “memory of Simon,” it is not  until deep into it that he shed light on 
the real reason for his writing. On June 29, 1624, the Church of St. Peter 
suffered a fire, and although Simon’s body was “miraculously” unharmed, 
the rest of the church was seriously damaged.209 Temporarily, Simon was 
moved to another church, but jealousy and fights among dif fer ent churches 
in Trent over which one should  house his body erupted. And although the 
body, encased in a beautiful silver and crystal case, was returned to St. Peter’s 
Church, the church itself was in need of restoration.210 In fact, de cades 
 later, the restoration of the chapel devoted to the boy was still not completed, 
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“paintings of the Martyr and the miracles of the Saint” left in draft.211 
Mariani’s book was thus a seventeenth- century fund rais ing work, propa-
gating the cult and emphasizing that Simon deserved canonization, for in-
deed the goal was not “to declare him beatus, but saint, not Innocent, but 
a Martyr of Innocence, killed precisely in hatred of Christ and his Faith.”212 
This  legal distinction was clear by 1668.

Fig. 3.3  Michelangelo Mariani, Il glorioso infante S. Simone: historia 
panegirica (Trent: Zanetti Stampator Episcopale, 1668). Bayerische 
StaatsBibliothek, V.ss. 844.
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Mariani drew a parallel between Simon’s martyrdom and that of the “in-
nocents of Bethlehem,” a popu lar story widely represented in iconography 
in Italy and with which Simon had long been associated. But, according to 
Mariani, Simon was more worthy of worship than even the innocents of 
Bethlehem, who  were “simply killed— albeit in hatred of Christ—to save 
the kingdom for Herod.” But Simon “was forced to die precisely  because 
of hatred of the very person of Christ and all Christian faith.”213 The es-
sential point was, Mariani argued, perhaps addressing Simon’s detractors, 
that  because Simon was not of the age of reason, the status of Simon’s mar-
tyrdom stemmed from Christ, Simon’s “own prototype.”214 “Iste puer 
magnus coram Domino [the child is  great before the Lord],” so Mariani 
ended his book, alluding to the liturgy for the nativity of John the Baptist 
and explaining the meaning of the engraving of Simon inserted before the 
title page of his book (Fig. 3.3). It depicts Simon, in a triumphant pose, 
trampling the head of the Jew or rather “the Jewish perfidy,” as Mariani 
explained.215

Mariani’s book was truly innovative. He sensationalized the account of 
Simon’s life, death, and the aftermath, furnishing new details based on hith-
erto unused archival documents, and dressing it in elaborate theology. He 
shone light on the story of the innocents of Bethlehem as a justification for 
Simon’s sainthood. That story would reappear again less than a  century 
 later in Pope Benedict XIV’s bull Beatus Andreas, in which the pope would 
discuss the question of eligibility for sainthood of child “martyrs.”

Iconographic Legacies of the Trent Trial

No other case of ritual murder accusations against Jews inspired as rich a 
literary production as did the case of Simon of Trent; and none other left 
an equally impressive— both quantitatively and qualitatively— iconographic 
legacy, which was tantamount with inventing “an iconographic vocabulary” 
of ritual murder.216  These two  were, of course, related. Tiberino’s detailed 
description of Simon’s death provided fertile ground for artistic imagina-
tion, and Bishop Hinderbach,  eager to promote the cult from the very be-
ginning, was ready to exploit it.

The surviving ledger of payments suggests numerous commissions of 
paintings of Simon within the first year, some to be gifted to Hinderbach’s 
supporters.217 As early as May 1475, Hinderbach commissioned a painting 
to depict “the boy with the Jews” and the boy’s martyrdom. On June 1 he 
paid six marcs to a painter in Brescia for a painting with two images rep-
resenting “the boy and Jews, and his passion,” and another two marcs for 
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“remaining completed works of the boy’s passion and S. Vigilio, and other 
images.”218 In October, Rafaele Zovenzoni thanked the bishop for sending 
“the most holy image” of the boy, which moved him to tears.219 And by 
the fall of 1475 iconographic depictions of Simon’s story began to be dis-
seminated in the earnest, first focusing on the imagery of Simon victima, 
Simon as victim (Figs. 0.2 and 2.1), and martyrio, depicting “the passion 
of Simon as he was being killed by Jews,” and then gradually transforming 
into what would  later become the dominant, at least in Italy, imagery of 
Simon in glory, known as Simonino in gloria, or Simon triumphans.220

On September 6, 1475, a few days  after Battista de’ Giudici arrived in 
Trent, local printer Albertus Kunne published a thirteen- leaf chapbook in 
German commissioned  either by the bishop or his chamberlain Hermann 
Schindeleyp, which recounted the story of “the holy child” Simon “killed 
by Jews in Trent.”221 The chapbook was the first work ever printed in Trent, 
and was revolutionary in the history of printing.222 It was the first to con-
tain woodcuts directly related to the text and the story (Figs. 2.2–2.5) that 
faithfully illustrate the words on the opposite page;  until then woodcuts 
 were typically generic, with the same ones often reused in dif fer ent con-
texts.223 In the 1475 chapbook, the first image shows the scene of several 
Jews— all named— conspiring to kidnap a Christian child; the second de-
picts Tobias capturing Simon and bringing him to the synagogue; the next 
two images are devoted to Simon’s martyrdom—in one, Simon is depicted 
with arms stretched out and held by Moses, the only bearded figure, and 
Samuel, with Tobias pulling his flesh with pincers, Israel handing nails or 
 needles to Angel, while Vitale looks on.  These are followed by an image of 
a Passover seder (Fig. 3.4), which in turn is followed by a scene depicting 
the Jews’ efforts to hide the boy’s body in the river flowing  under Samuel’s 
 house.

The next two images are devoted to the discovery of the body (Fig. 3.5) 
and its deposition on the altar, while the remaining three illustrate the ex-
ecution of the Jews. Jews in this chapbook are not only named but they are 
also iconographically discernible through their pointed hats, a symbol used 
in Christian art to mark Jews visually since the twelfth  century.224 (The 
hats  were painted yellow in one copy preserved at the August Herzog li-
brary in Wolfenbüttel.225) This distinction is most striking in the image of 
the capture of Simon, in which Simon’s headgear is dif fer ent from that of 
Tobias, but is similar to  those covering the heads of the Christian officials 
depicted in the discovery of Simon’s body (Figs. 2.2 and 3.5). The pointed 
hat is an impor tant marking device in the three images depicting the exe-
cution of the Jews: it is conspicuously pre sent on the heads of the naked 
figures led to the stake and missing from the very last image in the book, 
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depicting the execution of the three Jews who had converted to Chris tian ity 
(Figs. 3.6 and 3.7).

Kunne’s imagery not only tells a sophisticated story of Simon and the 
aftermath of his death but also evokes Christological imagery familiar from 
medieval Catholic devotional art; it was meant both to inspire devotion to 
Simon and to justify actions taken against the Jews. And it was not simply 
the image of Simon stretched in the form of the cross that alluded to Christ. 
Scene one, for example, depicts Jews plotting to kidnap a Christian child, 
illustrating the text that is based on Tiberino’s narrative, in which one of 
the Jews noted that they had every thing ready for the festival— the fish and 
the lamb— but  were missing only one  thing, the Christian child. The fish 
and the lamb, seen in the woodcut,  were symbols commonly associated with 
Christ (Fig. 3.8). Scene three, which illustrates Simon’s circumcision, closely 
resembles northern Eu ro pean, especially German, depictions of Christ’s 

Fig. 3.4  Passover seder, Hystorie von Simon zu Trient (Trent: Albert Kunne, 
September 6, 1475), 6v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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circumcision, in which the child is held on the knees of a bearded man and 
another man circumcises the infant, with  women  either entirely absent 
or gazing at the ceremony from the sidelines (Fig. 2.3); in the Italian de-
pictions, by contrast,  women are often pre sent during the ceremony, with 
Mary even touching or holding the child.226 One also won ders if scene six 
(Fig. 3.4), depicting the Passover seder, would have reminded viewers of 
the imagery of the Last Supper.227 With bread and wine on the oblong  table, 
typical of Italian repre sen ta tions of the Last Supper, the bearded Moses sits 
in the  middle and reaches out for bread in front of him. He is flanked by 
other Jews: the nearest to the viewer is a Jew with a money sack conspicu-
ously vis i ble, reminiscent of the position Judas has in many of the paint-
ings of the Last Supper. Even the  women on the side resemble the occa-
sional depiction of Mary Magdalene at the Last Supper.228

Fig. 3.5  Examination of Simon’s body after its discovery, Hystorie von Simon zu 
Trient (Trent: Albert Kunne, September 6, 1475), 8v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 
2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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As David Areford has noted, Kunne’s pictorial story of Simon’s death and 
its aftermath is also redemptive. One image (see Fig. 2.5) shows the child’s 
body on the altar with  people surrounding it and Hinderbach kneeling next 
to it, with Saint Peter, the namesake of the church where Simon’s body had 
been placed, “at the boy’s head and Vigilio, the city’s bishop saint . . .  at his 
feet.”229 The redemptive meaning is also encoded in the last three images 
portraying the execution of the Jews: the evil deed was punished and sev-
eral souls  were saved through baptism (Figs. 3.6–3.7).

Soon  after Kunne published this illustrated version of Simon’s story, an-
other illustrated chapbook was published in Augsburg: a German transla-
tion of Tiberino’s work by Ginther Zainer. It has thirteen woodcuts that 
also correspond closely to the text and the story, but are dif fer ent from  those 
found in Kunne’s work.230 In Zainer’s work, Jews do not have distinct 

Fig. 3.6   Jews put to the flames, Hystorie von Simon zu Trient (Trent: Albert 
Kunne, September 6, 1475), 11v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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pointed hats. In fact, some wear no head covering at all, and most are not 
easily discernible as Jews (Fig. 3.9).231 The same is true of a 1475 broadsheet 
depicting Simon’s martyrdom (Fig. 2.6), which likely was the model for the 
depiction of Simon in Schedel’s 1493 chronicle (Fig. 1.2). Other pamphlets 
and broadsheets with woodcuts depicting Simon continued to appear in the 
region and beyond.232  These often sharpened the anti- Jewish tone by height-
ening the contrast between the holiness of the innocent child and the cruelty 
of Jews through features ste reo typically associated with Jews: hats, dis-
figured ugly  faces, and sacks with money.  These  were then juxtaposed with 
Simonine imagery that alluded to imagery clearly associated with Christ.233

This rapid proliferation of imagery, devotion, and preaching about Simon 
disturbed Pope Sixtus IV. In his October 10, 1475, letter to “all rulers and 
officials in Italy,” in which he prohibited calling Simon beatus and preaching 

Fig. 3.7   Execution of the baptized Jews, Hystorie von Simon zu Trient (Trent: 
Albert Kunne, September 6, 1475), 12v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 2 Inc.s.a. 
62#Beibd.
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in public that “he was a martyr, killed by Jews” by being “crucified,” the 
pope also forbade “to paint images,” write historical narratives about 
 Simon’s death and the alleged miracles following it, and “to sell” and “dis-
play them in public for sale.”234 Such images  were not to be held in churches 
or private homes.235 All this, the pope warned, “incited Christians against 
all Jews and their property,” endangering their lives.

Not even a month  after the pope’s letter, on November 5, 1475, the doge 
of Venice, Pietro Mocenigo, seconded the papal prohibition, decreeing that 
“no person of any condition may dare or presume in any place to depict or 

Fig. 3.8   Jews with Christian symbols of fish and lamb, Hystorie von Simon zu 
Trient (Trent: Albert Kunne, September 6, 1475), 1v. Bayerische StaatsBibliothek, 
2 Inc.s.a. 62#Beibd.
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Fig. 3.9  Tobias ordered to kidnap a Christian child. Johannes Tiberinus, Die 
Geschicht und Legend von dem seligen Kind und Marterer gennant Symon von 
den Juden au Trent gemartet und gemortet. Translated by Ginther Zainer. 
(Augsburg: Ginther Zainer, 1475).
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have depicted, or buy or sell [images] of that  little boy called Simon of Trent 
who was killed, as they say, by the Jews, or to preach about him in  either 
public or private places, or to make any references to his sanctity or mira-
cles, or to write or print anything about  these miracle.”236 Mocenigo’s de-
cree was recorded in Brescia on November 18, with an explicit statement 
from Brescia’s podestà Luca Navagerio prohibiting the promotion of Simon’s 
imagery “on paper or on walls [non debbia penzere ne far penzere in carte 
in muro]” and selling and displaying the images of Simon as “a martyr” or 
“blessed” [ne vendere imagine alguna da martyre ne beato] in private and 
public.237 Yet, despite  these papal and secular prohibitions, church offi-
cials in the region continued to request Simon’s relics, and the imagery of 
Simon’s “martyrdom” was soon found in churches. In fact, one of the earliest 
mentions of such images comes from Brescia in an April 13, 1476, note in 
a local chronicle by Elia Capriolo about a miracle in a local Carmelite church, 
where apparently tears began to flow from “a painting of the blessed Simon 
of Trent.”238 In some places the frescos  were placed on the outside walls and 
building facades for all to see.239 Hinderbach did not skimp on funds to com-
mission paintings depicting the story.240 And some churches embraced the 
iconography that was rapidly spread by the printing press, using them as 
models. This is certainly evident in the sequence recently discovered in Al-
bino in the district of Bergamo, painted in the 1480s in the Church of San 
Bartolomeo.241 It seems that the painter knew the repre sen ta tions of Si-
mon’s story published by both Kunne and Zainer.

As depictions of Simon’s story spread, regional differences in imagery 
across Eu rope became vis i ble. Although in some places the full narrative 
of Simon’s story was pictorially depicted following Kunne’s chapbook, two 
images— the scene of Simon’s martyrdom, his arms spread, his body cut and 
stabbed by the Jews (marytrio), and Simon’s naked lifeless body, with wounds 
exposed for the world to see (victima)— became the dominant iconographic 
repre sen ta tions of Jewish ritual murder north of the Alps, whereas Simon 
Triumphant became dominant in Italy.242 The most prominent example 
of the martyrio is found in the 1493 chronicle of the world by Hartmann 
Schedel, who owned several early broadsheets depicting Simon (Fig. 1.2). 
The image of Simon victima could be found, most famously, at the entry gate 
to Frankfurt, where it remained  until the second half of the eigh teenth 
 century, despite numerous Jewish protestations (Fig. 0.2).243

Still, if the emotive imagery of Simon’s martyrdom emerged, as Laura del 
Prà has argued, from the evocative Simonine narrative, it was not devoid 
of devotional significance. Its focus on the violent act of killing, which 
doubtless was aimed at demonizing Jews as dangerous murderers, alluded 
to the suffering Christ, increasingly depicted in late medieval Christian art, 
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especially in fifteenth- century northern Eu rope, as the bloodied and suf-
fering “Man of Sorrows.”244 Simon’s outstretched arms resemble the cruci-
fied Christ, while Jews collecting his blood evoke the imagery of Christ on 
the cross bleeding into a chalice. Reminding viewers of the Jews’ perceived 
role in Christ’s death, even the devotional Simonine imagery was at times 
infused with anti- Jewish undertones. One of the most explicit examples may 
be a late fifteenth- century fresco in St. Martin’s church in Cerveno, with a 
scene of Simon’s martyrdom directly  under a much larger fresco representing 
the crucifixion of Christ.245

In Italy, the anti- Jewish tone in Simonine iconography gradually softened 
and  later almost dis appeared, at least  until the eigh teenth  century. To be 
sure, as part of Hinderbach’s efforts to promote Simon’s cause during the 
first years, the images of Simon tortured by Jews, his arms outstretched, 
with Jews on both sides holding “a knife and  needles,”  were widely produced 
and reproduced also in Italy.246 But  after about 1480, the motif of violent 
martyrdom was largely displaced by the iconography of Simon triumphans, 
Simon Triumphant— depicting Simon in glory, usually standing naked, 
though occasionally dressed in a red or gray tunic— and, reminiscent of 
iconography of Jesus Triumphant, holding a white banner with a red cross 
or another object revealing the tools of his passion (Figs. 0.3, 3.2, and 3.3).247 
Currently, of the images of Simon surviving in northern Italy, only about 
20  percent show the martyrdom scene; the vast majority (about 70  percent) 
are images of Simon Triumphant.248

One of the first surviving and datable instances of Simon Triumphant 
comes from Rovato’s Church of Santo Stefano, near Brescia.249 Dated to 
August 1478 and thus painted just two months  after the bull exonerating 
Hinderbach, the fresco shows Simon in the triumphant pose symbolizing 
the living host, an image of a child often evoked to illustrate transubstan-
tiation, his body suspended over an altar.250 Images of Simon Triumphant 
reminded viewers of the imagery of the Child Christ, which became increas-
ingly popu lar, as David Areford has noted, in northern Italy in the de cades 
preceding Simon’s death.251

If the post– fifteenth- century iconography of Simon in Italy was dominated 
by single images of Simon in glory, sometimes along with Mary and the 
Christ Child, Simonine imagery north of the Alps focused on Jews’ bar-
barity, embracing the image of Simon’s “martyrdom” or Simon the victim. 
In rare instances Simon Triumphant images are combined with more explicit 
anti- Jewish motifs. For example, in the 1511 edition of Ubertino Pusculo’s 
work published in Augsburg,  there are two images of Simon Triumphant 
trampling on a Jew; such images appear rarely in church iconography in 
northern Italy.252 In 1668, an engraving of Simon Triumphant trampling 
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Jews was included in Michelangelo Mariani’s work Il glorioso infante S. 
Simone (see Fig 3.3).253 Simon, dressed in a tunic, stands holding a banner 
with arma Simonis, the tools of his passion, attached to a pole in the shape 
of a cross; he is looking  toward heaven, pointing his fin ger at angels and 
cherubs— one of which is offering the boy a crown of laurels— and stomping 
on Jews lying on the ground.254

 After the flurry of artistic production in the first de cades following the 
trial, few new works of art  were produced in the first half of the sixteenth 
 century. But the enduring artistic traces inside churches and chapels, and 
on building facades, no doubt contributed to the formal recognition of the 
cult of Simon and to the granting of the officium, a ser vice in his name, in 
1588 by Pope Sixtus V. For the locals, the 1588 bull was a formality; as far 
as they  were concerned Simon was recognized as a saint in 1583, when he 
was first inserted into Martyrologium romanum, with Pope Gregory XIII’s 
blessing.255

The official papal recognition of Simon’s cult led to a renewed interest 
in his story. Newly printed works, some accompanied by woodcuts and en-
gravings, began to appear, with Ambrogio Franco’s 1586 Martirio del 
beato Simone Trentino (The Martyrdom of Blessed Simon of Trent) begin-
ning the trend.  These post-1583 works often display images of Simon Tri-
umphant. The 1588 publication of the officium featured the same woodcut 
as the 1589 work Martirio di S. Simone di Trento (Martyrdom of St. Simon 
of Trent) by Antonio Gesti, parish priest of the Church of St. Peter in Trent, 
and as the 1608 edition of Franco’s book, now published  under the same 
title as Gesti’s, depicting Simon in glory holding a banner and the tools of 
his passion, arma passionis (Fig. 3.2).256 The 1655 edition of the liturgy 
(officium) for March 24, Simon’s feast day, published in Trent by the epis-
copal printing  house, is also adorned with an image of Simon Triumphant, 
this one similar to the 1586 edition of Ambrogio Franco’s Martirio.257 
Single- sheet images, presumably sold to pilgrims,  were also printed. Simon 
appears in his glory in paintings and prints in the com pany of the saints 
Vigilio (first bishop of Trent), Massenza, the martyrs of Anaunia, and  others. 
But even that imagery has a pre ce dent in Albert Kunne’s 1475 illustrated 
chapbook.258

Tridentine Topography of the Cult

 There is  little doubt Bishop Hinderbach was seeking to establish the cult 
of  Little Simon from the moment the child’s body was found, but it is un-
clear when a formal pilgrimage route reminiscent of the Way of the Cross 
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was established in the city. Still, soon  after Simon’s death, Hinderbach or-
dered some of the sites to be converted into devotional spaces, among them 
Samuel’s  house, which was to be turned into a chapel “in honor of the pas-
sion of our lord Jesus Christ and all his innocent saints and martyrs.”259 By 
1515 pilgrims coming to Trent could visit, as German Has Stockar re-
counted in his diary, “the church of the holy boy, . . .  where his body is 
venerated as a relic, . . .  the childhood home of the holy boy, and the  house 
of the Jews.”260

But  whether or ga nized pro cessions  were part of the city’s annual cycle is 
not known; the early sources make no mention of them. If they did occur 
at some point in the de cades before 1588, they must have been forgotten, 
 because in 1589, a year  after Pope Sixtus V’s breve granting the liturgy and 
indulgences, Gesti’s Martirio di S. Simone di Trento not only discussed, as 
the subtitle states, “the  great cruelty of the wicked Jews, with which they 
martyred him,” but also promised to tell “how he was included in the cata-
logue of saints,” and about “the solemn pro cession done during his first 
feast” (emphasis added) and “many miracles performed by this saint.”261 
(The part of Gesti’s work describing the story of Simon’s death and after-
math seems to be heavi ly based on Ambrogio Franco’s 1586 Martirio del 
beato Simone Trentino.)

That Gesti called Simon a “saint” in his title, while in 1586 Franco used 
the term “blessed” (beato), indicates the unclear status Simon had in the 
eyes of many. For Gesti, Simon had already been recognized saint by Pope 
Gregory XIII when the boy was included in the liturgical calendar Marty-
rologium romanum.262 Franco’s use of the term beato in 1586, in turn, sug-
gests he may have understood that a formal canonization pro cess was nec-
essary to call Simon a saint.

For Gesti, Sixtus V’s granting of the officium in 1588 was but a formality 
to allow observance of the cult throughout the diocese, and the sought- after 
grant of a plenary indulgence was most worthy of ceremonial commemo-
ration.263 As a result of the “happy” fact that “the Holy Martyr” was placed 
in the “cata logue of the saints,” the canons of the Trent cathedral “ordered” 
that the first solemn pro cession be or ga nized during the first vespers of 
March 23 (in Italy, unlike in northern Eu rope, days  were counted from 
sunset to sunset) to thank God for “the  great  favor and to honor” the  little 
martyr. The faithful who visited Trent on March 24, the new feast day de-
voted to Simon, went to confession and took communion in the Church of 
St. Peter, where “ there is a consecrated altar dedicated to the Martyr, with 
his body, which is found intact, and the instruments of his glorious mar-
tyrdom,” and the worshipers would be now rewarded with a remission of 
sins.264
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Gesti described this solemn pro cession in detail. The Church of St. Peter, 
where Simon’s body was on display, was “adorned with rich and graceful 
tapestries and dif fer ent lights, as would require such solemn occasion.”265 
A high platform, “adorned with dif fer ent cloths, and silk and golden tex-
tiles,” was placed in the middle of the chancel. At noon “the body of the holy 
martyr” was placed on this decorated platform for all to see. Gesti reported 
that a  great multitude of  people came from dif fer ent parts of the city and 
abroad both to see “the Sacred Body” and to receive “holy indulgencies in 
remission of their sins.”266

Just before the vespers, cathedral canons dressed in festive garments ar-
rived with “all the reverend priests and clerics, not only from the city but 
also from many places and rural parishes in the diocese, and with the rev-
erend religious.”267  After a public prayer, the pro cession began, in which 
the distinguished clergy  were joined by members of many pious fraterni-
ties carry ing “candles, banners, and crosses.” Among them  were “over two 
hundred  children, dressed in most beautiful vestments of gold and silver, 
[holding] in hand flags with the image of the saint.” Four priests then lifted 
Simon’s body in a coffin made of gold and silver from the platform and 
placed it on an ornate catafalque to be seen by  people watching the pro-
cession. The catafalque was adorned with a baldachin made of cloth- of- 
gold. Then “all the councilors, doctors, and nobles of the city followed de-
voutly.” Fi nally came  women accompanied by  children, carry ing banners, 
torches, and candles. All in all, Gesti claimed, more than thirteen thousand 
participated.268

The route of the pro cession included almost all the churches in Trent: 
from St. Peter’s the participants went to the Church of Holy Trinity, the 
Cathedral Church of St. Vigilio, and Santa Maria Maggiore, “stopping in 
each and placing the body in a place prepared in the chancel of  these 
churches.”269 When the pro cession returned to St. Peter’s, the participants 
chanted the vesper prayer devoted to Simon and “Te Deum laudamus,” a 
hymn in Catholic liturgy sung in thanksgiving to God on special occasions. 
By 1668, in place of Simon’s body, a reliquary with his blood was used in 
the pro cession, though  later, it seems, the coffin with his remains was car-
ried again.270

Although the route of the annual pro cession continued to include all 
churches in Trent, other places related to Simon’s story  were available for 
pilgrims to visit regardless of the time of year. Among the sites pilgrims and 
travelers could see was Simon’s  house, which in 1668, as Michelangelo Mar-
iani reported, was uninhabited, so that “this place would not be profaned by 
an earthly foot.”271 Above the entry door, Mariani wrote, “One could see the 
painted image of the triumphant holy martyr, and below a painting of his 
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kidnapping and an inscription in German and in Latin, ‘In this  house was 
born the blessed Simon, whose body rests in the Church of St. Peter’s, and 
who in the year of our Lord Jesus Christ 1475 was kidnapped on this street.’”272 
The  house,  today on via del Simonino, still shows the now- faint painting of 
Simon triumphant, but the images of Simon’s kidnapping and martyrdom 
have been replaced by a statue of Simon (Fig. 3.10).273

Another site in the pilgrims’ itinerary was Samuel’s  house, turned into a 
chapel by Bishop Hinderbach and restored in the late sixteenth  century, per-
haps  because of the papal recognition of the cult, thanks to the efforts of 
Cardinal Ludovico Madruzzo. Despite the restorations and the building’s 
transformation into a church, Mariani claimed,  there remained original 
details: the door through which the boy was passed by Tobias into Samuel’s 
hands— a scene widely depicted in Simonine iconography— “the vestibule 
of the synagogue, the place of the very synagogue, which now serves as a 
church.”274 Inside, one could also see the cellar where the body had been 
found and the  water in the canal into which the corpse was said to have 
been thrown.  There was also, as Mariani noted, a painting of “the  whole his-
tory of the Holy Martyr.”275 Samuel’s  house, now church, was, by Mariani’s 
time, “expressly” included on the route of the annual pro cession. Having 
visited Simon’s  house and the place Tridentine citizens believed to have 
been the place of his martyrdom, pilgrims could now walk to the place of 
his apotheosis, the Church of St. Peter’s, where they could view the boy’s 
body along with instruments of his passion, or arma Simonis; the ex voti, 
which served as proofs of the boy’s miraculous interventions; and other 
relics related to the boy: a chalice with his “uncorrupted” blood, his shoes, 
and vestments.276

And pilgrims did pass through. “Not only the low folks,” Michelangelo 
Mariani wrote, “but also primates,  grand personalities” supported the cult 
and visited Trent. In the fifteenth  century, the queen of Denmark, for ex-
ample, came to worship the  little martyr.277 Queen Maria Anna of Spain 
stayed, with Ferdinand IV of Hungary, in Trent for several months in the 
1640s (the date in Mariani’s book is 1649, but Maria Anna died in 1646278). 
In 1651, Eleanora Gonzaga passed through Trent on her way to Vienna 
where she was to marry Emperor Ferdinand III. Four years  later, Christina 
Alexandra of Sweden visited Trent on her way to Rome, following her ab-
dication from the throne and conversion to Catholicism. Ambassadors, 
nuncios, and other high officials inevitably  stopped in Trent on their way 
to or from Rome, and they, Mariani claimed, could not but be moved by 
the “sacred curiosity.” What is more, even “heretic princes love to revere 
the Holy Innocent Simon,” seeing him not so much as an object of curi-
osity but as “a repre sen ta tion of the Passion of Christ.”279
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Fig. 3.10  Fresco on the site of Simon’s  house,  today on via del Simonino, still 
shows the painting of Simon triumphant. Previous images of Simon’s kidnapping 
and martyrdom have been replaced by a statue of Simon, also in the triumphant 
pose. Author photo.



142 Echoes of Simon of Trent in  Eu ro pean Culture

Finding Simon of Trent in Poland

Pilgrims helped publicize the cult. Mariani reported hearing about the 
faithful venerating Simon not only in Italy, France, and Germany but also 
in Poland and Flanders.280 He was certainly correct; the cult of Simon was 
known in Poland, thanks not only to Skarga but also to Polish pilgrims and 
travelers visiting Rome who  stopped in Trent. Some even settled in the re-
gion. Painter Marcin Teofilowicz (1570–1639), known in Italy as Martino 
Teofilo Polacco, was active in Tyrol and Trent. His oeuvre included paint-
ings of Simon of Trent. One, “Madonna with a child, Saint Francis and 
 Little Simon,” was in fact placed in the church established in Samuel’s  house, 
the former synagogue; another, now in Spormaggiore, is “The Coronation 
of the Virgin,” which prominently depicts local saints, including Simon of 
Trent in the right bottom corner.281 Books about Simon made their way to 
Poland as well. The Camedule  Brothers in Bielany near Cracow possessed 
a copy of Ambrogio Franco’s Martirio di S. Simone di Trento (1608).282

But perhaps most notorious for spreading Simonine iconography in Po-
land was Stefan Żuchowski, a Polish priest who visited Trent in 1699 on 
his way to Rome, just one year  after he had spearheaded a trial of Jews in 
the town of Sandomierz, where he was a canon, accusing them of murdering 
a Christian child.283 In Trent Żuchowski would have surely seen Simon’s 
body and relics, displayed prominently to the public. A con temporary of 
his, albeit a Protestant, described the sight: “The dead body of Simon lies 
for all to see completely naked and rather black in the  middle of the altar 
in St. Peter’s Church in Trent, surrounded by bright glass. And no stranger 
 will come to Trent who  will not ask to see this hallmark of the city. I myself 
did this with a friend when I traveled to Italy.”284 Żuchowski would have 
also seen the numerous works of art on public view: the repre sen ta tion 
of  Simon’s kidnapping painted above the entry door to Simon’s  house on 
via Simonino and the 1668 series of paintings by Pietro Ricchi in the 
chapel devoted to Simon in St. Peter’s Church. He would have also seen the 
spaces and paintings in Samuel’s  house, the former synagogue turned into 
a chapel.285 He also bought a book about Simon while in Italy— Giovanni 
da Padova’s Martirio crudele dato da gli ebrei a S. Simone innocente da 
Trento, published in Trent in 1690.286

A few years  after his return to Sandomierz, Żuchowski again became em-
broiled in a lengthy trial against Jews of his town, once more accusing 
them of killing a Christian child. This trial, which lasted from 1710 to 1713, 
left  behind not only grief and pain in the Jewish community but also lit-
erary and iconographic traces of the tragic events. Żuchowski published 
two apol o getic books about the  trials he had spearheaded. He also spon-
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sored a series of sixteen  grand paintings inspired by the liturgical calendar 
Martyrologium romanum for the collegiate church, now a cathedral, in Sando-
mierz.287 Twelve of the paintings represent scenes of martyrdom for each 
month and day. Four  others show local instances of “martyrdom,” including 
Infanticidia, a vivid painting representing Jews killing a Christian child. 
And although this painting was indeed intended to illustrate the two cases 
of ritual murder that Żuchowski championed in Sandomierz, its presence 
within the Martyrologium romanum tied it to the Trent story, both 
 because traditionally martyrological calendars sought to connect local 
martyrs with the universal liturgical calendar accepted by the church and 
 because Simon had been officially included in the Martyrologium since 
1583.

Yet if the painting Infanticidia in Sandomierz alludes to Simon of Trent 
only indirectly by association with the Martyrologium romanum, far more 
explicit are seven paintings in the chancel of the Church of St. Paul’s in the 
town.288  These paintings, despite claims they represent local events, most 
definitely depict the Trent story.  Until their recent restoration, frames on at 
least three of them contained inscriptions in Latin.289 One, on the painting 
showing the kidnapping of the child (Fig. 3.11), read, “Tobias Judaeus pu-
erum rapit et eum synagogam clam inducit” (Tobias the Jew snatches the 
boy and furtively leads him to the synagogue).  There was no Tobias in San-
domierz; of course, Tobias of Trent was a major figure known for his role 
in kidnapping Simon and was widely represented in iconography.290 Fur-
thermore, the text found on the frame closely echoed the opening words 
from the liturgy for Simon of Trent: “Tobias iniquus rapuit beatum Sim-
onem et eum in Synagogam clam deduxit” (Hostile Tobias kidnapped the 
blessed Simon and brought him furtively to the synagogue).291 The text in 
Sandomierz is shorter, but this may be  because of the space available on 
the frame.

Inscriptions on the other frames are more general and mention no 
specific names. The painting depicting a meal at a  table once bore the 
line “Dicunt judaei perforavimus venas pueri nunc in contemptum Jesu 
Sanguinem eius bibamus” (Jews say we pierced the boy’s veins, now we drink 
his blood in contempt of Jesus). This line, too, closely resembles a sentence 
from Simon’s officium used to celebrate mass in his honor in Trent: “Te-
nentes puerum saeui carnifices, dicebant ad invicem perforemus venas eius 
et sanguinem eius bibamus” (Holding the boy the ferocious tormenters 
 were saying to one another we  shall pierce his veins and drink his blood).292 
The line in Sandomierz seems to be a conflation of two lines in the Simonine 
liturgy: “in contemptum Iesu” can be found a few lines  after the one referring 
to the drinking of blood.293
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The painting depicting the scene of the boy’s death displays Simonine 
iconographic clues— including the white scarf with which Simon was said 
to have been strangled (Fig. 3.12)— and contained an inscription, “Extensus 
in modum crucis puer ac forticibus [forcipibus] et acutus [acubus] toto cor-
pores sanciatus [sauciatus] elevatis oculis in coelum sanctum emisit spir-
itum” (The boy, extended in the form of the cross and hurt all over the body 
with pincers and nails, having lifted his eyes  toward heaven, gave up his 
holy spirit).294 Like the two other inscriptions, this too is an almost ver-
batim rendition of a phrase found in the officium.295 And like the other in-
scriptions, this one also omits the name Simon.

The differences between the text of the Simonine liturgy and the inscrip-
tions in Sandomierz may be explained by the  limited space in the frames, 
efforts to tie the story of Simon to local events, or perhaps even memory 
lapses by the painter Carlo de Prevo.296 But if they  were due to the paint er’s 
memory, understandably shaky  after de cades of living in Poland, it would 
suggest that the painter, about whose life before coming to Poland  little is 
known, may have hailed from Trent or its surroundings or from a town 
familiar with the Simonine cult, liturgy, and iconography. For even though 
Stefan Żuchowski visited Trent in 1699 on his way to Rome and may have 
even brought a copy of the officium or some broadsides home, he could 
not have retained as detailed knowledge of Simonine iconography as is on 

Fig. 3.11  “Tobias the Jew snatches the boy and furtively leads him to the 
synagogue,” St. Paul’s Church, Sandomierz, Poland, eigh teenth  century. Photo by 
Roman Chyła, 1996, before restoration.
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display; he may have, however, requested that the Italian painter represent 
the story in Sandomierz.

The Italian influences are uncanny. The two scenes in the Church of 
St. Paul in Sandomierz of the meal and of the killing of the boy bear a star-
tling resemblance to two scenes in broadsides published in Trent at the end 
of the sixteenth or early seventeenth  century (one was dedicated to Alip-
rando Madruzzo, who died in 1606, and another is undated with a dif fer ent 
image at the center).297 The gestures and layout of the paintings are clearly 
based on  these broadsides. Even more striking is the resemblance of the 
painting depicting Tobias to one of the narrative scenes of a 1597 painting, 
“San Simonino da Trento” by Pietromartino di Anversa (also known as Pier 
Martino Fiammingo), a Flemish painter from Antwerp active in the 1590s 
in Umbria,298 originally displayed on the third altar on the left of the Church 
of Santa Maria dei Fossi (or degli Angeli) in Perugia, now at the Galleria 
Nazionale  there.299 This painting was no doubt created in light of the 
renewed interest in Simon’s story following the formal recognition of his 
cult. The color scheme and pre sen ta tion of the Sandomierz repre sen ta tion 
of Tobias are very similar to this painting. The vestment and position of 
Tobias, as well as the vestment and position of the child, are nearly identical 

Fig. 3.12  A scene of boy’s death with Simonine iconographic clues, including the 
white scarf with which Simon was said to have been strangled. St. Paul’s Church, 
Sandomierz, Poland. This image is derivative of a scene in a broadside dedicated 
to Aliprando Madruzzo, now at the Wolfegg Castle in the Wolfegger Kabinett 
(Capriotti, Lo Scorpione Sul Petto, 150, fig. 60; another version in Zgliński, 
“Nagrobki i Kult Ofiar,” 311).
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Fig. 3.13  “Raptus,” a scene from a painting by Pietromartino di Anversa, “San 
Simonino da Trento” (1597), Galleria Nazionale dell’Umbria, nr. 485.
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(Fig. 3.13). Also similar are the buildings, with a bell tower, a gate, and 
open shops. Indeed, even the painting of ritual murder in the Sandomierz 
cathedral bears some resemblance to Pietromartino’s work.300 Given the lo-
cation of Pietromartino’s painting in the church in Perugia, the section 
with Tobias kidnapping Simon would have been at eye level and vis i ble to 
the faithful. Perhaps Carlo de Prevo spent some time in Perugia and knew 
the painting well.

 There are also differences between the paintings in the Sandomierz 
church of St. Paul and that by Pietromartino di Anversa. But they too un-
derscore the significance of the story and early Simonine iconography. In 
Pietromartino’s portrayal of Simon is dressed in accordance with historical 
rec ords in a gray tunic and a white apron, whereas in Sandomierz, Simon 
is shown wearing a red tunic with a white apron. Red, or crimson, as we 
have seen, was a symbol of Christ’s tunic and was used in both literary 
imagery and in Simonine iconography to connect the alleged child victims 
with repre sen ta tions of Christ.301 Simon appears twice in this outfit in 
Sandomierz, once with Tobias and another time standing in the corner while 
Jews sit and celebrate around the  table, a scene copied from a Simonine 
broadside.302

In Pietromartino’s painting, the repre sen ta tion of Tobias— his hat and 
black cloak— seems reminiscent of late sixteenth- century repre sen ta tions of 
Sephardic Jews or, especially in Flanders, the “marranos,” crypto- Jews from 
Spain and Portugal; this may be a surprising choice of imagery given that 
Tobias was an Ashkenazi Jew, but perhaps less so given that Pietromartino 
hailed from Flanders. Moreover, like Tobias, the marranos  were seen as 
“mediators” between Jewish and Christian socie ties.303 That the Sandomierz 
paintings would be so closely related to the story of Simon of Trent may be 
surprising and only partly explained by Stefan Żuchowski’s trip to Trent. 
The Italian artist, Carlo de Prevo, may have been intimately familiar with 
Simonine iconography, including Pietromartino’s painting.

But in Sandomierz, the link to the Simon story was quickly forgotten, 
and in modern times it has been totally lost. A 1915 book described the 
paintings as “an illustrated history of the  little boy, Jerzy Krasnowski, killed 
in Sandomierz in 1710.”304 Some two de cades  later, the Polish writer 
Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz also saw the paintings as a reflection of the  trials in 
Sandomierz when he referred to the river vis i ble in one of the paintings as 
the Vistula.305 And the recent restoration of the paintings in the Church of 
St. Paul entirely removed any traces of this connection: the texts on the 
frames that linked the paintings in the Sandomierz to Simon of Trent  were 
painted over. To viewers  today the story represented  there is entirely local, 
with no outside connection, no historical and iconographic legacy. To be 
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sure, even in the eigh teenth  century when  these paintings  were commis-
sioned and created, their content was chosen in the context of the local 
 trials of Jews. (At least two allude to the local story by displaying a child’s 
body vomited by a dog, and in another a child is inside a barrel, though 
this motif is already pre sent in Piotr Skarga’s version of Simon’s story.306) 
The fact that the descriptions of  these paintings do not mention Simon’s 
name only underscores the conscious play on both Simon’s story and the 
local  trials. But unlike  today, when the connection between Sandomierz 
and Trent is entirely forgotten, in the eigh teenth  century the connection to 
events from Trent would have served to justify and frame the accusations of 
local Jews. That is certainly how Stefan Żuchowski saw it.307 And although 
the Sandomierz iconography was heavi ly rooted in the Italian tradition, 
the paintings’ focus on the cruelty of the Jews and not the apotheosis of the 
child reflects northern Eu ro pean sensibilities. In Sandomierz, the motif of 
the child as a victim of a cruel murder triumphed.

Simonine iconography could also be found in other places in Poland, at 
times connecting Simon’s story with local cases. One such painting, now 
lost, used to hang in Kalwaria Zebrzydowska, near Cracow, in the monas-
tery of the Bernardines, as the observant branch of the Minor Order of the 
Franciscans is known in Poland.308 The painting depicts a scene, familiar 
from Simonine iconography, of Jews donning prayer shawls and torturing 
a boy who stands in a basin filled with blood, arms stretched in the form 
of a cross, his feet held by one Jew, while other Jews prick the child’s naked 
body with nails.309 The painting, though harking back to Simonine imagery, 
was created to illustrate the 1753 “martyrdom” of a boy in Markowa 
Wolica near Żytomierz, now in Ukraine, a cause célèbre that would lead to 
a diplomatic mission of Polish Jews to Rome. Indeed, the work shows thir-
teen Jews, the number killed as a result of the trial in Żytomierz.

Yet the link between the painting in Kalwaria Zebrzydowska and Simon 
of Trent seems undeniable not only  because of its iconography. Its difficult- 
to- read inscription (surviving only in a poor- quality photo graph) mentions 
the “martyrdom of boy Simon” and describes the death of a boy in Mar-
kowa Wolica; that boy’s name, however, was Stefan.310 The switch of names 
may have been a  mistake, or it may have been a conscious choice to mag-
nify the meaning of the death of a peasant boy in Poland by conflating it 
with the most famous case of “a child killed by Jews.” (Polish scholar Jo-
lanta Żyndul has suggested that the painting in Kalwaria Zebrzydowska 
may have been donated by Bishop Kajetan Sołtyk who was personally in-
volved in the 1753 trial.311)

This painting is linked to Simon of Trent in yet another, perhaps more 
tangential way. Franciscan friars minor  were historically key actors in both 
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the spread of anti- Jewish sentiments in Eu rope and in the case of Simon of 
Trent. Giovanni Capistrano (1385–1456) preached widely in northern Italy, 
as well as in Poland and Bohemia, against heresy and the Jews. In Trent, 
the Franciscan preacher Bernardino da Feltre was a key figure in inciting 
anti- Jewish vio lence, and perhaps even in inspiring the trial in Trent; more 
generally, Franciscan friars  were impor tant promoters of the cult.312 Per-
haps coincidentally, Pope Sixtus V, who formally recognized the cult of 
Simon, was also a member of this order.

In Poland, too, the Franciscan Bernadine monasteries became loci for 
bodies of  children whose deaths  were blamed on Jews. In Wilno, in 1592, 
the Bernardine friars agreed to bury the body of a boy Szymon Kierelis in 
their church, and in 1623 they placed a plaque commemorating his death; in 
1639 in Łęczyca, the child’s body was placed in a glass coffin in their church, 
and a commissioned painting depicted Jews surrounding the body.313 The 
placement of the painting in the Bernardine monastery in Kalwaria Zebrzy-
dowska thus seems unsurprising.

Significantly, too, Kalwaria Zebrzydowska was an elaborate complex of 
chapels devoted to each stage of the passion of Christ, modeled on the Cal-
vary in Jerusalem and known since 1669 as the Polish “Jerusalem.” It be-
came the site of an annual reenactment of the passion of Christ. Since the 
painting of ritual murder in Kalwaria Zebrzydowska depicts the scene of 
martyrio of “the child Simon,” harkening to Jesus’s crucifixion, its Christo-
logical connection was amplified, reminding pilgrims of the role Jews  were 
said to play in both.314

The artistic legacy left by the cult of Simon of Trent reveals even sharper 
geographic differences than its lit er a ture. Perhaps  because the  battle for 
Simon’s beatification and sainthood preoccupied his Italian promoters, in 
Italy the iconography of Simon Triumphant dominated even in the years 
immediately following the trial. Over the next  century or so, artists played 
with the semiotic symbols of blessedness or sainthood, assigning Simon rays 
or aureole depending on how they interpreted his status. In northern Eu-
rope, and especially in Poland, where the iconography of Simon entered 
 later, patrons and artists chose to stress the cruelty of the act of murder 
(Fig. 3.14) and almost always connected it to local recent  trials. For them 
Simon’s story provided legitimacy for the local events.

The long- term legacy of the story Simon of Trent was thus stronger and 
deeper than even Bishop Hinderbach could have  imagined; it reflected the 
cult’s geographic, cultural, and chronological liminality. The original story 
as told by Giovanni Mattia Tiberino and his colleagues hired by Hinder-
bach in the immediate aftermath of the trial contained a rich palette of mo-
tifs to be exploited: Jews’ supposed cruelty, hatred of Chris tian ity, need for 
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Fig. 3.14  Gottfried, Johann Ludwig. Omstandigh Vervolgh Op Joh. Lodew. 
Gottfrieds Historische Kronyck (Leiden, 1698), p. 1408.



 Echoes of Simon of Trent in  Eu ro pean Culture 151

Christian blood, and economic exploitation of Christians, as well as 
calls for the removal of Jews from Christian society. But they also stressed 
Simon’s holiness and hinted at the uniqueness of the case. And as the story 
spread, its trajectories tracked cultural differences across Eu ro pean lands, 
with northern and eastern Eu ro pean writers and artists exploiting the 
motifs of the Jewish need for blood and their cruelty and hatred of Chris-
tians. Italians, although not eschewing the descriptions of cruelty, noted 
the story’s uniqueness and celebrated the holiness of the boy. In Italy, 
Simon was not one of many child victims but the main story. Elsewhere in 
Eu rope, especially in Poland, the story served to justify local accusations 
against Jews.
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Regional differences  were evident not only in the iconog-
raphy and reception of Simon’s cult but also in the content of Chris-

tian knowledge about Jews and their ceremonies and, relatedly, the sources 
of that knowledge. It would be difficult to overestimate the role that early 
printed works played in shaping  these regional epistemological trajectories. 
Although still steeped in medieval traditions, many early printed chroni-
cles expanded their scope from regional or monastic contexts to tell “a uni-
versal history.” Readers of those chronicles encountered Jews there even if 
they did not seek out works devoted to Jewish topics because inserted into 
their narration of the world or of European or regional histories were 
“events” and stories about Jews. With  these chronicles Jews entered into 
the broader Christian memory of the past, but the role  these Jewish char-
acters played in that past molded the way readers would view Jews or “the 
Jews.” Early printing also  shaped more explicit Christian lit er a ture about 
Jews. In Italy and in German lands, Christian Hebraism meant that some 
Christians could read Jewish books. Although this knowledge was mar-
shaled for polemical purposes, often to discredit Judaism and provide Chris-
tians with arguments against Jews, it nonetheless, with few exceptions, 
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provided enough knowledge of Jewish customs to  counter or at least miti-
gate accusations against the Jews.

This was not the case in Poland- Lithuania.  There, as elsewhere, the 
earliest books about Jews  shaped subsequent lit er a ture for centuries to 
come. But the first books about Jews  were published in Poland de cades 
 after the beginning of the Reformation, which had spurred among Catho-
lics fears of heresy and non- Catholic sources of knowledge. This made 
works published by Christian Hebraists, many of whom  were Protestants, 
suspicious; it also  limited what lit er a ture about Jews became available in 
Poland. In the end, in Poland  there would be no vernacular or even Latin 
equivalent to books penned by Christian Hebraists in German lands and 
on the Italian peninsula or to works written by Jewish converts to Chris-
tian ity in German lands.1 What Christians in the Polish- Lithuanian Com-
monwealth absorbed about Jews from books became  limited to explic itly 
anti- Jewish vernacular works by writers who had never studied Jewish 
texts. And although unlettered Christians might have learned about Jewish 
practices through personal interaction, sharing living space, and seeing 
the daily lives of Jews, for the reading public in Poland “knowledge” ab-
sorbed from books was largely  shaped by anti- Jewish works steeped in ig-
norance about Jewish lit er a ture, religion, and religious practices. As a result, 
in Poland- Lithuania, unlike in Italy, the German lands, or even France, 
 there  were no voices sufficiently knowledgeable about Hebrew texts to 
challenge anti- Jewish accusations.

Grammars of Memory

Chronicles  shaped historical memory. As Heinrich Schmidt has argued, they 
wrote events “into a  future,” making “their presence last.” Eu ro pean chron-
icles, rooted in biblical and Roman models, formed what Judith Pollmann 
has called “an archive” of “useful knowledge that was considered to be 
‘true.’ ” They recorded “what was memorable and therefore impor tant,” 
mentioned or even inscribed crucial documents, and narrated power rela-
tions.2 Chroniclers had the choice to omit stories or include them, leave 
them for posterity or doom them to oblivion. Chronicle narratives also sup-
plied morality tales through stories of disorder that always ended with a 
resolution and return to order.

Scattered among thousands of stories, sometimes from the creation of 
the world to the con temporary moment, are dozens of seemingly random 
tales about Jews sometimes with accompanying images. Stories about Jews 
before the Christian era  were grounded in the Bible and other ancient 
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sources, including Josephus, but for the postbiblical period, the major 
sources  were local annals, chronicles, and lore.

Glancing at  these chronicles’ indexes, which frequently did not include 
all the stories in each volume, provides a taste of what Eu ro pean readers 
could see that Jews historically “did” and what “was done” to them. The 
most famous, though not the most popu lar, chronicle of the world by 
Hartmann Schedel, published in Nuremberg in 1493, includes eleven post-
biblical stories about Jews. The nine indexed  under the heading “Jews”: 
“Jews treat irreverently the venerable sacrament in the town of Decken-
dorff”; “Jews  were burned throughout Germany  because they poisoned 
Christian springs”; “Jews  were killed and plundered by the inhabitants of 
Prague”; “Jews  were burned by the order of Albert, the Duke of Austria”; 
“Jews killed a boy named Simon in the city of Trent”; “Jews in  these 
times pierced sacred Eucharist with blood pouring”; “Jews in Nuremberg 
and other adjacent places  were sent to fire”; “a Jew stabbed an image of 
Christ and blood flowed”; and “a baptized Jew returned to Judaism and 
was sent to fire.” In short, according to Schedel, Jews kill, desecrate im-
ages and the Eucharist, poison wells and springs, and convert to Chris-
tian ity but often revert to Judaism. In return they are expelled, burned, 
plundered, and killed.3 The verbs are ominous.  These Jewish characters 
 were not the Jews Christians encountered everyday as their neighbors. 
They were imaginary figures created by Christian writers—dangerous 
and demonic, enemies who needed to be contained and punished.

To the stories Schedel added images that stand out on the pages and are 
larger and more detailed than  those accompanying stories not about the 
Jews. For example, the story of a Jew desecrating a crucifix in the early sev-
enth  century is only seven lines long, but the image is the largest on the page 
(Fig. 4.1), nineteen lines in height.4 Similarly, William of Norwich is men-
tioned briefly in just one sentence— “Boy William in  England was crucified 
by Jews on Good Friday in the town of Norwich, of whose subsequent 
wonderful sight one can read,” with an allusion to the story in Vincent de 
Beauvais’s Speculum historiale—on a page containing stories of promi-
nent Christians: Hildegard of Bingen (seven lines), Gratian (fifteen lines), 
Peter Lombard (nine lines), and Peter Comestor (eleven lines).5 But the image 
depicting Jews crucifying William is the largest of all the images on the page, 
twenty- three lines high (Fig. 1.1). Three stories— the 1298 persecution of 
Jews by Albert I, the 1337 Deckendorff host desecration together with the 
persecutions in 1348 during the Black Death, and the 1492 host desecration 
in Sternberg— are accompanied by a prominent image of Jews being burned, 
also the largest on the page (Fig. 4.2);6 And of course,  there is the iconic 
image of Simon of Trent, which takes up more than a half- page (Fig. 1.2).
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Fig. 4.1  A Jew desecrating a crucifix, Hartmann Schedel, Weltchronik 
(Nuremberg: Anton Koberger, 1493), CXLIX verso
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Fig. 4.2  Burning Jews, Hartmann Schedel, Weltchronik (Nuremberg: Anton 
Koberger, 1493), CCI verso.
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Schedel was not the first to depict Jews visually— some of the earliest de-
pictions of Jews in print come from works published in the aftermath of 
the Trent trial. But he was the first to use such prominent and detailed im-
ages in a book in which Jews appeared only as a side topic (the pirated, 
less splendid versions also included crude copies of the original images).7 
But his model of signaling a story through an image would be influential. 
The publisher of Sebastian Münster’s monumental Cosmographia would 
 later include several recurring images to alert readers to stories about Jews 
(Fig. 4.3).

Some of the tales about Jews appear only in Schedel’s Liber chroni-
carum, but he did not start the trend.8 With books becoming available 
through print, authors increasingly interacted with previous works, cre-
ating a veritable chain or, perhaps more accurately, a web of historical 
memory.9 Schedel’s work was based on material found in  earlier printed 
chronicles, most notably the exceedingly popu lar Werner Rolevinck’s 
Fasciculus temporum, which went through nearly forty editions before 
the author died in 1502, and Jacob Philip Foresti of Bergamo’s Supple-
mentum chronicarum, which first appeared in 1483 in Venice and was 
likewise extremely popu lar, with more than twenty editions between 
1483 and 1581.10 They in turn had benefited from Vincent de Beauvais’s 
Speculum historiale, a medieval chronicle published in 1473 and then 
1474. (The 1474 edition was used by Bishop Hinderbach of Trent in the 
trial in Trent.) Some stories found in Schedel had  earlier appeared in the 
works of Vincent de Beauvais, Rolevinck, and sometimes also Foresti. 
For example, William of Norwich, Richard of Pontoise, and Werner of 
Bachrach are also in Speculum historiale and in Rolevinck, but the dese-
cration of the crucifix is found in Speculum historiale, Foresti, and some 
editions of Rolevinck.11

Not surprisingly, in the works of Schedel’s pre de ces sors, postbiblical Jews 
 were also confined to the roles of vicious killers and enemies of Christians, 
sometimes deceived by a dev il; they  were, in turn, killed and burned or, if 
allowed to live, converted. In the 1479 edition of Rolevinck’s Fasciculus 
temporum,  there is a quick succession of  these tales concerning Jews: des-
ecration of the crucifix, a Jewish  father burning his son to death for having 
taken communion with Christian  children, William of Norwich, Richard 
of Pontoise, a conversion of a Jew in Toledo, Werner of Bachrach, the ex-
pulsion of Jews from France, and burning of Jews for poisoning wells.12

Rolevinck’s and Foresti’s chronicles  were translated into many languages, 
including Italian, German, French, and even Dutch. But not all editions con-
tained the same material. Some included stories that  others did not, varying 
in wording depending on a language, perhaps to reflect dif fer ent regional 
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Fig. 4.3  Sebastian Münster, Cosmographey oder Beschreibung aller Lander 
(Basel: Henri Petri, 1567), 180–181. (NYPL, Rare Books and Manuscripts).  These 
images recur both within the volume and in other editions.
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sensibilities. Rolevinck’s first official edition of Fasciculus temporum de-
scribes events up to 1474, the year of its publication. It was then updated 
in some, though not all, subsequent editions. Johannes Hinderbach had a 
copy of the 1477 edition and added to it, by hand, the Trent story.13

The first to introduce the Simon of Trent story into Fasciculus temporum 
was the Cologne printer Nicolaus Götz in 1478, presumably  after the news 
of the outcome of the investigation in Rome had spread.14 Simon’s story 
appears as the last event reported just before the colophon, in a short para-
graph about “the Blessed Simon” who “was martyred in the city of Trent 
in year 1475 . . .  three days before Easter,” when, “as is reported, Jews make 
their unleavened bread with Christian blood.” The infant Simon, the texts 
says, was captured, crucified, and desanguinated.15 Götz’s edition would 
begin a trail of transmission in transalpine Eu ro pean editions. With minor 
spelling adjustments, this version of Simon’s story appeared in editions pub-
lished in Basel (1482; the 1481 edition has no mention of the story), Strasbourg 
(1487–1492), Lyon ( after 1495), and Paris (1512, 1524).16 But not all 
editions followed the trail. In Cologne, Heinrich Quentell, the other pub-
lisher of the Fasciculus, chose not to include the story in the post-1478 
editions, and Simon is not found in Quentell’s 1479 or 1481 versions. 
Neither did the story enter the 1480 Utrecht Dutch edition or the Geneva 
French edition of 1495.17 To be sure,  these editions of Fasciculus tem-
porum transmitted other horrifying anti- Jewish stories— Rolevinck’s 
vari ous editions of Fasciculus passed on some ten of about forty such tales 
found in the early modern chronicles.

In 1480, another version of the Trent story was inserted into a Venice 
edition of the Fasciculus. Quite tellingly its wording is significantly dif fer ent, 
starting a new trajectory. The Venice editions focused on the death of Simon 
as a reenactment of the passion of Christ and the subsequent punishment 
of the Jews, and made no mention of the use of blood for matzah.18 A sim-
ilar wording was then used in Chronicon by Mattia Palmieri of Pisa, which 
in turn became part of a popu lar compilation of chronicles that included 
Eusebius and other authors.19

Yet Schedel’s splendid chronicle did not use the language from Rolevinck’s 
Fasciculus to describe the Trent affair. Much of his description in the 
original Latin edition from July 1493 was plagiarized nearly verbatim 
from Foresti’s Supplementum chronicarum, but not from the first edition, 
published in 1483. Rather, Schedel drew from one of the  later editions 
printed in 1485, 1486, 1488, or 1492, which also mention the story of a 
“similar crime” from the town of Motta, appended in Schedel’s chronicle 
just below the woodcut of Simon; the Motta story is absent in Foresti’s first 
1483 edition.20
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In 1491, Foresti’s Supplementum chronicarum was also published in 
Italian, and many more editions followed thereafter.  Here, too, the Italian 
text differs in some significant ways from the  earlier Latin version. The Latin 
version, which had served as a basis for Schedel’s text, explic itly claims that 
Jews needed Christian blood at Passover for their unleavened bread.21 The 
Italian editions omit this detail. Instead they state that Jews, who  were to 
celebrate “Passover according to their custom, kidnapped this boy and se-
cretly carried him to a suitable  house of one of the Jews named Samuel.”22 
 After describing Simon’s torments in detail, the text discusses the podestà 
Giovanni de Salis and the trial during which he ordered Jews tortured 
“in such a way that one by one (per ordine) Jews described the  whole af-
fair.” Out of “the zeal of Christian faith” and a sense of “justice” de Salis 
then sentenced them all to death. The body of the boy was placed in a 
church and “performed many miracles;” and, to accommodate the pilgrims, 
the citizens of Trent built him a new church. The Italian version ends with 
a sentence about Pope Sixtus IV and his envoy, the bishop of Ventimiglia: 
“Pope Sixtus at the time in order to be sure of the perfidy and evil of  these 
executed Jews and of the  great miracles that the body was performing sent 
Bishop of Ventimiglia and he found that according to the renown spread it 
was true.” This sentence offers an interpretation of the events Hinderbach 
would have been happy to approve. But it does signal uncertainty. The Latin 
version, even in the post-1491 editions, is  silent about the pope and the 
bishop of Ventimiglia, instead adding a few more words about Simonine 
miracles. Schedel, for his part, added still more details, among them a men-
tion of Hinderbach, who apparently had studied at the University of Padua 
together with Schedel’s  uncle.23

 After the Reformation, the chronicles and the “facts” they presented began 
to reflect the language and concerns of the splintering religious communi-
ties. Although many Catholic and Protestant chroniclers continued to re-
peat what they found in  earlier sources, theological concerns also influenced 
how the stories about Jews  were retold. This post- Reformation trend is es-
pecially evident from the second half of the sixteenth  century, when Cath-
olic and Protestant scholars turned to history for polemical purposes. The 
contrast is particularly stark between the Protestant Johannes Sleidanus and 
his Catholic respondents, among them Laurentius Surius, who inserted 
Simon of Trent into his lives of saints. For Sleidanus, the history of the 
Reformation was to inspire rulers to support the Reformation. It was a 
po liti cal history embodying a religious argument that “the Reformation 
represented a logical event that fulfilled God’s  will.”24 In Sleidanus’s vision 
of history, based on the scheme of four empires from the biblical book 
of Daniel, the Reformation was “the last stage of the four ages,”25 and the 
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original documents, copiously used throughout, served him to underscore 
the “ union of the sacred and civil state.”26 In that context, Jews  were of no 
concern, except in references to the biblical past.

Sleidanus’s work elicited a strong response from Catholic writers. And 
 there, Jews  were quite prominent. The Cologne Carthusian Surius re-
sponded with his Commentarius brevis rerum in orbe gestarum— first 
published in 1566— focusing solely on the events of the sixteenth  century. 
Each new edition of the book was updated to the year of publication. 
And while most attention was paid to the reformers who  were identified 
with anti- Christ and the devil, and who also appeared in syntax similar 
to Jews— often “burned,” or committing “crimes”—Jews continued to play 
an impor tant role in this anti- Protestant polemical history as well. The 
chronicle includes events such as the 1506 Lisbon massacre, and cru-
cially, given the anti- Protestant context, also reports stories of host des-
ecrations: 1510 in March- Brandenburg, where Jews  were tried, tortured, 
and executed in Berlin (in the pro cess they also confessed to killing a 
Christian child), and a 1556 trial in the Polish town of Sochaczew, which 
Surius placed explic itly in the context of the issue of contesting commu-
nion  under one species.27 Although Surius inserted the story of Simon of 
Trent in his lives of saints, in this polemical history, he only mentioned 
blood libel in relation to the confessions from the 1510 trial. This should 
not be surprising,  because in the context of anti- Protestant polemics, 
blood accusations against Jews had no theological significance. But the 
stories of host desecration  were significant, as  were stories of iconoclasm 
and miracles related to desecration of images. De cades  later, Johann 
Mayr, a priest from the Catholic Bavarian town of Freising, would add 
to his history of the sixteenth-century stories of the expulsion of Jews 
from Regensburg in 1519—in its aftermath their synagogue transformed 
into a church— and a host desecration in Pressburg ( today’s Bratislava) in 
1591.28

But the quin tes sen tial work of Catholic historiography was Cesare Bar-
onio’s Annales ecclesiastici, twelve massive folio volumes published between 
1588 and 1607 and covering the first twelve centuries of Chris tian ity. In 
light of Protestant attacks on the Church as corrupt and disconnected from 
the ancient church of early Christians— and partly in response to the first 
Protestant church history, the Magdeburg Centuries— the Annales offered 
“a comprehensive and critically scrutinized cata logue of documents dem-
onstrating the identity between the ecclesia primitiva and the Roman 
Church of his own time.”  Here, as Stefania Tutino argues, “historical ques-
tions  were plotted against theological debates,” with an extensive use of 
primary documents.29
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 Because Baronio often eschewed  earlier chronicles and lore and grounded 
his work in official rec ords, the Annales provides a more complex repre-
sen ta tion of Jews’ place in Christian history. Postbiblical Jews of antiquity 
are palpably pre sent in the first volumes of Baronio’s opus, and the “mar-
gins of his book swarm with references to the Code of Maimonides and 
other Jewish sources.”30 And even in its history of  later periods, the work, 
which was earnestly concerned with avoiding “lies . . .  odious to the God 
of truth,” contains fewer spurious anti- Jewish stories than  earlier chroni-
cles, and focuses more on papal letters and conciliar legislation.31 Church 
laws concerning Jews  were often restrictive, but Baronio also included state-
ments by popes or other prominent churchmen protecting Jews from vio-
lence.32 This is best illustrated in his descriptions of the Second Crusade 
and the events of the 1140s, discussed in volume twelve, where Baronio 
presented the debate among Christian leaders over the place of Jews in 
Chris tian ity and the validity of attacking them as enemies of Chris tian ity.33 
Baronio turned to Otto Frising’s De gestis Friderici to provide a quote 
about attacks on Jews by the monk Radulph and his followers. For Bar-
onio, Radulph was a heretic, whose actions Bernard sought to “repress.” 
And then, Baronio turned to Peter the Venerable and his ambivalent 
view of Jews, who should not be killed but yet should not go “unpunished” 
for their “excesses.” Listed among  these excesses  were not only usury and 
exploitation of Christians but also a “detestable crime” described by 
chronicler Robert of Torigni— the story of William of Norwich.  Here Ba-
ronio used the same vocabulary of  earlier chronicles— Jews are attacked, 
plundered, and killed; they are enemies and killers— but he mitigated this 
with a discussion of their defense and efforts to repress vio lence against 
them. Still, given Baronio’s prominence and his own assertions about the 
truth, the inclusion stories such as that of William of Norwich gave them 
additional historical weight.34

But since Baronio’s Annales covered events only  until 1198, most anti- 
Jewish stories of child murders, host desecrations, and  others known from 
 earlier chronicles  were not included.  Those who continued the Annales— 
Abraham Bzovius, Odorico Rinaldi, and Henri Spondanus— seem to have 
been more dependent on the legacy of the  earlier historical works than was 
Baronio, who focused more on archival documents he had access to in the 
Vatican library; and they did include  those stories.

Abraham Bzovius (Bzowski), a Polish Dominican and early continuator 
of the Annales, tried to follow Baronio’s model, including some original 
sources in the seven additional volumes numbered thirteen and up that 
brought the Annales to the second half of the sixteenth  century in volume 
twenty. In volume thirteen, covering 1198–1299, readers encountered Jews 
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early, on page three.35  There,  under 1198.3, Bzovius discussed their expulsion 
from France, noting an incident some years  earlier when Jews “snatched” 
a Christian infant in accordance with “the impious custom of this perfid-
ious  people.” The child was led to a subterranean cave and crucified “in 
derision of Christ [in Christi ludibrium].” King Philip Augustus de cided to 
confiscate the Jews’ possessions and expel them from his kingdom. The 
volume contains thirty “events” related to Jews: miraculous conversions; 
expulsions (from France and  England); host desecrations (1213, 1290, 
and 1299); blasphemies against Mary (1263); and no fewer than seven 
stories of child murders. In addition to the one in France, Bzovius noted two 
in  England. One is from 1234 [sic] in Norwich, where “Jews secretly ab-
ducted a Christian boy and fed him for a full year, so that during the 
upcoming Passover” they could crucify him. But they  were discovered a few 
days before committing the crime and “suffered deserved punishment.”36 
The second, based on Matthew Paris, is the account of  Little Hugh of Lincoln 
in 1255.37

Although it is perhaps not surprising that Bzovius would have included 
stories ubiquitous in  earlier chronicles, he also utilized other newly avail-
able sources and inserted less well- known stories.38 He is one of the few 
chroniclers to mention the 1236 case from Fulda, which played an impor-
tant role in setting a  legal pre ce dent of imperial protection against anti- 
Jewish blood accusations, but was unknown beyond obscure medieval 
monastic sources. Fulda is briefly mentioned in Johannes Trithemius’s 
chronicle of the Hirschau Abbey published in 1559 and 1601 (Bzovius’s 
source)39 and more fully in the compilation of local and monastic German 
chronicles by Christian Wurtisen published in 1585.40 As  these medieval 
monastic chronicles began to be printed, they provided historical “primary 
source” material for historians like Bzovius and  others writing their own 
annals and introduced hitherto unknown stories about Jews to the broader 
reading public.

But  there  were consequences of the dissemination of  these medieval sto-
ries centuries  later. Printed during the early modern period,  these medieval 
chronicles  were used in the nineteenth  century as historical primary sources 
for national histories. Monastic chronicles published by Wurtisen and  others 
entered the majestic Monumenta Germaniae Historica, a massive collec-
tion of primary sources for German lands that was conceived in 1819, right 
 after the end of the Holy Roman Empire, and began to be published in 
1826, becoming a go-to collection of primary sources for German histo-
rians.  These sources, in turn, helped shape and reinforce the image of Jews 
in the newly emerging national story. The medieval stories of the horrifying 
and unusual thus became part of the known historical rec ord, which por-
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trayed Jews in a harmful light, committing horrendous deeds for which they 
 were—as the chroniclers asserted— “justly” punished. Modern readers of 
the national past  were now exposed to repeated stories of massacres and 
burnings of Jews; of Jews committing suicide rather than converting to 
Chris tian ity; of Jews poisoning wells, killing Christians, and defiling the sa-
cred. As  these historical sources created new national memories in modern 
times, Jews thus represented did not fit as full members of the emerging 
nations. Instead, they  were a historical  enemy within, hateful and hated, a 
 people who kill and are killed.

But Baronio’s model of combining stories from chronicles with papal 
edicts and church canons provided a platform for a more complex pre sen-
ta tion of Jews. Both Abraham Bzovius and Odorico Rinaldi followed it, 
though unevenly over the course of the additional volumes. Historical doc-
uments  were plentiful in the volumes covering the thirteenth  century, but 
subsequent volumes became more reliant on traditional sources— chronicles 
and the increasingly available anti- Jewish works— and thus more anti- 
Jewish stories entered them.41 Still, both Bzovius and Rinaldi included 
under years 1200 and 1199 Sicut Iudaeis, the medieval papal constitution 
protecting Jews. But only Rinaldi included both the 1236 Lachrymabilem 
Iudaeorum in Regno Francie and the 1247 papal letter against accusing 
Jews of killing Christians.42 Overall thirty- one papal documents or canons 
related to Jews  were cited verbatim or mentioned by  these two continua-
tors of Baronio’s Annales. For the first time, seventeenth- century readers 
 were able to see that Jews  were also protected by Christian authorities, 
and not necessarily always  because of bribes. That last issue was ad-
dressed apologetically by Rinaldi, who wrote that Mathew Paris’s asser-
tion that Jews bribed their way out of prison and into the protective arms 
of the pope had given grounds for “calumnies” of corruption against the 
pope.43

So although many chronicles showed Jews only as usurers, blasphemers, 
abusers of sacred objects, and killers of Christians acting out of a deep- 
seated hatred of Chris tian ity, the Catholic Annales ecclesiastici, while still 
not shying away from spurious stories about Jews, mitigated their impact 
by including papal letters of protection. Of nearly one hundred stories con-
cerning Jews found in the continuations of Baronio’s Annales by Bzovius 
and Rinaldi, nearly twenty  were of murders (blood libels, ritual crucifix-
ions, or murders of Jewish  children for conversion) and eigh teen of Eu-
charistic miracles involving Jews. But  there  were also the thirty- one papal 
documents and canons, many of which explic itly condemned vio lence 
against Jews. The stories of persecution of Jews  were often told as a back-
drop to explain papal protection of them. In contrast to  earlier chronicles, 
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where multiple stories of persecution of Jews  were always justified by sto-
ries of their crimes, in the full version of the Annales stories of persecution 
are frequently countered by acts of protection. Even a casual glance at the 
index provides a more complex grammar for historical memory.

But that complexity was difficult to transmit. In subsequent abridged 
versions and in other annals inspired by Baronio, Bzovius, and Rinaldi, 
this complexity was gone.  These “facts,” to use Mary S. Morgan’s concept, 
did not “travel well.”44 If facts are “settled pieces of knowledge,” the new 
“facts” about papal protections of Jews presented in the Annales did not 
fit the cultural knowledge  shaped over the previous  century or two by 
ubiquitous stories about Jewish enmity and crimes, which had made it 
hard to accept that Jews deserved protection. As a result the historical 
evidence of papal interventions on behalf of Jews was lost from common 
knowledge and was often challenged when Jews and their protectors fur-
nished such documents. The evidence of papal protection of Jews, espe-
cially regarding blood accusations, ran against the established narrative 
patterns— although published in the Annales but excluded from the more 
popular abridged editions, it remained in the domain of private elite 
knowledge.

The “facts” that did travel well and stuck throughout the vari ous edi-
tions and epitomes of the annals and other chronicles  were the stories that 
fit the larger narrative and belief system about Jews. Although  these stories 
may have started as local tales or lore, their inclusion in  these authorita-
tive chronicles and compilations of primary sources turned them into his-
torical “facts.” Tiberino’s narrative of Simon’s death, for example, became 
a primary source for the Bollandist Acta Sanctorum, testifying to the verity 
of Simon’s martyrdom and sainthood.  These in ven ted “facts” about Jews 
then turned into patterns to be used as evidence in a  legal context, in  trials 
and  legal treatises. Marquardus de Susannis, for example, in his  legal trea-
tise De Iudaeis et aliis infidelibus (Of Jews and Other Unfaithful, 1558) 
turned to chronicles for “facts” to justify expulsions of Jews.45 He men-
tioned the poisoning of wells, blasphemies, and several examples of mur-
ders of  children: William of Norwich, along with the other Norwich story 
from 1234 mentioned in  later chronicles, and Simon of Trent. For de Su-
sannis and  others, the chronicles  were sources of “reliable knowledge” that 
provided authoritative historical evidence.

Indeed, whereas Catholic scholars may have included stories of host des-
ecrations in their works to boost the validity of the dogma of transubstan-
tiation, stories of Jewish murders and other “crimes”  were so entrenched 
as “facts” among Eu ro pean Christian writers that even Protestant scholars 
included them in their works, helping embed them deeper in the body of 
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Eu ro pean cultural knowledge about Jews. Sebastian Münster, the Catholic- 
turned- Protestant scholar, boasted that his Cosmographia “described the 
 people of the  whole world, their studies, sects, customs, habits, laws, reli-
gions, rites, kingdoms, principalities, commerce, antiquities, lands, creation 
of lands . . .  and other  things if the sort which are celebrated by historians 
and cosmographers and most of all which are in some way able by their 
excellence and dignity to come to our knowledge.”46 And yet he included 
more than a dozen anti- Jewish stories.

That Münster was not immune to such stories has surprised some 
scholars. He was  after all one of the most famous and accomplished He-
braists of his era. He studied not only with fellow Christian scholars, such 
as Konrad Pellikan and Johannes Reuchlin, but also with Jews, notably Elia 
Levita. He published a Hebrew and Aramaic grammar, a dictionary, and a 
translation of the Hebrew Bible into Latin and of the Gospel of Matthew 
into Hebrew. His importance for the development of Christian Hebraism 
cannot be overstated.47 And yet, in his Cosmographia, an exquisite example 
of the historical- topographical genre of the time, he did not shy away from 
medieval tales about Jews, even from introducing new ones into circula-
tion. For example, Münster’s Cosmographia appears to be one of the ear-
liest Eu ro pean printed works to mention the expulsion of Jews from 
 England48 and only the second to note the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, 
which appears to have been first mentioned briefly in the Chronicon by 
Mattia Palmieri of Pisa published in the 1536 edition of Joannes Sichardus’s 
compilation of vari ous chronicles.49

To be sure Münster did not mindlessly copy  earlier chronicles, and his 
Protestant sensibilities are certainly palpable in his omission of host dese-
cration stories and of language implying sainthood of Christian  children 
said to have been killed by Jews. But  these stories nonetheless served Mün-
ster, as they did his pre de ces sors, to justify instances of local anti- Jewish 
vio lence and persecution. Thus, for example, in his description of France 
and its kings, Münster briefly noted that “in 1180  there was a  great number 
of Jews in France,” about whom a “rumor” spread that “each year” they 
kidnapped a Christian child and tormented him on Good Friday. Having 
learned about it, the king expelled them two years  later, in 1182.50 But Mün-
ster makes no mention of a shrine to the boy in Paris. The same is true of 
his description of Simon of Trent. Although, at first glance, the lengthy pas-
sage seems to describe Simon’s story dispassionately— even including some 
nuance by acknowledging that when the Jews’  house was first searched the 
boy was not found  there and by incorporating the Jews’ explanation that 
the flowing  water must have washed Simon’s body into the canal— the text 
nonetheless gives a detailed description of the tortures Simon was supposedly 
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subjected to and asserts that Jews killed the boy “out of hatred of Christ.” 
Yet Münster said nothing about Simon’s veneration among Catholics.51 
Notably,  these stories could have served as potentially anti- Catholic propa-
ganda, but they  were not deployed in that way in the Cosmographia. In-
deed, although Münster mentioned the story of Jews “martyring” a boy in 
Berne, which had been inserted in some editions of Rolevinck’s Fasciculus, 
he did not include the story of the venerated Werner of Bachrach, though he 
could have noted it in his discussion of Alsace. In Münster’s Cosmographia 
the stories about Jews are almost always stories of cruelty and disorder, 
which end with fully justified punishment of the Jews as “authors of all kinds 
of crimes”  either through a judicial pro cess or vigilante vio lence.52

Münster’s Cosmographia built on both ancient works and the late Re-
nais sance descriptions of the world and  peoples. Ptolemy, Strabi, and Pliny 
provided early models. Christian writers of the late antiquity and the medi-
eval period then re imagined the world within the framework of Christian 
eschatological chronology, as living in the last of the six ages.53  Later, Re-
nais sance scholars applied this to their vision of the world, which is certainly 
evident in Hartman Schedel’s Liber chronicarum. His work, though pre-
sented as a chronology, also provided a description and visual illustration 
of the world.54 With the Eu ro pean expansion into the Amer i cas and Africa, 
Eu ro pean writers began to be interested in descriptions of the world and of 
customs of  peoples inhabiting vari ous lands. The monstrous, tragic, and 
terrifying became part of the story.

Münster built on this new interest and new body of knowledge. But he 
also did his own research through traveling and soliciting information from 
local contacts. It took some eigh teen years before the first edition of the 
Cosmographia saw light in 1544. The book took not only time to prepare 
but also money, which had to be raised to support the costs of print and 
production of woodcuts. This may explain why Münster, who “believed 
that the Hebrew language and Jewish scholarship could be put to the ser-
vice of Chris tian ity, expanding and refining its body of knowledge,” in-
cluded more than a dozen anti- Jewish stories in his majestic opus.55 The 
Cosmographia was a bit of a “pay- to- play” proj ect. Münster appealed to 
lords and local leaders to provide content and funding: “Cities of the 
German nation! Do not regret the gulden or two you might spend on a de-
scription of your region. Let every one lend a helping hand to complete a 
work in which  shall be reflected as in a mirror, the entire land of Germany 
with all its  peoples, its cities and its customs.”56 The cities included in the 
Cosmographia  were,  unless Münster explic itly noted other wise,  those that 
paid and provided local information, such as Rufach, whose description 
and illustrations came from the Protestant theologian and Hebraist Konrad 
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Pellikan and the humanist Konrad Wolfhart.57 Rufach’s description, which 
appeared first in the 1550 Latin edition, tells of po liti cal vio lence in 1298 
(“or according to  others 1296”) and its devastation, followed by “calami-
ties” caused by Jews “who in almost all regions conspired to ruin Chris-
tians” and who  were punished for their crimes. The citizens of Rufach in 
1309 burned many of “their Jews, who had a synagogue in the city,” and 
years  later they also killed  those who had remained.58 The passage ends 
with a description of famine and a mention of a painting commemorating 
it that could still be seen at the time. The stories about Jews in the Cosmo-
graphia thus may be  those contributing patrons wanted included as part of 
the description of their lands and cities.

Münster constantly updated his Cosmographia, and some stories, like the 
Rufach story, appear in some editions but not  others.59 But the printer also 
made aesthetic choices, perhaps in consultation with Münster. The German 
and Italian editions include images of a crucified child near the story of 
Richard of Pontoise in 1180 and Simon of Trent (Fig. 4.3). The German 
and, to a lesser extent, the Latin editions have additional images of bearded 
and marked Jews to signal stories related to Jews, especially  those involving 
vio lence and persecution. Visually and in text the Cosmographia reinforces 
the image of the dangerous, ugly Jew. By crowdsourcing stories, Münster 
gave to local  people voice and the power to determine how they wanted 
their towns represented to the reading public. He thus captured the way 
they saw Jews and their place in their local stories. In contrast to Baronio, 
Bzovius, and Rinaldi, who complicated the repre sen ta tion of Jews in his-
tory, Münster allowed for local memory about them to become “facts.” The 
book’s impact was prob ably significant, given that it went through some 
thirty- five editions in less than a  century, with an estimated fifty thousand 
German- language copies in circulation and ten thousand in Latin.60 While 
Christians may have found in Münster’s Cosmographia a confirmation of 
their beliefs about Jews, the sixteenth- century Jewish historian Yosef 
Ha- Kohen used it as a source for his history of Jewish persecution.61

Münster’s Cosmographia exemplifies a genre in which geographic de-
scriptions also included sites and stories associated with specific locales. 
Georg Braun’s magnificent Civitates orbis terrarum similarly pairs images 
with texts, and  here, too, anti- Jewish tales  were included. But unlike Mün-
ster, Braun seems to have mentioned only stories linked to existing phys-
ical sites.  Under Brussels, he described the Basilica of S. Gudula and the 
associated story of host desecration said to have happened  there in 1369.62 
In an impressively detailed description of Trent, he added information about 
the Church of St. Peter’s, “of the Germans,” in which  there was “the body 
of B. Simon” killed by Jews “years ago.”63
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A survey of  these early modern works, especially the chronicles, reveals 
a certain pattern. German chronicles and annalistic compilations, in Latin 
or German, provided Eu ro pean readers with the most vituperative stories 
about Jews, replicating material taken from  earlier works. Rolevinck and 
Schedel provided most such stories in the early period. They, along with 
Alfonso de Espina’s Fortalitium fidei, published in at least four editions in 
the fifteenth  century (1471 in Strasburg; 1485 and 1494 in Nuremberg by 
Anton Koberger, publisher of Schedel’s chronicle; and 1487 in Lyon), pro-
vided foundational material for subsequent works.  These stories came pre-
dominantly from northwestern Eu rope. And although some documentary 
annals and chronicles included sources explic itly condemning vio lence 
against Jews and thus complicating the prevalent narrative about the place 
of Jews in the Christian world, only the tales of Jewish cruelty and vio lence 
against them appeared repeatedly across the genres.  These stories  were not 
inconsequential; they had  legal value. Already in the Trent trial, Johannes 
Hinderbach scoured  earlier chronicles and books for stories about Jews to 
justify the legality of the trial and executions.  These early modern printed 
chronicles would  later also be used as evidence in other  trials of Jews. But 
the documentary evidence of protecting Jews was gradually lost from both 
history and memory,  because the works that had a broader reach did not 
include them.

Strikingly, the earliest printed chronicles about Poland included few such 
anti- Jewish stories and showed  little influence of western Eu ro pean chron-
icles. An exception is the work by Marcin Kromer, a Polish bishop, dip-
lomat, and chronicler, first published in 1555, which mentions attacks on 
Jews in “Italy, Germany, [and] France” stemming from a popu lar belief that 
Jews poisoned wells.64 Polish chronicles focused on local stories, and by mid- 
to- late sixteenth  century, when  these chronicles  were published, few anti- 
Jewish Polish stories had spread. Some Polish chronicles mention privi-
leges granted to Jews by King Casimir the  Great, explaining them by his 
relationship with the Jewess Esther, first mentioned by Jan Długosz in 
his fifteenth- century chronicle, which itself was only known from man-
uscripts.65 The chroniclers held that generous privileges  were granted to 
Jews  because of Esther’s influence on the king.66 Some Polish chronicles did 
mention the 1399 legend of host desecration in Poznań, which would be-
come more popu lar in the late sixteenth and in the seventeenth centuries 
its dissemination in printed pamphlets.67  Others, among them chronicles 
by Maciej Miechowita and Marcin Bielski, discussed an attack on Jews in 
1406 (or 1407) in Cracow instigated by a sermon given by a priest named 
Budek, who claimed that the night before, Jews had killed a Christian child, 
committed abominable  things with his blood, and also attacked a priest 
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carry ing the consecrated host.68 The story resonated with local Christians, 
leading to an attack on Jews  because, as Bielski claimed,  people had griev-
ances against Jews for bribing authorities and escaping justice when they 
sold stolen objects.

For the most part anti- Jewish stories found in  earlier Eu ro pean chroni-
cles did not begin to filter into Poland  until the late sixteenth  century, when 
they would enter vernacular explic itly anti- Jewish works. Marcin Bielski’s 
chronicle of the world, published in 1564 and inspired by Münster’s 
 Cosmographia, is most notable for largely omitting them. For example, 
although Bielski mentioned the expulsion of Jews from Spain,69 he did not 
include the story of Jews “martyring” a boy in Berne found in Rolevinck 
and Münster70 nor the discussion of anti- Jewish persecution that Münster 
had inserted in the descriptions of Strasburg and Speyer.71 Trent is described 
in ten words without mentioning Simon: “Trent, city and  castle, partly [be-
longing to] the Duke of Austria, partly to the Bishop of Trent.”72 With the 
exception of a handful of Polish examples, events related to postbiblical 
Jews, so ubiquitous in other Eu ro pean chronicles, are virtually non ex is tent 
in Bielski’s description of the world.73

But Bielski did devote a chapter exclusively to Jews.74 The chronicler fo-
cused on the Talmud and what he considered its absurd teachings, as well as 
some Jewish customs, often described erroneously and with derision.  After 
discussing the Jewish holidays, dietary laws, betrothal practices, mourning 
rites, and ethical teachings that he implied condoned questionable practices, 
adultery, and even murder, he briefly turned to the accusations that Jews 
used Christian blood: “As for the [claims] that they drink Christian blood, 
which they drain from innocent  children, as our [writers] claim, I could not 
verify for sure from baptized Jews; nor regarding their procurement from 
the Eucharistic wafer [boże ciało], since it is difficult to tell which one is 
consecrated, which is not.”75 And although Bielski raised doubts about child 
murders, the use of blood, and host desecrations, he asserted that Jews did 
indeed “secretly buy  children, though not for to murder [them] or for their 
blood, but to sell them expensively to Turks.” His claim was based on what he 
apparently had heard from an Armenian. Bielski transformed an accusation 
found in other books into a new story, which given Poland’s proximity to 
the Ottoman Empire, seemed plausible. Still his chronicle quite consciously 
was purged of spurious stories blaming Jews for the deaths of  children.

The same cannot be said of a Bohemian chronicle by Václav Hájek of 
Libočan, Bohemian Chronicle, published first in Czech in 1541 in Prague 
and then in German in 1596.76 Though, as Zdenek David argues, Hájek 
was quite familiar with western Eu ro pean chronicles, his chronicle had a 
distinct local flavor. It contained a staggering forty- six stories about Jews, 
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among them eleven known from other western chronicles, including  William 
of Norwich and Simon of Trent, and new stories pertaining to Bohemia that 
had appeared nowhere before.77  Here too Jews kill Christians, rob or even 
burn their churches, poison wells, desecrate hosts, and defraud Christians. 
As punishment, they are in turn attacked, hanged, burned, or expelled. For 
example, one of the earliest stories about Jews in Hájek’s chronicle, said to 
have taken place in 1053, conflates well poisoning and blood accusation.78 
It recounts that during a plague when many Christians  were  dying in 
smaller towns where Jews lived, no Jew died. At the same time a Jew was 
caught for attempting to kill a Christian child to use his blood. He con-
fessed to wanting to kill the child for his blood, which was then to be dis-
tributed among his  family and used for magic. Having learned about  these 
crimes, the duke punished the Jews by burning, whereupon the  dying 
 stopped. In Hájek’s work, as in the  earlier western Eu ro pean chronicles, 
Christian vio lence against Jews is always justified by Jews’ alleged crimes. 
Hájek’s chronicle fits in the Eu ro pean genre. With  these stories he estab-
lished a pattern of Jewish be hav ior, using the same action verbs and adjec-
tives, and giving the readers a  limited menu of what they could imagine 
Jews did and what could be done to them.

Regional Epistemologies

Early modern Christian readers seeking information about Jews did not 
need to resort to leafing through pages of weighty tomes.79 Polemical works 
about Jews had been published since the earliest days of printing, and by 
the early sixteenth  century publishing patterns emerged, reflecting regional 
interests and shaping epistemological trajectories. An impor tant early in-
fluence was Alfonso de Espina’s Fortalitium fidei, written on the Iberian 
peninsula before 1461 and published several times north of the Alps. In this 
work Espina outlined theological questions and provided a long list of anti- 
Jewish tales about “existential past and pre sent.”80 The theological ques-
tions, largely based on  earlier polemical works available in Iberia, served 
as a model for  later polemical works, and his anti- Jewish stories became 
yet another source of “historical” knowledge for  those who sought proof 
of “Jewish cruelties.”81 But whereas de Espina combined two distinct areas 
of anti- Jewish lit er a ture in one volume— theological polemic and spurious 
anti- Jewish works— later works tended to split  these genres according to 
distinct regional interests. In the German lands and on the Italian peninsula, 
such lit er a ture tended to focus on the polemic against Jews and  Judaism, 
even if the means and topical focus differed. In Poland, in contrast, the 
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theological aspect of anti- Jewish lit er a ture was minor, with the predomi-
nant emphasis on “Jewish cruelties.”

German lands developed their own regional focus. Traditional anti- Jewish 
polemic that emphasized theological issues such as the Trinity, the incarna-
tion of Jesus, circumcision, baptism, and other issues did, of course, exist 
 there. A late fifteenth- century work, Pharetra fidei, published in Cologne 
in the 1490s and republished in Landschut in 1514, offered a polemical 
dialogue on theological questions between a Jew and a Christian, declaring 
that “we cannot defeat  these vile and rejected Jews except with their own 
weapons.”82 But in the early modern period  there emerged a new genre, 
marking what R. Po- Chia Hsia regarded as “a shift from theology to folk-
ways, from doctrine to cultural practices,” with books focused on Jewish 
practices and observances.83 With more than seventy such works published 
in German or written by Germans, and only a handful authored or pub-
lished outside the German lands, such “polemical ethnographies” became 
a predominantly German phenomenon.84

The trial at Trent may have been, as Hsia has argued, an impor tant trigger 
of interest in Jewish rituals in the German cultural sphere, especially among 
 those who  were part of the proceedings, such as Friar Erhard von Pappen-
heim.85 Von Pappenheim, who had translated a copy of the trial rec ords 
into German, also wrote a commentary on a Hebrew manuscript of the 
Haggadah that demonstrates the extent to which the trial tainted his reading 
of Jewish practices.86 Strikingly, this post- Trent interest in Jewish customs 
did not take root in the Italian cultural sphere, despite the Trent affair 
leaving a mark. The “ethnographic” focus remained a German development 
 shaped largely by early sixteenth- century vernacular works by Jewish con-
verts to Chris tian ity and then sustained by Protestant scholars who studied, 
as Elisheva Carlebach has observed, “Jewish ritual for the purpose of elu-
cidating the original [Christian] practices that had now become objects of 
serious contention between Christian denominations.”87

The broader Jewish and Christian cultural and po liti cal context in 
German lands may further explain why the “ethnographic” polemic was a 
German development. For the Ashkenazi Jews of the German lands, the 
minhag, or custom, was “the core” of their culture, and minhag lit er a ture 
as a genre developed among them from the late eleventh  century on.88 By 
the fifteenth  century, the genre was widespread, to the point that custom 
often served as a basis for some  legal decisions. The genre even spread to 
individuals and individual communities, which recorded their own customs. 
This lit er a ture, as Carlebach has convincingly shown, became a model for 
the “ethnographic” polemic. In fact, Antonius Margaritha, a Jewish con-
vert and author of one of the most influential polemical works on Jewish 
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observances, first published in 1530, was a product of this cultural milieu. 
As a cantor’s  brother, he knew the importance of “cantorial instructions” 
when he translated Hebrew prayers for his readers. Although many impor-
tant rabbis wrote works focusing on Jewish practices, one did not have to 
be a scholar deeply immersed in rabbinic lit er a ture to read or even write 
such books. Minhag books became a hallmark of secondary elites. It is 
thus perhaps not surprising that the first such polemical works  were 
penned by Jewish converts who did not display a high level of sophistica-
tion in the understanding of the halakhah and rabbinic lit er a ture. Victor 
von Carben and Johannes Pfefferkorn pioneered the genre in the German 
vernacular with the help of Cologne Dominicans, publishing the earliest 
such books in the first de cade of the sixteenth  century. Von Carben’s work, 
disor ga nized and laden with errors, did not make as big an impact as the 
pamphlets penned by Pfefferkorn, who had begun his anti- Jewish crusade 
in 1507 with the pamphlet Der Juden Spiegel (The Jews’ Mirror), in which 
he challenged some Jewish beliefs and practices and promoted anti- Jewish 
policies that would subsequently make it into works by Martin Luther and 
 others.89

Pfefferkorn’s first work on Jewish customs, the 1508 Ich heyss eyn 
 Buchlijn, came with five woodcuts, of which four  were full- page images 
representing scenes of Jewish ceremonies related to the High Holidays. In 
all of them, Jews are blindfolded as they perform ritual acts such as tasch-
likh (a symbolic casting off of sins), kapparot (a ritual of atonement), and 
malkot (a ritual flagellation).  These woodcuts  were some of the earliest— 
except for the publications emerging  after Trent and the chronicles— visual 
repre sen ta tions of postbiblical Jews disseminated in Eu rope. Their goal 
was unmistakably to highlight the strangeness of Jewish observances.90 In 
1509, Pfefferkorn published another booklet, in both German and Latin, in 
which he promised to offer “a complete explanation of how the blind Jews 
celebrate their Passover.”91 To be sure, he (or his Dominican handlers) of-
fered a Christological interpretation of Passover, asserted Jews did not un-
derstand that the true Passover sacrifice was Christ, and used the text to 
polemicize against Jews, especially to show that they harbored heretical 
beliefs. Still, Pfefferkorn did not provide any ammunition for  those 
claiming Jews killed Christian  children during Passover for their blood or 
as a ritual sacrifice. In fact, in the first chapter, he discussed almost  matter 
of factly the preparations for Passover, including making Passover “bread,” 
the matzah, which he noted was made from special flour— considered 
sacred— mixed with  water in such a way as to avoid fermentation. Pfef-
ferkorn’s book on Passover represented a continuation of his effort to un-
dermine the  legal status of Jews in the Holy Roman Empire, but it did not 
cross the line of providing support for anti- Jewish libels.92
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Pfefferkorn’s attacks on Jewish books and ceremonies led to a pushback 
from Christian scholars. Dragged into this controversy was Johannes Re-
uchlin, who defended the value of Jewish books and demonstrated Pfef-
ferkorn’s ignorance of Jewish texts.93 In 1512, also as a statement against 
Pfefferkorn’s attacks on the Passover liturgy, the Franciscan friar Thomas 
Murner published the Haggadah in a Latin translation; it was the first printed 
illustrated Haggadah.94 The frontispiece shows three Jews reclining around 
a  table, with matzah at the center covered by a cloth, and four cups of wine 
in front of each figure— visually symbolizing the four cups of wine drunk 
during the Passover seder (Fig. 4.4). The remaining images also depict Jews 
sitting around the  table with cups of wine. In contrast to the illustrations 
in Pfefferkorn’s book, Murner’s Jews are not blindfolded, nor do they have 
any derogatory features, only the badges vis i ble on the frontispiece.

Yet Murner’s haggadah was still polemical, and not only against Pfeffer-
korn. The introduction noted that con temporary Jewish cele brations of 
Passover  were not part of biblical observances, but rather an invention 
during their exile, “observed outside of Jerusalem, against the precepts of 
Moses.” In fact, the Jews “dare[d] to invent new rituals of Passover,” which 
Murner considered heretical. Murner’s translation of the Haggadah was 
also framed within the tradition of Christian polemical interest in Hebrew 
learning through references to two medieval examples, Paul of Burgos and 
Nicholas of Lyra. Still, in the context of Pfefferkorn’s crusade against 
Jewish books, Murner, as Lawrence A. Hoffman has suggested, “hoped to 
demonstrate that the  Haggadah contained nothing worth destroying.”95

As the commentary on the Haggadah by Friar Erhard von Pappenheim 
makes clear, a discussion of Passover rituals was often an opportunity to 
indulge in interpretations supporting blood accusations against Jews. Yet 
neither Murner nor Pfefferkorn went in that direction. In fact, in The Jews’ 
Mirror, Pfefferkorn addressed the issue directly: “It is a common saying that 
the Jews have to have Christian blood and also have the monthly flow,” he 
wrote. “We  really put them in the wrong by making such a claim.”96 He saw 
such accusations as obstacles to Jewish conversion, and although he did not 
preclude the possibility that some Jews may have killed Christians, he pleaded,

Therefore I ask all faithful Christians to disregard such unfounded talk in order 
not to give the Jews a reason to be stubborn. It is quite pos si ble that some 
Jews persecute us and sometimes kill  children of Christians  because they envy 
and hate Christ and us. However, they do not do this for the blood but in order 
to dishonor and harm the parents. For  there are bad  people in all estates, and 
although  there is once in a while a bad person like that, this does not mean 
that every one is of that nature. Therefore, avoid making such accusations so 
that the Jews  will not believe we need them as evidence for our Christian faith, 
which is clearly without flaws proved by the Holy Scriptures and by miracles.
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Pfefferkorn’s arguments made their way into Luther’s 1523 pamphlet Jesus 
Was Born a Jew, in which he expressed hopes for Jewish conversion and 
pleaded with Christians to treat Jews kindly and not claim that they needed 
Christian blood “so that they  don’t stink.”97 By 1543, in his book On Jews 
and Their Lies, Luther reembraced the tales of Jews’ need of Christian blood 
and even mentioned Trent.98

Fig. 4.4  Thomas Murner, Hukat ha- pesah: ritus et celebratio phase iudeorum 
(Frankfurt: Beatus Murner, 1512). NYPL Spencer Coll. Ger 1512.
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Although the earliest works of this “ethnographic” genre of polemical 
lit er a ture emerged before the Reformation, the genre “reached its mature 
form”  after the publication of a more sophisticated work on the subject in 
1530 by another convert to Chris tian ity from a prodigious Jewish  family, 
Antonius Margaritha.99 The genre flourished also in the context of Protes-
tant anti- Catholic polemic and interests, as Protestants began to study 
“Jewish ritual for the purpose of elucidating the original practices” of early 
Christians, thereby highlighting the corruption of the Catholic Church.100

Margaritha’s Der gantz Jüdisch Glaub (The Entire Jewish Faith) provides 
a fuller description of Jewish customs and a translation of Jewish prayers 
into German.101 Margaritha, recalling  earlier Christian polemicists, in-
cluding Thomas Murner, wanted “to expose Judaism as an unbiblical reli-
gion.”102 He was also concerned with what he thought was an unfairly high 
status of the Jews and sought to undermine it by proposing policy mea-
sures that would curb their perceived power and influence. Published just 
before the 1530 Imperial Diet in Augsburg, Margaritha’s booklet addressed 
Christian authorities. He hoped that given his status as a son of a rabbi, 
the book would have an impact.103

In Der gantz Jüdisch Glaub Margaritha argued that Jews harbor a deep- 
seated hatred of Christians and thus posed a danger to Christian society. 
According to Elisheva Carlebach, the work framed Jewish rituals as “ele-
ments of a deliberately concealed anti- Christian complex,” exposing “the 
most trivial Jewish everyday be hav iors as ‘secrets’ to be probed for clan-
destine evil intent.”104 It disturbed the emperor, who summoned to Aug-
burg the Jewish leader Josel of Rosheim for a debate with Margaritha. The 
incident ended with Margaritha’s imprisonment and expulsion from the im-
perial city.105

Margaritha’s book was hostile to Jews and often inaccurate, but it be-
came an instant bestseller. In the first year of its publication, it was reprinted 
four times, and then again in 1531, 1544, and 1561. It got another burst 
of popularity at the end of the seventeenth  century, with editions in 1698, 
1705, and 1713. Not only did Margaritha’s book shape the genre of po-
lemical “ethnographies,” including  later works by Christian scholars, but 
it also influenced Luther, who used snippets of it in his own writings against 
the Jews. For example, Margaritha’s claim that, when seeing Christians, 
Jews mispronounced the greeting “Seyt Gott  will komm” as “Sched  will 
komm”— here comes the devil— found its way into Luther’s 1543 book 
“On Jews and Their Lies,” and then into other polemical anti- Jewish 
works.106

But for all of Margaritha’s hostility, the book offered nothing to support 
blood accusations. In fact, in a subtle way, it refuted it. In his description 
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of Passover matzah, Margaritha emphatically stated  there was nothing in 
it— “only flour and  water”; not even salt or fat was added.107 Although not 
all converts unequivocally denied the accusations against Jews, that many 
did was significant and was noted by some high- profile writers and authori-
ties. Protestant reformer Andreas Osiander in his essay  Whether It Was 
True or Believable that the Jews Strangle  Children of Christians and Use 
Their Blood (written in the aftermath of a trial of Jews in Pösing— now 
Pezinok, Slovakia—in the kingdom of Hungary in 1529) raised this point 
explic itly.108 He argued, echoing the bulla aurea from Emperor Frederick 
II in the aftermath of the vio lence in Fulda, that baptized Jews who became 
Christians would have no reason to conceal from Christians what their 
enemies— the Jews— did. In fact, Ossiander added, Pfefferkorn “and the 
friars of Cologne” would have been all too happy to reveal “child murders,” 
had they known about them. Similarly, Paul Ricius, a learned man who also 
became a Christian, knew nothing about child murders.109 This remained 
an impor tant point; in 1759, Cardinal Ganganelli would note it in his re-
port on blood accusations. But, as Elisheva Carlebach has pointed out, even 
when some converts, such as Ernst Ferdinand Hess in 1598, did “report 
practices in which Jews reportedly used Christian blood for ritual or mag-
ical purposes,” the allegations  were dismissed as counterproductive false-
hoods and an obstacle to the goal of converting Jews to Chris tian ity— a 
point already raised by Pfefferkorn and repeatedly evoked for centuries.110 
One of the most explicit expressions of this view came from Johann Chris-
toph Wagenseil at the beginning of the eigh teenth  century. “It is certain,” 
Wagenseil wrote, “that  these lies and the untruths accompanying them 
arouse in them nothing but a hate against Christians, and make them at 
the same time have a horror of [Christian] religion. . . .  Among  those lies 
(as Luther calls them) the biggest and bitterest which Jews are forced to 
suffer at the hands of Christians is that they are publicly accused of needing 
Christian blood. . . .  [B]ecause of  those damned lies the Jews have been 
plagued, tormented, and many thousands of them cruelly executed.”111

The result in German lands was a polyphony of voices about blood ac-
cusations. On the one hand, some continued to repeat such stories in chron-
icles and in reports of new  trials. On the other, some, emphatically or just 
implicitly, denied, for dif fer ent reasons, the charge that Jews killed Chris-
tian  children.

The genre of custumals of Jews exploded in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries and became increasingly embraced by Christian writers. 
One of the most successful such books was Johannes Buxtorf’s Synagoga 
judaica, published just a few years  after the convert Ernst Ferdinand Hess 
published his inflammatory book.112 Synagoga judaica, addressed explic-
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itly to the Christian reader, promised to “consider” with utmost diligence 
the “ great ingratitude, disobedience, and stubbornness” of the Jews through 
a detailed description of Jewish ceremonies. Buxtorf, a reformed theolo-
gian and a professor of Hebrew at the University of Basel, ostensibly wanted 
to answer the question  whether Jews indeed observed “zealously” the laws 
of Moses. But, in fact, his real purpose was to expose the “unbelief” of the 
Jews and show to Christians that Jews of his time no longer obeyed bib-
lical laws but instead followed “fables” and other traditions. He wanted to 
arm Christians with tools against Jewish “unbelief” and help them avoid 
the “wrath of God.” Like most  others, Buxtorf took issue with the Talmud, 
underscoring that Jews privileged it over the Scriptures. Buxtorf based his 
description on a wide array of Jewish sources, ranging from the Talmud 
and the sixteenth- century compilation of Jewish law— the Shulḥan ‘Arukh—
to prayer books and Yiddish sources, such as sermons, guidebooks, and 
minhag books. And yet, despite the undeniable anti- Jewish premise and 
tone, the descriptions of the ceremonies and practices, mostly based on 
written sources,  were not inaccurate; their goal, to be sure, was polemical 
but not spurious.

Synagoga judaica was, as Stephen Burnett has argued, “a theological ex-
amination of Judaism” through an “ethnographic description” of beliefs 
and ceremonies.113 Scattered among Buxtorf’s descriptions of Jewish prac-
tices are bits of information implicitly refuting blood accusations. For ex-
ample, Buxtorf provided minute details related to the preparation for and 
observance of Passover. Discussing the days preceding the festival, he ex-
plained the observance and meaning of Shabbat ha- gadol (the Sabbath be-
fore Passover), the removal of leaven from the  house hold, and the careful 
preparation of the Passover matzah: “usually round, full of  little holes 
pierced with a metal tool . . .  made only with clear  water.” Without salt or 
fat, the matzah, Buxtorf added, is quite “unpleasant” to eat.114 A lengthy 
chapter about the Passover seder gives a step- by- step description, in which 
Buxtorf noted a few anti- Christian ele ments of some rituals; for example, 
he claimed that during the ritual of spilling wine, Jews cursed Christians. 
Describing in detail the ritual, which so obsessed the Trent interrogators, 
Buxtorf explained that Jews spilled drops of wine during the recitation of 
the ten plagues, which  were to befall not onto Jews and their  houses but 
“their enemies, evidently Christians.”115 The eve ning ended with a fourth 
cup of wine and a blessing based on scriptural passages, Psalms 79:6 and 
69: 25: “Pour out Thy wrath upon the nations that know Thee not, and 
upon the kingdoms that call not upon Thy name,” and “Pour out Thine in-
dignation upon them, and let the fierceness of Thine anger overtake them.” 
The blessing was in fact a curse “against all  peoples who are not Jews,” 
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Buxtorf wrote.116 Though Buxtorf never referred to anti- Jewish accusations, 
it was clear from his detailed description that no blood, Christian or other-
wise, was part of the Passover cele bration. In fact, as he showed  later when 
describing dietary practices, no blood was ever part of the Jewish diet. In a 
section on food, he noted the fastidious avoidance of eating meat and milk 
together, and the removal of blood from meat.117 So evidently based on 
Jewish sources, Buxtorf’s exceedingly popu lar book became an impor tant 
cultural artifact that subtly debunked blood accusations against Jews by 
providing a detailed description of Jewish ceremonies.

Some of the works on Jewish ceremonies came with images, a trend begun 
by Pfefferkorn. Margaritha’s Der gantz Jüdisch Glaub sported illustrations 
based on Pfefferkorn’s, though smaller and a mirror image of them, sug-
gesting that the artist had Pfefferkorn’s book in front of him.  Later books 
included elaborate scenes of many ceremonies, including Passover and the 
preparation for it. In the long term, the works demystified Jewish practices. 
They still presented them as superstitious and absurd. But now  these prac-
tices  were revealed; they could no longer be secret. The 1705 book by Fried-
rich Albrecht Christiani, Der Jüden Glaube und Aberglaube (On Jewish 
Faith and Superstition), opened with a demeaning image of Jews with a dog 
and sow, and included many inflammatory passages and illustrations of 
some “superstitious” customs, including kapparot and malkot.118 But other 
plates provided detailed and faithful repre sen ta tions of objects and rituals. 
Sometimes, as in case of Bernard Picart’s elaborate Cèrèmonies et cou-
tumes religieuses de tous les peuples du monde, the images are exquisite 
and do not focus just on the absurd.119

Picart’s work differed from “ethnographic” books on Jewish ceremonies 
produced in the German lands,  because his description of Jews was not in-
tended to stand alone: it was one part of a seven- volume massive work on 
the ceremonies and customs of dif fer ent religious groups around the world. 
The book emerged from the early modern genre of travel lit er a ture and 
“ethnographic” descriptions that followed the colonial expansion of Eu-
rope, rather than from anti- Jewish polemical instincts, an impetus for the 
German genre.120 For Picart, Jews  were impor tant in the context of the his-
tory of religion, and in that sense his work resembled Joannes Boemus’s on 
the customs of “all  people” first published in 1520 in Latin and translated 
into many languages, including Italian and French, or that of Claude Fleury, 
whose work on Jewish ceremonies and rites focused on the biblical pe-
riod.121 Picart’s work fit the new epistemological shift to a focus on wit-
nessing and observation, rather than on textual studies or reports by con-
verts. Even though his descriptions had polemical aspects, his work was not 
a direct anti- Jewish polemic.122
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Picart included several copperplates with ritual objects and scenes to il-
lustrate his elaborate descriptions of Jewish ceremonies. Though not all 
Picart’s Jewish figures are portrayed in a flattering way— some sport a 
prominent “Jewish nose”— nonetheless the images are not inflammatory, 
though not devoid of polemic. Like Pfefferkorn and Margaritha, Picart 
added in the first 1723 edition of his work illustrations of rituals of Rosh 
Hashanah, Yom Kippur and the rest of the High Holidays, but omitted the 
“bizarre” practices that  others emphasized (tashlikh, kapparot, and malkot). 
An illustration of malkot, the Yom Kippur flagellation practiced among 
Ashkenazi Jews, was added to the 1741 Paris edition, which copied me-
ticulously Picart’s original plates; but that image was appropriated from 
August Calmet’s Dictionnaire historique, published also in Paris in 1722.123

Artists made it symbolically known that Christians  were now privy to 
internal Jewish practices. Many illustrations depict Christians gazing or 
even participating in the ceremonies: for example, in Pfefferkorn’s and 
 Margaritha’s books it is a Christian synagogue attendant, the only figure 
not blindfolded; in Bernard Picart’s copperplates, centrally located  women 
wear crosses; in Johann Alexander Boener’s depictions of Jews in Fürth, 
Christians witness Jewish ceremonies outdoor, as they also do in Paul Chris-
tian Kirchner’s Jüdisches Ceremoniel and Johann Bodenchatz’s Kirchliche 
Verfassung.124 The presence of Christians in  these illustrations made vis-
i ble a significant point: it signaled to the readers that Jewish ceremonies, 
now exposed and witnessed by Christians,  were no longer “secret” and con-
cealed. And if in  these polemical ethnographies Jews might still be por-
trayed as blind to the truth of Chris tian ity, as observing “bizarre” and ex-
otic rituals, and even as blaspheming against Christ; and even if they might 
harbor hostility, indeed hatred,  toward Christians—in their actions, Jews 
just curse: they do not kill. In this light, Jews no longer seemed dangerous. 
Jews and their rites may have been ridiculed, but  those practices  were “far 
dif fer ent from the murderous rites fantasized in host desecration and ritual 
murder discourses.”125 With  these books, Eu ro pean Christian readers now 
had tools to learn more about Jews that in a way that countered knowl-
edge passed on through anti- Jewish tales in chronicles, where Jews appeared 
as secretive, dangerous killers to be murdered and plundered.

Indeed  these works did not shy away from the topic of anti- Jewish ac-
cusations; blood accusations appeared in them again and again. Pfefferkorn 
was the first to address it explic itly. Margaritha chose a stealthier way, dis-
cussing the rituals of Passover and Passover matzah. But  later writers ad-
dressed it as well. For example, Friedrich Abrecht Christiani in Der Jüden 
Glaube und Aberglaube passionately defended Jews against blood accusa-
tions, offering “my body and my life” as “a pledge that no Jew should be 
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as bold to have the courage to kidnap and kill a Christian child.”126 Jews, 
he argued,  were “too timid by nature to exercise such a cruel act, especially 
since they know that they have been subjected to exile among the Chris-
tians and  under the Christian authorities.” He acknowledged the stories 
from “two- three hundred years ago,” such as at Trent and elsewhere, but 
laid the blame on “priests and monks” whose inventions led to persecution 
and massacres of Jews by the mob. Neither did Bernard Picart skirt the 
issue, although he was not as unequivocal about it. Despite elaborately de-
scribing the Jews’ avoidance of blood, both by biblical commandment and 
in preparation of meat, in a chapter about “crimes laid to the charge of the 
Jews” he allowed for ambiguity.127

In contrast to German lands, in Italy  there existed only a handful of 
books devoted to Jewish ceremonies intended for Christian readers. The 
earliest was Historia dei riti ebraici (History of Jewish Rites) by the Jewish 
scholar Leone Modena, written ostensibly as a response to Buxtorf’s 
popu lar Synagoga judaica and published first in Paris in 1637; it was 
 later republished and translated into other languages a number of times. 
The French version was included in Picart’s Ceremonies. At the end of 
the seventeenth  century, Giulio Morosini, a convert to Chris tian ity, pub-
lished a polemical work in which a large part was devoted to Jewish 
ceremonies, and in 1737, another convert, Paolo Medici, published his 
response to Modena’s Riti. But in contrast to the Ashkenazi Jews, no in-
digenous minhag lit er a ture seems to have developed among Italian Jews. 
The minhag books published on the Italian peninsula  were Ashkenazi 
Yiddish, sometimes Yiddish- Italian works, or occasionally Italian trans-
lations of Yiddish works, such as the Sefer minhagim published in 
Venice by Giovanni de Gara in 1589 and republished numerous times 
thereafter, or even Benjamin Slonik’s guidebook for  women, Seder miẓvot 
nashim (A Book of  Women’s Commandments), first published in Yiddish 
in 1577  in Cracow, then translated into Italian by Jacob Halpron, and 
published in 1616  in Venice. The Italian edition of Slonik’s guidebook 
evoked a strong negative response by a Bolognese preacher, Girolamo 
Allè, who feared that the availability of such books in Italian, combined 
with the proximity of Jews and Christians, would lead to a “pernicious” 
Jewish influence on Christians.128 With few works discussing Jewish rites 
and ceremonies, anti- Jewish polemic on the Italian peninsula was domi-
nated by theological questions  shaped early on by Pietro Galatino’s work, 
De arcanis catholicae veritatis (Mysteries of the Catholic Truth), which itself 
had been influenced by medieval polemical works.129

If polemical interests by German- speaking Christians, coupled with the 
Ashkenazi tradition of minhag lit er a ture, offer a convincing account of why 
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the “ethnographic” polemical genre was such a German phenomenon, the 
relative lack of interest in Jewish ceremonies in the Italian context can also 
be explained by the fact that Italian Christians did not face the same chal-
lenges to Christian ritual that Catholics in German lands faced from Prot-
estant attacks during the Reformation. The po liti cal situation played a role 
as well.  Because of the frequent expulsions of Jews from German cities and 
principalities, which may have played a role in creating the minhag lit er a-
ture to preserve local customs in periods of instability, some Christians, in-
cluding Johannes Reuchlin, feared that Jews, “the  bearers of this ancient 
testimony,” would soon dis appear from Eu rope and thus “doubled their ef-
fort” to study the Hebrew language and lit er a ture.130 In Italy, the po liti cal 
situation was dif fer ent. Jews  were not expelled; indeed from 1555 their 
presence was assured, albeit in the increasingly segregated districts that be-
came known as “ghettos.”

On the Italian peninsula, the early polemical lit er a ture was driven by 
Christian Hebraists, mostly Christian Kabbalists, not out of fear of the dis-
appearance of Jews or polemical impulses but  because of their interest in 
Jewish texts as sources of knowledge about Chris tian ity.131 In fact, Pietro 
Galatino, in his letter to Reuchlin, wrote that his book dealt with “mys-
teries of the Catholic truth contained in the Talmudic books.”132 This Chris-
tian theological interest in Hebrew books was, from the mid- sixteenth 
 century, reinforced by an overt papal policy to censor books and convert 
Jews. Censorship required competent readers of Hebrew, and although 
many Jewish converts to Chris tian ity served that role,  there  were also Chris-
tians who studied Hebrew.133 The conversion policy, which mandated reg-
ular preaching, in turn effectively created a market for polemical conver-
sionary books, which tended to focus, like medieval polemical works, on 
validating the “incontestable” truth of Christian dogmas through Jewish 
texts and demonstrating Jewish “blindness.” For centuries, the Italian anti- 
Jewish polemic remained by and large theological.

Pietro Galatino’s De arcanis catholicae veritatis, written in defense of Jo-
hannes Reuchlin and published in 1518, was of pivotal importance in 
shaping subsequent Italian polemical lit er a ture.134 Twelve chapters not only 
introduce the readers to basic information about Jewish tradition— such as 
the concepts of the “written” and “oral” Torah— but also demonstrate 
“mysteries of Catholic truth” received from “Hebrew books and old scrip-
tures.” For Galatino, as for other Christian Hebraists, Hebrew books  were 
instruments for confirmation of the Christian faith according to hebraica 
veritas— the Hebrew truth.

Although Galatino was accused of plagiarizing Raymondo Martini’s 
Pugio fidei, an impor tant thirteenth- century polemical work, it was 
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 Galatino’s work that had a demonstrable impact on polemical anti- Jewish 
works on the Italian peninsula and beyond,  because  until the seventeenth 
 century, Pugio fidei remained relatively obscure.135 And based on the number 
of surviving manuscripts, according to Ora Limor, Pugio fidei had “a 
 limited success” also in the medieval period.136 Likely  because of that, the 
book was not brought to print  until 1643, when it was first published in 
Paris. It was followed by three more seventeenth- century editions and one 
in the eigh teenth  century.137 By contrast, some other medieval polemical 
works against Jews— for example, Isadore of Seville’s work— were printed 
already in the fifteenth  century.138

Plagiarized or not, Galatino’s work became quite popu lar and reached 
numerous readers across Eu rope even before the works Galatino had 
drawn on became available in print. First published in 1518 in Ortona by 
the Jewish printer Gershom Soncino, De arcanis was then reprinted post-
humously in Basel in 1550 and 1561, and in Frankfurt in 1602, 1603, 
1612, with a final edition in 1672. It was Galatino’s De arcanis, not Pugio 
fidei, with which scholars engaged explic itly. For example, Modena refuted 
De Arcanis in his Hebrew work Magen va- herev, and Christian writers, 
even opponents of the Kabbalah, referred to De arcanis in their works.139

Each chapter in Galatino’s book addressed separate theological questions, 
most of which had already been articulated in the  Middle Ages: the Trinity, 
the incarnation of “the Son of God and Divinity of the Messiah,” the first 
coming of the Messiah, “the redemption of the humankind  because the 
Messiah has come,” the  mother of the Messiah, the “mysteries” of the Mes-
siah, “the eternal rejection of the Jews and the calling and salvation of the 
gentiles,” “the new divine law” to be established by the Messiah, the cessa-
tion of “old law” with the establishment of the new, and the second coming 
of the Messiah.140 But even though De arcanis is a polemical work, seeking 
Jewish conversions, the book left readers with a sense of appreciation for 
postbiblical Jewish texts  because Galatino used rabbinic sources to dem-
onstrate Christian truth. Indeed, Galatino concluded, the Christian truth 
could be found in Jews’ own postbiblical books, even if they  were blind to 
their meaning.

Galatino’s De arcanis used the figures of Reuchlin and his accuser, the 
Dominican Johannes Hoogstraten, to demonstrate two ostensibly contra-
dictory points: the Talmud contained falsities, lies, and blasphemies, but it 
also contained truths.141 Galatino argued that Christians should know and 
study the Talmud, showing that Pope Clement V himself supported a Latin 
translation.142 It is perhaps not surprising that two years  after Galatino’s 
De arcanis, Christian printer Daniel Bomberg began to publish the first full 
edition of the Talmud with Pope Leo X’s endorsement.143
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The topics and examples contained in De arcanis  were  later used by other 
polemicists, who at times reor ga nized their order and flow. Fabiano Fioghi’s 
Dialogo fra il cathecumino et il padre catechizante (A Dialogue between a 
Neophyte and a  Father Catechizer), published first in 1582 and then re-
published twice in the seventeenth  century, did just that.144 The book’s de-
pendence on Galatino was undeniable. Like Galatino, Fioghi sought to 
refute Jewish arguments and convert Jews, showing that mysteries of Chris-
tian truth are contained in Jewish works. As a result, while claiming that 
Jews  were blind to the truth of Chris tian ity contained in their own books, 
Fioghi, himself a convert, validated Jewish sources— both the Hebrew Scrip-
tures and rabbinic works. Nowhere in this work did he allude to anti- 
Jewish accusations, even when the opportunity arose, for instance, when 
discussing Passover or the Eucharist.145

This was true also for other works published in Italian. In his 1618 
treatise against Jews focused on the “Passion and Death of the Messiah,” 
Pietro Pichi, a Dominican preacher nominated by Pope Paul V to the of-
ficial position of a preacher to Jews, referred to “the authority of ancient 
rabbis,” the Talmud included, to prove Christian doctrines. For Pichi and 
other Italian polemicists, Jewish sources  were in fact useful and  were not 
to be ridiculed in their entirety. Jews simply could not see the truths their 
books contained; hence Pichi pleaded with them to “read your own mas-
ters, who in your Talmud explained the truth about the Messiah . . .  who 
 because of the sins of the world had to be martyred and killed.”146 The 
preacher expressed his desperation at Jews’ failure to convert and their 
continued per sis tence “in their perfidy;” his concern: they would never be 
saved.147 Jews, Pichi wrote,  were “like men, who are near death, about 
whom one thinks as dead rather than alive; who are counted among the 
dead  because  there is no longer hope for life.” Despite his pessimism and 
reminders about the state in which Jews found themselves— “the poorest 
of all nations,” with no kingdom of their own, “servants and slaves to all 
nations on earth”— Pichi repeatedly called Jews “ brothers.”148 To be sure 
Jews  were punished for their role in the death of Christ— “the gravest 
sin”— but he nonetheless claimed that Jews did not kill Jesus. They  were 
participants but not direct killers: Jesus “was not exactly killed by Jews, 
but by gentiles . . .  not by Priests but by other strangers,” but Jews “ were 
pre sent  there, and assisting: they accused him and sent him to death.”149 
Even though Pichi asserted that Jews hated Christ and that the terrible  things 
that had happened to Jews  were a punishment for their role in the cruci-
fixion, he never accused Jews of crimes against con temporary Christians. 
His argument, vituperative adjectives notwithstanding, was theological, his 
polemic textual.
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Most Italian polemical works argued that it was con temporary Judaism, 
“its most unhappy state,” as one writer put it, along with its “vanities,” and, 
in the words of another, “profane and harmful law of the Talmud” that  were 
to be challenged, but not Jews themselves.150 In another work, Pietro Pichi 
wanted to ridicule the idea of transmigration of the souls, the gilgul, which 
he thought was “contrary to the Divine Scriptures”; he was also troubled 
by the Jewish interpretation of the biblical Edom to mean Chris tian ity and 
of Esau as Christians, thus transposing all the biblical curses against Edom 
and Esau “against us.”151 According to Pichi, Jews “believe in all kinds of 
tales and blasphemies;” they speak “ great evil” against Chris tian ity, and 
curse Christians.152 And yet, frustrated as he was that Jews  were “hard as 
a rock,” Pichi nonetheless prayed to find “arguments to convince and con-
vert” them and asked God to “open their heart and recognize the truth.”153

In Pichi’s work and  others, the issue was what Jews believed or failed to 
believe, not what they did. It was about thoughts not deeds. To be sure the 
Jews had hateful fantasies, Pichi claimed, but they  were not about the now, 
but about the  future.  These fantasies expressed hope, as did “David Kimhi 
in the explanation of the prophesy of Obadiah that when Rome  will be de-
stroyed with all Christians, redemption of the Jews  will arrive.” But Jews, 
“as all rabbis interpret,  will not be liberated, nor  will they ever leave this 
captivity,  unless Christian religion is destroyed first.”154 Indeed, de cades 
 later, Francesco Carboni, another seventeenth- century writer writing about 
“the unhappy state of Judaism,” noted the “wickedness of their thoughts 
[malvagità de loro pensieri],” and mentioned only a few obscure examples 
of attempts by Jews to act out their “enmity”  toward Christians, mostly 
tales from Spain.155 Instead, he claimed, Jews continued to “crucify the 
Christian name” but only “in thought, not being able to do it in deed.”156

But for all his fierce language, Carboni did not embrace the narrative of 
Jewish “crimes,” though he did address the issue of consumption of blood 
in the context of dietary prohibitions.157 Whereas most Christian anti- 
Jewish polemic that discussed dietary issues sought to justify the consump-
tion of pork by Christians, Carboni focused on the biblical prohibition on 
consuming blood, realizing that the laws of kashrut grounded in this pro-
hibition raised a serious theological issue. If blood was prohibited by the 
scriptures, then Christians needed to defend the idea of the consumption 
of Christ’s blood in the Eucharist. According to Carboni, this biblical pro-
hibition was no longer valid,  because Christ himself “affirms that blood is 
the drink of the man, mysteriously appearing in Christian sacrifices.” Para-
doxically, then, it was Christians, accepting the precept of transubstantia-
tion, who needed to abolish the prohibition against drinking blood. Implic-
itly, Jews’ “stubbornness” in observing biblical precepts due to their 
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“blindness” to the coming of the Messiah made the accusations of killing 
Christians to obtain blood and of desecrating the Eucharist for the purpose 
of making it bleed absurd. By being “obstinate” in observing  these “no 
longer valid” laws— abolished “with the coming of the Messiah”— Jews re-
frained from consuming blood; their law was quite strict about it. In fact, 
to use blood, they would have had to accept the premise that “the Old Law” 
was indeed abolished! By this logic, Jews could not both be obstinately ob-
servant of the law and use  human blood. Their steadfast refusal to eat 
pork implicitly strengthened their defense against blood accusations. For 
Christians like Carboni, the argument about the abolition of Jewish dietary 
laws was not only about justifying Christian consumption of pork, an ar-
guably trivial issue, but also about validating transubstantiation, a dogma 
central to Catholicism.

For all its virulent language, Carboni’s work was deeply theological, and 
even he conceded that despite the “blasphemies” and “vanities” of the 
Talmud, it contained truths the rabbis concealed. The Talmud covered, Car-
boni wrote, following Jeronimo de Santa Fe, “three types of  matter.”158 
One concerned civil and criminal  matters, similar to “imperial laws among 
us Christians”; the second dealt with issues of matrimonial law, forbidden 
and permitted foods, festivals, and prayers “in the same way that we have 
the Decrees of the Holy Doctors of the Church”; the third concerned 
“stories and discourses about law,” creation, “works of the Holy  Fathers, 
miracles . . .  the coming of the Messiah,” and related topics.  These  were 
called Haggadoth “that is narrative, in plural.” But, he continued,  these 
narratives  were not presented separately; they  were diffused among the 
many books of the Talmud, enabling the rabbis to hide  these stories. In 
short, the Talmud might include “abominations,” but it also contained 
valid knowledge.

Theology thus dominated anti- Jewish polemic on the Italian peninsula. 
It drew heavi ly from Hebrew sources; many pages  were filled with quotes 
in Hebrew characters in support of Christian doctrines. The intoxicating 
power of Jewish sources used to demonstrate the verity of Chris tian ity be-
came an impor tant aspect of Italian conversionary polemic. This was a 
 battle of ideas providing simultaneous apol o getic arguments in support of 
Chris tian ity and a polemic against Judaism. Conversion remained an impor-
tant aspect of Christian, especially Catholic, policies concerning Jews, es-
pecially in Italy. That goal was manifest in the establishment of domus cat-
echumenorum, a home for neophytes, and the prooemium of the 1555 bull 
Cum nimis absurdum, which established the ghetto in Rome and reaffirmed 
 earlier Church policies that sought to “use  legal pressures” to convert 
Jews.159 The conversionary policy was crowned by the 1584 bull Sancta 



188 Blood Libels and Cultures of Knowledge in Early Modern Eu rope

mater ecclesia, which reaffirmed the thirteenth- century Vineam sorec, 
and forced Jews to attend weekly Catholic sermons.160

In Italy, conversionary policies of the Church, coupled with the fact that 
the original interest in Hebrew was stimulated not by anti- Jewish polem-
ical and conversionary goals, but rather by Christian theological inter-
ests, meant that Jewish sources, even if censored and occasionally even 
ridiculed,  were studied and considered valid. In fact, some conversionary 
polemic emerged from the act of censorship itself. In 1608, Dottrina facile 
et breve per ridurre l’hebreo al conoscimento del vero Messia & Salvator 
del mondo (Easy and Short Doctrine to Bring the Jews to the Knowledge 
of the True Messiah & Savior of the World) was published in Venice. Its 
author, Thomaso Bell’Haver Crucifero, was a member of the Holy Office 
responsible for the supervision of Hebrew books. His job as a censor of 
Hebrew books before they  were printed ignited “a desire” to write his own 
book.161 Bell’Haver “has read many  things in the Holy Language, and seen 
the errors of the Jews, and their perverse interpretations,” which he also 
“discussed” with rabbis. In his book, he wanted to “rebut” all  these argu-
ments, “false interpretations of the rabbis,” and demonstrate “the Cath-
olic and Christian truth.” Bell’Haver wrote out of concern for “Jewish 
souls” and from the hope that, if Jews only opened their eyes, they would 
see  there was “no other Messiah than that crucified on Calvary.” The 
book, a mix of Italian, Latin, and Hebrew, was to be used by preachers and 
 others conversing with Jews to facilitate their conversion. Certainly, the 
book is indebted to Galatino, but the fact that  there  were Catholic censors 
of Hebrew books who read  those works and consulted with rabbis was 
one more reason why on the Italian peninsula accusations against Jews 
seemed less entrenched in polemical works.

 These cultural and policy goals— conversion and censorship— shaped the 
content of polemical lit er a ture. Italian polemical lit er a ture was generally 
not anti- Jewish, but rather anti- Judaic, focusing on refuting the tenets of 
Judaism. Although in early modern Italy  there existed a  whole body of 
 Simonine lit er a ture, only on very rare occasions did Italian polemical writers 
even mention the anti- Jewish stories found so frequently in Eu ro pean 
chronicles. When they did, the discussions  were brief. By and large Italian 
writers focused on the  battle of ideas, not the demonization of real Jews.

Yet  there  were exceptions, such as the Jesuit Giovanni Piero Pinamonti’s 
1694 conversionary work La sinagoga disingannata (The Synagogue 
Disenchanted), which was not based on Hebrew sources. Pinamonti fo-
cused on theological issues, seeking to affirm for the world “a truth and 
only Faith.” He also addressed laws and real- life situations, such as eco-
nomic issues that might prevent Jews from converting, as well as the “sinful” 
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ways of Christians.162 He claimed that Jews  were “not treated better in any 
place in the world as among Christians, where, with few exceptions, 
every one allows them to live in peace.”163 Among Christians, Jews  were 
treated justly but, he continued, “if they  were our judges,” similar justice 
could not be expected from Jews. Indeed, no one could deny, Pinamonti 
claimed, that Jews harbored hatred  toward Christians, as one could see “in 
stories of many innocent  children tormented and crucified by Jews in many 
countries, or as one saw during the last wars in Hungary, in which, as it is 
written in many places, they publicly fasted, and prayed to God that the 
Turks win and Christian be defeated.”

In chapter 16 of La sinagoga disingannata, Pinamonti addressed a larger 
question:  whether Christian law was just and, in turn,  whether Jews  were 
justly or unjustly persecuted by Christians. Citing Bzovius, Spondanus, and 
Rinaldi, he listed examples of “Jewish crimes”— poisoning wells, killing 
William of Norwich, and the Poznań host desecration— and he concluded 
that Jews  were never persecuted unjustly but always, deservedly, for their 
“crimes” (scelerezze).164 To buttress his argument, he noted that when Jews 
 were in fact persecuted unjustly, Christian leaders intervened. This was the 
case during the Second Crusade in 1146, when Bernard of Clairvaux inter-
vened, and on other occasions when the popes stepped in to protect Jews 
as well. Being just, therefore, “Christian law is the true law of God.”165 In 
Pinamonti’s argument, the existence of both anti- Jewish  trials and of Chris-
tian defenses of Jews was evidence of the validity of the accusations.

Pinamonti returned to accusations that Jews killed Christian  children in 
a chapter proving that Jews’ “misfortune” was punishment for “the cruci-
fixion of Christ,” which, he claimed, was praised by rabbis in the Talmud. 
“If they could repeat it,” he wrote about the crucifixion, “they would do it 
again, as they had done many times with the innocent  children, lashing 
them, crowning them with thorns, and crucifying them with extreme cru-
elty  because of hatred of Jesus Christ.”166 Yet despite this vitriolic language 
and his embrace of the ritual murder stories, he avoided making the claim 
that Jews needed Christian blood. As with Christian polemicists in the 
German lands, his knowledge of Jewish practices prevented him from 
making such claims. In a chapter concerning changes Christians made to 
divine commandments related to dietary laws and circumcision, Pinamonti 
did not focus, as  others typically did, on the question of the consumption 
of pork but, like Carboni, on the consumption of blood.167 He discussed in 
detail the commandment “you must not eat flesh with its life- blood in it” 
(Gen. 9:4) and described Jewish kosher slaughtering practices. He found 
them superstitious, but when examined carefully, they clearly contradicted 
any idea of the Jewish need for Christian blood.
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For the Jesuit Pinamonti, the existence of stories of Jews killing Chris-
tian  children in authoritative Catholic chronicles could not be discounted: 
but if true, they  were stories of “ritual crucifixion” done in reenactment of 
Christ’s passion and in “hatred” of him, not cannibalistic rites to obtain 
the  children’s blood. The conversionary instinct was so strong in the Italian 
context that even though Pinamonti stressed what he saw as errors and 
blasphemies of the Jews, and gave examples of Jewish “crimes,” he still be-
lieved that if Jews  were adequately educated they would see the light and 
convert.168

On the Italian peninsula few writers turned to the demonization of Jews 
qua Jews. Simon’s story was known, but it was presented as a singular case. 
It was only in the second half of the eigh teenth  century that works akin to 
 those found north of the Alps and in eastern Eu rope began to appear. Strik-
ingly, one of them, a book by Giovanni Pietro Vitti published in 1761, was 
based on printed sources related to sources from Poland.169

In contrast to his pre de ces sors, Vitti was not interested in conversion or 
in explaining “so many prophecies”— other authors had tried that. His 
“only and principal intention” was to “expose to light” the stories of 
“ children and other child martyrs killed in hatred of our faith by Jews” and 
to demonstrate “the hatred and malevolence the Jews have against us Chris-
tians.”170 Grounded in accessible historical works (by Adriano Fino, Al-
fonso de Espina, Laurentius Surius, the Bollandists, Bonelli, and  others), 
Vitti’s book was filled with vitriolic stories of Jews as killers. Thirteen long 
stories of  children said to have been killed by Jews covered nearly 140 pages. 
Vitti made a list totaling nearly sixty brief examples, inclusive of the thir-
teen discussed in detail, each with reference to sources.171

Vitti’s book inverted the trope of Jewish “blindness” in evoking “the 
blindness of Christians” that enabled them to have close relations with Jews. 
By digging up stories of Jews killing Christian  children from chronicles, the 
lives of saints, and other books, Vitti aimed to poison personal relation-
ships Jews and Christians might have had; he repeatedly urged Christians 
to be “more cautious and guard themselves from having intimacy, friend-
ship, and confidence with such pernicious and dangerous enemies.”172 To 
heighten the rhetorical impact, he set up a contrast between his tropes of 
Christian love and of Jewish enmity, repetitively stressing Jewish “hatred” 
and Christian “fondness and  favor.” He deviously warned readers not to 
think that he wanted to “impress in the heart of Christians hatred and ma-
levolence against the wretched Jews, as if we wanted Jews expelled from 
 every part of the Christian world, but even completely destroyed.”173 “No,” 
Vitti protested, “this was certainly not my intention; on the contrary, fol-
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lowing the authority of the Holy  Fathers and of the Church I admit that 
they have to be loved with love and common affection.” In fact, even though 
Jews  were “through their ancestors killers of Christ,” they  were not “ex-
cluded” from “the overall redemption of the Savior,” and therefore “nei-
ther should we judge them unfit for our love.”

Vitti’s work is unusual in its scope and focus, but it does underscore the 
role that print played in disseminating and rooting  these spurious stories 
in Christian memory. He scoured printed Eu ro pean works to provide his 
long list of anti- Jewish stories, ignoring nearly all works that denied  those 
accusations and disparaging some as written by Protestants. But the im-
pact of Vitti’s work increased  because it came at a specific moment: only 
six years  after Pope Benedict XIV recognized the cult of Andreas von Rinn 
and, significantly,  after a new wave of books about Simon of Trent, many 
of which mentioned other stories, appeared  under the pontificate of Bene-
dict XIV.

Pinamonti’s and Vitti’s books notwithstanding, what most Italian and 
German works shared was that they  were based on Hebrew sources, and 
many, though certainly not all, the writers had some knowledge of Hebrew. 
Even when some of  these polemical works  were not directly based on 
 Hebrew texts, they  were often derivative of  earlier works that had ac-
cepted the premise of the value of Jewish sources. This stands in stark 
contrast with anti- Jewish lit er a ture produced in Poland. If the polemical 
lit er a ture of the German and Italian spheres sought to “deny the tenets of 
Judaism” or—in the German context— “to expose the evil of Jewish rites,” 
and in both “to convert the Jews,” in Poland, except for a handful of theo-
logically focused polemical works, most lit er a ture about Jews engaged 
 little, if at all, with theological questions— ignoring almost completely 
polemical works based on Jewish texts, like  those in Italy, or the “ethno-
graphic” works produced in Germany.174

In early modern Poland- Lithuania, Christians increasingly encountered 
Jews in everyday life, sharing with them daily, even intimate, experiences. 
But readers  were also able to find them in a variety of books— homiletic 
devotional works, the lives of saints, and, occasionally, chronicles. Chris-
tian works focused explic itly on Jews  were relatively few in Poland, al-
though they  were published with some regularity from the second half of 
the sixteenth  century.175 The earliest works had a predominantly theolog-
ical focus, as did the very first book against Jews printed in Poland and in 
Polish: the “Epistle of Rabbi Samuel Maroccanus.” Published in 1536 in 
Cracow and reprinted two years  later, with more editions in subsequent 
centuries, the “Epistle” came to Poland relatively late— almost two de cades 
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 after the religious earthquake had shaken Christians in the western parts 
of Eu rope. Notably for Polish books, the 1536 and 1538 editions contained 
a rare image of Jews.176

Known to have survived in more than 300 manuscripts across Eu rope, 
including Italy,  England, Germany, France, Spain, Poland, and even Den-
mark, the “Epistle” became a Eu ro pean bestseller also in print.177 The first 
printed edition was published in 1475, and some thirteen incunabula edi-
tions followed before 1500, with dozens more in the sixteenth, seven-
teenth, and eigh teenth centuries. The Polish version had twenty- seven 
chapters, three more than the earliest medieval versions. Like other Eu ro-
pean versions, its aim, using biblical sources, was to prove that Jesus was the 
Messiah and that the Jewish exile was the result of their rejection of this 
“truth.”178

Still, Polish polemical works that focused on theological  matters  were al-
most never strictly anti- Judaic; many served as anti- Protestant polemic 
 under an anti- Judaic guise.179 That is why  these works rarely, if ever, en-
gaged with postbiblical Jewish lit er a ture, even when they criticized Jews for 
following the Talmud and, paradoxically given Poland’s Catholic context, 
for not reading the Bible, which was prohibited to Catholics without cler-
ical mediation. In  these works, the Jewish interlocutor, always idealized and 
removed from social real ity, served as a polemical trope, a foil for an intra- 
Christian polemic. In the end, he usually accepted theological arguments 
marshaled by the main character and converted to the denomination of the 
book’s author.

The landscape began to shift slowly in the second half of the sixteenth 
 century. In 1569, Jan Górski published Index errorum, a list of “errors” of 
the Talmud, copied verbatim— inclusive of spelling  mistakes— from Bib-
liotheca sancta by Sixtus Senensis, published in Venice just three years 
 earlier.180 The list was a short summary of alleged blasphemies against Christ 
and God in the Talmud, “calumnies” against the law of Moses, and Jewish 
prayers against Christians. To Sixtus Senensis’s Latin list, Górski added 
a Polish, much more vile “translation” and a short afterword. (For example, 
where Sixtus called Jews “impious,” Górski used the adjective “stinking.”181) 
Although Górski’s book was of  limited success—it was not republished on 
its own— the book had a lasting impact in Poland. Subsequent writers  either 
copied the passages verbatim or paraphrased them in their own, much more 
aggressively anti- Jewish works.182 But it was Przecław Mojecki’s Żydowskie 
okrucieństwa, mordy, y zabobony (Jewish Cruelties, Murders, and Super-
stitions) of 1598 that set a new tone for Polish works concerning Jews.183 
It aimed to vilify Jews in order to discourage Jewish– Christian contacts and 
offered a vitriolic regurgitation of stories of “Jewish crimes and cruelties” 
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found in Eu ro pean chronicles and other works.184 Polemical works focusing 
on theological arguments did not entirely dis appear from the Polish scene, 
but the new explic itly anti- Jewish genre that emerged with Mojecki was 
neither polemical nor sensu stricto anti- Judaic. Instead, it was anti- Jewish, 
targeting Christians who engaged in close business or personal relations 
with Jews, its goal to poison Jewish– Christian interactions.

Mojecki’s work proved a turning point in more than one way. It created 
a veritable echo chamber of anti- Jewish ideas articulated in the Polish ver-
nacular, which  were then copied and replicated as if in an infinite mirror. 
The apparent impetus for the book was the death of a child in 1597 in 
Szydłów, a small town some seventy miles northeast of Cracow, for which 
Mojecki believed Jews  were responsible but not punished thanks to “sacks 
of Judas.”185 The book offered several dozen “examples of Jewish murders 
and cruelties from trustworthy historians” to explain “domestic” cases, to 
influence  those who doubted that Jews committed such crimes, and to warn 
them that God might send a disaster onto the kingdom of Poland in retri-
bution for a weak justice system.186 Jews, Mojecki contended evoking the 
Good Friday Improperia, had always been an “ungrateful”  people; they re-
jected God by worshiping the golden calf, killing prophets, and suc-
cumbing to idolatry.187 They had been repeatedly warned by the prophets 
and punished by God, but still continued in their deeds. And following the 
destruction of the  Temple they  were dispersed across the earth.  Those who 
settled in Eu rope  were “illegitimate”  children, born from Hebrew  women 
given to “German” mercenaries in the Roman army. Educated by  women, 
they spread superstitions that had nothing to do with Moses’s teachings. 
Jews of his day, Mojecki argued,  were thus no heirs to ancient Israelites— a 
point that set the stage for stories about “Jewish cruelties” and implicitly 
undermined Jewish defenses grounded in biblical prohibitions on murder 
and the consumption of blood.

Drawing on “authoritative histories” such as Fortalitium fidei by Alfonso 
de Espina; the Bohemian chronicle by Václav Hájek of Libočan; Supple-
mentum by Jacob Foresti; Cesare Baronio’s Annales; and many other 
sources, Mojecki presented thirty- four examples of “Jewish murders” and 
several more of host desecration and other “superstitions.” They  were meant 
to demonstrate that across Christendom Jews  were punished for their 
crimes, and when they  were not, God punished  those who failed to pro-
vide “justice.” For example, in a story said to have taken place in Weißenohe 
in 1303, Jews killed a child, but bribed their way out of retribution with 
“gold, with whose power also  today they create Judases in Poland.”188 But 
God afflicted with a sickness the official who refused to punish Jews. While 
suffering, this official promised to “punish Jews and not to tolerate them 
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in his estates anymore,” whereupon he became healthy again and fulfilled 
his promise by burning at the stake the guilty Jews and expelling the rest. 
The “martyred” child was buried in a church and produced miracles. In 
this story, disorder turned into order. In marshaling dozens of examples 
from Poland and abroad, Mojecki sought to emphasize differences in the 
treatment of Jews in dif fer ent regions. The litany of cases from abroad, 
which ended with brutal punishments of Jews, was followed by a list of 
examples from Poland, where, according to Mojecki, Jews escaped justice 
by being largely not just unpunished but not even prosecuted. Mojecki 
wished Poland to be more like Italy, where “justice was more acute and 
 people more scrupulous and interested in evidence.”189

Impor tant for Mojecki’s argument connecting Poland- Lithuania with Eu-
ro pean lore was Piotr Skarga’s authoritative Lives of Saints, which in 1579 
introduced to the country the story of Simon of Trent along with a “do-
mestic” story from Punia in Lithuania. Skarga’s text about Simon was based 
on Laurentius Surius’s version published in 1571, some seventeen years be-
fore papal recognition of the cult; it mentioned the punishment of the Jews 
only briefly and, of course, made no mention of Simon’s inclusion in the 
Martyrologium, which would come a few years  later. But by 1598 the cult 
of Simon was officially recognized, and Mojecki embellished Simon’s story 
with deceptive details.  After describing the unspeakable “cruelty” of the 
Jews to Simon, who was tormented in a way “not resembling the passion 
of the Lord” in the least, Mojecki stated that “following papal order” and 
based on known circumstances, Giovanni de Salis was “easily” able to 
charge Jews, who “ after confessing [to the crime]  were punished with fire, 
and all  others expelled from the town.”190 God glorified “the martyrdom 
of the child” with  great miracles, so when “the pope inducted him to the 
fellowship of holy martyrs,” the town’s citizens built a beautiful church in 
which his “shriveled and brutally martyred body” could still be seen. In an 
impor tant twist, in Mojecki’s version, it was now not only the kings, em-
perors, and other Christian officials who punished Jews, but the popes did 
so as well.

If Skarga’s work triggered new attention to stories of Jews killing Chris-
tian  children, Mojecki’s work was to spur not just new copycat works but 
also more  trials and convictions of Jews in Poland- Lithuania. In the full 
swing of the Reformation, Jews had been tried, prosecuted, and executed 
for desecrating the Eucharistic wafer, but accusations of murder rarely trig-
gered prosecution, and even when they did, the Jews  were generally exon-
erated.191 Still, as Hanna Węgrzynek has noted,  little material from the six-
teenth  century survives in the archives; much information about  these 
anti- Jewish accusations comes from  later anti- Jewish works, like that by 
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Mojecki.192 The first documentable trial seems to have taken place in 1547 
when two Jews  were charged in Rawa, now a town in central Poland, 
resulting in a special commission established by a royal decree issued on 
June 23, 1547.193 But  because the full rec ords have not been preserved, the 
purported outcome is only known from an anti- Jewish work by Szymon 
Hubicki, a lector of the bishop of Cracow, published in 1602, more than 
five de cades  later.194 Just how unreliable Hubicki’s claims are is exemplified 
by his claim that, according to a court decree from “feria 5 post cond. 
Paschae” in 1547 (April 21), Jews  were executed at the stake and expelled 
from the city. Yet the royal commission was established only in June, so 
the April 21 decree that Hubicki took as evidence of punishment may have 
been issued by city officials which was then appealed by Jews, resulting in 
the establishment of the commission. But Hubicki made no mention of any 
of this, and thus  after reading his work one is left with the impression that 
Jews  were in fact convicted and punished.

The nature of the sources makes it difficult to distinguish between ac-
cusations in a  legal sense, resulting in a court trial, and stories accusing Jews 
of killing  children that circulated in the region  either orally or  that were 
 later immortalized in print.195 Still, for the period between 1547, the year 
of the trial in Rawa, and 1579, when Skarga introduced Simon’s story into 
Poland, some ten stories claiming Jews killed Christian  children in Poland- 
Lithuania are known from  either archival references or  later polemical 
works. Of  those, it seems, four resulted in a  legal action,  either a trial or an 
act of  legal protection of Jews, as, for example, in 1575 (or 1576), when 
King Stefan Batory prohibited unsubstantiated accusations against Jews. 
 After Skarga’s introduction of Simon’s story in 1579, and even more  after 
the Simon cult was officially recognized in 1588, more such stories began 
to spread— Hanna Węgrzynek has listed approximately fifteen between 
1579 and 1598, known mostly from  later polemical works. But even then, 
Jews  were largely accused but not prosecuted; when they  were charged with 
a crime in courts, they  were again largely exonerated, though not without 
facing a torturous ordeal. Such was the case of Jews in Gostynin and Sawina 
(or Sawin) in 1595.196 Throughout the sixteenth  century, it appears, de-
spite the circulation of some anti- Jewish stories, Jews continued to be able 
to muster effective defenses, suggesting that the tales of “Jewish cruelties” 
had not yet become deeply rooted in Polish culture. And this is what Mojecki 
wanted to change.

Mojecki attacked close Jewish– Christian contacts and the  legal frame-
work within which Jews settled and lived in the country. With gifts, he 
claimed, Jews “have stolen themselves into the hearts of so many venerable 
 people,” who then, despite “shameful cruelties,” bend the law and statutes 
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and, “in contempt of Christ, love them and partake together in feasts and 
social events with them, [partner with them] in tolls, taxes, stuff, and for-
tunes, and turn themselves into an affront, and their subjects, a  people saved 
with Christ’s blood, into slaves and ridicule of the Jews.”197 Addressing 
Jews’ protectors, Mojecki tried to dismantle the validity of the Jews’ de-
fenses: the statute of Prince Bolesław the Pious of  Great Poland issued in 
1264 addressing anti- Jewish accusations, the 1334 privilege granted to Jews 
by King Casimir the  Great, and papal bulls prohibiting charging Jews with 
killing Christians to obtain their blood.198 The 1264 privilege was invalid, 
Mojecki claimed,  because it was issued only for  Great Poland, the domain 
of Bolesław the Pious, and its confirmation by King Casimir the  Great, “our 
Polish Ahasuerus,” was the result of the king’s affair with a Jewish  woman 
named Esther. As for papal protections that Jews invoke, claiming that “they 
should not be accused of needing Christian blood,”  these documents “men-
tion no name of the pope, nor a place” where they  were issued, in contrast 
to other papal bulls that warn against contacts between Jews and Chris-
tians. In fact, in 1568, Pope Pius V expelled Jews from his state, except for 
Rome and Ancona. In light of this evidence, “it is not likely that Jews would 
have received any encouragement and protection regarding  these crimes 
from the Bishops of Rome.” And even if some pope might have indeed is-
sued such a bull, Mojecki continued, “I cannot see how this could save 
Jews,”  because charters granted in good intentions but based “on bad and 
erroneous information” could not be valid. So if Jews obtained a letter ar-
guing that their law prohibited them from consuming blood, this was a 
poor excuse. “We know that well” that accusations against Jews  were not 
grounded in “the reason that they commit  these murders  because of their 
own law.” Rather, Jews commit “ these cruelties”  because of “their supersti-
tions and hatred of Christians.” Jewish law, therefore, cannot be used as a 
defense. Even so, Mojecki played the dev il’s advocate: if one  were to ac-
cept the argument that Jews did not kill Christians  because their law pro-
hibited the consumption of blood, history and even the Bible showed that 
Jews “sin against their precepts.” He drew the reader’s attention to Psalm 
106 (105 in the text), which lists Israelites’ acts of disobedience to God, in-
cluding “sacrificing their own sons and  daughters” and “shedding innocent 
blood of their own sons and  daughters” before Canaanite idols. So if they 
did not “spare their own, would they spare Christians, whom they consider 
enemies?” But even more generally, Mojecki reasoned, the arguments that 
Jews’ defenders presented could not be accepted,  because  doing so would 
mean that Jews could not be accused of anything— “thefts, adultery, usury, 
sorcery, cheating, and other misdeeds”— for all of  these are against Jewish 
law.



 Blood Libels and Cultures of Knowledge in Early Modern Eu rope 197

The Polish writer thus took a diametrically opposite approach from the 
Italian polemicists who insisted that Jews stubbornly adhered to Jewish law 
and that they needed to abandon it to be able to see the truth of Chris-
tian ity. By shifting attention from theology and conversion to social issues 
aimed at poisoning apparently friendly Jewish– Christian relations, Mojecki 
concluded that Jews in fact did not adhere to their law. In his mind, as cap-
tives to “German” soldiers in Titus’s army, Jews residing in Eu rope had 
never adhered to their law: instead they adhered to superstitions that they 
learned from their  mothers. Christians thus should guard themselves from 
contacts with Jews, who  were dangerous, shunned justice, led Christians 
astray, taking not just “blood and fortune” but also “our souls.”199 Jews 
 were, Mojecki emphasized, “our main enemies;” following Johannes 
Eckius, he wrote they  were “a wanton  people,” “full of wickedness,” “dis-
honest, unfaithful, perjurious, thievish, malevolent, purulent, hateful, . . .  
inhuman, vengeful, bloodthirsty, treacherous, homicidal, murderous, blas-
pheming, spellbinding, filthy, reeky, dissolute, indifferent, slanderous, usu-
rious, ungrateful, overjoyed by all their misdeeds against Christians.”200 
He ended by challenging the contention that Jews  were needed and useful, 
wanting instead to demonstrate that their presence in the kingdom was 
harmful. He hoped his readers could imagine a Poland without Jews.

If one accepts  later writers’ claims as true, Jews immediately recognized 
Mojecki’s book as dangerous and bought out the print run to destroy it, 
but no rec ord of this action survives. The documents related to the Council 
of Four Lands, a Jewish self- governing body, responsible for many fiscal 
 matters, say nothing about this  matter, even though  there exists other evi-
dence of the costs of interventions in response to anti- Jewish accusations.201 
 Today, it seems no more than two incomplete copies of Mojecki’s book have 
survived.

In light of the book’s apparent destruction, Mojecki’s con temporary 
Szymon Hubicki wrote his own work, in which he included abridged 
version of stories found in Mojecki’s. Hubicki’s book was published on 
Christmas Eve in 1602  under a similar, though more exact, title: Żydowskie 
okrucieństwa nad Naświętszym Sakramentem y dziatkami chrześciańskimi 
(Jewish Cruelties against the Most Holy Sacrament and Christian  Children). 
In his work, fatefully, Hubicki included a 1598 decree by the Crown Tri-
bunal in Lublin sentencing Jews to death, issued in the aftermath of a trial 
of Jews accused of killing a Christian child in village of Świniarów— a trial 
that took place just a few months  after Mojecki’s book was published.202

The Świniarów case, which ended in Jews’ death, apparently inspired 
 Hubicki; he hoped it would become a turning point in Jewish– Christian 
relations. He dedicated his book to Adam Stadnicki, Marshal of the 
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Crown Tribunal at the time. In his dedicatory chapter, Hubicki outlined 
what he and other Christians, including Mojecki, saw as Jews’ unfaith-
fulness and ungratefulness. God had generously provided for them, but 
Jews “quickly forgot his law and commandments, and began to offend 
him with unfaithful stubbornness and even idolatry.”203 Hubicki under-
scored Jews’ “open hostility and venom” against “God and our savior,” as 
well as the blasphemies of the Talmud— all typical Christian arguments 
against Jews. But this section only served to prepare the reader for “ex-
amples, both old and new, foreign and ours” of “sacrilege” and “murder of 
innocent  children, whose blood they unspeakably desire.” The case from 
Świniarów was not the only one on his mind; fresher perhaps was a recent 
host desecration trial that ended with the expulsion of Jews from Bochnia 
in 1601,  because Hubicki began his cata log of “Jewish cruelties” with a 
host desecration story from 1290 Paris.204 “Murders of Christian  children” 
was the subject of chapter 7, preceded by a chapter on “Jewish enmity” 
against Christians. By the time readers arrived at that point, they  were well 
primed.

Peppered throughout Hubicki’s book are attacks on Christians who  were 
close to Jews. Indeed, if the stories from abroad showed how Jews  were 
punished everywhere, the same could not be said about the Polish crown, 
where, Hubicki wrote, “Almost  every year, [Jews] spill our blood,” but they 
get away with it thanks to gifts, which make officials “look the other way 
[przez spary patrzą].” Bribery aside, “in clear and obvious  matters, they do 
not believe in  these Jewish murders.”205 And yet, “Poland, Lithuania, Ru-
thenia, and Podolia  were filled with similar examples—if one only wanted 
to collect them.” Alas, “it is more likely  today that Jews live not only near 
each other in a neighborhood,” but they share the same  house with Chris-
tian men and  women. Hubicki hoped that the Świniarów case, which was 
tried openly “in theatro of the  whole Kingdom,” would have an impact; 
still he feared that “bags of pepper, and the sound of gold” turned  people 
deaf, “knowing, they  don’t know, and  don’t want to admit  these cruel 
murders into their hearts.”

Simon of Trent, according to Hubicki, deserved “the first place in the un-
happy register of murdered  children.”206 His martyrdom was glorified by 
God through miracles, and “he was included among the Saints by the head 
of the Catholic Church,” his “shriveled and brutally martyred body dis-
played for the pious  people” to see. Jews  were tried and, “according to 
papal order,  after they confessed to every thing, executed by fire, with the 
rest expelled.” This historically inaccurate account of the papal role in the 
execution of Jews in Trent helped undermine any  future claims of papal 
protection in defense of Jews— a hallmark in Polish books.



 Blood Libels and Cultures of Knowledge in Early Modern Eu rope 199

In a manner more succinct than Mojecki, Hubicki dismissed Jewish de-
fenses against blood accusations grounded in Jewish law, such as its prohi-
bition on using blood. Instead, he focused on historical, and especially bib-
lical, examples of sorcery and, it seems, for the first time in Polish Christian 
works, Jewish customs and ceremonies. Moses killing an Egyptian became 
proof that it was “an axiom of their faith” that killing an idolater was not 
only not a sin but also that “when they offer blood of unfaithful idolaters 
they offer God the most appreciated offering.”207 Jews cursed Christians 
 every day and believed that “a man can take another man’s sin onto him-
self,” such as during the ritual of kapparot when they transposed the sin 
onto Christians.208 Although Mojecki was clearly Hubicki’s main source— 
with some passages, including the list of sources, taken verbatim—in this 
section Hubicki also referred to the 1531 edition of Antonio Margaritha’s 
work on Jewish ceremonies, perhaps suggesting he knew German.209

Hubicki ended his work with a broader reflection on the status of Jews 
in Poland and policies and laws.210 “What should one do with them,” he 
asked. “Expel them?” This, he quickly conceded, would not be pos si ble. So 
through another story meant to show the haughtiness of Jews, he advo-
cated both marking them and applying laws that would curb their pros-
perity and wealth. Marking was necessary, Hubicki stated, to “distinguish 
slaves from lords.” Hubicki’s verbs worked to deny Jews the right to re spect: 
they cheated, swindled, bribed, engaged in usury; they did not work, plow 
or sow, or engage in crafts. They “snatched bread from the mouths of the 
 children of the Crown.” Hubicki ended his book with an address to Polish 
“politicians”: supporters of Jews reluctant to expel them, “into whose 
hearts” Jews stole themselves with their gifts, who “disdain their own 
 brothers and Christian blood, and socialize with this wicked nation and 
entrust their secrets to them.” He provided once more the long list of anti-
Jewish adjectives from Johannes Eckius, introduced to Polish readers by 
Mojecki, which would henceforth become rooted in Polish literary lore.211

Although Hubicki’s work was certainly derivative of Mojecki’s, his book 
introduced certain innovations. For Hubicki, chronicles  were only one kind 
of evidence of Jewish “cruelties”; court rec ords  were another. Where Mo-
jecki only mentioned the existence of court rec ords, Hubicki provided more 
detailed information about them, adding concrete dates and references, and 
even printing excerpts of the 1598 Świniarów case.212 Eu ro pean chronicles 
provided Polish writers with a new prism through which to look at Jews 
who  were becoming increasingly embedded in the social and economic 
fabric of the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth. Stories found in them be-
came evidence in  trials against Jews, and the  trials, in turn, became evidence 
for the stories. A feedback loop was now closed.
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Hubicki’s book had a long- lasting impact, with pan- European ramifica-
tions felt  until the twentieth  century. Sometime between 1671 and 1675, 
when Volume II of the Acta Sanctorum was published by the Antwerp 
Bollandists, a Polish Jesuit, Ludovicus Hoffman, provided the Bollandists 
with a Latin synopsis of Hubicki’s list of blood accusations.213 Hoffman’s 
summary was then included in the monumental Acta Sanctorum in an ap-
pendix titled “De pluribus Innocentibus per Judaeos excruciatis” (Of Many 
Innocents Tormented by Jews) that followed the story of “Albert the 
Martyr,” the boy whose death led to the trial that inspired Hubicki’s book.214 
But if Mojecki, Hubicki, and other subsequent writers, like Sebastian 
Śleszkowski, used examples of acquittals from Poland as a cri de coeur to 
sound the alarm that Jews went unpunished in their kingdom, Acta Sanc-
torum omitted entirely all references to the acquittals or lack of prosecu-
tion. What was left was a list of supposed historical instances of Jews killing 
“innocent” Christians. The Acta Sanctorum, arguably the most comprehen-
sive collection of lives of saints, became an authoritative reference book, 
and the Bollandists’ inclusion of anti- Jewish stories provided evidence used 
to justify  trials and accusations against Jews. Vitti used it in his 1761 book, 
as did the Nazi Julius Streicher in one of the most notorious issues of Der 
Stürmer, published on May 1, 1934, and devoted to “ritual murder,” in 
which he published a three- page “annalistic” list of “Jewish ritual murders 
from the times of Christ to 1932.”215

Mojecki and Hubicki started a Polish trail of transmission; their content 
and even wording would enter most of the anti- Jewish works all the way 
through the eigh teenth  century.216 The stories they included inspired  others, 
even  those whose interests did not lie in anti- Jewish lit er a ture. In 1613, 
Szymon Syrenius, a physician from Cracow, added a three- page appendix 
to his massive herbarium about “the ruthless cruelties of unfaithful Jews” 
collected from “serious and authoritative writers.”217 Syrenius parroted Mo-
jecki’s and Hubicki’s dismissal of Jewish defenses based on Jewish law and 
papal protections and updated the list of “Jewish cruelties,” with examples 
extending to 1612 (the printing of the massive book of more than 1,500 
folios was finished in March 1613). He ended with a warning to Christians 
that God would punish them for not punishing Jews.

The most sustained attack on Jews and their protectors came several 
years  later from two writers, Sebastian Miczyński, a professor in the Cracow 
Acad emy, and Sebastian Śleszkowski, a personal physician to Szymon Rud-
nicki, bishop of Warmia.218 Miczyński, writing in 1618, addressed the 
“Sons of the Crown” on the occasion of the convocation of the Sejm, the 
Polish parliament, imploring them to protect the kingdom. In his book, with 
the motto “the son of the slave  shall not share in the inheritance with a son of 
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a  free  woman,” he argued that the Jews usurped a social position reserved to 
“the sons of the Crown.”219  After demonstrating Jewish “crimes” and at-
tacking Christians for enabling them by having close relations (spółkowanie) 
with Jews and accepting bribes from them, he focused on policies and laws, 
both existing and proposed, regarding Jews. He conceded that the Church, 
through the bull Etsi Judaeos, tolerated Jews amidst Christians, but with 
limitations.220 Of course, Jews  were not to be treated “with extraordinary 
severity” but, Miczyński added a caveat, they  were only to be treated well 
“when they are obedient, that it when they do not blaspheme against God 
Lord Christ and the saints, when they do not dare to hold Christian faith 
in contempt, when they do not harm Christians.” But in Poland “every thing 
is dif fer ent.” In fact, every thing was “upside down.”221 Miczyński then of-
fered the most detailed thus far discussion of economic issues at stake be-
tween Jews and Christians in Poland.

In its call against Christian friendships with Jews, Miczyński’s work is not 
unique. What is significant is its lengthy and detailed polemic against  legal 
protections. Miczyński, expanding the discussion in Mojecki and Hubicki, 
acknowledged laws that Jews used to protect themselves from Christian at-
tacks and cited them in detail only to undermine them. For example,  after 
quoting seven paragraphs from the 1264 privilege of Bolesław the Pious, 
the seventh (in the privilege, the thirty- first) focusing on blood libels, 
Miczyński brazenly stated, “What do I say about  these above mentioned 
Jewish privileges? It is not right that Jews should enjoy them and defend 
themselves [with them]:  because they [ these privileges] cannot have any au-
thority and power.”222 Not only could  these privileges,  here Miczyński 
agreed with Mojecki, not be valid  because Bolesław the Pious granted his 
charter for  Great Poland alone and Casimir the  Great’s confirmation was 
tainted by his Jewish lover’s influence, but they  were also an insult to Chris-
tian ity, for they caused much harm to Christians. Miczyński implied that 
Jewish privileges  violated one of the premises set out in canon law for tol-
erating Jews among Christians: that they do no harm to Christians. And 
since harm the Jews did commit, Miczyński reiterated listing  children “re-
cently killed,” laws protecting Jews from persecution  were thus inherently 
unjust and unfair.

The same applied to the Jews’ use of papal protections against blood ac-
cusations. Already in the Bible, Miczyński retorted,  there  were examples of 
Jews spilling blood, even of their own  children, who  were “sacrificed to the 
dev il . . .  [and] offered to the Canaanite idols.”223 If Jews did not spare their 
own  children, why would they spare “us Christians”? It was not pos si ble, 
he continued, that  those who  were always inspired by the Holy Spirit would 
issue such protections to Jews. Papal, royal, and imperial privileges  were 
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only valid if based on truth, but examples demonstrated that Jews “com-
mitted many murders of Christian  children,” “almost  every year,” with many 
“revealed,” but many still unknown. Miczyński’s work was to date the most 
sustained attempt to upend Jewish  legal defenses. It reinforced and deep-
ened the attack on Jewish privileges and exacerbated distrust in the validity, 
even the existence, of papal bulls prohibiting anti- Jewish blood libels.

Three years  later, in a lengthy, somewhat repetitive, and error- riddled 
book promising to “reveal treason, malicious ceremonies, secret counsels 
and practices harmful to the Commonwealth,” Sebastian Śleszkowski would 
wield an even heavier hammer to the Jewish defensive strategy.224 Like pre-
vious authors of anti- Jewish works, Śleszkowski addressed Christian readers, 
seeking to “warn them” about the “dangers” of close Jewish– Christian 
interactions. Accusations that Jews killed Christian  children  were only one 
in a long list of domestic “dangers” but one that allowed Śleszkowski to 
attack Jews’ presence in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth using pre-
ce dents from other “Christian countries” that had expelled or killed Jews.225 
Śleszkowski did not hide his frustration with Christians “who not only do 
not want to believe the truth, clear as sun at noontime but even defend” 
Jews against charges for “such crimes.”226 He called such Christians “Jew- 
Christians” (Żydo- Chrześcianie).

To illustrate his point, Śleszkowski included a letter from “an honorable 
person”—an apparent eyewitness to the 1598 trial in Świniarów—to Car-
dinal Andrzej Batory, bishop of Warmia. The author described some of the 
proceedings of the trial, noting that “at the beginning” Jews  were “defended 
with their law, the privileges, and, fi nally with the bulls of the Most Holy 
Pontiff.”227 This report of Jews submitting a copy of a papal bull in their 
defense sent Śleszkowski into a rage: “Shameless Jews, defending their 
well- known hom i cide, which they had committed, presented before the Tri-
bunal a fraudulent papal bull,  doing  great harm to the Holy  Father.”228 No 
pope would ever issue such a bull, Śleszkowski contended, just as a pope 
would not testify on behalf of a “thief that he did not steal, or a bandit 
that he did not assault.” By presenting such a bull, Jews “hideously slander 
the pope,” and should be punished in the same way as  those who pre sent 
“fraudulent privileges, letters, and bulls to deceive a person and to harm 
the Commonwealth.” As for the presented bull itself, it should be confis-
cated “and burned along with  those who have hitherto held it.”

Śleszkowski’s proof that the papal bull was fraudulent was a book by 
Stefano Quaranta, Summa bullarii, first published in Venice in 1608 and 
republished numerous times thereafter (Śleszkowski referred to the 1609 
edition).229 Summa bullarii, Śleszkowski claimed, contained “all bulls,” but 
“we could not see this bull” in it.230 If  there  were one, it would have surely 
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been included. This “unworthy bull, issued not by a pope but by some Jew- 
Christian,” was nothing but “imposture, sham, and treason, unworthy to 
say anything  else.” This relentless attack on one of the most impor tant 
Jewish defenses not only made Jews more vulnerable but also gradually 
helped harden in Poland the belief that Jews killed Christian  children to 
obtain their blood.

But Śleszkowski’s reasoning was wrong; Stefano Quaranta did not in-
clude “all the bulls.” Indeed, Quaranta’s opus tried to deal with the “im-
mense ocean of bulls” by offering a “short summary” of the laws.231  Because 
many laws  were promulgated  after some volumes of the canon law had 
been completed, Quaranta wanted to update them, chiefly from the 1586 
Bullarium published in Rome. He or ga nized some of his material “according 
to the titles of Decretalium.” An authoritative compilation of canon law, 
Decretalium was published in 1234 by Raymondo de Peñaforte— thirteen 
years before Pope Innocent IV updated Sicut Iudaeis to include the para-
graph prohibiting blood accusations against Jews— a key reason why the 
bull with the language concerning blood accusations did not formally enter 
the canon. The 1247 bull would not be mentioned in “authoritative sources” 
 until 1646, twenty- five years  after Śleszkowski’s book, when Odorico Rin-
aldi included excerpts in his continuation of Cesare Baronio’s Annales ec-
clesiastici. By that time, the skepticism among Polish writers that the bull 
even existed, promoted by Mojecki, Hubicki, Miczyński, and Śleszkowski, 
had become deeply rooted.

Still, this pro cess of convincing Christians about the “truth” of the blood 
accusations and the “dangers” of Jewish– Christian interactions was evi-
dently tedious and difficult.232 Repeatedly the authors of the anti- Jewish 
books expressed frustration with Christians who, oblivious to or unwilling 
to embrace the accusations, happily continued to engage in daily encoun-
ters with their Jewish neighbors. Śleszkowski himself confided he had not 
known anything about  these dangers  either. In fact, in his youth he ate and 
drank in Jewish establishments in Kazimierz. “I thank God,” he interjected, 
“I did not die.”233 But this changed when he began to read books during 
his studies abroad; his eyes  were opened, he confessed, and now he knew 
better. In one of the most revealing passages, Śleszkowski explic itly ex-
plained how books colored his way of seeing Jews. Over years of studies 
and travel, he read “many authors and collected many writings about this 
veritable dissoluteness and hitherto unheard-of many Jewish crimes.”234 The 
new information made him realize that the “complaints and cries,” which 
to “his regret” he had not noticed, matched the unexpected “Jewish crimes” 
described in “the writings of  these authors.”



204 Blood Libels and Cultures of Knowledge in Early Modern Eu rope

So impor tant  were books in Śleszkowski’s transformation that he in-
cluded in his book a list of the authors he drew from. The list is impressive, 
full of chronicles, descriptions of the world, and polemical works, among 
them works by Sebastian Münster, Johannes Pistorius, Giovanni Botero, 
Piotr Skarga, and Sixtus Senensis. But a close reading of Śleszkowski’s book 
reveals a heavy dependence on one par tic u lar work: Tractatus de impos-
turis et ceremoniis judaeorum nostri temporis (A Treatise on the Impos-
tures and Ceremonies of Jews of Our Times, henceforth De Imposturis) by 
Marcus Lombardus, referred to by Śleszkowski as Conradus Huserus Tig-
urensis, the name of the translator of the original German work into 
Latin.235 Not only did Śleszkowski refer to Jews as “Talmudists,” as did 
Lombardus, but  whole sections  were directly taken from De imposturis and 
rendered into Polish, for example the sections on “Jewish festivals and cer-
emonies” and on Jewish education.236 The biggest giveaways are the many 
factual and spelling errors in Śleszkowski’s book that can be traced to De 
imposturis. For instance, among the foreign examples of “Jewish murders 
of innocent Christian  children,” Śleszkowski included “Wilhelm Hugo,” 
supposedly killed by Jews in  England in 1358, and one Simon killed in 
“Trevir” (Treviso?) in 1475, a clear but erroneous reference to Simon of 
Trent.237 Śleszkowski truly appears to have worked from his collection of 
notes,  because in a  later reference to Simon’s story he used Piotr Skarga’s 
version and located it in Trent.

De imposturis’s influence is also palpable in Śleszkowski’s policy sugges-
tions. Where Miczyński complained that Jews dominated all trades and 
crafts but smithing, Śleszkowski only focused on money lending and pro-
posed to force Jews to engage in crafts and farming; he also urged to burn 
their books, and force them to read the Bible alone; to destroy their syna-
gogues, and force a dress code.238 De imposturis also mentions  these mea-
sures, which  were derivative of proposals recommended by Johannes Pfef-
ferkorn and Martin Luther. As a Catholic in ser vice to a bishop, Śleszkowski 
might not have wanted to cite Luther as his source, even if he in fact had 
access to Luther’s work. But De imposturis made him aware of the mea-
sures in Luther without even reading his work.239

Few Polish writers before  these anti- Jewish works began to propagate 
blood accusations had addressed the issue, even indirectly. Marcin 
Czechowic, the anti- Trinitarian polemicist and leader, briefly mentioned it 
in his 1581 polemical work, written ostensibly in response to a Jew named 
Jacob, who noted that since “Christians say and hold  great belief that Jews 
need Christian blood and your holy bread,” Jews who might have consid-
ered converting to Chris tian ity would use it as an excuse not to, and “thus 
Christian faith would have to be weakened.”240 Marcin meekly responded, 
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“I  don’t understand it, I am not aware of it, I  don’t know about it, and I 
 don’t want, nor can, nor am able to talk about it. . . .  As to the blood, 
 whether it is needed by all Jews, for some purification, or the Papist wafer 
I do not accept it nor do I believe it. This is an error and fabrication.” Yet 
he conceded that sorcerers sometimes used  human blood, so perhaps some 
Jew might have sought it too.

In no Polish published works did  there arise an implicit or explicit de-
fense of Jews and a rejection of such accusations, though specific  trials elic-
ited defenders and written opinions against such charges. With no detailed, 
even if still polemical, ethnographies in the Polish vernacular that provided 
tools for understanding Jewish ceremonies and rebutting the blood accu-
sations, by the time explic itly anti- Jewish works began to be published in 
Poland, they formed a largely harmonious voice, reinforcing the validity of 
anti- Jewish libels.  There was no polyphony, as in German lands, that mod-
erated anti- Jewish charges, gave Christian readers an alternative view of 
Jews and their rites, and provided materials and arguments rebutting tales 
of Jewish crimes so perniciously pre sent in chronicles and other descrip-
tions of the world. Neither was  there in Poland, in contrast to Italy and 
German lands, much interest in Jewish writings as a potential source for 
Christian truths to which Jews, Christians argued,  were oblivious or “blind.” 
In fact, for Sebastian Miczyński, Kabbalah was all about “sorcery and 
witchcraft” and not a source of Christian truth as it was for Galatino and 
other Italian writers.241  These assertions about “sorcery and witchcraft” led 
to a dangerous syllogism:  because sorcerers often used blood, and Jews en-
gaged in sorcery, Jews therefore needed blood.242 Meanwhile authoritative 
sources like Skarga provided new, hitherto unknown tales, crucially that 
of Simon of Trent, whose papal recognition as a legitimate cult in 1588 fur-
ther served as a confirmation of Jewish “crimes.”

Jews still had  legal defenses and supporters willing to help and protect 
them; indeed, arguments in defense of Jews  were known in Poland and  were 
even acknowledged in  these anti- Jewish works only to be strenuously dis-
counted as invalid. The Polish writers’ frustration at the frequent acquit-
tals of Jews or dismissals of accusations shows that  these promoters of anti- 
Jewish stories had an uphill  battle. But they also had tools: books by 
respected authors widely available across Eu rope. The cultural knowledge 
among  those able to read was thus increasingly drenched with stories that 
Jews killed Christian  children for the purpose of getting their blood— with 
no alternatives to read. As a result,  there developed in the Polish- Lithuanian 
Commonwealth a unique pattern: the circulation of stories of Jewish “cru-
elties” not counteracted by reliable knowledge of Jewish works and cus-
toms, as was the case in the German lands. Nor  were such stories, with the 
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meek exception of Czechowic’s Odpis, counterweighted by the concern to 
convert Jews, as in Italy, where, interest in conversion meant that polem-
ical works tended to emphasize Jewish stubbornness in observance of Jewish 
law, thereby implicitly nullifying the claim that Jews consumed Christian 
blood, forbidden in Jewish law. In Poland,  there was no clear goal to con-
vert Jews  until the eigh teenth  century, and works dealing with theological 
questions tended to use Jews as tropes in an intra- Christian polemic; anti- 
Jewish works  were in turn intended to demonize Jews and discourage ap-
parently cordial Jewish– Christian contacts. As Miczyński wrote in exas-
peration, “I hear: it is best to sell to a Jew, buy from a Jew, Jew does  things 
best, best serves, best helps in need.”243 And Śleszkowski asked explic itly, 
“Why do Jews appear to some  people better than they are described 
 here?”244 Crucially,  these Polish authors worked tirelessly to discount the 
validity of papal defenses of Jews— not in contempt of the popes but from 
the disbelief that they would have issued such documents.

Polish works, it bears repeating,  were heavi ly indebted to, and often 
plagiarized from, existing Eu ro pean works. Books by Alfonso de Espina, 
 Václav Hájek of Libočan, Jacob Foresti of Bergamo, Cesare Baronio, Lau-
rentius Surius, Marcus Lombardus (Condrad Huser), and  later, Abraham 
Bzovius and Johannes Spondanus played impor tant roles in shaping cul-
tural knowledge about Jews among the educated and the literate. And 
 because interest in Jews among  these literate circles came late to Poland- 
Lithuania in comparison to other Eu ro pean countries, by the time it did 
arrive in the late sixteenth  century, Hebraism and enthusiasm for studying 
Jewish texts and genuinely engaging with them had waned in much of Cath-
olic Eu rope. Thus Polish writers missed the period of passionate Hebraism 
among German and Italian Catholic intellectuals of the late fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries.

Each region developed a distinct approach to writing about Jews that 
was tangibly  shaped by the availability of books. In the German world, tra-
ditional theological polemic notwithstanding, early sixteenth- century 
books on Jewish ceremonies spurred an epistemological trajectory that cre-
ated a specifically German style of anti- Jewish polemic that revealed and 
demystified Jewish rites and ceremonies in books published not only by con-
verted Jewish in for mants but also by Christian Hebraists familiar with 
Jewish rabbinic sources. On the Italian peninsula, Re nais sance scholars’ 
fascination with the Jewish Kabbalah and Hebrew sources  shaped anti- 
Jewish lit er a ture and also helped demystify, if differently than in the German 
lands, rabbinic works and Jewish law, promoting among Italian Christian 
scholars an appreciation for the usefulness of Jewish sources not only in 
anti- Jewish polemic but also for the discovery of Christian truths. Such 
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Christian exposure to Jewish texts, in German lands and in Italy, meant 
that Christians  were able to attest, explic itly or implicitly, that no Jewish 
teachings supported blood accusations. This is where the Polish cultural 
sphere stands out: with  little or no indigenous Polish interest in Jewish 
writings and few, if any, capable Polish Christian Hebraists, no genuine 
anti- Jewish polemic developed in the region. Instead, the early books and 
subsequent works developed a genre of aggressively anti- Jewish works 
that drew from historical books and archives to prove the “cruelties” of 
the Jews and discourage Jewish– Christian contact. With the Jewish popu-
lation in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth the largest in Eu rope, ev-
eryday Jewish– Christian contacts  were frequent. Jews and Christians shared 
spaces, and even illiterate Christians could witness Jewish rites and ceremo-
nies in daily interactions with Jews. But literate Christians  were also exposed 
to dif fer ent stories in the books that presented patterns of Jewish be hav ior 
akin to that of enemies of Christians, who harm and kill Christians and 
desecrate their sacred objects. This created a dissonance between everyday 
experiences and, as Śleszkowski put it, “what is described” in the books. 
And so, contrary to the perception that it was the uneducated “rabble” 
who incited  trials and anti- Jewish persecution, it seems that in Poland- 
Lithuania books created and transmitted a body of knowledge that im-
planted this inimical image and anti- Jewish accusations in Polish literary 
culture.  Those who had access to books and could read  were imbued with 
ideas of the Jews’ enmity and danger. And they also frequently had a say in 
the  trials against Jews.



C h a p t e r  F i v e

Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews  

Respond to Blood Libels

jJjJ

T here was notably  little interest among Jews in responding to anti- 
Jewish accusations in print, but the surviving Jewish literary responses 

to blood accusations seem to underscore the known, though debated, cul-
tural differences between Sephardic, Italian, and Ashkenazi Jews, each 
grounded in their own epistemic realities. The responses also reveal that 
blood accusations affected both Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews in the early 
modern period, albeit in dif fer ent ways. Sephardic Jews  were not victims 
of real- life blood accusations— Ashkenazi Jews  were— but the per sis tence 
of  these beliefs in Christian culture had a direct impact on the Sephardic 
Jews’ ability to establish themselves in their new Eu ro pean homes, and they 
engaged more explic itly in challenging anti- Jewish accusations. Their works, 
written not only in Hebrew but also in languages accessible to non- Jews, 
such as Latin, Italian, En glish, Portuguese, and Spanish, engaged with non- 
Jewish authors and offered polemical arguments rebutting the slanderous 
charges.1 Some of  those rebuttals had been known to and even used by 
Christian authorities before  these Jewish works  were published, but some 
offered new defenses that  were  later used to protect Jews from similar li-
bels and  were even deployed by Christians writing in defense of Jews.

Among Ashkenazi Jews, who  were the main victims of the accusa-
tions, literary responses were rare.2 In contrast to the Sephardic Jews who 
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offered polemical refutations of the accusations written in the languages 
read and spoken by non- Jews, the Ashkenazi Jews preferred to turn to 
songs and tales in Yiddish, such as the book Sefer geulat Israel (Seyfer 
geules Isroel, The Book of Jewish Redemption), recounting among others a 
story of blood libel in Poznań and published in the waning years of the 
seventeenth century.3 To quote Max Weinreich, the songs and tales became 
a means to “inform the world about dif fer ent events,” since at the time 
“ people did not write tele grams” about the news, such as fires, expulsions, 
or libels, but “a song to be sung to a melody.”4

 These historical Yiddish songs commemorate the “martyrdom” of the ac-
cused Jews and emphasize their fidelity to God and the Jewish community, 
despite experiencing horrifying suffering and persecution.  These rhymed 
songs and tales built on Ashkenazi medieval martyrological imagery. They 
also fulfilled communal needs, providing reassurance and affirmation of 
faith and loyalty to the community, when faith, loyalty, and life itself  were 
challenged. But  these songs, insular as they might seem,  were also deeply 
embedded in local Christian cultures and traditions.

Christian Accounts of Jewish “Crimes”  
in Jewish Writings

In contrast to premodern Christian writers, who produced chronicles, his-
tories, and anthologies of the lives of saints, kings, and other prominent 
historical figures, Jews  were not keen on writing chronicles and histories, 
and few works by Jewish writers qualify as such.5 Premodern Jews remem-
bered historical events through commemorative annual liturgy, not through 
the many genres of historical writings common among Christians.6 The few 
existing Jewish chronicles can be divided into histories of the rabbis and 
their works, the shalshelet ha- kabbalah (chain of tradition), or chronicles 
of calamities that befell Jews.7 Samuel Usque’s Consolation for the Tribu-
lation of Israel, published in 1553 in the vernacular of Portuguese Jews and 
conversos, was explic itly written as a reflection on persecutions endured 
by Jews throughout history; and Joseph Ha- Kohen’s Emek ha- bakha (The 
Vale of Tears), a sixteenth- century chronicle disseminated in manuscript 
form  until the nineteenth  century, was intended to commemorate the suf-
fering of Jews since the destruction of the Second  Temple, perhaps as part 
of the observance of Tisha be- Av, a day of mourning in Judaism.8

A hallmark of Sephardic and Italian Jewish historical and polemical works 
was their use of non- Jewish works, even  those explic itly anti- Jewish, as 
sources for their histories of Jewish suffering. One of the earliest Sephardic 
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works of this type, Samuel Usque’s Consolation, known to and used by 
other Jewish writers, including Joseph Ha- Kohen and Isaac Cardoso, 
the seventeenth- century Jewish physician and polemicist,9 relied heavi ly on 
the fifteenth- century work by Alfonso de Espina, Fortalitium fidei (The For-
tress of Faith), an exceedingly popu lar polemical work aimed at providing 
preachers with arguments against heretics, Jews, and Saracens— “the ene-
mies of Christian religion”—and other anti- Jewish writers with examples 
of “the crimes of Jews.”10 Jewish writers, among them Usque and Cardoso, 
appropriated de Espina’s scurrilous work not as evidence of “Jewish cru-
elties,” of course, but as a source documenting the persecution of Jews by 
Christians. Cardoso explained that Christian anti- Jewish works represented 
“the fiction of history,” for “they impute cruelty to the Jews in order to con-
ceal their own. Let [ these] histories be read,” he implored, “and one  will 
see the tyrannies and cruelties they inflicted upon [the Jews] throughout 
centuries.”11

In reappropriating stories from anti- Jewish works, Jewish writers offered 
their own interpretations of events.12 This is evident in one of the shortest 
stories included in Usque’s Consolations, an account of an event said to 
have taken place in France, in which eighty- four Jews  were sent to the stake. 
Usque wrote, “ Because the Christians in France hated the Jewish usurers, 
the poor Israelite  people living in Paris  were charged with having killed a 
Christian in order to celebrate the Passover with his blood.”13 Hearing the 
news about the alleged murder, the king, who was away from Paris “on a 
hunt,” immediately turned back and “angrily condemned to the stake 
eighty- four Jews, who  were allegedly accomplices in the crime.” This story, 
found in Fortalitium fidei, had been included in Vincent de Beauvais’s 
popu lar Speculum historiae, a bestseller among early printed books in Eu-
rope.14 For Usque providence played a role in Jewish persecutions (and re-
venge for them): the execution of “the oppressed lambs,” who although 
“innocent”  were “charged with what was prohibited by their Holy Law and 
contrary to its precepts,” was fulfillment of the prophecy, “You  shall be fuel 
for the fire” (Ezekiel 21:37). Prophecy notwithstanding, the reason  behind 
the existence of anti- Jewish libels was, Usque argued, Jews’ money- lending 
activities, or usury,  because the supposed basis for the accusations— the al-
leged need for Christian blood— was absurd due to precepts of “the Holy 
Law,” a clear reference to the prohibition against consumption of blood in 
Jewish law.

Usque cited Jewish law explic itly in defense of Jews in another story; in 
this Spanish tale, Jews accused of needing blood  were actually saved by the 
king.15 “See,  brothers,” wrote Usque through his Jewish character Ycabo, 
“how my iniquities blind the world when the time for my punishment 
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comes. . . .  For though the very  people who accuse me know that  there is 
no such cruel precept in my Law, they claim that I want to offer sacrifices 
of  human limbs.”16 Ycabo, mirroring the argument made by Pope Innocent 
IV in response to the 1247 accusation in Valréas, exclaims that if “in order 
for us to slaughter even a hen, we must do it mercifully according to the 
precept . . .  , [h]ow much more unnatural would it be to kill  human beings 
to hold divine ser vices with their blood, which is an abominable and for-
bidden  thing.” Usque ended the tale  here, attributing the reason for  these 
persecutions to divine providence: “Since my sins may roll on  until Moses’s 
prophecies are somehow fulfilled, ‘The Lord  will send a discomfiture 
against you  because of evil of your thoughts’ [Deuteronomy 28.20].”

Ele ments of Usque’s work, including the stories from de Espina’s Fortali-
tium fidei,  were integrated into Joseph Ha- Kohen’s Emek ha- bakha, some-
times with the same errors Usque had introduced.17 Though the repetition 
of Usque’s errors suggests that Ha- Kohen did not use de Espina’s magnum 
opus as a direct source, it is abundantly clear that in other instances Ha- 
Kohen did turn to non- Jewish works for Jewish history. This is evident in 
his  earlier but much larger published work, Sefer divrei ha- yamim, from 
which came many of the stories included in Emek ha- bakha. Most promi-
nently, Ha- Kohen used Sebastian Münster’s popu lar Cosmographia, first 
printed in German in 1544, translated into five languages, and published 
nearly forty times between 1544 and 1628.18 Ha- Kohen appropriated al-
most all the events pertaining to Jews found in Cosmographia, from sto-
ries of imperial protection of the Jews, as in Bern following a blood accusa-
tion in 1287,19 to the most ridicu lous tales, such as one in 1270 about a 
Jew who fell into a privy on the Sabbath and was refused help by other 
Jews. In response to this incident, according to Ha- Kohen, the pope—in 
Münster’s Cosmographia it was the bishop of Magdeburg— ordered that 
all Jews had to observe,  under penalty of death, all the precepts of the Sab-
bath also on Sunday.20

If in Christian eyes  these histories denoted “Jewish crimes,” for Jewish 
writers they chronicled Jewish suffering. Jewish authors, of course, did not 
use the stories uncritically; they edited and reworked them, omitting the 
most controversial material. For instance, in reporting vio lence erupting in 
1348, Ha- Kohen first quoted Usque (“the Portugese”) and then paraphrased 
Münster (“Sebastianus”):

Many Jews gathered in their  houses and locked the door  behind them, and set 
themselves on fire, when they saw that destruction is upon them [ki- kalta 
aleihem ha- ra’ah; play on Esther 7:7]. And the fire burned their  houses and 
their families. And in the city of Mainz, a large church bell melted  because of 
the blaze. And they saw what happened: in the imperial cities they tore the 
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Jews’  houses to the ground, and with the stones from them and from the tomb-
stones they built walls and towers. And they expelled many at the time.21

In paraphrasing Münster, Ha- Kohen chose to omit the section about Jews 
poisoning wells and Münster’s rather explicit statement that “many Jews 
of both sexes  were baptized, less out of love of God but more out of fear 
of punishment.”22 Ha- Kohen’s selectivity shifted the emphasis onto Jewish 
suffering and avoided tainting the memory of the persecuted Jews.

Far more sophisticated and detailed  were Ha- Kohen’s versions of more 
recent events, some of which he or his  family may have experienced or had 
access to better information about. The expulsion of Jews from Spain in 
1492; the vio lence in Lisbon in 1506; the adventures of Shlomo Molkho, 
a messianic figure active in the sixteenth  century; and the story of Simon of 
Trent  were all marked by insightful analy sis. Though Münster did discuss 
the Trent case, devoting to him a lengthy paragraph,23 Ha- Kohen seemed 
to have eschewed Münster’s account and presented his own longer, more 
detailed interpretation of what may have happened in 1475. According to 
the Jewish chronicler, “an evil man” (ish ha- beli’al; 1 Samuel 25:25) mur-
dered a boy named Simon in Trent; unseen, he put the body in a cistern 
near the  house of a Jew, Samuel, whereupon Christians “accused the Jews, 
as it is their custom,” of killing the boy.24 At first they did not find the child, 
but when the child’s body was found— Ha- Kohen did not make clear that 
it was the Jews who found the body in Samuel’s  house and reported the 
finding to the bishop— “all the Jews  were to be seized. Their lives  were then 
embittered. They  were tortured with the cord, so that they confessed to 
what they had not plotted. One very old man named Moshe, and he alone, 
did not admit to this  great lie.”25 The remaining Jews  were sentenced to a 
painful death, “pinched with [hot] pincers, and burned” at the stake; “their 
pure souls  rose up to heaven.”

If Ha- Kohen’s recounting of the Trent events and Jewish suffering seems 
formulaic, his description of the po liti cal complexity of the case is not. He 
demonstrated an uncommon knowledge of details and an acute awareness 
of the dynamic driving the long trial and its aftermath. Jews sought help, 
Ha- Kohen reported, from two Christians from Padua “learned in religion 
and law,” but the men  were ultimately chased away from Trent. In the 
meantime, “it was said that the child was holy” and performed miracles, 
and  people began to flock to Trent “not empty handed,” insightfully added 
the chronicler to draw attention to the material benefits of veneration 
sites. Motivated by the popularity of Simon’s shrine, the bishop be-
seeched the pope to “make the boy a saint, for he is holy [kadesh et ha- 
yeled ki kadosh].” But the pope demurred and sent a cardinal, “a legate,” 



 Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews Respond to Blood Libels  213

as Ha- Kohen called him, to investigate the affair thoroughly. He saw that 
“the  whole affair was delusions and nonsense [ta’atu’im ve- hevel],” for “he 
discovered [the boy’s body] had been embalmed in spices and perfumes, as 
is done to the dead. And then he chided them [the bishop of Trent and his 
entourage], saying publicly that it was all a lie. This infuriated the  people, 
and the legate had to flee.” Despite the bishop’s relentless efforts— “in fact, 
over and over, almost daily,” Ha- Kohen asserted— “the pope did not can-
onize the boy.”

Joseph Ha- Kohen seems to have had a sophisticated understanding of 
the status of Simon, being aware of the difference between Simon’s appel-
lation as beatus and as a saint: “They called him Beato Simone, but saint 
he is not called to this very day.” Ha- Kohen’s terminus ad quem was 1575, 
the year he is said to have made the last changes to his chronicle. By then, 
Simon’s story had entered at least one comprehensive collection of the lives 
of saints (Laurentius Surius’s De Probatis Sanctorum Historiis published 
in 1571), but, as Ha- Kohen astutely noted, the cult had not yet been offi-
cially recognized by the pope. Simon of Trent would earn a short descrip-
tion in the newly updated liturgical calendar Martyrologium romanum in 
1583, eight years  after Ha- Kohen’s death, and his cult would be officially 
recognized in 1588 with a liturgy and indulgences, which added to confu-
sion about the boy’s status. Still, for Ha- Kohen, the lack of papal recogni-
tion at the time seems to have been vindication for the unjust trial and per-
secution of Jews, and proof of the falsity of the accusation. So too  were 
other examples he cited such as an accusation in Novi (now Novi Ligure), 
near Alessandria in 1513, where the city’s mayor explic itly defended Jews 
and assured them he did not believe such accusations.26

Some aspects of Ha- Kohen’s account of Simon’s story  were certainly 
known in Italy from the works celebrating Simon’s martyrdom and de-
fending the actions of the bishop. In Ubertino Pusculo’s Symonidos, for 
example, Jews  were said to have “hired doctors of law” from Padua. And 
though, according to Pusculo, their intervention was in vain, the Jews did 
manage to gain the support of some lords and kings. This, in turn, embold-
ened them to seek help from the pope himself, who sent his envoy to Trent.27 
In Pusculo’s words, the envoy was “a paid employee, completely at the 
Hebrews’ expense”; he “challenged the  little boy’s miracles” and “laughed 
at them.” But some details, like the mention of embalming spices and per-
fumes, suggest that Ha- Kohen may also have had access to unpublished 
sources about Simon, such as Battista de’ Giudici’s account, Apologia iu-
daeorum and Invectiva contra Platinam, or other sources not publically 
known; or perhaps Ha- Kohen recorded oral counterstories circulating 
during his life.28
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In Jewish polemical lit er a ture, Simon of Trent would appear one more 
time—in the last section devoted to refuting calumnies against the Jews that 
“they kill Christian  children in order to use their blood in their rituals” of 
Isaac Cardoso’s opus Las excelencias de los hebreos, published in Am-
sterdam in 1679.29 Cardoso offered arguments demonstrating the absur-
dity of the accusation and recounted several stories he found in Christian 
anti- Jewish works, including de Espina’s Fortalitium fidei, Laurentius 
 Surius’s De probatis sanctorum historiis, and Jacob Philip Foresti’s ex-
tremely popu lar Supplementum chronicarum.30 One of  these stories is 
about Simon of Trent.

The story of Simon of Trent was for Cardoso a “baleful tragedy fabri-
cated against Jews.”31  After briefly recounting the narrative from Trent 
based on the accounts by Surius and Foresti, Cardoso, who at the time lived 
in Verona, 62 miles from Trent, noted almost in passing that “they dedi-
cated a shrine to the child, where one can still see [the boy’s] black and dis-
figured corpse.”32 This side comment was a direct polemical jab at the 
Christian story of Simon, which emphasized the incorruptibility of Simon’s 
body as evidence of his saintly nature. Just in 1668, eleven years before 
Cardoso’s book was published, this point was explic itly emphasized in 
Michelangelo Mariani’s Il infante glorioso S. Simone, written to “revive 
the memory of the memory of his martyrdom”  because this “glorious 
 innocent . . .  deserved to be canonized by the Church.”33 Indeed, the task 
was to declare Simon a saint, not just beatus; to make him not just “inno-
cent” but “a martyr killed in hatred of Christ.”34 Mariani devoted a signifi-
cant section of his book to the state of Simon’s body, given that it was 
written  after the body was reexamined by medical experts who con-
firmed its “incorruptibility.”35

Still, with Cardoso’s work an exception,  after Simon’s cult was officially 
recognized, his story could no longer be invoked as proof of papal disbe-
lief in blood accusations. In fact, papal recognition of the cult had the 
opposite effect: it made it easier for anti- Jewish accusers to legitimize their 
claims and more difficult for church officials to dismiss the charges 
altogether.

Few works of this sort— historical or polemical— were published by Ash-
kenazi writers north of the Alps. The best- known work describing histor-
ical events is David Gans’s Tsemaḥ David (Sprout of David), published in 
Hebrew in 1592. Its section devoted to Jewish history resembles a list of 
rabbis and their works, peppered with short descriptions of other events 
from Jewish history, but it has  little to say about blood libels.

With the exception of the Yudisher teryok (A Jewish Theriac) by Solomon 
Zevi Hirsch of Aufhausen—an apol o getic response, or “an antidote,” to an 
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anti- Jewish work by a German Jewish convert, Samuel Friedrich Brenz— 
Ashkenazi works, mostly songs and tales,  were markedly dif fer ent from the 
elaborate accounts produced by Sephardic writers, who developed what 
Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi called a Sephardic tradition of Jewish apologia 
that was deeply embedded in Christian works about Jews.36 This cultural 
difference was on display in the remarkable Sephardic work Shevet Ye-
hudah (The Scepter of Judah) by Solomon ibn Verga, which provided one 
of the most extensive discussions of blood libels in early modern Jewish lit-
er a ture, and its Yiddish translation.37 The Yiddish Shevet Yehudah was sub-
jected to what Michael Stanislawski called “Ashkenization,” highlighting 
in the pro cess the differences between Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews.38

Polemical Responses, Sephardic Style

In contrast to Samuel Usque’s often circumscribed, brief explanations for 
the accusations against Jews, Solomon ibn Verga’s Shevet Yehudah, a book 
of “the widest popularity” in the early modern period, discussed the sub-
ject more extensively and more assertively.39 Of seventy- six tales in sixty- 
four chapters, eight concerned ritual murder.40 The first and longest is the 
seventh, which recounts a fictional encounter between King Alfonso of 
Spain and Thomas, a wise and learned man.

Ibn Verga’s King Alfonso faced a dilemma and needed advice. A certain 
bishop, the king said, preached to large audiences that “Jews could not cel-
ebrate the festival called in the Hebrew language Passover without blood 
from a Christian.”41 Although the king was skeptical about the bishop’s ac-
cusations, he was worried that so many  people believed them and did not 
know how to  handle the situation; if he defended the Jews, the king feared, 
he would lose the re spect of his subjects, who, in turn, would see him as “a 
stranger or a Jew for not taking revenge on Jews.”42 He hoped that Thomas, a 
Christian known for his knowledge of Jewish religion, customs, and tradition, 
would advise him on how to “respond to  these fools” and clarify  whether 
 there was any foundation in Jewish books to support such claims. If 
Thomas showed that the bishop’s claims could be substantiated, the king 
said, he was ready to expel Jews from his kingdom. If not, he would do 
every thing he could to protect them.43 In response Thomas offered sophis-
ticated arguments grounded in logic and reason, as well as his knowledge 
of Jewish tradition and customs, to demonstrate the baselessness of the 
bishop’s claims. His refutation was so compelling that at one point the king 
appeared a bit incensed when he realized Thomas might have thought that 
the king himself embraced the bishop’s accusations.44
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First of all, Thomas said, God did not want to harm Jews,  because God 
did not want to harm anything he created, not a fly, let alone Jews who 
“had received the law.”45 As for the accusation that Jews needed blood to 
celebrate Passover— that was “far from reason.”  People,  after all,  were 
naturally disposed to abhorring  things they  were not used to eating. One 
should only ask a Christian to eat a dog or a cat, and he  will run away 
like a Jew runs away from pork! The Jew flees from pork  because he is 
not accustomed to it due to God’s commandments. Thus, if Jews do not 
consume pork, which is more agreeable to  human “temperament and na-
ture,” they would certainly not consume  human blood. In fact, if Jews “do 
not eat blood of any animal, or, according to rabbis (talmudiim), not even 
fish, how much more would they abhor  human blood, which is not con-
sumed by any  people!46 Jews carefully drained blood of the slaughtered 
animals to fulfill the biblical commandment of not consuming any blood. 
As for  human blood, Thomas gave an example of what happened when a 
Jew bit bread and his gums bled—he was not allowed to consume it  unless 
he cleaned the bread.47

But the conversation and the king’s questions soon expanded beyond the 
blood accusation. The king was also disturbed by the distinction Jews made 
between themselves and non- Jews and the claims that apparently the 
Talmud allowed them to harm gentiles. To rebut them, Thomas first had to 
explain the difference between the Hebrew terms nokhri, noẓri, and goy— a 
stranger, a Christian, and a gentile— then he asserted that the Talmud con-
sidered robbing and harming a gentile worse than harming a fellow Jew.48

As the tale progressed, the discussion, whose purpose was to debunk rea-
sons for the anti- Jewish accusations, shifted from Jewish customs and be-
liefs to the Jews’ economic and social status.49 As Jews gained status and 
visibility, Thomas argued, envy and hatred against them increased. When 
the Jews arrived in the kingdom, they arrived as “poor slaves,” and for many 
years they lived humbly and did not wear ostentatious clothes. And then 
no one accused them of drinking blood! But now Jews  were rich and Chris-
tians poor. And as Jews became more prominent, and wealthy, openly 
wearing luxurious clothing of silk,  these accusations emerged, as did calls 
for their expulsion.

But the principal reason for the hatred of Jews, Thomas argued, was that 
they became rich through usury. They now possessed hereditary properties, 
 houses, and fields of the Christians. Thomas’s advice was to prohibit Jews 
from practicing usury and to issue restrictions that would remove them 
from positions of power and curb their display of luxurious clothing and 
lifestyles— a policy recommendation that corresponded to already known 
Christian Jewry laws, including  those summarized in de Espina’s Fortali-
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tium fidei.50 Thus, while condemning the blood libel, Thomas’s advice 
helped the king solve his uncomfortable dilemma.

While Thomas and the king  were talking, some Christians came before 
the king saying that a dead Christian was found in a  house of a Jew, who 
must have killed him to extract blood.51 Exasperated, the king asked 
Thomas to respond to “ these fools.” Thus Thomas repeated what he had 
just explained to the king, saying that the king now understood that what 
both ered Christians about Jews was their usury and possession of Chris-
tian properties and lands. The king promised that what was taken from 
Christians through usury was to be returned to his subjects.52 And while 
the men praised the ruler for his justice and wisdom, the king forced them 
to admit that the Jew did not kill the Christian man. Conceding, the men 
said that they felt exploited; they “worked the land,” but had nothing left 
from it. Their goal was to have the Jews expelled, and so they concocted 
this plot. The king pressed on, “According to what you said, the Jew did 
not kill the Christian, but you killed him.” The men protested, saying that 
when they found the man, he was already dead, and they planned to take 
the body to the cemetery, but then de cided to dump him in the  house of 
the Jew. The king was happy he saw through the falsity of the accusation 
against Jews, and he let the men  free, and ordered that the incident be re-
corded in the chronicles. Thus in Tale Seven, ibn Verga laid bare the anatomy 
of blood accusations against Jews, and debunked them, while providing ex-
planations of Jewish rituals and highlighting the real and rational reasons 
for the hatred of Jews— money and envy. Blood libels, went the story’s take-
home point, were often concocted to engineer the expulsion of Jews.

A similar message is reiterated in the next tale, in which representatives 
of the Jewish community came to plead for the king’s support and protec-
tion following an accusation of blood libel and a slew of attacks on Jews 
around Passover.53 Though the king admitted that “the Jews have no guilt 
in this [crime],” he saw them as guilty of “other kinds of sins” that  were 
the true reasons why  people  rose against Jews  every day. Once more ibn 
Verga’s king connected the Jews’ increased social status to the rise of ani-
mosity against them. “You arrived,” the king said, “to our kingdom poor 
and hungry, and Christians received you with love, but you paid back with 
evil for the good.” Once more, usury was the source of many evils. If Jews 
 were slaves and exiles (avadim ve- golim), why, the king wanted to know, 
“do you wear garments of the princes?” In response, the Jews offered only 
vague apol o getic and gendered explanations. Though like most of ibn Ver-
ga’s tales, the story ends well and the Jews are saved,  there is no doubt that 
in ibn Verga’s mind Jews shared some of the blame for their misfortunes. 
To be sure, they  were innocent of the crime of which Christians, wishing to 



218 Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews Respond to Blood Libels 

expel Jews, accused them, but their life in luxury at the expense of Chris-
tians was a source of their tribulations.54

Ibn Verga’s anatomy of blood accusations was so power ful it was em-
braced and appropriated by other Jewish apologists. A  century  later, in 
1656,  after more than ten editions of Shevet Yehudah had appeared in 
Hebrew, Yiddish, and even Latin, Menasseh ben Israel, the prominent 
Sephardic rabbi and community leader, published his Vindiciae judae-
orum; it was an apol o getic work written in response to the 1655 publi-
cation A Short Demurrer to the Jewes Long Discontinued Remitter into 
 England by William Prynne— a vocal opponent of the readmission of 
Jews to  England on the grounds that Jews “had been formerly  great Clippers 
and Forgers of Mony, and had crucified three or four  Children in  England 
at least.”55

In his rebuttal of Prynne, Menasseh followed ibn Verga’s Thomas almost 
to the letter.56 Christian “calumniators” sometimes themselves “cruelly 
butchered” their victims or  after finding a corpse they “cast [it] as if it had 
been murdered by the Iewes, into their  houses or yards,” only to “accuse 
innocent Iewes as the committers of this most execrable fact.” All this was 
false, Menasseh wrote, for “it is utterly forbid the Iewes to eat any manner 
of bloud whatsoever, Levit. Chapter 7. 26 and Deuter. 12 where it is ex-
pressly said וכל דם [ve- khol dam], And ye  shall eat no manner of bloud, and 
in obedience to this command the Iewes eat not the bloud of any animal.” 
Menasseh then discussed what Jews did when they found a drop of blood 
in an egg and the case of blood from the gums left on bread. Like ibn  Verga’s 
Thomas, Menasseh exclaimed, “Since then it is thus, how can it enter into 
any man’s heart to believe that [Jews] should eat humane bloud, which is 
yet more detestable,  there being scarce any nation now remaining upon 
earth so barbarous, as to commit such wickednesse?”

Menasseh also retold, almost verbatim, ibn Verga’s Tale Eight of the king 
(“King of Portugal” in Vindiciae judaeorum) who could not sleep:

He went up into the balcony in the palace from whence he could discover the 
 whole city, and from thence (the moon shining clear) he espied two men 
carry ing a dead corps, which they cast into the Iew’s yard. He presently dis-
patches a  couple of servants, and commands them, yet with a seeming care-
lessnesse, they should trace and follow  those men, and take notice of their 
 house; which they accordingly did. The next day  there is a hurly burly and a 
tumult in the city, accusing the Iewes of murder. Thereupon the King appre-
hended  these rogues and they confesse the truth; and considering that this busi-
nesse was guided by a par tic u lar divine providence, calls some of the wise 
men of the Iewes, and asks them how they translate the 4. Verse of the 121 
Psalm, and they answered, Behold, he that keepeth Israel  will neither slumber, 
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nor sleep. The King replied, if he  will not slumber, then much lesse  will he sleep, 
you do not say well, for the true translation is, Behold, the Lord doth not 
slumber, neither  will he suffer him that keepeth Israel to sleep. God who hath 
yet a care over you, hath taken away my sleep, that I might be an eye witnesse 
of that wickednesse which is this day laid to your charge.57

To underscore further the ludicrous nature of the blood accusation, 
 Menasseh, citing among  others Tertullian, the early Christian writer not 
particularly friendly to Jews, noted that “the very same accusation and 
horrid wickednesse of killing  children and eating their bloud, was of old 
by the ancient heathens charg’d upon the Christians.”58 But the example 
of ancient accusations against Christians focused on the “blood accusa-
tion.” In response to Prynne, Menasseh ben Israel also had to address the 
accusation of “Christian hom i cide” in “hatred and detestation of Jesus of 
Nazareth.”59 Blood libel, associated with consumption of blood, could be 
easily discredited by demonstrating its absurdity and obvious violation of 
biblical laws; the accusation of killing Christians in “hatred of Jesus” re-
quired a dif fer ent strategy. Of course, murder was in violation of the bib-
lical prohibition, “Thou shalt not kill.” But the Christian chronicles told of 
many examples of such murders. Menasseh’s strategy was to discredit the 
sources of  these stories, a task of par tic u lar importance  because Prynne’s 
book emphasized the quality of the historical sources he consulted to sup-
port his attacks against Jews.

On the title page of A Short Demurrer, Prynne promised to offer “an 
Exact Chronological Relation of Their First Admission into, Their Ill De-
portment, Misdemeanors, Condition, Sufferings, Oppressions, Slaughters, 
Plunders, by Popu lar Insurrections, and Regal Exactions in; and Their Total, 
Final Banishment by Judgment and Edict of Parliament, out of  England, 
Never to Return Again: Collected out of the Best Historians.” One of 
 these “best historians” was Matthew Paris, known for including in his 
chronicle several stories of Jews murdering Christian  children in  England, 
which for Prynne  were “the principal  causes of [the Jews’] banishment” 
from  England. Prynne paraphrased the medieval chronicler almost ver-
batim, copying even his  mistakes; for example, placing the story of Jews 
crucifying a boy in Norwich in 1240, perhaps an erroneous reference to 
William of Norwich. “In the year of our Lord 1240,” Prynne begins his 
story, “the Jews circumcised a Christian child at Norwich, and being cir-
cumcised, they called him Jurninus, but reserved him to be crucified in 
contumely of Jesus Christ crucified.”60 To  counter Prynne’s attack, Me-
nasseh ben Israel, playing shrewdly on En glish anti- Catholic sentiments 
and the black legend, immediately discounted the account as “popish” 
and challenged its logic:
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He was first circumcised, and this perfectly constitutes him a Iew. Now for a 
Iew to embrace a Christian in his armes and foster him in his bosome, is a 
testimony of  great love and affection. But if it was intended that shortly  after 
this child should be crucified, to what end was he first circumcised? If it  shall 
be said it was out of hatred to the Christians, it appears rather to the contrary, 
that it proceeded from detestation of the Iewes, or of them who had newly 
become proselytes, to embrace the Iewes religion. Surely this supposed pranck 
(stories to be done in popish times) looks more like a piece of the reall scene 
of the Popish Spaniards piety, who first baptiz’d the poor Indians, and after-
wards out of cruel pity to their souls, inhumanely butchered them; then of 
strict- law- observing Iewes, who dare not make a sport of one of the seales of 
their covenant.61

Then, paraphrasing the Dutch theologian and polemicist Johannes Hoo-
rnbeek, Menasseh reinforced the notion that such accusations  were 
based “ either upon uncertain report of the vulgar, or  else upon the secret 
accusation of the Monks belonging to the inquisition, not to mention the 
avarice of the informers, wickedly hanquering  after the Iewes wealth, and 
so with ease forging any wickednesse.”62 The history books so praised 
by Prynne, among them Thomas of Canterbury, could be given “no more 
credit than his other fictions and lies where with he hath stuffed his 
book.”63 The chronicles  were “popish,” their authors “too much ad-
dicted and given unto fables and figments.”64 (The chronicles may have 
been “popish,” but Menasseh’s own arguments against blood libels had 
been articulated explic itly in two separate letters by Pope Innocent IV in 
1247.65)

As if to fortify his polemic with an anti- Catholic tone, Menasseh re-
counted several recent cases of accusations against Jews, all from Catholic 
domains— for example, Ragusa, Lisbon, and Madrid— and almost all in-
volving torture.66 Menasseh’s emphasis on torture to discredit the anti- 
Jewish accusations was likely purposeful: although on the continent tor-
ture was accepted as a legitimate judicial procedure, in  England it was not.67 
Evoking anti- Catholic sentiments would have strengthened his appeal in 
 England, where King Charles I was executed just a few years  earlier. So too 
was the use of Hoornbeek a good strategy,  because the Protestant polemi-
cist was no par tic u lar friend of the Jews. His extensive book sought to con-
vert Jews, even if along the way it conveyed serious doubts about the fre-
quent accusations against them.68 Through a careful choice of his sources 
and sophisticatedly tailored arguments against anti- Jewish accusations, Me-
nasseh was able to demonstrate that such charges against Jews had no 
grounds— they  were based on fables, popish fables at that— and thus Jews 
deserved to be formally readmitted to  England.
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 Legal Strategies and Tools

Whereas Menasseh ben Israel’s refutation of Prynne’s accusations was 
forceful and clearly effective in ultimately securing permission for Jews to 
live in  England, another seventeenth- century Jewish polemicist, Isaac 
 Cardoso, chose to add to his polemical response  legal documents that 
could be used in defending Jews accused of ritual murder or blood libels. 
And used they  were— published and republished in the seventeenth and 
eigh teenth centuries,  these documents became  legal tools for Jews as blood 
accusations continued to plague them in the early modern era.

The last chapter of Cardoso’s wide- ranging polemical and apol o getic 
work Las excellencias de los hebreos, “The Tenth Calumny against Jews 
that They Kill Christian  Children to Use Their Blood in Their Rituals,” 
was a power ful retort to blood accusations. It condemned Christian his-
torical accounts of supposed Jewish murders of Christian  children as “fic-
tions of history,” bemoaning the fact that enemies of Jews did not accept 
any evidence debunking the accusations.69 Even “breves of the Pontiffs, de-
crees of the emperors, and  orders of the princes” condemning such accusa-
tions  were not enough to discourage the blood accusations,  because many 
considered  those documents false, Cardoso claimed.70 Indeed, though some 
Christians knew well that  these accusations  were fabricated and found them 
“abominable,” the commoners did not believe  these learned men and  were 
unwilling to “obey Princes when hatred dominates reason and the fury 
closes the door to acquittals.”

Frustrated by this disbelief, Cardoso listed key documents by Church and 
secular authorities condemning blood accusations, along with  those he 
found in the archives in Padua and Verona, where he lived.71 The documents 
included the 1236 papal decree defending Jews more generally, the 1247 
decree by Pope Innocent IV explic itly condemning the blood accusations, 
and the decree by Emperor Frederick III issued in the aftermath of the 1470 
accusation in Endingen that was reissued in 1544 by Charles V and recon-
firmed in 1566 by Maximilian II. Cardoso also published the Spanish 
translation of documents from local archives in Verona and Padua: the 1479 
decree by Bona and Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza of Milan, mistakenly dated 
1470; the 1475 condemnation of similar accusations by Venice’s Pietro Mo-
cenigo issued in the aftermath of the Simon of Trent trial; and a 1603 decree 
from Verona issued during the trial of Giuseppe Abramino, accused by a 
certain Bernardino Bretorio of abducting his son, which cited all the pre-
vious documents in defense of the Jews.

Although Cardoso may have come across the list of  these documents in 
the 1603 Verona decree, they  were first mentioned by the French Catholic 
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polemicist Richard Simon, who wrote a treatise in defense of Jews following 
the trial of Raphaël Lévy of Boulay, accused of killing a Christian child in 
1669 in Metz.72 Simon also challenged the historical examples brought by 
the accusers to bolster their charges against Jews and demonstrated that 
 there was “a  great number of stories in  favor of Jews.” Crucially, he cited 
in defense of Jews exactly the documents Cardoso singled out in his book.73

Richard Simon and Isaac Cardoso began a chain of transmission that 
would shape Jewish  legal strategies for at least a  century, if not longer. In 
1681, two years  after the publication of Cardoso’s Las excellencias de los 
hebreos, an Italian Jew, Isaac Viva Cantarini, republished  these documents 
in Latin in his Vindex sanguinis, a booklet written as a rejoinder to a work 
by Jacobus Geusius about  human sacrifice.74 In 1705, in the aftermath of 
a trial of Jews in Viterbo, Rome’s Rabbi Tranquillo Vita Corcos reprinted 
 those documents in his materials defending the accused Jews before the 
papal courts.75  These documents then made their way in the second half of 
the eigh teenth  century into the now famous but at the time secret report 
written in response to the pleas of the Jews from Poland by the Consultor 
of the Holy Office, Lorenzo Ganganelli, who would become Pope Clement 
XIV. This chain thus connected France, Italy, and Poland (one could also 
add  England,  because Vindex sanguinis also reveals influences of Menasseh 
ben Israel’s Vindiciae judaeorum) in the transmission of Jews’ po liti cal and 
 legal strategies.

Torture and Martyrdom

Isaac Cardoso’s outrage over accusations against Jews may have been in-
spired by the 1669 trial of Raphaël Levy of Boulay in Metz. Levy, as  Cardoso 
noted, was tortured. He did not confess to the crime he was accused of, 
nor did he implicate anyone in the community; he is said to have prayed 
Shem’a Israel, “Hear O Israel,” during his torments.76 The slanderous ac-
cusations against Jews gave Cardoso an opportunity to reflect on questions 
of justice and judicial procedure. Lamenting the injustice done to Jews and 
stressing that “the Divine and Holy Law” did not condemn on the basis of 
“signs and conjectures,” but rather on the basis of “true and faithful testi-
monies,” Cardoso also invoked Ulpian, the third- century Roman jurist 
whom Cardoso called “one of the Princes of Jurisprudence,” who expressed 
reservations about torture.77 Though “torment and corporeal suffering,” ac-
cording to Ulpian, “ were employed to extract truth,” torture was nonetheless 
“weak and dangerous, and inimical for the truth.” Cardoso paraphrased 
Ulpian’s cautionary statement, noting that some  people  were able to endure 
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torture so much that it was impossible to extract any certain information 
from them. Similarly, some had so  little ability to endure the pain that they 
preferred to die, and they “not only confess[ed] to incriminate themselves 
but also accuse[ed]  others of [crimes] they had never committed.” In his 
1681 Vindex sanguinis, Isaac Viva, citing Johannes Hoornbeek, echoed 
Cardoso’s words: “Some Jews, confined to prison, confessed to this crime, 
 either  because of the fear of suffering torments, or, in fear, hoping for the 
grace of a quick death sentence.”78  These comments by Cardoso and Viva 
illustrate the unambiguous condemnations of the efficacy of torture found 
in many Sephardic works. Menasseh ben Israel also discussed torture, if 
briefly, in Vindiciae judaeorum, and it is quite explicit in Solomon ibn Verga’s 
Shevet Yehudah.

Between the  fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, torture increasingly became 
integral to Eu ro pean jurisprudence, as it entered official codes of law, in-
cluding the Carolina of Charles V, which became law in 1531.79 However, 
the use of torture did not go unchallenged. Eu ro pean debates over tor-
ture date back to the Roman period, when it was used to extract evidence 
from slaves. The premise  behind torture was to obtain confession, the “crown 
of proof,”  because, as Roman law had it, “pain was the primary channel of 
truth.”80 In addition to Ulpian, Augustine in City of God warned about the 
use of torture, especially in dealing with witnesses. Augustine saw torture 
as the punishment of innocent  people “for a crime that is still doubtful” just 
to “discover  whether [the accused] is guilty.” The crime was doubtful  because 
“it is not ascertained that he did not commit it.” Thus, Augustine argued, 
“the ignorance of the judge frequently involves an innocent person in suf-
fering.”81 Indeed, sometimes “an innocent person is tortured to discover his 
innocence” or, worse, is “put to death without discovering it.” Torture could 
not secure certainty  because  people often lied. In his commentary on Au-
gustine’s City of God, Juan Luis Vives, a sixteenth- century Spaniard whose 
parents are said to have fallen victim to the Inquisition and who was a 
con temporary of Solomon ibn Verga, noted that “neither the man who can 
endure reveals truth, nor the man who cannot.”82 In fact, Vives argued, 
quoting Publilius Syrus, “Pain compels even the innocent to lie.” (Montaigne 
 later embraced Vives’s views.83)

Stories in Solomon ibn Verga’s Shevet Yehudah embody the  legal reser-
vations expressed by Ulpian, Augustine, and Vives. At times, it seems that 
ibn Verga knew  these works,  because the ideas and sometimes even the 
wording echoed  earlier writers.84 Ibn Verga provided convincing and so-
phisticated illustrations of the worthlessness of judicial torture and confes-
sions extracted through it. In Tale Eight,  after discussing the ills Jews sup-
posedly cause in society through their usury and wealth, the king received 
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a letter from the judges investigating an accusation of ritual murder against 
a Jewish man; his viceroy wanted to order the Jew to “hard” torture to 
make him confess.85 But the Jewish envoys immediately protested, saying 
that during torture the man would surely say that “he killed him and ate 
his blood.” The king then recalled an incident in the early days of his reign, 
when two golden spoons  were stolen while  there  were two Jews “coming 
and  going” in his palace, and “all  people in his court said that Jews stole 
them as it is their custom.” The two Jews  were tortured and indeed con-
fessed to the theft, whereupon the king ordered them hanged. But three days 
 later the spoons  were found in the possession of one of the king’s own ser-
vants. As the story about the theft was being told, the king’s advisor re-
called that in  earlier days torture was never used to condemn  people. The 
next day, a boy came to court with information about the murder: his master 
had lost his inheritance to the Jew in whose  house the body of the Chris-
tian was found, and he had offered the boy a reward if he killed the Jew, 
but the boy did not want to do it, so the master devised a plan to accuse the 
Jew of ritual murder. The Jew was saved, but the moral of the tale was clear: 
Jews  were accused of ritual murder  because of their usury, and torture 
never produced reliable testimonies.

The dynamic of Tale Eight reveals a king caught between popu lar ha-
tred and his disbelief of accusations. In fact, as Jeremy Cohen has noted, 
“In almost  every instance the king knows the accusations to be groundless 
and, frequently, with the help of a beneficent prelate or counselor, he too 
seeks to dismiss them. Yet conspirators characteristically persist, accusing 
the king of favoring the Jews over the Christian faithful.”86 In Tale Seven-
teen, too, this dynamic is played out to reveal not only the groundlessness 
of anti- Jewish accusations but also the unreliability of torture. Though the 
king “in the Kingdom of France” saw through the lies of accusers claiming 
that a Jew killed a Christian before Passover, they brought false witnesses 
who said they saw the Christian enter but not exit the Jew’s  house, and 
they managed to gain the support of the king’s advisors. They also began 
to spread rumors that the king favored “ those who despised Christian faith” 
over the Christian faithful, forcing the monarch to order the accused Jew 
to be tortured.87 The Jew subsequently confessed and implicated fifty other 
Jews. The pleading Jews tried to remind the king that torture was not reli-
able and that, according to old statutes, only confessions regarding the 
accused himself could be accepted, but not if they implicated  others.

At the court was a Moorish ambassador, and the king asked him if sim-
ilar accusations against Jews took place in his kingdom.88 The ambassador 
was aghast that Christians believed such absurd accusations against Jews, 
 because they  were “contrary to reason.” In fact, no nation on earth, not 
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even one inclined to do abhorrent  things, did what the Jews  were accused of 
in Christian kingdoms. The ambassador then proceeded to offer a scathing 
critique of the use of torture: “In our kingdom, confession  under torture is a 
mere conjecture,” needing to be supported by other evidence and unable to 
serve as a basis for conviction (din ve- mishpat). One advisor interjected, 
saying Jews did not hold such hatred against Muslims as they did against 
Christians on account of Jesus: “They take a Christian, name him Jesus, eat 
his blood in order to take revenge on him.” The ambassador then pointed 
out the difference in beliefs between Christians and Muslims, which ex-
plained why such accusations emerged among one but not the other—it was 
Christians who believed Jews had subjected Jesus to many sufferings and 
killed him. This story, he continued, is shown in images in many churches, 
reinforcing  these beliefs. Muslims, by contrast, did not believe that Jews 
killed and tortured Jesus, but that he ascended to heaven alive.

The debate continued, angering the Christians. Feeling humiliated by the 
Moorish ambassador and pressured by the common  people, the king or-
dered the Jews punished.89 They  were to be put in barrels with nails pro-
truding inside and, in a manner known from Roman antiquity, rolled down 
a hill.90 Just as the king was about to push the barrels, he was felled by an 
invisible force. Sensing divine intervention, he freed the Jews. This was a 
just move,  because it was  later revealed that, as in other tales in the book, 
a Christian had planted the body in the Jew’s home and accused him falsely. 
The Christian slanderer was then punished.

But perhaps the most explicit example of the argument against the use 
of torture is Tale Twenty- Nine.91 “During the reign of the just and old king 
Alfonso,”  people came before judges claiming they had seen on the eve of 
Passover “a Christian man enter a  house of a Jewish man, and  after that 
they heard him scream, ‘Christians help me!’ ” The investigators sent to ex-
amine the Jew’s  house found nothing  there. “Last year,” they said, “in this 
 matter, they also accused [Jews] but it turned out to be a lie.” Seeing the 
judges’ reluctance to prosecute Jews, the  people rebelled and approached 
the king, who summoned the accused Jew. The Jew denied that a Christian 
had entered his  house. The king then challenged the accusers: “If you heard 
[the Christian man] scream, ‘Help me!’ . . .  why  didn’t you break the door 
in the Jew’s  house, and save the abused man from his abuse?” They did 
nothing,  because they feared the judges would punish them for breaking 
the door, the accusers responded. Hearing this, the king called them liars; 
skeptical that the Jew had attacked the Christian man, he pointed out the 
Jew’s old age.

The following day the accusers brought more witnesses, among them the 
dis appeared man’s wife Beatrice and his friends, who claimed that the man 
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had gone to the Jew to retrieve his pledge.92 In light of  these new allega-
tions, the king ordered the Jew to be examined  under torture. The accused 
Jew confessed to having killed the Christian man and was sentenced to 
death by fire. But as the verdict was being announced, a bishop arrived, 
who asked if the case concerned the husband of a certain Beatrice Guzman, 
one of the bishop’s serfs. It turned out that the bishop had seen the man 
the day before in a village nearby; he was very much alive. As the king re-
alized the Jew had confessed to a crime he had not committed, the bishop 
warned against trusting any testimony or confession extracted  under torture. 
The Jew then explained that while being subjected to horrible tortures he 
had lost his mind, and to avoid more suffering, he “chose death,” con-
fessing to the murder. As the king expressed his gratitude to the bishop for 
saving him from spilling “innocent blood,” the bishop reiterated that one 
should not place any “confidence and certainty in what a man would say 
 under blows and torments.”

As  these tales show, in ibn Verga’s Shevet Yehudah, in the end every thing 
ends well, and justice is done. The stories presented logical arguments 
against blood libels, with some practical advice on how to approach royal 
officials and the king himself. Shevet Yehudah quickly became popu lar and 
highly influential, reaching broader Jewish and Christian audiences as it 
appeared in multiple Hebrew editions and in translations in Latin, Spanish, 
and Yiddish. It was used by other sixteenth- century Jewish writers, including 
Samuel Usque in his Consolations for the Tribulations of Israel (1553, 
 Ferrara) and Josef Ha- Kohen in Emek ha- bakha, and his history of the 
kingdom of France and the Ottoman Empire. In the seventeenth  century, 
Menasseh ben Israel used  these stories in Vindiciae judaeorum to refute 
the scurrilous work by William Prynne opposing the readmission of Jews 
to  England on the grounds that they killed Christian  children.93

 These Sephardic works can be contrasted with the Yiddish works ad-
dressing blood libels.94 The Yiddish editions of Shevet Yehudah, beginning 
with the first one, published in Cracow in 1591, changed some motifs to 
conform to Ashkenazi sensibilities. The translator, as Michael Stanislawski 
has put it, “slyly but substantially transformed a classic of Spanish- Jewish 
historiography and the Sephardic weltanschauung into a radically dif fer ent 
sort of work.”95 The Yiddish versions, for example, amplify the role of God, 
which is only occasionally implied in the Hebrew original (for example, in 
Tales Sixteen and Seventeen).

They also display a discomfort with details about blood accusations. The 
short introduction before Tale Seven in Yiddish, absent from the Hebrew, 
mentions the claim that Jews used Christian blood for Passover, and notes 
a bishop as the source of the accusation.96 Other tales are less explicit 
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about blood and tend to talk about “gentiles” dropping bodies in Jews’ 
 houses, as in Tales Eight or Eleven (Twelve in the Hebrew original) in the 
1724 Fürth edition.97 In Tale Eight of the Hebrew original, as Stanislawski 
has noted, the accusers expect that  under torture the Jew “ will confess and 
we  will learn the truth, for the Jew  will say that he killed [the Christian] 
and ate his blood.” The reference to confessing to eating blood is notably 
removed from the Yiddish version.98

If in Shevet Yehudah all ends well, though in the Yiddish version with 
God’s explicit help, the outcomes in Yiddish songs and tales are nearly the 
exact opposite. To be sure, the Yiddish songs and tales too offer practical 
advice on approaching Christian authorities, pleading with and bribing 
them, but they almost always end, despite the Jews’ intercessions, with the 
martyr’s death of the accused Jews. The surviving songs and tales celebrate 
martyrdom, heroic death, and affirmation of Jewish beliefs in the face of 
persecution and torments from the gentiles. In contrast to the Jewish pro-
tagonists in the Sephardic Shevet Yehudah, the heroes and martyrs of the 
Yiddish tales almost never confess  under torture, never convert, and cer-
tainly never implicate anyone  else in false crimes. And the rare exceptions 
serve to underscore the dominant message.

Yiddish songs and tales about anti- Jewish accusations— both ritual 
murder and host desecrations— share a similar structure. When an accusa-
tion is made against Jews, they are arrested and sent to be tortured, where 
they are pressured to confess and, almost always, to convert. Yet despite 
 these pressures and pain, they do not break  under torture, remaining stead-
fast in their faith and loyal to their community.

This is the message of the song devoted to “three martyrs from Vilne 
[Wilno].”99 When R. Yehezkel, one of the three heroes of the song, is asked 
to incriminate the community leaders, he steadfastly refuses, defiantly saying 
to the executioner, “ Until now you have been my lord, but  today I  will be 
 free from you, I want to go to my higher lord. He  will help me endure the 
kiddush ha- shem.” Yehezkel is executed along with his companions,  dying 
a martyr’s death in the presence of multitudes.

But if ibn Verga’s Jews who confess to crimes they did not commit pro-
vide polemical arguments against torture and blood accusations, the premise 
 behind the Yiddish tales was not as explic itly polemical.  Here, torture serves 
to create the image of the holy martyr, a kadosh, whose steadfastness is glo-
rified and presented as a model to be followed by all.100 Although Jews in 
 these tales try to muster political support to prevent the deaths of the ac-
cused and plead with God for mercy by prayers and fasting, the accusations 
are gzeyres, decrees from heaven; they are not  human inventions requiring 
logical arguments in defense of Jews as they are presented in the Sephardic 
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works. In  these Yiddish historical songs and tales, as in much of the medi-
eval Hebrew martyrological poetry, most connections with the highest au-
thorities usually fail; instead, prayer and atonement, faithfulness to God 
and to the community are praised while the martyrs die painful deaths.101 
Jewish martyrs become “sacrifices prepared on a sacrificial altar” “for our 
many sins;” an ‘akedah reminiscent of the binding of biblical Isaac, and 
sometimes kapparot, or kapoyres, redemptive sacrifices on whose account 
the sins of the community (kol isroel) would be forgiven.102 This rhe toric 
seems to be an inversion, perhaps even a displacement, of the Christian 
ethos of martyrdom and of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice for the sins of 
humanity.

This message is retained even in songs that are not about anti- Jewish li-
bels. One song tells the story of the martyrdom of R. Shlomo Zanvil of 
Krzeszów. The crime of which Shlomo Zanvil was accused is unclear. 
Though the texts calls the affair ‘alilat sheker (a libel), the punishment he 
received— hanging, with his right hand cut off— suggests he must have been 
accused of some sort of theft, though definitely not sacrilege,  because then 
the punishment would have likely been burning at the stake.103 The cul-
tural weight of the song is amplified by the fact that it was to be sung to 
the tune of El Male Raḥamim, a chant performed during funerals and in 
some Ashkenazi communities also during Yom Kippur.104 The drama of 
Shlomo Zanvil’s death is set over the last days of the High Holidays, the 
climax taking place on Hoshana Rabbah, a day Jews considered the last 
day to seek forgiveness for sins of the previous year.

On Hoshana Rabbah, Shlomo was tortured, and the priests pressured 
him to convert. But predictably for such songs, Shlomo managed to with-
stand both, willing “to go like a sacrifice to the [ritual] slaughter.”105 Like 
the medieval Jewish martyrs, he affirmed he “was born a Jew and  will re-
main a Jew,” and is said to have died with Shem’a Israel on his lips. Though 
Shlomo stood accused of a crime other than an anti- Jewish libel, he attained 
martyr status by being pressured to convert. It was on the merit of the death 
and suffering of such “holy and pure” martyrs, the Yiddish songs asserted, 
that “the sins of Israel” would be forgiven.106

The story of Adil Kikinesh of Drohobycz, a rare example of an accused 
Jew (incidentally a  woman) to confess, illustrates the point that pain and 
suffering  were endured for the sake of the community.107 According to the 
story, recorded by ethnographers in the nineteenth  century and told for gen-
erations, Adil Kikinesh, whose beauty, wisdom, voice, and “clear pronun-
ciation”  were said to have besotted “princes and priests” alike, was accused 
in 1718 of convincing her Christian maid to kill a Christian boy to obtain 
blood for Passover matzah.108 The accusation was concocted out of envy 
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by some priests seeking to destroy “the beautiful Adil.” Imprisoned, she re-
alized that the  whole Jewish community was now in danger. To save it, she 
took the full blame and was sentenced to death. Although Adil’s Christian 
maid eventually revealed the secret plot against Jews, the court did not re-
verse the sentence; instead, Adil was offered life if she converted to Chris-
tian ity. Like all other Ashkenazi martyrs, Adil remained steadfast in her faith 
and de cided to die. With her execution scheduled in the public square in 
Lwów, a major city in Poland, Adil requested pins to attach her skirt to the 
skin of her legs so her body would not be exposed to onlookers as she was 
dragged through the streets. She was said to have died on the seventh of 
Elul, 5478 (September 2, 1718).109 On her tombstone, Adil was remem-
bered as “the holy and pure  woman” who “sanctified the  great name, and 
gave her soul for all Israel.”110 In contrast to ibn Verga’s Shevet Yehudah, 
where the false confession of accused Jews serves to prove the unreliability 
of torture, Adil Kikinesh’s false confession serves to save the Jewish com-
munity and turns her into a martyr.111 In effect, through her death Adil 
Kikinesh, like the male martyrs from  earlier songs, became the communi-
ty’s redemptive sacrifice.

The early modern Yiddish historical songs are deeply rooted in the Ashke-
nazi ethos of martyrdom, kiddush ha- shem, which dates back to the Crusades 
and the 1171 Blois, and from which also emerges the notion of Jewish 
martyrs as redemptive sacrifices.112 Their deaths, as Susan Einbinder has 
shown, served “as expiation for communal sins.”113  There are rare excep-
tions to this pattern of martyrdom. One is the story of the accusation in 
Poznań in 1696 (still unverifiable in the archives), published in Sefer geulat 
Israel (Seyfer geules Isroel; Prague, ca. 1696) and in Sefer ma’aseh ha- shem 
(Seyfer mayse ha- shem).114 According to this story, in 1696 Itzḥak bar 
Ḥayim Meshorer went to a fair and was killed by a Christian (ain orel, 
from Hebrew, ‘aral, uncircumcised), but the Christian was not held ac-
countable for the Jew’s death,  because his friends helped him escape to a 
monastery or a church (unter galuḥes).115 The Jews demanded the mur-
derer be handed over, but he was not. Then on Isru Hag, following the 
festival of Shavuot, the naked, mutilated body of a Christian student was 
found in the fields— his feet and hands chopped off, his heart and tongue 
cut out, and his face slashed. A Christian man immediately began to 
spread rumors that three Jews killed the young man, and soon  people 
began saying the student was killed to avenge the death of Itzḥak bar 
Ḥayim Meshorer. As the Christians became riled up for an attack on Jews in 
the city, the Jewish community leaders sought help from the authorities, 
who ordered the gates to the city locked. But the lords, facing a dilemma 
similar to  those of the kings in ibn Verga’s stories, feared the multitude of 
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the mob and  were less  eager to protect the Jews. The frightened Jews thus 
went to the priests to seek protection from attack.

In the meantime, a Christian  woman came to Poznań, trying to sell 
bloodied clothes that, it turned out, had belonged to the dead Christian stu-
dent. The  woman claimed she had found the clothes, and  people immedi-
ately began to say that Jews must have killed the student and hid his clothes, 
which the  woman then discovered. To further incite the public, “enemies” 
of the Jews also sought to bring the  father of the slain student to see his 
son’s mutilated body. But when the  father arrived in Poznań, he recognized 
that Jews had not committed the crime and asked for the body of his son 
to be buried. Immediately, some Christians, outraged, claimed the Jews must 
have bribed the  father.

With this turn of events, the Jews took  matters into their own hands. 
When the  woman caught selling bloodied clothes turned out to be from 
Rogoźno (ragoshny), about 25 miles north of Poznań, Jews activated their 
networks, sending information about her to the Jews in her town.116 They 
immediately located the  house where the  woman lived with her son and 
 daughter, and once inside, they saw a bloodied shirt. Asked where the shirt 
came from, the  woman’s  daughter answered that her  brother brought it 
home and asked her to wash it. Jews then began to search for the  brother, 
finding him in a tavern. They surrounded him so he could not escape and 
notified the local official. Sympathetic to the Jews’ pleas, he arrested the 
“murderer” and took him to “a room” (a shtibl), where he subjected him 
to torment (tut im abisl payn). Pleading with the official not to beat him, the 
young man confessed to the murder.

Hearing about the man’s confession, the Jews immediately sent a mes-
senger to Poznań to inform the authorities about the new developments in 
the case, who then ordered the man to be sent to Poznań for further inves-
tigation. But when the man arrived, the Jews’ enemies (reshoim) urged him 
to blame the murder on the Jews, to say that Jews had given him money to 
kill the student. He did so  under torture, but then kept changing his testi-
mony. Jewish religious leaders, meanwhile, ordered a fast and prayers. The 
community held a day of atonement (yom kipurim) to plead with God for 
deliverance from this libel. Jews from many communities, old and young, 
men and  women, participated in the prayers.

Meanwhile the reshoim tried to bribe the executioner to torture the Chris-
tian man lightly so he would not confess to the murder, but would continue 
to implicate the Jews and consequently be let off. This plot came to naught; 
it was discovered by a Jew who immediately reported it to the authorities, 
whereupon the accused man was sent to receive “proper” torture.  After the 
third round of torture, the man fi nally confessed to the murder. His pre-
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vious testimonies  were lies, he said, for he had been asked by the Jews’ 
enemies to implicate Jews in the murder. But now, knowing he would 
surely die, he did not want to lose his soul and de cided to take back his 
accusation. Although he exculpated the Jews, he did implicate his own 
 mother in witchcraft. Subjected to the last round of torture, he remained 
steadfast, continuing to exculpate the Jews. The murderer was sentenced 
to death by quartering, as “he did himself” to the student, and the Jews 
 were saved—by their own ingenuity in finding the murderer, by prayers, 
and by the effectiveness of torture, which in the end led to the confession 
of truth.

As the Poznań story demonstrates, the Yiddish tales have a strikingly dif-
fer ent take from the Sephardic works on the use of torture. Whereas ibn 
Verga, along with other Sephardic writers, explic itly questioned the validity 
of torture already in the first half of the sixteenth  century, the much  later 
Ashkenazi works accepted torture as a valid, if terrifying, part of judicial 
proceedings. Not only did Jews in the Yiddish stories not break  under tor-
ture but also, as in the Poznań story, the  actual murderer’s confession  under 
“proper” torture was touted as truth and credited with saving the Jews. The 
plot to ease the torture of the Christian murderer suggests that  under light 
torture he would lie, but  under heavy torture he would tell the truth, fur-
ther implying that torture was accepted as a reliable means of investiga-
tion. In the Yiddish tales, the innocent never confess to anything they did 
not do, but the guilty eventually do— the exact opposite of the famous 
dictum etiam innocentes cogit mentiri dolor, “pain compels even the inno-
cent to lie.”117

On the surface, the Yiddish songs seem insular, and on some level they 
 were,  because their purpose was to speak to other Jews to glorify the mar-
tyrs. But, like the works of their medieval Hebrew pre de ces sors, they are 
also evidence of Jews’ acculturation and their deep embeddedness in early 
modern Christian Eu rope.118 The authors display a detailed knowledge of 
the law and  legal procedures, reflecting the  legal thinking and practices of the 
time. They seem to have accepted the legitimacy of torture, which in the 
seventeenth  century in Poland and the German lands was not only an ac-
cepted procedure of the judicial pro cess but also one performed, at least in 
Germany, by increasingly professionalized executioners who, as Joel Har-
rington has shown,  were seen as impor tant servants of the state performing 
necessary tasks.119 Thus, if the early de cades of the Spanish Inquisition gave 
torture a bad name in Sephardic circles and in regions that embraced the 
Spanish black legend, in the Ashkenazi world, torture was part of the 
law— the imperial or royal law— that Jews also used for their own protec-
tion. And that is what is on display in  these Yiddish tales.
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But  there is more. Sephardic Jews have frequently been seen as interloc-
utors with Christian cultures and contrasted with Ashkenazi Jews’ supposed 
insularity, but the Yiddish tales, despite their inward orientation, closely re-
flect the surrounding Christian values and culture. Eu ro pean Christians 
saw pain as “the primary channel of truth” and valued its salvific meaning. 
For Christians, suffering was a means of drawing “closer to God,” an ethos 
based in the figure of Christ who chose “suffering and death for the redemp-
tion of humanity.”120 The trope of martyrdom is also pre sent in German 
witch  trials in which the accused  women compared themselves to true 
Christian martyrs. For example, one Anna Murschel, tried in 1599–1601 in 
Lutheran Württemberg for witchcraft, claimed, as Laura Kounine has 
shown, that she was able to endure “such suffering pain and martyrdom” 
during torture thanks to “help and assistance of God’s mercy.” She “could 
confess nothing,”  because she knew her “innocent in [herself] and before 
God the Almighty.”121 In another case from 1603, one  woman accused of 
witchcraft wished “to God that she was [a witch], so that she would like to 
abandon martyrdom . . .  [and] die for that.”122

Indeed, the imagery found in both medieval Jewish poems and early 
modern Yiddish songs is boldly Christological, perhaps aimed at contesting 
Christian motifs of sacrifice, piety, and redemption. In some, the bodies of 
the medieval martyrs are not destructible by fire,123 a motif that appeared 
in early Christian lit er a ture and would be  later shared by the Eucharistic 
wafer.124 Perhaps the most explicit example of the reappropriation of  these 
Christological motifs in Jewish poetry is Solomon Simḥah’s poem “Shaḥar 
avi todah” (At Dawn I  Shall Bring an Offering), commemorating the death 
of thirteen Jews of Troyes in 1288.125 Solomon Simḥah, placing the words 
in the mouth of the Jewish martyr Samson, evokes motifs closely associated 
with Christ:

Behold me  here
God, to worship you— may my sacrifice be acceptable!
Among  these saints, who surpasses me?
From my own blood pouring down I  shall make a libation of wine
On the fiery altar wine and tears  will go up.

 Later in the poem, the martyr tells how “for the sake of his Holy Name [he 
was] burned, beaten, and tortured” and became “the double- portion of 
bread / His hands, his feet, his head— for behold it is the Sabbath.”  These 
passages adapt the motifs closely associated with Jesus’s own sacrifice, even 
echoing Eucharistic themes, for a Jewish use: the blood of the Jewish martyr 
becomes the libation of wine; his body becomes the bread. The “double- 
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portion of bread” was not the Eucharistic bread, of course, but rather the 
manna. In this medieval Jewish poem it was set to contrast with or per-
haps contest the Christian interpretation that manna was a prefiguration 
of the Eucharist, as expressed by Jesus in the Gospel of John: “I am the 
bread of life . . .  I am the bread that came down from heaven. . . .  Your an-
cestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread 
that came down from heaven so that one may eat of it and not die. I am 
the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread 
 will live forever, and the bread that I  will give for the life of the world is 
my flesh” (John 6: 35, 41, 45–51). The rhetorical question “Among  these 
saints, who surpasses me?” manifestly gestures  toward Jesus who “sur-
passes” all the saints in heaven. The references to being “burned, beaten, 
and tortured” and to the martyr’s hands and feet also seem to echo the 
beaten and tortured Jesus as he spoke to his followers  after his resurrec-
tion: “Look at my hands and my feet, see that it is I myself” (Luke 24: 
39–40). Jesus’s suffering and his injured body, hands, feet, and head 
bloodied by the crown of thorns  were increasingly prominently portrayed 
in Christian art.126

The prominence of the imagery of suffering in Christian society, the role 
of pain and suffering in the stories of Christian martyrdom, and instances 
of Jewish suffering and martyrdom prompted late medieval Ashkenazi 
rabbis to debate the question of martyrdom and pain, with some even ar-
guing that a person committing an act of martyrdom did not suffer pain.127 
Yet, in the popu lar early modern Yiddish songs and tales, the role pain plays 
in the description of martyrdom is stark—it reifies the martyr’s sacrifice.

As Brad Gregory has noted discussing early modern Christian mar-
tyrdom, “the impact of martyrdom helped solidify group identities.”128 
The Yiddish tales sought to reassure Jews about their faith by featuring 
Jewish martyrs who never convert, despite per sis tent efforts on the part of 
Christians. The Jews’ faithfulness to their God had (or was at least por-
trayed as having) a power ful impact on the onlookers. If in the Christian 
context, to return to Brad Gregory, “from the perspective of civil and eccle-
siastical authorities, the condemned  ought to have begged for forgiveness 
and reconciliation,” in the case of Jewish executions the offer to convert 
should have been attractive,  because it offered  either an easier death, which 
was the option more frequently encountered in real trials, or life, an option 
given in the stories.129 The Jews’ conversion would have provided Chris-
tians with a story of victory, but the Jews’ martyrdom reaffirmed Judaism 
instead.

In the song about “the three martyrs from Vilne,” one of the martyrs, R. 
Moshe, was told that not only would his life be saved but also he would be 
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“made rich” and “equal to the greatest lords” if he converted.130 He did 
not succumb to the priests’ “stupid speech,” choosing painful martyrdom 
instead. In another story the Jewish writer conveyed the impact all martyrs 
hoped to have on the onlookers, witnessing “the sight of men and  women 
 going to their deaths willingly,” even, as many early modern Jewish and 
Christian sources put it, “with a joy like to a wedding” and “bearing ex-
treme pain with extraordinary patience.”131 The non- Jews, witnessing the 
painful execution of R. Abraham, “trembled tearfully,” hearing the holy 
man’s pious and moving speech.132

Ashkenazi Jews, of course, did not have a mono poly on martyrdom. By 
the late  Middle Ages and certainly by the 1391 persecutions in Spain, as-
pects of the medieval Ashkenazi ethos of martyrdom began to appear among 
Sephardic Jews.133 For example, as Miriam Bodian has shown, the Spanish 
rabbinic scholar and community leader Hasdai Crescas described the death 
of his son in 1391 as “a burnt offering.” But despite Crescas’s comparison, 
in contrast to Ashkenazi Jews among whom “the image of the martyr as 
a ‘burnt offering’ . . .  became a key ele ment in the idealized self- image of 
Ashkenazi Jewry for generations to come,” such an image “never became a 
part of the idealized self- image prevalent among Spanish Jews.”134 In the 
early modern era, Spanish and Portuguese conversos celebrated, if rather 
cautiously,  those willing to die defiantly and publicly “in the Law of Moses.” 
Menasseh ben Israel noted them in Hope of Israel; Isaac Cardoso discussed 
them in Las excelencias de los hebreos.135 But for Sephardic Jews, adjusting 
to openly Jewish life, as Bodian has persuasively shown, the defiant tropes 
of martyrdom  were “unhelpful and indeed a liability.”136 And for Ashke-
nazi Jews, who faced real- life accusations, the Yiddish tales of martyrdom, 
grounded in deep and potent tradition, provided models for how and why 
to survive torture and how to avoid implicating other Jews.

If as scholars have shown the real- life acts of martyrdom occurred among 
both Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews, the Ashkenazi and Sephardic literary 
responses to blood libels are marked by sharper cultural differences, 
grounded in longer cultural traditions and practical needs, both of which 
informed the choice of genre and contents. Ashkenazi works tended to focus 
on martyrdom, atonement, and offerings; they sought to sustain hope, make 
sense of the suffering Jews periodically experienced as a result of anti- Jewish 
libels, and to prevent their conversion, a choice always offered during crim-
inal  trials in Poland and the German lands. The Yiddish songs became 
musar lit er a ture that called for piety and repentance in the Jewish commu-
nity to prevent the gzeyres God sent upon Jews in the form of accusations 
“for our many sins.”137 If the anti- Jewish accusations  were in fact gzeyres 
from God, for which some Jews  were chosen to become sacrifices, then 
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blaming the gentiles and polemicizing against  these accusations would un-
dermine the meaning assigned to  these deaths. Gentile accusations played 
a crucial role in making effective the Ashkenazi narratives of punishment, 
repentance, and redemption. As the Yiddish songs relished in the descrip-
tions of suffering and torture, they mirrored the paradoxical need for Jewish 
“crimes” in Christian narratives that served to underscore Christian 
“truths.”138 But the Yiddish songs also imparted values and provided con-
crete models on how and why to withstand torture in the face of similar 
accusations. For the rest of the community, they also offered guidance on 
how to respond practically to such libels by organ izing financial and po-
liti cal support, or, as in the story about an accusation in 1696 in Poznań, 
how to take  matters into their own hands and find the true perpetrators of 
the crimes.

The Sephardic works, in contrast, preserved the polemical character of 
the responses, reflecting a long Iberian tradition of Jewish– Christian po-
lemic that was much stronger than among Ashkenazi Jews, while muting 
 actual acts of martyrdom known to have been committed by conversos. But 
the Sephardic writers also responded to practical needs. Although not sub-
jected to accusations themselves, they  were forced to prove the baseless-
ness of such accusations as they sought to reestablish their lives in Italy, 
 England, or the Netherlands. Their literary responses, thus, reach out to 
Christian readers as well.



C h a p t e r  s i x

“Who Should One Believe, 

the Rabbis or the Doctors 

of the Church?”

jJjJ

In no place  after Trent, it seems, was  there a more evident link between 
tales about Jews murdering Christian  children disseminated through 

books and criminal  trials against them than in the Polish- Lithuanian Com-
monwealth, which witnessed a rise in anti- Jewish accusations and  trials at 
the same time they  were subsiding in western and southern Eu rope. The 
 trials in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth created a feedback loop: 
books provided evidence of Jews’ culpability and led to their prosecu-
tion, while the  trials that ended in their conviction provided new material 
for subsequent books that  were in turn used as evidence in  later  trials. 
They all helped root the belief in Jewish murders of Christian  children 
more deeply in the Christian consciousness in the Polish- Lithuanian 
Commonwealth.

Not  every accusation led to a trial, and not  every trial ended with the 
persecution and deaths of Jews. But  those cases in which Jews  were not tried 
or punished by and large remained hidden in the archives and away from 
public view, invoked only occasionally by Jews’ opponents as proofs of cor-
ruption and a “failure of justice.” In contrast, the  trials that spilled Jewish 
blood entered both public memory and a transmission trail in books, pam-
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phlets, and commemorative art and plaques in churches. This feedback loop 
between lit er a ture and courtroom in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth 
stood in stark contrast with events in western Eu rope, where, as R. Po- Chia 
Hsia has shown, by the second half of the sixteenth  century, the number of 
such accusations and  trials decreased.1 Indeed, when a trial against a Jew, 
Raphaël Levy, got underway in 1669 in Lorraine, a backlash that ensued 
reverberated across many regions and provided new materials to push back 
against similar accusations.2

In Poland- Lithuania, two moments seem pivotal: the publication in Polish 
of Simon’s story in 1579 by Piotr Skarga, “the incomparable preacher” as 
Sebastian Śleszkowski dubbed the noted Jesuit, and the 1598 book by 
Przecław Mojecki, which presented “Jewish cruelties” in a small succinct 
package, offering Polish readers a new lens through which to look at Jews. 
Mojecki’s book challenged officials’ frequent reluctance to prosecute accu-
sations against Jews and laid the groundwork to undermine the validity of 
Jewish defense arguments by sowing skepticism about papal and imperial 
protections that continued to be felt  until the modern era.3  These anti- Jewish 
books not only spawned similar books but, by raising doubts about the 
 legal position of Jews, disseminating venomous stories, and selectively pub-
lishing decrees condemning Jews to death, they also began to influence the 
outcomes of  trials against Jews. They provided legitimacy for  later accusa-
tions and prosecutions, and a new framework within which to view the 
deaths of  children—so much so that, by the second half of the eigh teenth 
 century such accusations in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth not only 
continued but they became more acceptable.

The Trial of 1598 and Its Aftermath

In March 1598, just a few weeks  after Mojecki finished his book Jewish 
Cruelties, Murders, and Superstitions, a four- year- old boy named Wojciech 
(Albert in Latin) dis appeared near the village of Świniarów ( today about 
twenty miles east of Siedlce in eastern Poland).4 A few days  after Easter, 
which that year fell quite early, on March 22, Albert’s  father apparently 
went to work in a field, and the boy followed him, but stayed  behind on 
the road leading to the village of Woźniki some two miles away and be-
came lost.5 Although Passover was not  until April 20, Jews  were implicated 
in the boy’s disappearance and  were tried in the nearby town of Mielnik. 
The accused Jews  were then transferred to the Crown Tribunal in Lublin, 
and  after a trial lasting more than two weeks they  were publicly executed 
on a Sabbath in July 1598.6
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Since no court rec ords survive, only narrative summaries of the affair in 
Polish by anti- Jewish writers— Szymon Hubicki, from 1602, and Sebastian 
Śleszkowski, from 1621— the timeline of the affair is difficult to establish. 
Hubicki published only excerpts of the rec ords, focusing on the consump-
tion of blood. Śleszkowski republished  these excerpts, framing them as a 
decree from the Crown Tribunal and adding a Latin preface to buttress their 
authenticity. Śleszkowski also described the final part of the trial in July 
apparently on the basis of then- existing court rec ords, and added to his own 
reconstruction of events a con temporary letter of an eyewitness at the trial. 
The apparent fragmentary court decree from Śleszkowski’s work was then 
included in  later anti- Jewish works, including  those by Stefan Żuchowski 
and Jakub Radliński.7 Thus began the transmission of court documents 
demonstrating Jewish guilt pop u lar ized in Polish anti- Jewish works.

According to Hubicki’s version, on March 25 or 26, Jews kidnapped Al-
bert, whom they found sleeping on the side of the road. They  were said to 
have taken him to a tavern they ran in Woźniki, and killed him at night, 
disposing of his body in nearby swamps with help from a female Christian 
servant named Nastaska, identified by Śleszkowki as a cook in one of the 
Jews’ homes.8 A few days  later, Nastaska reportedly became drunk and 
mentioned something to a Christian man during a fair in nearby Łosice. In 
the meantime, a boy looking for “ducks’ or lapwings’ eggs in the swamp” 
came across Albert’s body and notified the authorities. Jews  were soon ac-
cused and summoned to the  castle in Mielnik.  After a dispute over juris-
diction, the case was transferred to Lublin, the seat of a recently established 
Crown Tribunal.9 Hubicki’s summary is followed by what appear to be 
confessions in Polish of three Jews— Jachim, Aron (known also as Gromek), 
and Isaac— excerpted from court rec ords in a manner to justify the death 
sentence. Full interrogations  were apparently recorded in Acta Advocati-
alia of Lublin, but they have been lost, and none of the anti- Jewish writers 
felt the need to publish them, likely  because, as Śleszkowski’s Latin pre-
amble and trial summary suggest, the Jews vehemently denied committing 
the crime.10 In contrast, the fragmentary confessions that entered public 
memory thanks to Hubicki (and then  others) focused on the Jews’ culpa-
bility and admission to using blood. The fragments became, as Śleszkowski 
wrote, “a proof” that Jews killed Christian  children. They also created a 
new paper trail of evidence to serve in the  future. A fuller account of the 
rec ords would have weakened that message.

According to the published fragment of the confession of Jachim, one of 
the three Jews on trial, he came across a pot of blood hidden  under the 
Jewish  children’s bed on Thursday “before Jewish Easter.”11 Jachim was a 
poor man, and “since it is a Jewish custom to send the poor Jews to the 
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rich for sustenance,” he was sent to celebrate Passover with Marek, a Jew 
of Woźniki, who apparently told him to look around for food if he got 
hungry. On Thursday, the hungry Jachim began to root around in the store-
room, where he found bread and,  under the  children’s bed, a “new red 
pot” with what he thought was honey. But when he touched it with his 
fin ger, he found that it was a red substance. Puzzled he asked Marek’s wife 
about it, and the Jewess answered that it was “blood of a Christian child, 
but  don’t tell anyone,”12 whereupon the pot dis appeared. Jachim added that 
when the Jews  were arrested and sent to Lublin, Marek begged every one 
to “keep our hearts with God and say nothing, confess nothing, even if 
they tortured us.” But Jachim implicated Nastaska, the Christian  woman, 
who in his version found Albert’s body in a barrel in the cellar of the Jewish 
tavern where she went, before “the Jewish easter,” to retrieve beer, consid-
ered ḥametz and therefore not permissible for Passover.13 Nastaska’s role 
changed from testimony to testimony. According to Aron, she took care of 
the boy for weeks while he was hidden in the cellar, keeping him com pany 
when he missed his  family. She was also said to have helped dispose of the 
body. In the fragment of her own testimony, Nastaska relayed her conver-
sation with Marek’s wife, who she said told her, “If we did not have Chris-
tian blood for the festival [wielik deń], we could not have a festival, that is 
Easter.”14 The suspects  were waterboarded, including with vodka, then 
shaved, stretched on the rack, and their skin burned— apparently an effec-
tive strategy that made them confess to the killing. The effects of physical 
torture  were compounded by the fact that the Jewish prisoners  were 
starving,  because they refused to eat food provided by the court, but  were 
prohibited from getting kosher food delivered by Jews for fear of “sorcery 
or poison.” Aron agreed to convert in hopes of being spared, but when he 
learned he would still have to die but as a Christian, he balked. Though the 
fragment of the ostensible sentencing decree mentions torture just briefly, 
underscoring that the confessions  were “voluntary” and “spontaneously” 
made in the presence of the leaders of the Lublin Jewish community, the 
gory details  were published in Śleszkowski’s book.15

The narrative lines of  these confessions, fragmentary as they are, do not 
hold together. The timelines are contradictory, especially given that Pass-
over that year was on April 20–27, almost a month  after the disappearance 
of the boy. The supposedly secret demonic activity by Jews was all but se-
cret, as Jews are said to have talked openly and brazenly about the killing 
and the blood with each other and with Christians. Though Jews  were 
supposed to be using blood to fulfill their own rites, the story’s ele ments 
are framed within a distinctly Christian understanding of religious prac-
tices. For example, the Jewess was said to have added the blood to the 
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unleavened Passover bread, as if to fabricate the Eucharistic wafer, which 
was believed to contain Christ’s blood; the blood was also added to wine, 
believed to have a special “power.” The letter from an eyewitness to the 
trial in Lublin, published by Śleszkowski, reported that one of the inter-
rogated Jews had claimed that only rabbis drank the blood. According to 
this letter, the Jewish prisoners lashed out at the Jewish leaders in Lublin, 
saying, “All the tortures we suffer now is all  because of you. You order us, 
the young in villages and towns to find small Christian  children, but you 
drink their blood on Easter.” This is a salient projection of the functions of 
a Catholic priest onto the elders of the Jewish community, especially the 
rabbis. In Catholicism, only priests  were allowed to partake in Eucharistic 
wine, and only they could effect transubstantiation—to turn a wafer into a 
body and blood of Christ and the wine into his blood.

Though distorted,  these fragments of the 1598 affair nonetheless reveal 
glimpses of plausible Jewish responses to the charges and their  legal defense 
strategy. Already in Mielnik, where the first court proceedings took place, 
sometime in April 1598,  after the decomposing body of Albert was discov-
ered in the swamps, Jews demanded to have the case transferred to a royal 
jurisdiction. Once that request was granted, Jews presented privileges and 
charters to the Crown Tribunal in Lublin that protected them from such 
accusations, along with papal bulls stating “they did not need Christian 
blood.”16 Presenting such royal or papal decrees was a common defense by 
Jews, and in Lublin too, this strategy at first seemed effective: Jews gained 
defenders among the noblemen serving as deputies at the Tribunal.17 But 
when some of the Jews confessed to the killing, the Marshal of the Crown 
Tribunal, Adam Stadnicki, who considered Jews “heathens” and “dogs,” 
tried to shame their supporters for accepting the Jews’  legal defenses and 
their money and defending them.18 The Jews’ confessions and Stadnicki’s 
attitude seem to have played a pivotal role in the trial, which resulted in 
the first convictions and executions of accused Jews in the Polish- Lithuanian 
Commonwealth and became a  legal pre ce dent soon used by other accusers 
and anti- Jewish writers.

The letter published by Śleszkowski also referred to Jewish responses to 
the trial and its verdict. When the accused Jews  were convicted and sen-
tenced to be executed in front of the Lublin synagogue, Jews lobbied both 
local officials and religious figures and engaged in prayer and fasting in 
hopes of changing the outcome. They did not succeed, but  these apparent 
responses are in line with how Jews  were known to react in similar cases, 
and from Yiddish songs and tales.

The 1598 affair— the first high- profile case against Jews for murdering 
a Christian child that resulted in a conviction and a public execution in 
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Poland— was a turning point, acknowledged as such by both contempo-
raries and  later readers. A  century or so  later, Stefan Żuchowski, the insti-
gator of two  trials of Jews in Sandomierz and the author of two anti- Jewish 
accounts of  those  trials, noted the novelty of the 1598 trial. “It seems to be 
the first” such judgment of the Crown Tribunal against the Jews, Żuchowski 
wrote, presenting the 1598 fragmentary decree as evidence in his own case 
against Jews and reprinting it in one of his books.19

The 1598 affair may be significant for another reason: it may have also 
been the first time that traditional Jewish  legal defenses failed in Poland. 
For example, when Jews  were accused of killing a Christian in 1576 in 
 Gostynin, King Stefan Batory intervened, reiterating long- standing prohi-
bitions against similar accusations.20 The king reminded officials of the 
requirements to provide four Christian and three Jewish witnesses for an 
accusation to be valid, and to transfer such cases to royal jurisdiction. When 
in April 1577, Nachum Abramovich, a Jew from the small town of Wojnia 
(or Wohyń, as identified by Hanna Węgrzynek21) in the Podlasie region 
was accused by burghers, or townsmen (meshchane), of killing a Christian 
child, the royal decree from the year before proved useful.22 Nachum was 
arrested and led to the local prison by the townspeople, but the local Jews 
brought to the attention of the court a privilege granted them by King Stefan 
Batory.23 The court rejected the case on procedural grounds, basing its de-
cision in part on testimony by two Christian  women, Marina and Kakhna, 
who claimed that “the meshchane  were forcing [them] to testify against 
Jews” and denied that “the Jew Nachum did anything like” that.

The 1577 case shows that the officials’ insistence on following proper 
laws and procedures mattered. And following proper procedures included 
the ac cep tance of privileges and charters issued to protect Jews from such 
accusations. Though it is unclear  whether Mojecki’s book played a direct 
role in the outcome of the 1598 trial, the timing is suggestive: just months 
 after his book sought to undermine the validity of Jewish  legal defenses, 
the strategy of presenting royal charters and papal bulls failed. His book 
introduced to Polish readers doubts about the validity of documents pre-
sented by Jews, and other books continued to raise them.

But another development proved impor tant. In 1576 and 1577, the king 
was still a supreme judge, the judex supremus. A year  later, in 1578, a Crown 
Tribunal was created to replace the king in that role.24 The Tribunal be-
came a court of the highest instance in the Crown of Poland, and since 1581 
also in Lithuania, both led by nobles elected at local dietines. The convening 
of the Crown Tribunal was an impor tant annual event, attracting huge 
crowds beyond  those whose cases  were considered.25 High- profile po liti cal 
figures, parties to judicial proceedings, and spectators all  were part of a 
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veritable theater of power and influence.26 With the establishment of the 
Tribunal, appeals to the authority of the king became more difficult and 
less effective. Jews, and  others who stood before the tribunals, now had to 
persuade all noble deputies to the Tribunal.27

The creation of the Crown Tribunal was part of a set of broad po liti cal 
reforms within the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth. In 1580, a new tax 
system led to the creation of the Council of Four Lands, a Jewish self- 
governing body responsible for the collection of taxes and other fiscal 
 matters.28 This new body also facilitated Jews’ responses to blood accusa-
tions and made collecting funds to defend  those accused more effective. As 
the fragmentary rec ords of the 1598 case demonstrate, Jewish leaders  were 
often pre sent during anti- Jewish  trials, actively lobbying on behalf of the 
accused.

A convergence of countrywide po liti cal transformations, local conflicts, 
and culture seems to have played an impor tant role in making the 1598 
case so pivotal.29 As Hanna Węgrzynek has shown, the last de cade of the 
sixteenth  century was marked by a spike in accusations, which went mostly 
unprosecuted— until 1598.30 Three years before, in 1595, Jews  were tried 
in relation to another accusation in Gostynin. That same year, in Sawin, a 
town near Chełm, and a day’s distance from Lublin, Jews  were similarly 
charged with killing a Christian child, but Jewish leaders, now or ga nized 
through the Council of Four Lands,  were able to “quiet down” the libel.31 
And in 1597, a year before Mojecki’s book came out, Jews  were accused 
of killing a child in Szydłów, but apparently the case was dismissed. For 
Mojecki it was a travesty of justice that inspired him to write his book on 
“Jewish cruelties,” which came out a few months before Albert’s body 
would be found.32

In the three years before the death of Albert, the region had been a site 
of three libels in which Jews  were freed. And so when in 1598 Mojecki’s 
new book arrived ranting against Jews’ influence and corruption and of-
fering the first argument invalidating Jewish  legal defenses, it did not ring 
hollow. With the Council of Four Lands now in place, Jews  were indeed 
more or ga nized and more vis i ble, just as the proceedings at the Crown Tri-
bunal  were more vis i ble than  those previously headed by the king.

And so when Albert’s body was found in Świniarów, stories and rumors, 
amplified by Mojecki’s book,  were already circulating about Jews, waiting 
to be exploited when the need arose. Albert’s death provided such oppor-
tunity. The two villages of Świniarów and Woźniki  were owned by Istvan 
Pete, a nobleman of Hungarian origin, who seems to have arrived in the 
Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth with the Hungarian- born king of Po-
land, Stefan Batory. Pete leased his estate to a nobleman named Skowieski 
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and a tavern to Jews, among them Marek, who became one of the accused 
Jews. An apparent conflict arose between the two lessees: Skowieski is said 
to have borrowed a significant amount of money from Marek, the Jewish 
tavern keeper, and was upset about the Jews’ good relations with their land-
lord. According to Śleszkowski’s account, Jews claimed that Pete had 
asked Marek to notify him if Skowieski harmed the local peasants. When 
Albert’s body was found, Skowieski wasted no time in arresting the Jews and 
their Christian servant, having found an excuse to punish the in for mants.

The public execution of Jews in Lublin for killing Albert in 1598 rever-
berated across Poland- Lithuania. It was described in letters, such as the one 
written by an eyewitness to the trial and published by Śleszkowski. The 
 Jesuits in Lublin, who  were collecting funds to build and decorate a new 
church, wrote about it in their annual report (litterae annuae) to Rome, which 
report was then printed and dispatched across the world to other Jesuits, 
providing one more piece of historical “evidence.”33 In it, the Jesuits men-
tioned that although Jews had been punished for their “most deplorable 
crime,” some Christians wanted to ensure that the deed not be buried in 
the archives of memory and sponsored the dissemination of the case in 
“printed books” to expose the “crime” to the world [orbi universo deteg-
endum].” In 1604, Albert’s body was transferred into the newly built Jesuit 
church, thereby potentially turning it into relics and increasing the boy’s 
profile.34 But  there is no evidence that the Lublin Jesuits had sought to do 
so right away. The litterae annuae for 1598 mention nothing about the boy’s 
body, though they note other donations for the church, including a silver 
crucifix.35 Despite this initial silence, Albert’s body seems to have been laid 
at first in the Jesuits’ private chapel.

In their littera annua for 1604, the Jesuits in Lublin reported to Rome 
about the cele bration of the feast of Holy Innocents, a festival associated 
with child martyrs, in their new church. They described a chapel adorned 
to honor the Holy Innocents, “in par tic u lar a four- year old who had been slit 
by Jews a few years  earlier” and whose body was deposited  there by Car-
dinal Bernard Maciejowski, the new bishop of Cracow and a supporter of 
the Jesuits in Lublin.36 Maciejowski, apparently in an effort to create a 
Polish “Simon,” petitioned Rome for the recognition of Albert’s cult, sending 
“published books and images” as evidence.37 But no rec ords of this mate-
rial seem to exist in Rome; the assertions come only from polemical works 
and from an account in the Bollandist Acta Sanctorum, which was com-
prised of some of the information found in the Jesuits’ annual reports and 
in Hubicki’s book, with the added mention of miracles, a detail absent from 
the internal Jesuit reports.38 In a letter from 1616 preserved in the Bollandist 
Archives, Polish Jesuit Fryderyk Szembek offered a list of Polish saints and 
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compared Albert to “S. Simon” of Trent.39 Although the display of the body 
by the Jesuits in their church in Lublin was not unusual— several other 
 children’s bodies had been displayed in Poland- Lithuania, among them 
that of Szymon Kyrilis in the Bernardine monastery in Wilno and an-
other, unnamed child in a Norbertine monastery in Witów, near Piotrków 
Try bunalski—their effort to have him recognized as beatus or a saint was.40 
And although Rome never recognized the cult, Albert’s story did enter the 
monumental Acta Sanctorum along with an appendix of other “cases” 
taken from  Hubicki’s 1602 book. The 1598 death of Albert of Świniarów 
transformed, in more than one way, the  legal and cultural landscape of 
blood accusations in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth and thrust 
Polish cases into the Eu ro pean market of knowledge.

A Tale of Two  Trials in Lublin, 1636

With the 1598 trial providing a pre ce dent, the number of  trials and con-
victions of Jews in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth increased.41 But 
not all  trials of Jews accused of murdering Christians ended with their ex-
ecution. In 1636 in Lublin, two  trials took place in quick succession: one 
resulted in the Jews’ release and the other in their conviction and execu-
tion.42 The first case would have been likely doomed to oblivion had it not 
been obliquely mentioned in the sentencing decree of the second. Together 
they entered the paper trail that stretched across Eu rope.

In 1636,  after a body of a Christian boy named Mathias was found in 
the river, two Jews, Bieniasz and Lachman, stood accused of killing him 
around Passover. They  were both extensively interrogated  under torture, 
but unwaveringly denied killing the boy, asserting both their own innocence 
and the innocence of all other Jews. “I am not guilty, and Jews are inno-
cent; Jews do not need blood,” said Bieniasz in his testimony.43 He repeat-
edly stated that neither he nor other Jews ever killed Christian  children. 
Lachman, too, when asked why Jews used Christian blood, said, “ These 
are fabrications against us; Jews do not use blood.”44

The investigators  were clearly fishing for incriminating information in 
their inquiries about Jewish ceremonies. When Lachman was asked what 
the word for blood was in Hebrew, he answered “dam,” and then another 
question followed immediately: What did Jews drink in the synagogue from 
a special cup?45 Lachman answered, “Wine, which [even]  children drink so 
that they would go to school.” The interrogation continued: “Asked why 
they smeared eyes  after the Sabbath, he answered we extinguish the can-
dles in wine or in beer, and out of piety smear eyes [with the wine]  after the 
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Sabbath.” But Lachman added, “I am not fluent in knowledge.” The ques-
tions  were about a havdalah ceremony marking the end of the Sabbath, 
during which some Jews indeed followed the ritual of dipping their fin gers 
in the wine used to extinguish the candles and wiping the wine on their 
eyes. But the question was not innocent. One oft- cited reason for why Jews 
needed Christian blood was that they smeared it on their eyes. This line of 
interrogation was evidently trying to establish the validity of this claim. 
 After other questions, the interrogators returned to the issue of the use of 
blood. Lachman repeatedly asserted, “We do not use any blood; we do not 
even eat a bloody piece of beef. No Jew needs Christian blood.”46 He said 
again  under torture, “Jews do not need blood. I cannot say that about Chris-
tians if they killed this child, I do not want to take them on my conscience 
(na duszę), but Jews did not kill this child, nor did they drown him.” In-
deed, the next day, when he was asked about it again, he said, “I know for 
sure [wiem dowodnie] that Jews do not use or need Christian blood.”

Other questions, too,  were formulated to provide a comparison of Jewish 
ritual practices with the alleged reasons for Jews’ need of Christian blood 
often found in anti- Jewish lit er a ture. Such comparison was to validate the 
accusation. With  little to no reliable sources about Jewish ceremonies avail-
able to Christians in Poland, the interrogations served as an opportunity 
for “ethnographic” research. Afikomen, a portion of matzah used during the 
Passover seder, fascinated Christians and raised their suspicions. In almost 
 every trial, Jews  were asked about it. Bieniasz was asked when Jews “ were 
given effikomen [sic].” He responded that during Passover (literally, “easter”) 
they ate matzah without salt and emphasized that “in this matzah  there is 
flour and  water.”47 Lachman was asked if the afikomen was distributed in 
the synagogue, a question again revealing the Christian framework since 
communion is distributed in church. He answered, “It is not given in the 
synagogue;  every Jew bakes matzah at home, without salt.”48 The next day 
when he was asked about the  water used for baking matzah, he answered 
that each Jew drew it from the pond or a well for his own use.49 Lachman 
was also asked, “What blood do Jews use for circumcision,” another question 
that emerged from lists of uses of blood published in anti- Jewish works. He 
replied that Jews used no blood in circumcision.

A Jewish  widow named Fegella (Feigele) and two Christians  were also 
interrogated. Feigele, Bieniasz’s  sister who ran a tavern and sold soup and 
vodka, was asked repeatedly about the use of Christian blood. She too de-
nied any use or need for it: “Jews are not allowed to use blood, and they 
find even a bloody piece of beef repugnant.”50 As a  woman, Feigele was 
also asked if she engaged in witchcraft. This too she denied repeatedly. The 
testimony of the two Christians is revealing. Joseph, a Christian who served 



246 “Who Should One Believe, the Rabbis or the Doctors of the Church?”

Jews on their holidays, lighting candles and  doing small jobs, implicated 
Jews in the crime, interpreting a commotion following the rumors of the 
child’s death as a plot to cover it up.51 Bieniasz and his wife  were appar-
ently up at night, and Bieniasz spoke to other Jews. “How did he know 
that Jews killed Christian  children,” the officials asked Joseph. “I heard,” 
he answered, “when  people  were saying that Jews killed  children.” But Joseph 
might have had his own reason to argue that Jews killed the boy. The other 
Christian brought before the interrogators, Joannes Korpiska, who worked 
with four other Christians in a Jewish slaughter house, said Joseph was the 
one seen near the river around the time the child dis appeared.52 Joannes 
described what Jews did in the slaughter house, including which meat 
they sold to Christians. But when asked which Jew killed Mathias, he said he 
did not know.

The Jews consistently denied the charges and the claims that Jews had 
any need for any blood, let alone Christian blood. Christian witnesses  were 
more ambivalent, but except for Joseph’s suggestive testimony,  there was 
no proof that Jews had committed the crime. The full rec ords of the trial 
did not survive; neither did the verdict, if one existed. But it appears that 
the Jews  were allowed to take an oath, as required by law, and be released; 
perhaps for that reason no formal decree survived.53 Bieniasz seems to 
have died soon  after, perhaps of wounds suffered during torture, and was 
considered a martyr by the Jewish community.54

The Jews’ denials may have appeared persuasive to the interrogators 
 because they had taken special steps to prepare the prisoners for questioning 
and elicit the truth, among them exorcisms to prevent any “evil schemes.”55 
Blessed salt, a common item used in exorcisms against demonic influence, 
was put in Bieniasz’s mouth; on his neck  were placed relics and a piece of 
the Eucharist, while Psalm 52 was chanted, beginning with the verse, “Why 
do you boast of your evil, brave fellow? God’s faithfulness never ceases.”56 
When Lachman was interrogated, in addition to the use of salt and relics, 
he was also sprinkled with holy  water.57  These steps notwithstanding, Jews 
persisted in denying the charges. Christian witnesses, it appears,  were not 
subjected to similar rituals.

A few weeks  later, in August 1636, another trial in which some Jews  were 
implicated took place in Lublin.58 Although this was not a case of murder— 
indeed the alleged victim testified in the trial— one of the Jews was exe-
cuted, his head displayed outside the city, his body burned to ashes. In this 
case a Carmelite monk, Paul, was said to have badgered a Jewish surgeon, 
Marek, for months, asking him to remove his testicle. He confided that some 
two years before he had used a knife to cut off one of his testicles, lying to 
his superiors that he had injured himself on an iron spit. Marek tried to 
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refer him to Christian surgeons, but likely  because Paul wanted to keep his 
request secret, he insisted that Marek perform the surgery. Fi nally, Marek 
convinced him to go to a Lutheran surgeon, Smith, who  after receiving pay-
ment agreed to do what the monk had asked. Apparently to protect his 
craft and not have Marek pre sent, Smith sent Marek away to fetch a silk 
thread.59 By the time Marek returned the procedure was over, and Smith 
placed the testicle, resembling “a pigeon’s egg,” on the  table for Marek to 
dispose of in the fire pit. According to Marek’s testimony not much blood 
was released: “only three drops fell onto his pants.” A carriage was called 
to take Paul away. Still wanting to keep every thing a secret, Paul insisted 
that Marek tell the driver that a dog’s bite caused his injury. It is unclear 
how the monk returned to his monastery and what led to the arrest of 
Marek, Smith, and two other Jewish helpers. But charges against them  were 
likely brought by Paul’s superiors.

 These charges came when the memory of the previous case was still fresh. 
In fact, Marek was asked if “he had been pre sent when Jews kidnapped a 
Christian child recently.”60 He emphatically responded, “I was not, and it 
is a calumny; Jews do not need any blood.” Nevertheless the court officials 
linked the two  trials during sentencing, and this time they sentenced the 
Jew to death. The sentencing decree noted—in contradiction to Marek’s 
testimony— that Marek, while “singing a song known only to him, mur-
muring with his fouled mouth,” was collecting “copiously flowing blood 
into two small bronze bowls.”61 This decree, full of inflammatory language 
calling Marek and the Lutheran surgeon “cruel accomplices, rapacious 
wolves” and their “cruelty not  human,” was soon published in Cracow as 
a pamphlet. Perhaps the tribunal officials regretted not sentencing Bieniasz 
and Lachman  earlier, or perhaps the story of Jewish and Lutheran surgeons 
“desanguinating” a monk resonated with them. The case also came not long 
 after Sebastian Śleszkowski had published a screed against “Jewish doc-
tors,” warning Christians who use “Jewish, Tatar, and other infidel doctors” 
of the danger not just to their souls but also to their bodies.62 Or perhaps 
the trial was allowed to proceed simply  because the power ful Carmelite su-
periors  were able to influence the court to punish Marek, even though the 
monk Paul was still alive. This unusual case entered the paper and memory 
trail, was included in subsequent anti- Jewish publications, and was used in 
court as evidence against Jews. In 1698, Stefan Żuchowski published it, along 
with the 1598 decree and another from 1639, in his book in support of his 
own case against the Jews of Sandomierz.63

The 1636  trials and their outcomes reverberated beyond Poland. On Sep-
tember 19, 1636, Jerzy Słupecki, a nobleman pre sent in Lublin during the 
proceedings, wrote a pained letter to Hugo Grotius, the Dutch phi los o pher 
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and  legal scholar with whom he had studied as a youth.64 The two  trials 
raised doubts for Słupecki, who  until then had considered such accusations 
against Jews “rather fabricated than derived from truth” and who was aware 
“from daily experience” that Jews “greatly abhor all blood.” Słupecki saw “no 
sufficient reason to believe that Christian blood was useful to them.” He 
therefore asked his “most noble and distinguished” former teacher “ whether 
in your region too a charge of this sort has been laid against Jews, and then, 
 whether any of  those accused of the crime had ever been convicted by proof 
of direct evidence, and fi nally,  whether  there is anything of this  matter in the 
books of the Talmud.” Słupecki hoped that Grotius “owing to [his] exceeding 
erudition” would be able to “explain what I  ought to think in the  future on 
this issue.” Grotius responded with what one scholar called “a shameful 
equivocality.”65 He praised Słupecki for “good- heartedness” by not “believing 
easily the accusations of  those who burn against  others with religious ha-
tred.”66 Early Christians, he noted, along with “ those of our age who had 
seceded from the pope, and before then the Waldensians”  were also accused 
of all types of crimes, and so too “Jews, ever since they became exiles from 
their land and served hostile masters, undoubtedly have been vulnerable to 
insults.” But then Grotius equivocated. Jews  were not “always innocent,” 
he wrote, “since they hold that it is lawful and pious to curse Christians, 
as appears in the Talmud and other books.” Jews could not refrain “from 
deeds where they  were satisfied with their strength.” And “as for mur-
dering  children and collecting their blood,” he referred Słupecki to “au-
thorities” of late medieval and early modern historiography and polemical 
lit er a ture— Stumphius, Michael Neander, Fortalitium fidei— for stories 
about “Munich, Zu rich, Bern, Wissenscho in Turigia, Uberlingen . . .  
 Deissenhofen by Lake Constance.” And if some of  these might be doubtful, 
“with more certainty than  these, Sabellicus affirms the same in Enneads 10, 
book 7 about the Jews of Trent; and about Tyrnavia in Hungary, Bonfinius, 
book 4, chapter 5 of 10.”67 Moreover, Grotius added, blood had a place 
in magic and superstition, including the belief that “ children’s blood is a 
remedy for leprosy.” And if this belief “has brought many kings an evil 
reputation,”68 Jews often practiced medicine and “could have the readier 
recourse the more they hate Christians,” especially “if they  were not de-
terred by the fear of punishment.”69 Grotius, sensing that his letter did not 
resolve Słupecki’s doubts, acknowledged that all this “is manifestly  either 
an ancient charge or myth; which is the case, in our opinion, it is not easy 
to say.”

Although Grotius’s letter did not allay Słupecki’s doubts, it did reveal the 
power of books circulating in Eu rope. Even an erudite scholar like Gro-
tius, a champion against torture, could not discount historical books that 
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presented example  after example of “what the Jews . . .  did.”70 And even 
though he conceded that “among the Dutch, Jews have not been suspected 
of such atrocities,” he suggested this was so “ either  because, treated more 
mildly, they become milder too, or they are recent immigrants who live care-
fully.” But turning to stories found in historical chronicles, Grotius added, 
“Certainly, it was not for frivolous reasons that they  were expelled long 
ago from the entire Netherlands, no less than from France, to say nothing 
of Spain, where I do not deny they  were treated unfairly.” If Hugo Grotius, 
who had access to more sophisticated, if still quite polemical, lit er a ture 
about Jews, was influenced by the stories circulated widely in early modern 
chronicles and annals, it is hardly surprising that Polish court officials and 
writers, who  were not as well read and educated as many western Eu ro-
pean intellectuals, would accept  these stories as proof of Jewish guilt. 
Słupecki’s questions, however, signal that doubts nonetheless lingered and 
that not every one  wholeheartedly accepted the charges. Grotius’ equivo-
cating response, but not Słupecki’s questioning letter, was published in 
1687 in a posthumous collection of the phi los o pher’s letters, ensuring its 
wider circulation.71

Many  trials ending with Jews’ deaths sooner or  later became known more 
broadly through print, but  trials in which Jews  were not convicted and ex-
ecuted largely remained in the archives. In 1659, in another case also in 
Lublin, whose fragmentary rec ords have survived, several Jews  were ac-
cused of murdering a Christian child, interrogated, and tortured, but ap-
pear to have been released.72 They denied killing the child and called the 
accusation “a calumny [potwarz].”  Under torture they reiterated that “no 
Jew is guilty” and that Jews “did not need Christian blood.” Two Chris-
tians, a male and a female,  were also interrogated; both “denied that Jews 
needed blood.”

Four years  later, in July 1663, Maryna Janowa Litwinianka from Wohyń 
was accused of killing her son Demian and was tried in Brześć (Brest).73 
She had found her son dead, apparently drowned in the marsh. While still 
in the marsh cleaning the body, she was spotted by two neighbors, one of 
whom was Demian’s godfather. Suspicious that she might have strangled 
the boy, the two men examined the body for signs of vio lence. They found 
none. Maryna then took the body to her  house and went into town to notify 
officials about her son’s death so she could receive permission to bury him. 
But when she came back home, the body was not where she had left it, and 
another neighbor, Jerzy Łomski, attacked her, accusing her of killing her 
son, and then had her arrested. When the boy’s body was presented in court, 
it now showed signs of vio lence: seven wounds, “two on the belly and five 
on the back.” Maryna protested the accusation, but was repeatedly tortured. 
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Łomski and  others tried to convince her to blame Jews for killing Demian. 
The “generals and jurors” pre sent during the torture watched, “as it is 
required by law, how the master first pulled her mercilessly, without any 
leniency,  because,” the court clerk noted, “he was watched by the 
townsmen, who made sure that he should not show her any mercy. And he 
tortured her tyrannically three times, and then he burnt her, asking if this 
was Jewish  doing; and she said: ‘I would rather tell on my  father than on 
Jews.’ ” The townsmen speculated that, given the amount of torture 
Maryna was subjected to, “the Jews must have given her some drink [to 
ease the pain].” But one of the jurors protested that  there was no win dow 
in the prison and that they  were “accusing Jews unjustly [niewinnie żydów 
tym pomawiaią].” The “common  people” came to the court,74 where 
they too “said that we did not accuse Jews and instigate against them, 
and we do not want to instigate against them,  because we have no proof, 
and we have not heard anything from anyone.” In the end, the Jews  were 
not tried. Maryna continued to refuse to confess to killing her son or to 
implicate the Jews. Ultimately, she succumbed to her wounds and died. In 
this trial, it was the common  people, and some jurors sympathetic to 
Maryna’s cause, who protested against accusing Jews of the child’s death. 
The court report, strikingly sympathetic to Maryna, reveals the mechanisms 
of such libels: it shows both the spread of knowledge about stories of 
“Jews killing Christian  children,” which could be readily abused, and the 
limits of such knowledge, when local populations and local officials refused 
to play along. But this case remained unknown  until it was published in 
1901  in a collection of documents issued by the Vilna historical com-
mittee, while the 1659 case from Lublin seems to have remained unknown 
 until now.

A French Interlude— The Trial of Raphaël  
Levy and of the Jews of Metz

That  there  were  trials of Jews accused of murdering Christians that ended 
in sentences favorable to them was noted in 1670 by French scholar and 
theologian Richard Simon, who intervened in the defense of Jews in Metz, 
accused of killing a three- year- old boy named Didier the previous year. 
 Didier’s disappearance and apparent death in a forest bordering France 
and the duchy of Lorraine in September 1669 led to a lengthy  legal  battle 
mired in questions about borders, jurisdiction, and authority.75

Raphaël Levy, a Jew from Boulay, which was in the duchy of Lorraine, 
traveled on September 25, the eve of Rosh Hashanah, to Metz, which had 
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been  under French rule since the sixteenth  century, to purchase wine, oil, 
and fish. That same day  little Didier, dressed in a red bonnet, apparently 
dis appeared  after his  mother, who was from Glatigny, a village  under French 
rule, lost track of him in the forest.76 A week  later, on October 2, rumors 
began to spread that Jews had kidnapped the boy; the next day, the parents, 
subjects of the French king, denounced the disappearance to the authori-
ties in Metz, claiming that Raphaël Levy of Boulay was responsible. Levy 
was summoned to Metz, and upon short questioning was released; he volun-
tarily returned on October 9 to prove his innocence and was released again. 
But on October 12 he was ordered to return, arrested, and detained. A long 
trial ensued, ending with Levy’s public execution on January 17, 1670.

The trial of Levy laid bare the local po liti cal context that played a key 
role in the dynamics of anti- Jewish  trials, often exacerbating the plight of 
the Jews. This was the case in Trent as well as in other places. Statements 
issued on Levy’s behalf described him as a “voluntary prisoner,”  because, as 
a subject of the duke of Lorraine, he complied voluntarily with an order 
by French authorities to go to Metz.77 While in Metz  under French juris-
diction, Levy was characterized as “a foreign Jew” and as a result had no 
effective advocates.78 Apparently feeling abandoned, by the end of the af-
fair he blamed Metz Jews for his trou bles. “You are the reason why I am 
in the state you see me,” Raphaël is said to have told a Jewish leader from 
Metz who visited him in prison before his execution.79 But according to a 
Yiddish account of the trial, Jews did try to save him. On Sunday, Oc-
tober 26, 1669, a Jewish envoy from Metz was sent to Frankfurt to seek 
help.80 He returned the following Friday, carry ing “the Emperor’s ordi-
nances, saying that Jews  were not capable of such a crime” and that sim-
ilar accusations had already been found to be “false.”81 The emperor ap-
parently prohibited anyone to appear in court without his knowledge. The 
Jewish account claims that the imperial decree was translated into French 
and entered into evidence, but no such letter has been preserved in the Levy 
file in Metz.82 Despite this apparent intervention and Raphaël Levy’s per-
sis tent denials even  under torture, he was sentenced to death by burning 
on January 16, 1670, and executed the next day.83

During Levy’s trial several other Jews from Metz  were implicated. But, 
unlike Raphaël Levy, they  were subjects of King Louis XIV, which made 
for much clearer lines of intervention. Formerly a  free imperial city, Metz 
in the  middle of the sixteenth  century came  under the rule of France, a 
country from which Jews had been expelled since 1394. The acquisition of 
Metz, along with sections of Alsace and Lorraine, by France meant a sig-
nificant and precarious change of status for the Jews living in  these territo-
ries. They needed to secure their position. And they did in 1567 when King 
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Henri III confirmed their right of residence, placing them thus  under direct 
royal protection.84 But medieval expulsions  were not forgotten, and some—
exploiting France’s medieval policies—advocated for the expulsion of Jews 
from  these newly French territories, making the Jews’ position in Metz quite 
unstable. Not surprisingly, the Levy affair presented another opportunity 
for a push to expel Jews. It was when  these new efforts reached Paris that 
the news about the affair reached the king as well. The Metz Jews might 
have hoped that King Louis XIV would be sympathetic to their pleas. Not 
only  were they  under his protection but the king himself had visited their 
synagogue in 1657 and confirmed their  earlier privileges of residence and 
commerce.85

If, given their precarious situation, the Jews of Metz seem not to have 
intervened on Levy’s behalf in Paris—he was,  after all, a “foreign Jew,” not 
a subject of Louis XIV—they did seek help once the case metastasized to 
include their own members. Indeed, despite being  under royal protection, 
in comparison with Jews elsewhere, the po liti cal position of the Jews of 
Metz was significantly weaker. Unlike in the Holy Roman Empire, Poland- 
Lithuania, or the Italian peninsula, where Jewish communities  were both 
larger and more established, Jews in France had not been able to develop 
reliable channels of influence and access to the royal court. They  were only 
allowed to live in France in the recently acquired territories of Alsace and 
Lorraine, and could not reside anywhere  else in the country, including in 
the capital Paris. Sephardic Jews who did live in France, especially in port 
cities such as Bordeaux, did so clandestinely as Christians.86 As a result, 
 there  were no Jewish communities or networks to lean on at times of crisis.87

The urgent crisis in Metz following the Levy affair intensified  after pub-
lication of a 1670 anonymous pamphlet, Abregé du procés fait aux Juifs 
de Mets (A Summary of the Trial against Jews of Metz), that offered a de-
tailed summary of the case along with several official decrees issued during 
the trial, and, at the end, a 1615 decree by Louis XIII affirming the expul-
sion decree of Jews from France.88 Abregé has been attributed to the histo-
rian and po liti cal writer Abraham- Nicolas Amelot de La Houssaie, who ap-
parently wanted to use the Raphaël Levy case to pressure po liti cal players 
in Paris to influence Louis XIV to expel Jews living in France. In Abregé, 
Amelot tried to locate the Metz trial in what he saw as a long history of 
Jewish “crimes,”  going as far back as the Bible. His key evidence came from 
books of history. Baronius, Amelot wrote, “report[ed] a numerous examples 
of repeated crimes” and “extraordinary cruelties exercised by Jews on 
Christian  children.”89 The “Nuremberg chronicle,” he continued, included 
three stories of  children killed by Jews, “one in  England, another in Italy in 
Frioli [sic], and the third in the city of Trent.”90 Indeed, the story of Simon 
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was so well known that one could see it painted on the wall in Frankfurt. 
But  these  were not just  simple crimes: “ these are species of deicide, for in 
derision of the Passion of the Son of God, the Jews put to death  these in-
nocent victims  after having exercised upon them all the cruelty and all the 
fury, which animated them before on the Calvary.” Before turning to the 
Levy case, ostensibly his principal subject, Amelot briefly but explic itly 
signaled that this case was not unique. Indeed, “ whole volumes would be 
needed to describe all the impieties, all the sacrileges, and all the abomina-
tions which the Jews commit  every day in hatred and in contempt of the 
Christian religion.” Thus primed, the reader was told Amelot’s version of 
what happened in Metz, which noted conspiracies and ruses, as well as 
secret messages in Yiddish passed between the accused and the Jews.91 Even 
the Jews’ explanation that Didier might have been devoured by beasts in 
the forest—an other wise plausible explanation of the child’s death— was 
called a “Jewish stratagem” to exculpate them— a stratagem with biblical 
roots in the story of Joseph and his  brothers, who sold him into slavery 
but lied to Jacob that he had been devoured by beasts.92 Like Polish anti- 
Jewish writers, Amelot included texts of court decrees condemning Raphaël 
and his “co- conspirators.” And like the Polish writers, Amelot also showed 
some of the economic under pinnings of the persecution of Jews, allowing him 
to pivot to advocate for their expulsion from France.93 In printing the 1615 
decree of Louis XIII he reminded readers that Jews had been previously 
expelled from the kingdom for “crimes” similar to  those for which Raphaël 
Levy was executed. The historical memory  shaped by printed chronicles 
of what Jews “did” and what was “done” to them resurfaced again.

Amelot’s book did not go unanswered. A Piedmontese Jew, Jona Salvador, 
approached the still young, but rising in prominence, French scholar and 
theologian Richard Simon for help.94 Simon, proficient in Hebrew and other 
Semitic languages, agreed to challenge the premise of Amelot’s book and 
to defend the Jews in a short work titled FACTUM servant de réponse au 
livre intitulé Abrégé du procès fait aux Juifs de Metz (Factum Serving as a 
Response to a Book Titled “Abbreviated Trial against Jews in Metz”), in 
which he did not pull any punches. In the first paragraph he declared that 
the anonymous author of Abrégé du pro cess acted in “bad  will against the 
Jewish nation” by publishing his work “to render this nation odious,” de-
spite  orders of the royal council, issued with the king’s knowledge of the 
affair, that “expressly forbids” any action against the Jews of Metz.95 But 
even the “proofs” the author brought in support of “the judgment rendered 
against Raphaël Levy” and “to prevent justice of the King through his cal-
umnies [médisances]” were “so feeble” that it should not be necessary to 
refute them.96 To offer  these proofs, one would have to be “ either malicious 
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or ignorant,” Simon wrote, as he addressed Amelot’s first claim that some 
precepts from the Bible supported the plausibility of Jews’ crimes. The 
“second proof” offered by the Abregé author came from histories, espe-
cially Baronio’s ecclesiastical history, which Amelot claimed “reported nu-
merous examples of crimes of kidnapping followed by extraordinary cru-
elties perpetrated on Christian  children by Jews.”97 Simon then challenged 
Amelot’s disingenuous invocation of Baronio.98 The author of the Abrégé 
must have meant not Baronio himself but “Baronio’s continuators, who in 
truth provide several examples of  these alleged cruelties.” Simon also attacked 
Amelot’s cherry- picked examples: the author should have admitted that 
 these books  were also “filled with a  great number of stories in  favor of Jews.” 
Indeed, Baronio’s Annales, and to a lesser extent  those of his continuators, 
contained stories of Jewish “crimes” predominantly cited in relation to the 
documents of protection of Jews he published.

Simon was deliberate in his use of language; although he acknowledged 
the presence of  these anti- Jewish stories in the Annales by Baronio and his 
continuators, he called them “alleged cruelties.” Simon also drew attention 
to the fact that  these accusations emerged in a specific moment in history. 
Indeed, Baronio could not have provided such a “ great number of exam-
ples of  these imaginary cruelties,”  because “he finished his annals in the 
twelfth  century,” and Jews began to be accused only around the time when 
“Christians  were preoccupied with the conquering of the Holy Land.” Be-
fore the Crusades, then, Jews  were “rather charged with impiety against 
the images than against the men,  because that was the argument of the 
time.” By contextualizing the rise of accusations against Jews, not only did 
Simon challenge Amelot’s long view of “Jewish crimes” but he also dem-
onstrated that most anti- Jewish stories  were related to internal Christian 
developments. Simon thus effectively shifted the blame from Jews onto 
Christians.

Simon then turned to the age of the Crusades and discussed the monk 
Radulph, who found a place in Baronio’s annals (“ after Otton de Frising,” 
as Simon noted).99 Radulph, “a man of good appearance and more zeal than 
wisdom,” incited the  people of France and Germany to “crusade against 
Jews,” teaching “publicly that they all should be put to death as enemies of 
Christian religion.” As a result in many cities “innocent blood of the Jews 
was spilled by  these seditious  people”—to which Bernard of Clairvaux, 
whom Simon called “Saint Bernard,” responded in letters to the archbishop 
of Mainz in which he called Radulph “a hom i cide and a  father of lies.” 
Other preachers too threw “ great invectives against the Jewish nation, ex-
aggerating the sin of their  fathers who killed Jesus Christ” and attributing 
this “crime to the  children.” All this, Simon continued, resulted in “the 
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monks [who] not only preached, but filled their books with  these tragic sto-
ries that  were soon  after spread throughout the cities. They made such an 
impression on the  people that the popes and princes needed all their au-
thority to stop the course of the cruelties that  were being waged against 
 these unfortunates.” In this remarkable section, Simon explained not only the 
root of vio lence against Jews, explic itly presenting them as innocent vic-
tims of “seditious” Christians, but also upended the epistemology of re-
lying on chronicles for stories. He traced the roots of the stories about 
Jews found in chronicles to the same impulses that incited anti- Jewish 
vio lence, and key to them was the story of Jesus’s crucifixion and its con-
temporary uses.

Simon went on to give examples of papal protection of Jews, again 
stressing it was the Christians who  were the perpetrators of “unjust” vio-
lence. He began with three bulls, all printed in Rinaldi: one by Pope Gregory 
IX, issued in 1235 and “addressed to all Christians,” another from 1236, 
Lacrimabilem Judaeorum Franciae, which “can be read in Rinaldi,” and the 
third, from 1247 by Innocent IV, defending Jews against blood libels.100 
Pope Gregory IX defended Jews, Simon stressed, and “pronounced an 
anathema against  those who continued to persecute them.” In his bull to 
France, the pope “deplored the pitiable state of Jews”  there, “afflicted un-
justly by Christians, who instead [of] devoting themselves to the holy war 
by the means of piety and justice, in ven ted all sorts of malice,” perpetrating 
cruelties without remembering that “the Christians are indebted to the Jews 
for the foundations of their religion.” Simon assured readers that “ these 
are the words of the pope” who himself “reproached  these false zealots” for 
abusing religion as a pretext “to plunder with more liberty the goods of 
 these poor innocents.”

The 1247 papal bull by Innocent IV “sent to bishops and archbishops of 
Germany and France” prohibiting accusations that Jews consumed the heart 
of a child on Passover allowed Simon to raise doubts about blood libels.101 
But Simon also cast doubt on host desecration accusations, discussing the 
1338 letter from Pope Benedict XII to Duke Albert of Austria, which ex-
posed frauds perpetrated by priests “in hatred of the Jewish nation.” More 
examples followed. They  were enough, Simon argued, to show how unjust 
 were  these accusations against Jews. He stressed that they all came from 
“the books of Christians,” especially Rinaldi, who “composed his History 
in Rome, at the Vatican Library, mostly from the writing of the popes in 
 favor of Jews.” To be sure, Simon conceded, the same author included many 
stories “to their disadvantage,” but given the objections from popes and 
emperors, any person would be able to see the spuriousness of  these sto-
ries. Examples from secular leaders followed, including the decrees against 
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 these calumnies from “Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza, duke of Milan, Pietro 
Mocenigo, the doge of Venice, and the Emperors Frederic III, Charles V, 
and Maximilian III, who conformed in their [opinions] with the pontiffs.” 
Also in court rec ords one could find sentencing decrees favorable to Jews, 
such as the case in Verona in 1603, where “a Jew named Joseph was ac-
cused of committing a similar kidnapping to the one imputed to Raphaël 
Levy.” Joseph’s accuser, like the author of the Abrégé, also drew attention 
to examples from history books, but “the judges  were very well educated 
in the Hebrew laws and customs that  after examining the affair they rec-
ognized Joseph’s innocence and [the accuser’s] calumny.”102 In Simon’s view 
 there was correct and false knowledge. Each could influence the outcome 
of the  trials against Jews—in Metz with the support of the author of the 
Abrégé, false knowledge was being used against Jews, whereas the judges 
of Verona had the correct wisdom and knowledge to recognize the Jews’ 
innocence. Simon then pleaded with royal officials and the king himself to 
follow the example of previous rulers and popes, and extolled the value 
for Christians of knowing Hebrew. The French scholar, recognizing that the 
Jews of Metz had been charged with a calumny, then examined the specific 
circumstances of the Metz trial and argued that  there  were no convincing 
 legal proofs to condemn them.

Richard Simon’s response was not widely circulated; it was printed in a 
small number of copies intended only for royal officials in Paris.103 But de-
spite the  limited circulation, the booklet appears to have had an impact 
beyond influencing the royal court in Paris. To be sure, the king intervened 
favorably on behalf of Jews, in part  because he saw the Metz Parlement as 
defying his authority. Still more importantly, Simon succeeded in outlining 
a  legal strategy and arguments that would be used subsequently in defense 
of Jews.

Sandomierz, 1698 and 1710

In January 1712, the  legal strategy outlined by Richard Simon made its way 
to Poland as evidence in defense of several Jews subjected to a lengthy trial 
following the death of a boy, Jerzy Krasnowski, in Sandomierz in Au-
gust 1710.  These ideas did not reach Poland directly from Richard Simon’s 
text but rather through a 1699 bilingual Latin- German book Maximi 
fructus monitum, published in Fürth in the aftermath of an affair in Sulz-
bach, where a Christian  woman accused Jews of killing her husband and 
son.104 The Fürth publication, whose Latin section was used in in the trial 
of Sandomierz Jews, mentioned some of the documents noted by Richard 
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Simon and articulated similar defense arguments against blood accusations. 
More explic itly  these arguments  were invoked in a report by the theolog-
ical faculty of Leipzig in 1714,  after the trial in Sandomierz concluded.

The 1710 trial, which lasted more than three years, was spearheaded by 
a local priest, Stefan Żuchowski. This was the second such trial he insti-
gated against Jews in Sandomierz; the first one was in 1698. The two San-
domierz  trials underscore both the role individuals played in blood libels 
and the effectiveness of the propaganda introduced by Mojecki’s 1598 book 
that undermined in Poland- Lithuania the trust in official documents issued 
by popes and kings in defense of Jews. Żuchowski played a key role in both 
 trials, investing time, energy, and money not only in the  legal proceedings 
against Jews but also in publishing books and court rec ords and sponsoring 
works of art to commemorate the “cruelty of the Jews.”105 An avid reader, 
Żuchowski applied the arguments found in historical books to challenge 
in court the Jews’ traditional defenses.

Żuchowski was quite litigious, and the two cases against Jews  were not 
his only fights in courts—he challenged both Jews and Christians on fiscal 
and religious  matters.106 He was famously embroiled in a lengthy case with 
Sandomierz Jesuits.107 But it was the two  trials against Jews that largely 
defined his legacy, thanks to his books and his patronage of works of art that 
still survive.

During the Easter season in 1698, Margaretha, a three- year- old girl, died 
in Sandomierz, a royal city; her body was found weeks  later in an ossuary 
of the Collegiate Church of Mary Virgin (now a cathedral).108 On April 9, 
1698, her  mother, Catherina Mroczkowiczowa, appeared before the mag-
istrate “in regard to the cruel murder of Margaretha, her  daughter.” On that 
same day, Catherina Mroczkowiczowa, her husband, and their domestic 
servant also testified that the girl “had died on white Sunday in the after noon 
and we saw her die.  There  were no signs of cuts or injuries on the body, nor 
 were they cause of the child’s death.”109 Other witnesses added, “We know 
and watched the child suffer from a serious illness, and we know about the 
illness. We did not see any signs of injury on her body and face when the 
child was sick.”110 But no one said who had placed the body in the church 
ossuary.  Because of that improper disposition of the body, Mroczkowic-
zowa was to be punished by standing for three market days shackled by 
her neck to a column in front of the city hall.111 This punishment was meant 
to discourage clandestine burials. Though the surviving court rec ords do 
not state this, Żuchowski’s book suggests that Catherina had been denied 
burial of her  daughter by the local priests and cemetery attendants  because 
she could not pay for it.112 As a priest, Żuchowski fervently denied that claim 
as a calumny, and to support his accusation that Jews  were the culprits, 
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turned to Sebastian Śleszkowski’s virulently anti- Jewish book arguing that 
Jews  were prohibited from burying their victims properly, which is why 
Margaretha was not properly laid to rest.113

The emphasis on Margaretha’s lack of injuries and her long illness in the 
April 9 decree, sentencing Mroczkowiczowa to public shaming, suggests 
that the body found in the ossuary must have appeared mutilated. And in-
deed, on April 12, almost a month  after the girl’s death, priests of the Col-
legiate Church of the Virgin Mary came before the  castle court with her 
body, alleging a violent death.114 Mroczkowiczowa speculated that perhaps 
rats or cats had gnawed on her  daughter’s corpse. That day, the case, in 
which the charges had been downgraded on April 9 from potential murder 
to “clandestine burial,” became with the change of venue to a  castle court 
and new claims of vio lence once more a murder case— but this time Jews 
became more explicit targets.

 After the clergy presented Margaretha’s body in the  castle court, Cath-
erina Mroczkowiczowa was summoned again.115 This time her testimony 
changed. She claimed she had brought her  daughter still alive to Berek Al-
exander, a prominent Sandomierz Jew, on the Thursday before Easter, and 
retrieved her covered in wounds. The girl “now very weak” died three days 
 later. Catherina then hid her for several days before dumping the body in 
the ossuary.

The change of judicial venue and character of the case  were not acci-
dental. The magistrate court had refused to treat it as anything more se-
rious than a clandestine burial and explic itly “refused to promote the case” 
as murder “by Jews.”116 But  those who sought to have the court target Jews 
found an ally in Andrzej Dunin Karwicki, the deputy starost (a royal offi-
cial at the  castle court), who together with the priests from the church es-
calated the case to accuse both the  mother and the Jew Berek of murdering 
Margaretha. Even miracles of blood  were reported, Żuchowski claimed, 
sustaining the accusers in their resolve to target Jews.117 With time, the ac-
cusers also received support from local nobles and the bishop of Cracow.118

Once the case turned into one targeting Jews “for sacrilegious spilling of 
Christian blood,”119 questions of jurisdiction became salient.  Because 
Sandomierz Jews  were royal subjects not bound by local jurisdiction, the case 
would have to be moved to a royal jurisdiction. Jews sought to use this 
change in venue to their advantage, while Żuchowski advocated that Jews 
should be subject to the same laws as Sandomierz Christians, in hopes of 
simplifying the pro cess and making it less costly.120 In the end the trial was 
transferred on Berek Alexander’s behalf to the Crown Tribunal in Lublin. 
And  after much uproar surrounding the case— with Jews seeking help and in-
tervention at the highest levels and Żuchowski, together with Sandomierz 
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deputies armed with the bishop’s blessing and a mandate from a local royal 
official, relentlessly pursuing a conviction of the accused— both Catherina 
Mroczkowiczowa and Berek Alexander  were convicted and executed on 
July 21, 1698.

With the exception of a few fragments preserved in Sandomierz, court 
rec ords of the trial have not survived.121 What did survive is Stefan 
Żuchowski’s rhymed narrative, published together with the final decree sen-
tencing Mroczkowiczowa and Berek Alexander to death and his short prose 
explanation of the case.122 Despite its anti- Jewish slant, Żuchowski’s ac-
count captures the  legal and po liti cal complexity of the trial, which was 
not a slam- dunk against Jews. Jews had defenders and  were able to ac-
cess power ful individuals, including King August II; the charges against 
them  were not universally accepted.123 In Lublin, they produced in de-
fense of Berek twenty witnesses, including “students,” a group generally 
known for their attacks on Jews. Berek never confessed to the crime, even 
 under the most extreme torture, whereas Mroczkowiczowa kept changing 
her story, creating significant  legal prob lems in a judicial system relying on 
confessions.124 Żuchowski’s narrative perhaps exaggerates the drama and 
difficulties he faced in order to score narrative points for achieving his ul-
timate goal of convicting Mroczkowiczowa and Berek. He even presented 
the trial as a divine test.125 Still, one cannot easily dismiss the difficulties 
Żuchowski and his allies encountered. Despite the bishop’s blessing, not 
even all the clergy lined up in support of Żuchowski’s efforts, and at one 
point Berek was dismissed from Lublin only to be rearrested.126 Berek’s 
steadfast denials and arguments challenging the very premise of the charge 
that Jews killed Christian  children made it difficult for the court to convict 
him, forcing the accusers to resort to religious rhe toric that cast the judges 
as defenders of God and divine order. “Heaven asks,” Żuchowski wrote, “not 
for revenge but faith, so the [judges] may pre sent an offering of sacred 
justice, so that our benevolent Christ may not lose his case with Israel for 
the second time.”127 The judges should “not fail their conscience” and 
should “promote God’s glory.”128 Indeed, they should not be concerned with 
costs and money,  because “it is not about thousands, or gains, but about 
blood and God’s mandates trumped in it”129; they should avoid God’s wrath 
for not bringing justice by acting as “defenders of faith and justice.”130 
Żuchowski and his allies wanted to remind the Sandomierz deputies not 
to forget the city’s glory and its heroic defense against Tatars and to proceed 
with similar courage in this case.131

As Żuchowski’s fears deepened that the prisoners might be let go, one 
Reverend Kaluski, the preacher to the Tribunal, addressed the deputies, 
urging them to do “no  favors to the Jew” and not to be tempted by “sacks 
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of money” Jews want to pay for “innocent blood.” The language evoked 
the image of Judas and Christ, heightening the court drama.132 And while 
some deputies bought into the preacher’s message,  others pushed back. The 
testimony of the witnesses, Berek’s steadfast denials, and the arguments mar-
shaled in his defense— that Jews did not need to kill Christian  children, 
that such accusations  were “a lie” and “a fable,” and that the Bible prohib-
ited Jews from consuming any blood— were hard to overcome.133 The ac-
cusers sought to undermine the defense by stating that Jews did not adhere 
to the Bible but rather to the Talmud.134 To explain Berek’s steadfastness, 
Żuchowski expounded the idea of Jewish martyrdom: Jews felt it was better 
to die and suffer tortures than to confess to this crime.135 This was of course 
true. Jews did indeed glorify martyrdom in such cases, but in Żuchowski’s 
hand this refusal to confess was evidence of Jews’ obstruction of justice, 
not, as Jewish law and lore suggested, of their innocence. Still, the costs of 
the trial and its direction made some of the actors, especially the clergy, 
want to give up.

The turning point, at least in Żuchowski’s narrative, came when he and 
his supporters brought before the court historical examples from chroni-
cles. Such stories about Jews killing Christian  children  were not new, they 
argued.  There  were numerous difficult- to- deny “examples of our blood 
spilled” found in “foreign and our chronicles.”136 Tyrnau, Prague, Paris, 
 Vienna, Trent, Ancona, and Saona  were listed among examples that had 
trickled down from foreign chronicles into Polish anti- Jewish books. Of 
Polish examples, Żuchowski reminded the deputies of the case from 1598, 
tried at the Lublin Crown Tribunal no less, and  others whose decrees he 
printed at the end of his book. Żuchowski explic itly presented chronicles 
and  legal pre ce dents as evidence of Berek’s guilt. Though, formally, as 
Waldemar Kowalski has argued, “lit er a ture and pre ce dent had no eviden-
tial weight,” their use seems to have influenced the trial.137 Soon Mroczko-
wiczowa and Berek  were sent to torture, and witnesses testifying in Berek’s 
defense  were impugned and ignored. “God ruled the hearts in this sacred 
case,” Żuchowski wrote, and the trial turned Żuchowski’s way.138 In his 
book, he gleefully recounted the excessive torture Berek was subjected to 
and the exorcisms applied to him. At that point Jews once more sought to 
reach the king and their other defenders.139 But the deputy with the king’s 
letter arrived too late, and Żuchowski and his supporters prevailed.140 For 
Żuchowski it was not just a personal victory but also a triumph of divine 
justice, a divine test the judges  were able to pass.141

Żuchowski knew that doubts lingered about the trial— even the king ex-
pressed outrage. And so the priest ended his book with a rhyme in which 
he not only claimed a leading role in the trial but also challenged  those who 
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disbelieved his story: “I led the trial, and described the truth / for which I 
may not be liked / If you  don’t believe me and  don’t have faith / you read 
[this] through Jewish glasses / [and] the blind should not (they say) judge 
colors.”142

That Żuchowski was a key player in the trial is evidenced not only by 
his own narrative but also by the court decree sentencing Mroczkowiczowa 
and Berek to death.143 But the involvement of clergy in criminal  trials was 
questionable from the perspective of canon law, and a special dispensation 
and a reason for that intervention  were required. Żuchowski did receive 
such permission from the bishop of Cracow, who justified it by reference 
to injuries to “orthodox faith, crime of laesae of divine honor,” and, by 
the fact that the body was deposited in a church ossuary without authori-
zation in “the violation of sacred space.”144 Żuchowski accepted the dis-
pensation with enthusiasm and a sense of vindication, but the issue of the 
clergy’s role in criminal  trials would not go away, returning the next time 
Żuchowski became embroiled in another trial against Jews in 1710.

One year  after Berek and Mroczkowiczowa  were executed, Żuchowski 
traveled to Rome. On his way, he  stopped in Trent where he saw both  Simon’s 
relics and the rich iconographic legacy of the Trent trial. That is where he 
might have acquired for his library Giovanni da Padova’s Martirio 
crudele dato da gli ebrei a S. Simone innocente da Trento, published in Trent 
in 1690.145 He may have also brought broadsides that disseminated imagery 
of Simon’s story (Fig. 6.1). The visit in Trent certainly left a deep impres-
sion on Żuchowski, and he immediately connected the stories of Sandom-
ierz and Trent.146 On his return, inspired by what he saw in Trent and read 
in chronicles and other books, Żuchowski wanted to sponsor a series of 
paintings commemorating Simon and other  children he believed had been 
victims of Jews.147 The planned series of paintings was never executed, but 
a smaller series commemorating Simon’s story, heavi ly influenced by ex-
isting iconography including the broadsides, was placed in the Church of 
St. Paul in Sandomierz. And  after the second trial in 1710–1713, a larger 
painting, titled Infanticidia, was commissioned for the Collegiate Church.148

The second trial of Sandomierz Jews is unusually well documented. But 
like the trial in Trent, the preserved rec ords come predominantly from its 
instigator, Stefan Żuchowski, in the form of his apol o getic narrative and 
the documents he chose to preserve. As such, they provide insight into 
Żuchowski’s thinking and intentions, but hide  under many layers other as-
pects of the trial.149

At dawn on August 18, 1710, the body of a boy, Jerzy Krasnowski, was 
found on the porch of Rabbi Jakub Herc’s  house, located next to the syna-
gogue. Jakub Herc, born around 1660 in Moravia, came to Poland in the 



Fig. 6.1  S. Simonino da Trento, a broadside by Giovanni Parone (1643–1730) at 
Biblioteca Communale di Trento, TI 1 f 294, http:// www . stabat . it /  ? q = scheda / 283.
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1690s to assume the post of rabbi in Pacanów, a small town just over fifty 
miles southwest of Sandomierz.  There, Herc married and started a  family, 
first had a  daughter and, then in 1697, a son Abraham.150 With his  family, 
Herc moved to Sandomierz to assume his post as rabbi in 1700, just two 
years  after the 1698 trial, which had not yet faded from local memory. In 
1710, soon  after the body was found on that fateful August morning, the 
rabbi, his thirteen- year- old son Abraham, and his seventeen- year- old son- 
in- law Jakub Schario fled the town. They  were apprehended the same day 
in the village of Gorzyczany, a few miles away, and brought back to town.

Perhaps encouraged by his success in 1698, Żuchowski immediately be-
came involved in the affair. He visited the body, sent it to the magistrate, 
and “ordered the painter (Karol de Prevo from Lubnic who was working 
on  grand paintings in our Collegiate Church) to paint a true image of the 
body, with all the scars, which  later was a clear rec ord of Jewish cruelty.”151 
The body was examined, and the rabbi’s residence. Multiple wounds  were 
found on the body, as  were, apparently, drops of blood in the rabbi’s  house. 
For Żuchowski, the 1698 case became both a pre ce dent to be used as evi-
dence of Jewish guilt and a guide to follow. When the town officials seemed 
reluctant to try the Jews, Żuchowski was successful in having the case 
transferred to the Crown Tribunal in Lublin. He again secured support 
from the bishop of Cracow for his involvement in the criminal trial and 
made sure the boy’s body was quickly dispatched to Lublin.152

In Lublin,  things did not go smoothly for Żuchowski at the beginning. 
 There, as in Sandomierz, Żuchowski and the Sandomierz officials with 
whom he teamed up initially encountered re sis tance to their cause, though 
admittedly, they also garnered local supporters. The Sandomierz priest pre-
sented the boy’s body to the court and claimed, as he did in 1698, a mir-
acle of blood; he then transferred the body to a local church.153 Soon, nine 
Sandomierz Jews  were ordered arrested and sent to Lublin.

At first the Jews  were interrogated without torture. Then, on September 1, 
Żuchowski along with other clergy and Sandomierz citizens filed formal 
charges against them, in a choreographed ceremony designed to have the 
most impact.154 The arrested Jews  were brought before the court and forced 
to face not only Żuchowski but also “a painting of three  children killed in 
Sandomierz,” a way to remind the court through visual means that the case 
before them was not the first “Jewish cruelty” committed in that town. The 
charges  were framed in inflammatory language presenting Jews as “vi-
perous”  people, “insatiably” desiring Christian blood, just as did their an-
cestors crying “his blood upon us and our  children,” and in line with pre-
vious cases Żuchowski considered indubitable evidence of guilt— the 1598 
case, his own triumph of 1698, and  others.155 He demanded the expulsion 
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of Jews from Sandomierz, confiscation of their property, invalidation of 
debts owed to them, repossession of the synagogue, which he justified 
with the precedents of confiscation of Lutheran and Calvinist churches, 
and its conversion into a chapel “commemorating the detestable crimes” 
with paintings “of the killed  children.”156 Ultimately, he advocated for the 
total expulsion of Jews from “the Polish Kingdom and the  Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania.”157 Some of  these mea sures resembled  those that had been im-
plemented in Trent.

Yet the Jews had their defenders— Christians who for three hours read 
the testimonies taken in Sandomierz and presented familiar defense argu-
ments on behalf of Jews, chief among them that Jews could not consume 
any blood.158 The next day,  after the Jews’ defenders spoke, Żuchowski 
demanded time for himself. He “threw” examples “both foreign and do-
mestic of Jewish murders of  children,” including eight, so he claimed, rec-
ognized as “holy martyrs” by the Church, like “Simon of Trent, whose 
uncorrupted body I have myself seen.”159 He reminded the Crown Tri-
bunal of the five cases it had tried in the past, whose decrees Żuchowski 
had included in his first book. Just from  these decrees one could see, 
Żuchowski argued, “the unmistaken truth that Jews need Christian blood 
and for that reason they commit  these cruel crimes.” And invoking Augus-
tine’s meditation on the cross, Żuchowski urged the deputies to use their 
authority and out of their religious zeal to “rein in the unheard-of au-
dacity of repeated crimes by the hardened Jewish spite.” Żuchowski’s his-
torical approach once again proved fruitful. On September 3, 1710, the 
nine Jews imprisoned in Lublin  were sent to be interrogated  under torture. 
 There  were four main areas of questioning.160 The first spoke to Żuchowski’s 
claims: “What do you Jews, and you [personally], use Christian blood for, 
why, on which holidays you do it, what is evicomen [afikomen], do you draw 
lots, which one of you should obtain [the blood], do you use it in matzah 
or wine?” The remaining three questions  were specific to the Sandomierz 
accusation.

To Żuchowski’s dismay, one of the Jews’ defenders, a deputy from 
Mazovia, demanded to be pre sent at the interrogations. Moreover, the Lu-
blin officials initially refused to follow the tribunal’s order to subject Jews 
to torture.161 Complicating  matters further was the fact that when the in-
terrogations began, the executioner, charged with applying torture, died 
suddenly on the first day, his death witnessed by the deputy from Mazovia. 
Two of the imprisoned Jews, the rabbi’s son- in- law and one named Szmer, 
died that day as well, stirring fears of plague.  Others  were saved “half- alive.” 
All this disrupted the proceedings, with interrogations resuming only on 
September 23.162 Except for the rabbi’s son Abraham, whose testimony 
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was ambivalent and potentially inculpating, all remaining Jews denied 
the charges and offered largely consistent testimonies.

While the Sandomierz Jews remained in prison, Polish Jewish leaders 
 were reaching out to supporters and succeeded in opening another area of 
inquiry led by the palatine, a royal regional governor.163 At times, individual 
Jews found supporters in lords with whom they did business; for example, 
Lord Tymiński asked for the release of Liczman, one of the imprisoned 
Jews.164 With the Jews insisting on their innocence, the case against them 
was not as clear- cut as the accusers would have wished, so they began to 
focus on Abraham’s inculpating testimony and,  later on, his expressed desire 
to convert to Catholicism. Meanwhile, as in 1698, Żuchowski, along with 
some clergy in Lublin, began a public relations campaign to gain support 
for their cause among the deputies to the tribunal and across the country. 
His extensive po liti cal contacts  were also likely consequential for advancing 
his agenda of not only executing the imprisoned Jews but also expelling all 
the Jews from Sandomierz.165 With Bishop Kazimierz Łubieński of Cracow 
fully on his side, Żuchowski sought support from the papal nuncio (as did 
the Jews), though the nuncio himself did not report much in this regard to 
the secretary of state in Rome.166 In 1711, the synod of the Cracow dio-
cese bestowed on Żuchowski the title “Commissary for Jewish Affairs,” a 
new office created just for him.167 In April 1712, the meddlesome priest fi-
nally succeeded in securing a decree from King August II ordering the 
Jews’ expulsion.168 The decree, however, was never executed.

In light of the fear of plague in Lublin, the proceedings  were suspended 
in the fall of 1710, and the case was transferred back to Sandomierz, where 
it languished for years,  because royal officials  were unwilling to take it 
on— a conflict over jurisdiction now stalling the case.169 Imprisonment, tor-
ture, and the travel resulted in the deaths of some of the imprisoned Jews; 
only three remained alive to the end of the affair in November 1713 when 
they, too,  were executed. Although Jews’ defenders fought for their freedom 
 until the end, Żuchowski’s relentless pursuit of victory, his inventive tactics 
that amplified  earlier anti- Jewish stories and  trials through the use of paint-
ings and printed books in court, his impugning of witnesses who testified 
in defense of the Jews, and his undermining defense arguments while ex-
ploiting damaging testimonies of Jewish converts, among them the rabbi’s 
son Abraham, resulted in his admittedly uneasy win.170

Satisfying as the outcome of the trial might have been to Żuchowski, who 
was indeed quite proud of his actions, he clearly knew well, as he had back 
in 1698, that doubts about Jews’ guilt remained— after all, they had never 
confessed to the crime. He also must have sensed that his po liti cal stature 
was hurt as a result of his actions.  After the trial ended, he de cided to publish 
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an apol o getic work justifying his efforts and offering, as Waldemar Kow-
alski has argued, a manual for prosecuting Jews for killing Christian 
 children.171 Żuchowski stated in his book that he was not “so cruel as to 
desire Jewish blood, but I cannot be as godless as to sell out  human blood . . .  
as a priest of character I must vindicate” the crime; and he offered forty 
reasons why the Jews  were guilty, including similar cases he knew from 
books, the state of the body, alleged perjury, and, importantly, previous 
accusations.172

The publishers of Żuchowski’s book would have concurred with Kow-
alski’s assessment. They hoped, as they noted as the end of the book, that 
Żuchowski’s opus would be useful to  those who might need it in  future 
 trials. They promised that readers would find “effective information how 
to proceed in similar cases,” along with a detailed account of the trial, in-
cluding “documents of clear and reliable truth.”173 Indeed, the book was 
not intended to be a popu lar read— Żuchowski, for example, assumed 
readers’ knowledge of Latin, a skill  limited to some clergy and educated 
officials. And though the book offers indeed a detailed account of the trial, 
it does not necessarily pre sent “clear and reliable truth.” Rather, it is 
Żuchowski’s apol o getic version of the events, justifying his actions and the 
final verdict. Although he and his supporters felt a sense of pride and tri-
umph, the legacy of the trial became a difficult- to- remove stain on the his-
tory of Jewish-Christian relations in Poland.

Żuchowski’s victory rested on his  earlier success in 1698 and on his use 
of previously published books and court  trials. His tactics in the trial  were 
innovative and, when presented  later in a book format, in the long run 
proved dangerous for Jews. He methodically built up his argument, first 
presenting the selective teachings of “Church  fathers” about Jews, along 
with canon law before turning briefly to historical “evidence” of a wide va-
riety of Jewish crimes based on authoritative sources.174 Then he discussed 
specific Polish examples and  legal restrictions in vari ous locales on Jews’ 
residence and economic activities, before fi nally turning to the Sandomierz 
case and his “evidence” against Jews, including a more detailed list of “for-
eign” and “domestic” examples of “such Jewish murders.”175 Żuchowski 
thereby established the long history of Christian views in lit er a ture and 
law about Jews across Christendom. Strikingly, whereas elsewhere accusa-
tions centered on odium— Jews’ alleged enmity or hatred of Christ and 
 Christians—in Poland the centerpieces of accusations  were blood and 
“Jews’ cruelty.”

Żuchowski painstakingly outlined this argumentative framework.176 
While Miczyński and Śleszkowski had already raised doubts about the ex-
istence of papal protections of Jews against such anti- Jewish accusations 
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and about Jews’ innocence, demonstrated in their per sis tent denials even 
 under the most egregious torture, Żuchowski perfected  these methods. He 
articulated the epistemological foundations of blood libels, si mul ta neously 
both undermining the very plausibility of Jewish defenses and underscoring 
the logic of accusations against them.

In Sandomierz, as in previous  trials, Jews entered into evidence a copy 
of papal condemnations of blood accusations. They filed a Polish transla-
tion of the May 12, 1540, bull by Pope Paul III addressed to the bishops 
and archbishops of Poland and Hungary.177 Issued in the aftermath of the 
1536 blood libel in Tyrnau (Trnava), the bull reiterated previous papal con-
demnations of the blood accusations, specifically referring to Pope Martin 
IV’s 1420 bull, and implored clergy and secular rulers to prevent such un-
just persecution. The translation of the bull presented in Sandomierz was 
based on copies registered  earlier in Polish court rec ords, revealing the paper 
trail of the transmission and preservation of privileges and significant  legal 
documents. According to its preamble, the copy brought in defense of Jews 
in Sandomierz was taken from the rec ords of the  castle court in Chełm, just 
over forty miles away from Lublin and nearly 100 miles from Sandomierz, 
where it was registered in January 1701 by Isaac Fortis, a physician of 
Italian origin and a power ful representative of the Council of Four Lands 
known as Isaac hazak rofe’ (strong doctor, a play on the name Fortis).178 
That copy was based on an extract from the city of Brest, where it had been 
registered in the  castle court rec ords sixty years  earlier, in March 1641 by 
an official from the Brest Jewish community, Zelman Szmuyłowicz. The 
Brest rec ord, in turn, was based on an “au then tic” parchment copy issued 
in Rome, which was supposedly inscribed in the  castle court rec ords in 
Cracow, then the seat of royal power, on September 7, 1540.179 The San-
domierz Jews also obtained two copies of imperial protections issued by 
Charles V in Worms in 1544 and submitted certified copies of the privilege 
issued in September 1710 by an imperial official in Vienna, where it evi-
dently had been confirmed by Emperor Joseph I in 1707; the German copy 
was translated into Polish and registered in Sandomierz in November that 
year.180 Along with  these papal and imperial letters, Jews’ defenders also 
submitted a volume of the Talmud, apparently printed in Venice and ex-
purgated, and the 1699 Fürth publication Maximi fructus monitum, which 
provided compelling arguments against blood accusations.

Maximi fructus discussed in detail biblical prohibitions on the use of 
blood and underscored the fact that Jews zealously observed the law, in-
voking the example of Eleazar in the second book of Maccabees, who died 
a martyr’s death rather than consume pork.181 The anonymous work then 
discussed not only the medieval papal bulls but also the fact that the 1572 
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bull of Pius V expelling Jews from the Papal States, so frequently used in 
Catholic anti- Jewish lit er a ture, did not mention ritual murder or blood ac-
cusations, even though it mentioned other Jewish “crimes.”182 Crucially, 
the author noted that charges that Jews killed Christians  were a Eu ro pean 
phenomenon. Jews lived in “in many regions of Asia and Africa, mixed 
with Christians, but we never hear of such crimes from mouths outside 
of Eu rope. . . .  Lamentably only in Eu rope did this lie arise” most strongly 
in Germany, Italy, and Poland.

Żuchowski rejected Maximi fructus by ridiculing it as “similar to this 
proj ect once published in Germany [that argued] that mulier non est homo 
[a  woman is not a man].”183 And any defense from the Talmud was also 
dismissed— after all, Żuchowski emphasized, that work was condemned 
and burned. To discredit an official papal bull and imperial defenses of Jews 
was potentially treacherous, especially for a clergyman. But the long paper 
trail of the bull presented in Sandomierz, in and of itself meant to assure 
the courts of the authenticity of the documents, left an opening for 
Żuchowski to attack it. He dismissed the imperial document on the grounds 
that it was copied in Vienna, arguing that Jews  were expelled from Vienna 
in 1670 “for killing a Christian child” (a historically inaccurate assertion) 
by Emperor Leopold I, making it implausible that Emperor Joseph I, his 
son, would have confirmed such a privilege.184 More troubling for 
Żuchowski was the 1540 bull by Pope Paul III. But  here too the long pre-
amble outlining the bull’s  legal trail in Poland provided fodder for 
Żuchowski’s attack. The bull the Jews presented, he wrote, was taken from 
a Polish version inscribed by Fortis in official rec ords, with a claim that the 
original was registered in Cracow in Latin. But no trace of it could be found 
in Cracow’s rec ords; thus, he added with irony, “I  don’t know perhaps it 
was issued in Ruthenian or Polish from Rome.” Using Śleszkowski’s argu-
ment, Żuchowski noted that the bull was not mentioned in what he called 
Bullaria Quratanti, an abridgment of canon law by Stefano Quaranta, 
Summa bullarii, nor in the Epitome canonum by Cardinal Laurentio Bran-
cato de Lauraea, first published in 1649 and republished numerous times.185 
But more implausibly, Żuchowski continued, by the time Paul III became 
pope, “four  children martyred by Jews  were included among the Holy Mar-
tyrs of the Church.”186 He only named two: “Richard of Paris in 1188” 
and “most importantly, Simon of Trent in 1475, killed  under Sixtus IV, and 
in the memory of Paul III himself.” According to Żuchowski, issuing such 
a bull would have been tantamount to “revoking canonization of the holy 
 children.” Although Żuchowski’s argument was ahistorical— Simon’s cult 
was not recognized  until 1588, de cades  after Paul III’s pontificate, and none 
of the  children had ever been “canonized”—he captured the epistemolog-
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ical dilemma Christians faced in the aftermath of blood accusations. “If 
Jews do not martyr  children,” he wrote, “then  those accepted as such by 
the Church cannot be called Martyrs,  because neither Lord God can per-
form miracles to confirm a fallacy, nor can the Popes in any way, basing 
their [opinion] on  these miracles, include among the Saints  those who are 
not holy, and among the Martyrs  those who  were not martyred.” Indeed, 
at the crux of accepting the belief in blood accusation and rejecting the pos-
sibility of papal defenses of the Jews was the fact that by 1588 the popes 
did indeed recognize at least one such child, Simon of Trent; and, more-
over, authoritative Catholic sources, among them the Annales ecclesiastici 
begun by Baronio and the Bollandist Acta Sanctorum, included as true sto-
ries of other “child martyrs.” He challenged readers to think about the 
absurdity that popes, bishops, and papal nuncios would have protected 
criminal deeds. Elsewhere, in the same spirit, Żuchowski asked, “Who 
should one believe, the rabbis or the Doctors [of the Church]?” before an-
swering, “I believe the masters of truth, the Holy Doctors.”187 Żuchowski’s 
attack on documents issued in defense of Jews did not just raise doubts 
about their validity—as did  those of  earlier writers—it raised doubts about 
their very existence, by framing the questions as: “Whose side are you on?” 
and “who do you believe? The Holy  Fathers, the authoritative Christian 
sources, or the Jews?” This line of attack provided power ful new tools for 
Jews’ accusers.

Żuchowski went on to upend the claims of authenticity of the 1540 bull 
issued in defense of Jews by arguing that soon afterward—in 1555, 1572, 
1592, and 1623— the popes dealt with Jews harshly.188 He also challenged 
Jews to furnish an au then tic parchment copy of the bull complete with 
papal seals. Privately, Żuchowski had  earlier reached out to Rome to find 
a copy of the bull. His contact  there was unable to find it, likely  because he 
did not have access to the secret archive of the apostolic secretary, where a 
rec ord of Paul III’s letter was in the collection “Minutae brevium.”189 For 
Jews, given this line of attack, securing an explicit statement from the pope 
confirming or reissuing the 1540 bull became increasingly urgent.

The fallout from the Sandomierz  trials was not clear right away. 
Żuchowski’s book, published posthumously, was certainly known and used 
in the de cades that followed.190 But one  thing is certain: Żuchowski’s ac-
tions and the materials that emerged in the trial raised questions about anti- 
Jewish blood accusations and prompted King August II to order in 1714 
the theology faculty of the University of Leipzig to prepare a report re-
sponding to the question  whether “the Jewish  people, according to the 
laws of their religion, or the superstitious beliefs introduced to them” needed 
Christian blood and whether to get it they killed Christian  children.191
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The report, prepared by Gottfried Ollearius and issued in May 1714, pro-
vided one of the most comprehensive denial of anti- Jewish accusations 
based on a plethora of  legal documents and works by Catholics, Protes-
tants, and Jews. It began by historicizing the accusation, pointing out it had 
been unknown for the first thirteen centuries  after Christ.192 Why, Ollearius 
asked, would the Jews have refrained from committing this crime all that 
time and begun  doing so only at that moment? How would the Christians 
of the past not know about it? The report linked the increase in hatred 
against the Jews to the Crusade era, especially the preaching of the monk 
Radulph. But the vio lence Radulph was preaching against Jews was con-
demned, the report continued, by Bernard of Clairvaux in his letters to the 
archbishop of Mainz. Still, sermons against Jews continued, and “monkish” 
fables of Jews using Christian blood  were in ven ted, which made their way 
into books.193  After describing the 1235 bull by Gregory IX protecting Jews 
against Christian attacks,194 the report turned to documents related to the 
accusation that Jews killed Christian  children: the 1247 bull by Innocent 
IV written to the bishops and archbishops of Germany; the decrees by 
Emperor Frederick III, Bona and Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza of Milan; the 
doge of Venice Pietro Mocenigo— all found in the writings of Richard 
Simon, Isaac Cardoso, and Isaac Viva, and all referenced in the report it-
self.195 No one had ever proved this accusation definitely; quite the oppo-
site, the Leipzig report said, explaining that even Johannes Pfefferkorn, who 
allowed that perhaps  there  were some Jews who killed Christian  children 
“out of anger, hatred or revenge,” denied that Jews needed Christian blood. 
Johann Christoph Wagenseil, too, the report continued, testified in his “Ref-
utation” that he never met a single Jewish convert— and he dealt with 
quite a few and asked them all— who confirmed that Jews used Christian 
blood. The report even cited Shevet Yehudah in which Thomas, a learned 
Christian man, refuted blood accusations in a discussion with King Alfonso 
of Spain.196 Perhaps surprisingly,  after the discussion of Shevet Yehudah, the 
report turned to Johann Andreas Eisenmenger’s Endecktes Judenthum. 
Eisenmenger’s notorious anti- Jewish book, which appeared just a few years 
 earlier, was at best ambivalent on the issue of blood accusations. Drawing 
on chronicles and other historical accounts, Eisenmenger, as R. Po- Chia 
Hsia has shown, “affirmed the historical veracity of blood libel.”197 He listed 
a number of cases, from the fifth to the seventeenth  century, among them 
Simon of Trent, the 1598 case from Poland, and the 1669 trial of Raphaël 
Levy in Metz.198 Yet the Leipzig report cited Eisenmenger not for  these ex-
amples, but rather to support the report’s refutation. Eisenmenger, the report 
stated, offered “a few more” reasons why Jews did not use blood.199 And 
indeed, in Endecktes Judenthum on the pages immediately following the 
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list of “the historical examples,” Eisenmenger discussed Shevet Yehudah 
and Abravanel’s commentary on Ezekiel— the exact sources used in the 
Leipzig report to defend Jews, demonstrating that the Leipzig report was 
directly engaging with Eisenmenger’s spurious book.200 True, the church 
 Annales contained many examples of Jews killing Christians, the report 
stated in reference to Annales ecclesiastici begun by Baronio and continued 
by  others, as did Fortalitium fidei and Gilbert Genebrand’s Chronography, 
but “the circumstances of most of  these histories are so much against each 
other,” outlined “with such differences by dif fer ent authors” that they al-
most invalidate themselves, as Wagenseil himself noted in his discussion of 
Simon of Trent.201 The Leipzig scholars then dismissed the accusations as 
stuff of the times of “ignorance and easy believability,” perpetuating the 
myth that blood accusations could be blamed on the ignorant and poorly 
educated, rather than, as historical sources actually suggest, the literate elites 
of early modern Eu rope. Like Pfefferkorn, the theologians did not exclude 
the possibility of some Jews killing Christians, but they vehemently denied 
the idea that Jews needed Christian blood— a key charge in Polish cases. 
Listing nine purported uses of blood, among them  those included in the 
Sandomierz trial— that Jews needed Christian blood to cure their smell or 
as a cure for bleeding following circumcision or as love potions— the au-
thors of the Leipzig report demolished them one by one as incoherent and 
absurd.202 At the end the report examined Jewish religious practices and 
cited Jacques Basnage’s critique of histories claiming Jews killed Christian 
 children— they  were all steeped in cruelty and injustice, without thorough 
pro cess and investigation.203 In fact, the accusations  were often a pretext 
for unjust vio lence, the report said citing anti- Jewish riots from Prague in 
1305 related in Bzovius. But even if, it concluded, some Jews committed 
crimes, the  whole  people should not be persecuted.

The report remained private, without traceable echoes in Poland or be-
yond, at least  until 1751 when it was published by Christian Friedrich Börner 
as part of the selected works of the Leipzig theology faculty.204 The papal 
nuncio at the royal court did not mention it, even as he kept, throughout 
1714, the secretary of state in Rome apprised about the conflict between 
Żuchowski and the Sandomierz Jesuits.205 Still, anti- Jewish accusations eased 
in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth for more than two de cades  after 
the second Sandomierz trial. Perhaps the backlash against Żuchowski was 
stronger than expected, and some in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth 
saw the  trials as a miscarriage of justice. Or perhaps the dire po liti cal and 
military situation during the  Great Northern War, the civil war that ended 
with so- called  Silent Sejm of 1717, and the contested royal election of 1733 
with the subsequent war may have contributed to the hiatus.
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Poznań, 1736–1740

This break in anti- Jewish accusations ended in 1736, when Jews in Poznań 
 were accused of murdering a Christian child, with the ensuing trial lasting 
for several years. On the eve ning of April 13, 1736, a two- year- old boy, 
 Maciej Kazimierz, dis appeared. His  father Wojciech (Albertus in the Latin 
rec ords) Jabłonowicz tried to find him, to no avail. On April 27, the boy’s 
mutilated body was found in a field in Górczyn, a village a few miles away 
from Poznań.206 Although no Jews  were mentioned in the initial court fil-
ings, the language and description of the wounds left the door open for ac-
cusations against them.  After a lengthy description of the mutilation, the 
autopsy noted that the intestines  were “healthy” and “the excrement” still 
inside the child’s body. And although the child had dis appeared two weeks 
prior “he had milk inside and no blood.”207 The surgeons concluded the 
boy was “murdered and martyred.”208 In June a Christian  woman, Helena 
Sowińska, and her ten- year- old  daughter Rosa  were arrested. Although they 
denied the charges, they apparently implicated another  woman, Agnieszka 
Kubarka, who worked as a caretaker at a Jewish cemetery. By September, 
major figures of the Jewish community in Poznań  were arrested “not only 
on the presumption and suspicion” but also  because of “probable signs of 
infanticide”; more specifically, they  were blamed for “martyring” the boy.209

Perhaps aware of the fatal outcomes of such  trials in Crown Tribunals, 
most recently in Sandomierz, the Jews of Poznań sought to invoke a 1633 
law— passed  after the 1630 trial of a Jew in Przemyśl accused of desecrating 
a consecrated communion wafer— that reaffirmed the  legal par ameters of 
the magistrate and palatine jurisdiction, both in general and, more specifi-
cally, in criminal cases involving Jews, confirming exclusive palatine juris-
diction over such cases.210 (In Sandomierz, the palatine sided with the Jews. 
Perhaps had this law been invoked and the case not transferred to Lublin, 
the fate of the Sandomierz Jews would have been dif fer ent.) In response to 
the accusation, Poznań Jews also mobilized networks of support, reaching 
Dresden, where King August III resided with his court and other dignitaries, 
among them the papal nuncio and the bishop of Poznań. The Jews even 
reached Church authorities in Rome through the Jewish community  there.

Żuchowski’s explicit rejection of papal and imperial defenses and the per-
mission he as a member of the clergy was granted by Church authorities to 
be involved in the trial must have alarmed Jews. Perhaps this is one of the 
reasons why during the Poznań affair and in the following de cades Polish 
Jews made increasingly vis i ble overtures to Rome for help. To be sure Polish 
Jews had appealed to Rome before: in 1654 Naftali of Gniezno, aided by 
the Roman Jewish community, pleaded with Church authorities in Rome, 
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and in 1664, Jews succeeded in obtaining a letter from the general of the 
Dominicans addressed to Dominicans in Poland urging them to stem “cal-
umnies” against Jews.211 In 1684, it seems Polish Jews  were close to re-
ceiving a broader condemnation. In November of that year, the Holy Of-
fice of the Inquisition sent a notice to the papal nuncio in Poland “for his 
attention and no one  else’s’ ” asking him to urge the bishops of Poland “to 
publish a ban” warning the faithful “not to listen” to such rumors and  trials 
and not to “impute such excesses” to Jews.212 The Holy Office explained 
that blood accusations against Jews  were false, citing the biblical prohibi-
tion against consuming any blood (Lev. 3:17 and 17:10), as well as chapter 
three of a section from Moses Maimonides’s Mishneh Torah on prohibited 
foods, ma’akhalot assurot.213 Such a ban was never issued in Poland, and 
over the de cades  there is  little evidence in the correspondence between the 
papal nuncios in Poland and the secretary of state in Rome about any blood 
accusations against Jews  until their detailed exchange during the Poznań 
affair.214

That exchange began in November 1736, when the papal nuncio included 
short notices about the case in reports of events in Poland. Amidst news 
about episcopal and cathedral positions, the nuncio reported several crim-
inal cases, including the executions of a  mother accused of infanticide in 
Poznań and of a nobleman for fratricide in Piotrków. Regarding the Jews 
of Poznań, he wrote about a decree from the  castle court stopping the trial 
for eight days following the death of the “deputy rabbi of Jews  here, in 
prison accused of murdering an infant”; the deputy rabbi’s body was to be 
returned to Jews in Poznań, but the other Jews, the decree ordered,  were to 
remain in prison.215 A few days  later, the ciphered dispatch noted that the 
trial had not yet been resumed.216 It was not  until December 14 that the 
nuncio informed Rome about the resumption of the trial, noting briefly 
that two officials  were sent “to examine other Jews who are in prison and 
to confront the accusation that have been brought against them.”217 But 
no significant report about the trial found its way into the nuncio’s dis-
patches  until January  21, 1737.218 That day, the papal nuncio apprised 
Rome that he had been “notified about the case, which  causes agitation 
among the Jews of Poznan and is pending in the  castle court in that city.” 
“From the first days,” he wrote, that the Jews in Poznań  were accused of 
the crime, “envoys of that community came  here to appeal to His Majesty 
the King.” They also appealed to the nuncio himself “so that I may speak 
in their  favor not only to the Lord Deputy Chancellor of the Crown, but 
also Monsignor Bishop of Poznań, who is  here at the time.” The nuncio 
approached the issue with caution, “so that the affair may be examined with 
necessary maturity and so that the true perpetrators of this shameful murder 
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may be found.” To be sure, the nuncio did not want Jews to be harmed, 
but he did not exclude the possibility that the crime “may have been com-
mitted by one or a few Jews.” But still, he argued, even though the accused 
Jews may be members of that Jewish community, the  whole community 
“should not be punished for the crime of the few.” More certain proof of 
the crime needed to be obtained. Though tepid in his response to Rome, 
the nuncio insisted on a fair pro cess. He intervened with the bishop of 
Poznań, who was visiting Dresden at the time, and the deputy chancellor 
of the court, both of whom requested copies of the trial documents. The 
nuncio also insisted that Jews have more time to prepare their defense.

This detailed letter was written in response to a dispatch from Rome, 
dated December 29, 1736, in which the secretary of state informed the papal 
representative in Dresden that the Roman Jewish community had appealed 
to the “Holy  Father” on behalf of Jews in Poznań, who had been accused 
of “an alleged killing of a Christian boy.”219 The secretary instructed the 
nuncio to offer assistance to the Jews, if they  were indeed innocently ac-
cused, but if it turned out they did in fact commit the murder, they should 
“merit the most severe punishment.” Thus, “given this uncertainty,” the 
pope left the decision  whether to act in  favor of the Jews “to the wisdom” 
of the nuncio.

As the trial in Poznań dragged on, the nuncio blamed the lengthy delib-
erations on the Jews’ procedural maneuvers.220 Numerous motions and 
countermotions  were filed, and the king was frequently asked to weigh in.221 
Testimonies  were contradictory. The  women who implicated the Jews did 
not provide consistent testimonies, and Jews, for their part, denied the 
charges throughout the proceedings. With no clear end in sight the king 
de cided to appoint a commission to examine the  matter. It was made up of 
both lay and ecclesiastical notables, but as the nuncio’s auditor reported to 
Rome from Warsaw in February 1737, the Jews preferred the case to be 
judged by the king, and “so the case returned  here,” to the king’s court.222

The trial had an impact not only on the individual Jews who  were ac-
cused but also on the Jewish community as a  whole. It was financially 
draining, and some Jews— “not only the poor, but also  those who have 
something to live on”— converted to Chris tian ity.223 For nearly four years, 
the accused Jews  were kept  under arrest, despite concerted efforts to get 
them released. In April 1737, representatives of the Jewish community ap-
pealed to court officials to release the imprisoned Jews for Passover,  under 
the financial surety from the  whole community of Poznań. The request was 
denied and the Jews remained locked up— most of the time in the city hall, 
though at least for part of the trial in the synagogue.224 Although two Jews 
died during interrogations  under torture in the early stages of the trial, as 



 “Who Should One Believe, the Rabbis or the Doctors of the Church?” 275

did Rosa, Helena Sowińska’s  daughter, all the other Jews  were eventually 
released in 1740  after taking an oath affirming their innocence.225

 After 1737, the nuncio largely  stopped reporting on the trial, though the 
subject of the Jews did not dis appear entirely from the dispatches. In late 
1738 and early 1739, issues of an economic nature and relating to the prox-
imity between Jews and Christians in Poland began to emerge. It seems 
that the Poznań affair shone a bright light on the close relationships of Jews 
and Christians in Poland, a topic certainly noted in the court rec ords.226 
But the nuncio’s interest in the affair may have also encouraged Church 
officials to raise broader questions about the status of Jews in the Polish- 
Lithuanian Commonwealth. Even the Holy Office of the Inquisition in 
Rome, troubled by the blatant violations of canon law, became involved 
 after the bishop of Włocławek submitted a complaint against a Cistercian 
abbot in the town of Peplin in Pomerania, regarding the permission the 
abbot granted Jews to  settle in a borough near Gdańsk (Danzig).227 Among 
the discomfitures related to Polish Jews noted by the Holy Office  were 
claims, based in part on a lengthy secret letter by Italian physician Carlo 
Garani in Lwów, that Jews controlled the keys to some churches, charged 
20  percent interest on loans, falsified coins, traded in holy objects stolen 
from churches, and borrowed money with synagogues as security. “Even 
Dominicans and Jesuits lent to Jews  great amounts.”228 The Holy Office 
and the secretary of state demanded more information. In April 1739, the 
nuncio passed a response from the Cistercian abbot of Peplin to the Holy 
Office addressing grievances raised by the bishop of Włocławek.229 The 
nuncio added his own opinion, stating that  because it was impossible “to 
expel the Jews from many places [in this country] . . .  without a significant 
detriment to revenue,” it would be “unjust” to require that the abbot follow 
the  orders of the bishop, who did not have any jurisdiction over the mon-
astery and its properties— “especially since the tolerance of Jews is a neces-
sary evil against which the Republic cries but does not have a way to stop 
it.” The Holy Office, however, did not fully accept the nuncio’s explana-
tions and in July forwarded to him a list of instructions to be implemented 
in Poland to stem “the scandal” caused by the Jews  there.230 Although it ac-
knowledged that Jews  were “a necessary evil” impossible to “expel,” the 
Congregation of the Holy Office disagreed that it was “impossible, or very 
difficult” to implement remedies and observe the “laws and Apostolic con-
stitutions concerning them issued by the Church and by the zeal of the 
Highest Pontiffs.” It encouraged the nuncio to “excite the zeal of the 
Majesty the King and the pastoral care of the bishops to cooperate with all 
power from their side to the laudable ends beneficial to the Christian Re-
public.” The Holy Office wanted the secular and ecclesiastical authorities 
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to implement existing laws and cease financial relations with Jews, espe-
cially investing with them.

But  there was another reason for  these increased anx i eties about Jews in 
Poland. In 1738, Charles of Parma married Maria Amalia of Saxony, the 
 daughter of Poland’s King August III. In the aftermath of the War of Polish 
Succession, Charles of Parma became the king of Naples and Sicily. The 
Church authorities in Rome became concerned that Charles would invite 
Jews to live in the kingdom of Naples, and they wanted the nuncio to Po-
land to inform Rome about the situation of Jews in Poland and intervene 
with August III in hopes of influencing his  daughter and preventing the 
settlement of Jews in the kingdom of Naples.231

Even as their status in Poland came  under closer scrutiny, Jews continued 
to lobby Church officials in Rome to obtain a formal papal statement con-
demning accusations against them like the one in Poznań. It seems they  were 
encouraged to seek such a statement when the accused Jews  were released 
in 1740 at the conclusion of the trial. In the summer of 1743, the papal nuncio 
Serbelloni sent a memorandum on behalf of the Jews of Poznań and all 
Poland, reporting a plea delivered by Solomon Zalman and Moses  Kalisz.232 
The memorandum summarized the previous protections of the popes and 
secular leaders and provided an account of the Poznań trial, emphasizing 
the official recognition of “the truth” and the Jews’ innocence. It also drew 
attention to the steep costs of the trial for the Jews, leading to debts now 
difficult to repay. The Polish Jews asked for two  things. The first was “a 
new bull declaring the unsustainability of the calumny” and naming the 
Polish Jews explic itly as beneficiaries. The long attacks on papal protections 
of Jews  were bearing fruit, and the Jews’ detractors had rejected previous 
papal protections claiming that Polish Jews  were never mentioned in them 
(though they were in the less well-known 1540 bull). The second request 
related to the debts incurred  because of the lengthy trial. The Jews asked 
for a letter of recommendation to a bishop or another authority who would 
be able to influence Jews’ creditors, “almost all of whom  were clergy,” to 
have pity on them and give them a  little leeway in repaying their debts.

In July, Secretary of State Cardinal Silvio Valenti Gonzaga requested more 
information from the nuncio before he was willing to take up the  matter 
with Pope Benedict XIV.233 On August 12, the nuncio sent his response, 
reattaching the memorandum and recommending that the secretary of state 
reject the Jews’ request. The fact that Jews  were indeed deemed innocent 
in the Poznań case suggested that the Polish tribunals proceeded “according 
to the rigor of the law,” implying that a papal bull was not needed. But it 
was likely the second request that doomed the Jews’ efforts to obtain let-
ters of protection from Rome both in 1743 and for de cades to come. It re-
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minded Church officials of the unacceptable, from its perspective, relation-
ship between Jews and Christians in Poland, especially of the business 
relations between Jews and the clergy and the debts Jews had contracted 
with Church institutions, an issue that was about to reach a point of crisis 
also in regard to the Jewish community in Rome.234 In his letter, the nuncio 
reminded the secretary of state of the discussions on the same topic in the 
Holy Office just a few years  earlier and highlighted once more specific de-
tails about the Jews’ status in Poland that clearly  violated Church laws and 
that outraged the nuncio from the moment he arrived at his post.235

On August 31, Cardinal Valenti responded with a most fateful letter.236 
He agreed with nuncio Serbelloni “to reject” the Jews’ requests and thanked 
him for a clear explanation why. Valenti promised to stay vigilant “in case 
Jews ever tried a new appeal.”

Four years  after this exchange between Serbelloni and Valenti, in 
April 1747, Polish Jews would be accused of murder again, this time  after 
the severely mutilated body of a man was found lying in the mud  behind 
an inn in the town of Zasław (now Iziaslav in Ukraine).237 Eight Jews  were 
sentenced to what the court termed “the most serious and cruel punish-
ment,” which included live impaling, flaying, quartering alive, and on one 
instance the removal of a heart.238 The text of the sensational, and highly 
unusual, verdict was composed as if with the intention to be printed and 
disseminated widely. Indeed, five copies  were immediately made, one explic-
itly indented for the printer, “who is to print it word for word.”239 The 
verdict was then published at least twice in cheap pamphlets.240 Duke Paweł 
Sanguszko, the  grand marshal of Lithuania and owner of the town of 
Zasław, expressed his gratitude that the verdict was printed “for the per-
petual memory of the nefarious crime.”241 Sanguszko’s letter was itself also 
printed as a small, quarto leaflet, “for information, lest  there be any doubt 
about the Zasław Decree against Jews accused of killing a Christian, pub-
lished this year.”

Yet despite this wide dissemination across the Polish- Lithuanian Com-
monwealth, no mention of the trial was made in the correspondence be-
tween Rome and the papal nuncio to Poland, though  there can be no doubt 
that the Jews sought support and protection as they did during the affair 
in Poznań.242 The only trace of Jewish voices in the historical rec ords is 
found in a penitential prayer to commemorate “the souls of the martyrs of 
Zasław” who gave up their lives faithful to God.243

The Zasław affair is significant in several ways. It appears to be the first 
trial in a private town to be fully supported and promoted by its owner. It 
also appears to be one in which Jews  were unable to get any protection. In 
retrospect, it was the beginning of a new wave of accusations that was to 
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last for two de cades, affecting the eastern territories of the Polish- Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. This new wave was marked by brutality and question-
able  legal practices. It was now increasingly difficult to claim, as did nuncio 
Serbelloni in the aftermath of the Poznań affair, that Polish courts followed 
the “rigors of the law.” With this escalation in anti- Jewish accusations, the 
Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth seemed to be moving in the opposite di-
rection from western Eu ro pean regimes, which  were increasingly turning 
away from torture, the death penalty, and similar types of persecution.



C h a p t e r  S e v e n

“Jews Are Deemed Innocent 

in the Tribunals of Italy”

jJjJ

The polish Jews’ hope for intervention from Rome was not a random 
wish. “Jews are deemed innocent in the tribunals of Italy,” wrote Lo-

renzo Ganganelli of the Holy Office in 1759, contrasting the outcomes of 
 trials of Jews accused of killing Christian  children in Poland and Italy.1 Al-
though “deemed innocent” in courts, the Jews in Italy  were not immune to 
accusations of killing Christian  children. And this should not be surprising, 
given the prominence of the cult of Simon of Trent on the peninsula pop u-
lar ized by works of lit er a ture and art.2 The 1475 trial in Trent led to an 
initial wave of accusations. Yet,  after that initial wave, the Jews in Italy, 
though still occasionally subject to libels, would not be convicted in any of 
the  trials in  either secular domains, or in the Papal States.  These acquittals 
and sometimes even the outright dismissals of charges  were a result of 
careful, often protracted reviews of the cases by the relevant secular or ec-
clesiastical authorities.  These outcomes reflected the power of existing 
laws and pre ce dent, the ethos of good governance (buon governo) grounded 
in “good justice” (buon giustizia), and the cultural awareness of Jewish 
customs.3 Significantly, the outcomes of two  trials of Jews—in Verona in 
1603 and Viterbo in 1705–1706— helped shape the responses and expec-
tations of both Jews and Catholic officials to subsequent accusations. Their 
 legal arguments  were grounded in published works and pre ce dents, and the 
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outcomes became pre ce dents themselves, their impact felt beyond the Italian 
Peninsula.

Viterbo, 1705–1706

The year 1705 brought back to life the image of Jews as enemies of Chris-
tians. In April 1705, leaders of the Jewish community in Venice appealed 
to the Senate of the Ser en is sima to intervene on their behalf. At issue was 
“a large painting” displayed for two days “on Rivoalto [Rialto Bridge] near 
the Church of St. Jacob, in which Jews  were depicted as killing a boy, with 
other images and inscriptions aimed at stirring the  people against the Jews.”4 
The Jewish supplicants reminded the Senate that similar allegations of Jews 
killing Christian  children had already been condemned by the very Senate 
and Doge Pietro Mocenigo in April 1475. The Jews included a copy of the 
decree for the Senate’s consideration. In the 1475 document, issued in 
the  middle of the Trent trial, the Venetian authorities sternly prohibited 
the spread of similar stories and allegations  under “most severe punish-
ment,” emphasizing that “in our lands and regions Jews  shall live securely 
and  free from any injuries.”5 And lest in the  future “preachers and 
 others . . .  stir the population  toward insults of this kind,” the doge or-
dered that this decree be registered in the Senate Chancellery “for  future 
memory.” In 1705 the centuries- old decree proved exceedingly relevant 
and still effective. The painting displayed on the Rialto Bridge was or-
dered to be immediately removed and destroyed.

Although the authorities in Venice took a decisive step to remove the in-
cendiary painting from the Rialto Bridge and prevent disturbances affecting 
Jews in their city, news about the painting spread across the peninsula, in-
spiring, it seems, a real criminal accusation of murder against Jews. In 
June 1705, in Viterbo, a town in the Papal States, Jews visiting the town 
for the fair of Madonna della Cerqua (or Quercia)  were accused of at-
tempting to kill a Christian boy, spurring a lengthy trial that ended in 
November 1706 with their acquittal.6 Since 1593, Jews had no right to re-
side in the city— the result of the bull by Pope Clement VIII, Caeca et ob-
durata Hebraeorum perfidia (“The blind and obdurate perfidy of the Jews”), 
which expelled Jews from the territories of the Papal States, except for 
Rome, Ancona, and Avignon, although Jews would be allowed to live in 
cities  later acquired by the Papal States.7 In the late seventeenth  century, 
however, Jews occasionally received temporary permits of residence in Vit-
erbo during the fairs held  there.8 And so, in 1705, some Roman Jews  were 
in Viterbo for the duration of the fair, which that year ran from May 27 to 
June 19.9
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Six days before the end of the fair, on Saturday, June 13, a twelve- year- old 
boy, Girolamo Antonio Gallerani, the son of a local shoemaker, accused the 
Jews temporarily residing in Viterbo of trying to kill him to obtain his blood. 
Girolamo claimed that five Jews came out of their quarters and asked if he 
wanted a job for which they would pay him.10 The Jews then, according to 
Girolamo, “made him go with them,” and  after reaching the end of Campo 
Grande, where the fair was held, they led him “to a hidden place where 
they could not be seen by anyone.” Once  there, they threw him down on 
the ground and “placed a halter (il capestro) to his throat in order to strangle 
him.” Girolamo then said that the Jews pulled his hat over his eyes and “put 
their hands into his mouth” so he would not scream. Evoking the imagery 
of the martyrdom of Simon of Trent, he claimed they had a knife and a 
basin “to collect his blood for use in sorcery.” But according to the boy, 
 after he appealed to the Madonna and S. Antonio, whose festival was that 
very day, miraculously, the halter broke. And “although he was half- dead, 
he fled from their hands.”

Almost immediately  after Girolamo made this accusation, the news 
spread, and the  matter was turned over to a lay court (curia laicale). And 
“though half- dead,” Girolamo was examined by “physicians and surgeons,” 
who found that on his neck he had three lines”; the boy seemed frightened 
and was short of breath. The boy then recounted what had happened to 
the prosecutor Antonio Volpini.

Some sixty- four Jews  were immediately apprehended. The very next 
day, June 14, they  were all lined up for Girolamo to pick out the perpetra-
tors. Girolamo “recognized one of  those who attacked him, touching him 
with his hands. It was Gioiello di Core, who was immediately arrested.”11 
Another Jewish lad, Josef Samen, was also implicated, and eleven  others 
 were detained for further questioning; the remaining Jews  were released. 
Jews immediately activated all their connections in Rome, Viterbo, and the 
rest of the peninsula. Ten Jewish leaders wrote to both the Holy Office of 
the Inquisition in Rome and the Roman Jewish community, seeking their 
intervention in face of the accusation of the attempted murder of a Chris-
tian boy “to collect his blood.”12 In their supplication, they emphasized the 
danger facing the incarcerated Jews specifically  because of  those charges.13

In Viterbo, the case was still in the hands of the curia laicale. And al-
though the accused Jews remained in detention for months, the accuser 
 Girolamo was also interrogated numerous times, providing contradictory 
testimonies. The Jews wanted the case transferred to the episcopal court 
(curia episcopale) in Viterbo and then to the Holy Office in Rome. They 
did not fully trust the lay court and seemed to have an ally in the episcopal 
court in the person of Paolo Bonanzi, a prosecutor.  After much  legal wran-
gling, the case was eventually turned over to the episcopal court.
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By August, thanks to Jews’ per sis tent efforts, the Holy Office in Rome 
was forced to consider the case.14 In their appeal to the Holy Office, Jews 
insisted that neither the lay court nor the episcopal court found any con-
vincing “proofs of such crime.” Indeed, the results of both investigations, 
they wrote, “demonstrate clearly the falsity of the said calumny.” Despite 
this, the governor of the city still continued to detain eleven Jews. The 
Jewish community in Rome was financially strained, having to provide 
not only for the incarcerated Jews but also for their families, now desti-
tute “ here in Rome,” as well as the representatives in Viterbo for the du-
ration of the suit.15  These financial strains, although very worrisome for 
the Jews,  were, of course, not of par tic u lar concern to the Holy Office, 
although the question of fiscal solvency and debts of the Jewish commu-
nity in Rome would become an issue a few de cades  later. Emphasized thus 
in the Jews’ appeal  were  matters pertaining to religion: “invention of the 
said miracle” and the claim that Jews needed blood “for sorcery and super-
stition.”16 Jews pleaded that the case be moved to the “Holy Tribunal” and 
the incarcerated Jews to the prisons of the inquisition. When given a choice, 
Jews often showed a preference for the Holy Office, which they hoped 
would bring justice and truth.17

The charge that Jews killed Christian  children had already been “recog-
nized as calumnious”  earlier that year, the Jews noted in their plea, when 
the Senate in Venice intervened on the Jews’ behalf to have “a painting de-
picting many Jews in an act of killing a Christian child” taken down.18 “It 
is difficult to believe that in the said city the calumny and imposture im-
plied in the painting would have been legally condemned [si sia intentata],” 
but supported in Viterbo by “a judicial action.” Despite the Jews’ ap-
peals, on August 24 the Holy Office de cided that the case did not fall  under 
its jurisdiction, marking the case as causam non spectare ad S. Officium. 
The decision, certified on September 4, 1705, was announced to the Jews 
on September 22. On September 25, the case was transferred back to 
Viterbo.19

Not giving up hope, the very next day, Rabbi Tranquillo Vita Corcos and 
the leaders of the Jewish community in Rome appealed to Placido Eusta-
chio Ghezzi, an official at the office of Sacra Consulta, asking that the Sacra 
Consulta take up the case.20 The Sacra Consulta, founded in 1559 as part 
of the reform of the state, was a council responsible for appraising “the le-
gitimacy of  trials by peripheral courts” and for adjudicating conflicts over 
jurisdiction in the Papal States. It effectively functioned as a court of highest 
instance for appeals in criminal and civil cases.21

Rabbi Corcos appealed to the Christian “kindness” and “fraternal love, 
which [means] more than filial [affection],” thanks to which Jews had been 
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“tolerated and embraced” by so many secular and ecclesiastical Christian 
princes.22 The rabbi juxtaposed “this love” by Christian rulers to “cruel 
and terrible prejudice [that] emerges from the bosom of the ignorant com-
moners,” who “accuse [Jews] of crimes so far from the truth, in order to 
make them despised both by the public and the very charitable princes.” 
Yet, even when Jews  were “falsely” accused of  these crimes, especially “in-
fanticides, based on the false belief that Jews wanted to use their blood for 
sorcery and superstitions, [which are] utterly contrary to the Law of Moses,” 
the Jews’ innocence had always been recognized by popes and secular 
princes alike. Corcos referred to Gregory IX, who “following the example 
of his pre de ces sors, Calixtus, Eugenius, Alexander, Celestine, Innocent, and 
Honorius” extended his defense of Jews “in cases of similar impostures” in 
a brief Lacrimabilem Judaeorum Franciae from September 5, 1236.23 In his 
breve— issued soon  after Emperor Frederick II had granted Jews his own 
charter of protection in the aftermath of one of the most notorious cases 
of anti- Jewish vio lence that took place in December 1235 in Fulda— Pope 
Gregory IX called for justice in the treatment of Jews and condemned their 
oppression and the calumnies against them. Yet, the pope did not explic itly 
deal with the accusations of infanticide; the first to do so was Innocent IV, 
who in 1247 wrote first to archbishops and bishops in France and Germany, 
and then to “all faithful Christians, most explic itly urging clergy, princes, 
nobles, laity, and citizens to abstain from charging innocent Jews with 
similar diabolic fraud, impostures, enormous crimes, such as infanticides 
of Christians.”24 Pope Innocent’s letters are some of the most power ful 
condemnations of the anti- Jewish accusations. In them, the pope admon-
ished Christians not “to accuse [Jews] of using  human blood in their reli-
gious rites, since in the Old Testament it is their precept not to use blood 
of any kind, let alone  human blood.”25

 These thirteenth- century condemnations had already been cited during 
the Trent affair, and although they  were never inducted to canon law, they 
 were repeatedly used by Jews to emphasize the long history of papal pro-
tection against accusations of infanticide. The archive of the Jewish com-
munity in Rome contained other documents related to intercessions in the 
aftermath of similar accusations, and Corcos was happy to make use of 
some of them in his methodically composed entreaties to Sacra Consulta. 
In the second half of the seventeenth  century, a Polish Jew, Jacob ben Naf-
tali of Gniezno, traveled to Rome seeking intercession against clergy and 
students of seminaries and colleges who attacked Jews and spread “calum-
nies among the most ignorant  people”— charging that Jews needed “to mix 
Christian blood” in their unleavened bread and that they “also need, for the 
same reason, bits of the Eucharistic bread.”26  These “repugnant” accusations, 
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Jacob ben Naftali stressed, contradicted the divine law, which prohibited 
consumption of any blood. As for the unleavened bread,  there was nothing 
extraordinary in it; it just could not contain any leaven, and according to 
Exodus, must not be fermented. Indeed, the Polish Jew argued, the unleav-
ened bread had been established thousands of years before “the birth of 
Christ,” and thus it would have been impossible to use “the said blood.” 
This claim was “in ven ted  after the coming of Christ.” Such claims, Corcos 
noted, had already been condemned by Church and secular authorities, 
among them Emperor Charles V, and more recently in “a letter written to 
the same effect in 1664 by  Father General of the Dominican Friars,” copy 
of which was kept in the archive of the Jewish community in Rome.27 
Corcos then directly quoted both Jacob ben Naftali’s letter and the inter-
vention from the general of the Dominicans in one of his treatises he sent 
to the Sacra Consulta in the defense of Jews.28

To compose his sophisticated addresses to Ghezzi, Corcos had clearly 
drawn not only on archival sources but also on  earlier printed works. He 
cited decrees already known from  earlier publications: the 1475 condem-
nation of similar accusations in Venice, the 1479 decree by Bona and 
Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza of Milan, the 1603 decree from Verona, and the 
1544 letter by Charles the V, which was subsequently confirmed in 1566 
by both Frederick III and Maximilian II.29 All of them  were first listed in 
Richard Simon’s work in response to the 1669 trial in Metz, then published 
in Isaac Cardoso’s apol o getic Las excelencias de los hebreos in 1679, and 
then again in 1681 in a short pamphlet against blood accusations by Isaac 
Viva Cantarini, Vindex sanguinis. A telltale that Corcos used Isaac Cardo-
so’s Las excellencias de los hebreos is the typographical error copied from 
Cardoso that dated the 1479 decree by Bona and Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza 
to 1470. But notably absent from Corcos’s appeal was the case of Simon 
of Trent, even though it was discussed by Cardoso.30 Corcos would likely 
not have wanted to draw attention to a story of Jewish murder of a Chris-
tian child that was sanctioned by the Church.

Like many other defenders of the Jews, Corcos focused on biblical in-
junctions against murder and consumption of blood.31 All the biblical 
proofs “demonstrate clearly not only that God prohibits Jews the con-
sumption of  human blood . . .  but also that the primary cause [for this] is 
the rigorous prohibition to eat blood of beasts and animals,” which was to 
prevent the spilling of  human blood. This was, Corcos pointed out, also 
noted by Thomas Aquinas in a section of his Summa theologica, which 
dealt with sacrifices in the  temple.32 Although Aquinas discussed the exclu-
sion of both fat and blood from priestly use and consumption, Corcos’s 
focus was on blood only. Blood was, Corcos paraphrased Aquinas, to be 
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“poured at the foot of the altar in honor of God” for several reasons: first 
“to prevent idolatry,  because idolaters used to drink the blood of the vic-
tims”; second, “to form  human life living. For they  were forbidden the use 
of the blood that they might abhor the shedding of  human blood”; and 
third, Corcos added, following Aquinas, “on account of the reverence due 
to God:  because blood is most necessary for life, for which reason life is 
said to be in the blood.”33

Rabbis too prohibited the consumption of any blood, Corcos wrote; 
the topic was addressed most explic itly by “Rabbi Moses Maimonides of 
Egypt,” who wrote in his Mishneh Torah on the section of prohibited foods, 
“ Human blood is especially prohibited by the rabbis when it is separated 
from the body . . .  but [in case] blood that happens to flow from the 
gums, if the patient swallows it, he does not commit an error, but biting 
bread or indeed other food, and leaving the blood on it, he first has to 
cleanse the blood and then continue to eat, treating the blood as if it 
 were separated.”34

Evoking arguments similar to  those raised during the mission of Jacob 
ben Naftali of Gniezno to Rome, Corcos argued that the belief in the use 
of blood for the Passover bread was unsustainable. How could one sup-
port the belief that “the bread, which had to be prepared with such cau-
tion and consideration, and for which scrupulous purification from any 
kind of pollutions was especially necessary, would require an ingredient, 
which in and of itself is considered polluted and filthy, and which cannot 
be used without committing a mortal sin”?35 Why would anyone require 
 human blood in the unleavened bread, if the bread was not eaten “in com-
memoration of the massacre by His Divine Majesty of the enemies of the 
Hebrew  people, but rather of Divine Providence, which knew to persuade 
 those who obstinately kept [the  people] subjected” to let them go in lib-
erty, without “leaving that much time for the dough to become fermented”? 
If this “ imagined superstition”  were true, would not so many converts from 
Judaism to Chris tian ity, “who  were excellent scholars, like Nicolas of Lyra, 
Paul of Burgos, and  others well- informed about the Jewish rituals, have 
shown it in their writings?”

In Corcos’s mind, the Viterbo accusation was undeniably connected to 
the  earlier incident in Venice. And even though the Senate of Venice con-
demned the insinuations that Jews killed Christian  children, “a similar cal-
umny was fabricated no more than two months  later” in Viterbo.36 Corcos 
implied that the motifs invoked in the Viterbo accusation— not only of 
blood but also of a basin and a knife— were related to the recent public 
iconographic depiction in Venice of Jews killing a child. Yet although in 
Venice, the attempt to promote this calumny was ultimately in vain, some 
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believed that it could bear fruit in Viterbo, and “unfortunately, they suc-
ceeded at least in causing anxiety and evident dangers to all Jews, who find 
themselves  here . . .  and who,  because of this,  were detained in prisons, 
without any trace of crime.” If Venice was a trial run, then Viterbo took 
 matters further.37 Pleading with Ghezzi and the Sacra Consulta for justice 
to protect Jews from accusations of “crimes of which they are absolutely 
innocent,” Corcos urged them to “imitate examples of so many popes, and 
decrees and judgments by secular princes, especially  those of the Republic 
and the Senate in Venice,” all of which followed the tenor of the “apostolic 
declarations.”

In 1706, a much- expanded version of the treatise that included specific 
source references and an extensive discussion of rabbinic sources was pub-
lished along with the Sommario, which contained the texts of several of 
the documents mentioned in the treatise, including the 1664 letter to Po-
land, a fragment of the decree by Charles V, and the latest condemnation 
issued in Venice in April 1705.38 This version of Rabbi Corcos’s treatise di-
rectly addressed the Jews’ failed attempt to have the trial moved to the 
Holy Office in Rome. But here this failure became a tool of the defense. “To 
render this supposed crime credible,” Corcos wrote, the prosecutor in Vit-
erbo claimed that Jews acted “in scorn and contempt of the Christian re-
ligion.”39 Yet, the Congregation of the Holy Office “has already meticu-
lously examined the trial, and noted Nihil extare, quod spectet ad Sacram 
Congregationem Sancti Officii [ there is nothing  here that pertains to the 
Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office].” Thus, “it cannot be doubted” 
that “no act appears to have been committed in scorn of the religion, 
 because if this Supreme and Zealous Tribunal merely suspected a similar 
crime, it would not have neglected to punish  those accused severely.”40 
The fact that the Holy Office dismissed the case meant that the prosecu-
tion’s argument was deeply flawed.

To accuse Jews of enmity was utterly unfounded. Not only did Jewish 
law prohibit murder, a topic that Corcos had already discussed at length in 
the first version of his defense, but it also prohibited Jews from deceiving 
non- Jews; indeed, Jewish law mandated honesty in dealing with gentiles.41 
Citing Johannes Buxtorf’s Synagoga judaica, Corcos asserted that on all 
Sabbaths and other Jewish holidays, Jews prayed to God “for peace, quiet, 
and the felicity of the Prince, in whose domains they lived, and for all his 
subjects.”42 Yes, perhaps some “crazy Jew” might commit murder or a sim-
ilar crime, but Corcos protested against condemning the  whole nation for 
the actions of one. In fact, in all nations  there  were  those who “disobeyed 
and did not observe laws of the princes” or “the divine laws.”  There  were 
to be sure even sorcerers and the wicked among Jews, such as Dathan and 
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Abiram, biblical figures who conspired against Moses.  There  were also 
many “inobservant Israelites.” But still, Corcos shrewdly pleaded, just as it 
would not be appropriate to deem “Christians in general as impious,  because 
Luther and Calvin  were impious,” so too it was not reasonable “to call the 
 whole Israel a villain or a sinner.”43

Corcos’s supplications  were published by the official papal printing 
 house, the Stamperia della Reverenda Camera Apostolica, which had pre-
rogatives to publish officially approved Church documents from papal 
bulls, encyclicals, and brevi to apostolic privileges, edicts, and indulgencies, 
all of which  were intended to be disseminated widely or at least “through 
our entire Church state and all of Italy.”44 The official printing  house also 
published approved books, among them the Vulgate version of the Bible, 
“works of the Doctors of the Church, and other books, which contain 
and explain the doctrine and traditions of the Catholic faith.”45 It was 
thus no small  matter that Corcos’s supplications and other documents in 
defense of Jews in Viterbo  were printed by the Vatican’s printing  house, 
 after receiving the appropriate approval of Church authorities.46 The ex-
panded version of Corcos’s defense sported the imprimaturs of Giovanni 
Pastrizio (Ivan Paštric, 1636–1708), a polymath and theologian at the 
Congregation of Propaganda Fide in Rome, known for his expertise in 
the Hebrew language and rabbinic lit er a ture; Dominicus de Zaulis, a ju-
rist and censor; and a Dominican friar Joannes Baptista Carus.47 The ap-
probation by the highly respected Giovanni Pastrizio validated Corcos’s 
arguments that  were grounded in Jewish sources. De cades  later, when in 
1758 Polish Jews once more appealed to Rome, any arguments based on 
Jewish sources would have to be sent to Paris,  because Catholic scholars 
in Rome seem to have increasingly moved away from Hebrew research 
and learning.48

The publication of Corcos’s works with such distinguished approbations 
demonstrated that Jews had friends in high places. Whereas Corcos based 
his defense of Jews on  earlier Christian condemnations of anti- Jewish ac-
cusations and on the precepts of Jewish law, a Christian  lawyer, Andreas 
Alberettus (Alberetti), writing at the beginning of 1706, focused on the trial 
at hand and its broader  legal implications. Building on Corcos’s argument 
that elsewhere in Eu rope and in Italy similar “calumnies” had been con-
demned and deemed untrue, Alberetti stressed  legal consequences for  those 
who filed false accusations. And, so too in the Viterbo case, “ after more 
than six months of examination,” nothing had been proven. In fact, the ac-
cusation had been deemed “false and malicious,” with medical examiners 
finding no injuries consistent with the allegations of attempted murder and 
“endangerment of his life.”49
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 There  were, Alberetti argued in defense of Jews, numerous inconsisten-
cies and confusing statements in the vari ous testimonies offered by the boy 
accuser Girolamo. Why did he not take the road that was shorter and more 
frequented by the public, but instead one that was longer and empty? Even 
more, it was unclear which road he did take.50 For example, he repeatedly 
changed the location of where the Jews supposedly called out to him and 
apprehended him.51 He “modified and varied” the description of the rope 
supposedly used by Jews. One time he said it was new; in another testi-
mony he said that it was old and weak. But the major contradiction, con-
sequential for the Church authority, came in the story about the breaking 
of the rope. First, Girolamo said that it broke  because of the force Jews 
used when they threw him to the ground. But then he said that “it was not 
 because of vio lence and pulling, but  because he placed his own hands on 
his neck and called out to Mary the Virgin,” who miraculously freed him 
from the grip of the Jews. The claim of false miracles was potentially he-
retical and detrimental to the faith. The list of contradictions went on and 
on. Girolamo often said dif fer ent  things in dif fer ent courts, so that his tes-
timony varied between the secular court and the ecclesiastical court.52 The 
discrepancies and false statements made in this trial demonstrated clearly 
that one was dealing with “a calumny.”53  These falsities together with the 
lack of evidence that the crime had even occurred “superabundantly” dem-
onstrated that the two Jews from Rome, Gioiello di Core and Josef Samen, 
still imprisoned  after nine months of  legal proceedings should be deemed 
innocent and freed immediately.54

If that  were not enough, Alberetti argued, judicial procedures  were not 
adhered to properly. Some of the witnesses  were legally problematic. The 
only witness who allegedly saw Gioiello in action was the accuser himself, 
Girolamo, whose testimonies could not be trusted. Two other witnesses who 
 were called to testify against Gioiello  were criminals, charged with theft 
and incarcerated with him.55 They too  were hardly trustworthy. In fact, one 
of them, Zamparinus, who had tricked Gioiello into making false state-
ments, had already been tried at the Sacra Consulta for insulting the gov-
ernor of Ischia.56 Moreover,  there  were omissions in the testimonies and 
final court account. No mention was made, for example, of the fact that 
Girolamo drank wine with his relatives. All this, Alberetti claimed, under-
mined the legitimacy of the judicial pro cess.57

To reinforce  these patent prob lems with the judicial pro cess and the ques-
tionable nature of the accusation itself, excerpts of testimonies from court 
documents and “extrajudicial” evidence  were published in March 1706, 
also by the Stamperia della Reverenda Camera Apostolica.58 The printed 
commentary on the margins of the quotes from the court rec ords served to 
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underscore discrepancies between dif fer ent testimonies. The publication of-
fered additional details, one suggesting the boy’s drunkenness on the day 
of the alleged attack, and reports of more in- depth investigations, which 
included site visits and testimonies of other witnesses.  Those site visits dem-
onstrated what could be heard or seen from the places near the spots of 
the claimed attacks, providing yet another method to undermine the boy’s 
version of the story. The boy’s story simply did not hold:  there  were too 
many contradictions, big and small, about the location of the attack, the 
number of Jews involved, and the condition and color of the rope and other 
tools supposedly used by Jews. The long verbatim excerpts from existing 
court rec ords of Girolamo’s contradicting testimonies provided compelling 
evidence for the defense.

But perhaps the most power ful material was the testimony of the par-
ents and the medical examiners. Girolamo had apparently told the investi-
gators that his  father had interrogated him about the incident “in order to 
know if it truly happened to me.”59 The  father “did not believe it.” He said 
to the boy “that it was not true and that he wanted me to tell the truth” 
and threatened that he would beat him if he had told lies. And so, “fearing 
my  father, I told him that it was not true,” Girolamo said. But then when 
his  father left the  house, the lad called his  mother and confided that his 
response to the  father was motivated by fear. Girolamo’s  father, for his 
part, first told the officials that he had initially not believed that Jews had 
attacked his son.60 But he then seems to have backpedaled, saying he real-
ized the boy might have denied the Jews’ role out of fear of being beaten. 
“I am the only one,” the  father said, “who beats him,” as he had done nu-
merous times for “his pranks.”

 There may have been a reason for the  father to change his story. When 
the physician Marcucci arrived on Sunday, the day  after the alleged attack, 
he was told that Girolamo’s neck hurt, but not why it hurt.61 The  father 
took the doctor aside, telling him that the boy was well and that what 
 Girolamo had said on Saturday against the Jews was not true. Marcucci 
then urged the  father to go “in [good] conscience” to the authorities and 
report that the allegations  were untrue. But  after the doctor left and the 
 mother came back from mass, the  family, fearing that Girolamo would be 
prosecuted for “the calumny,” de cided not to “retract the accusation.” And 
this was the reason, the Jews’ defense argued, why “between the three of 
them, the boy, the  father, and the  mother” could not keep their story straight.

In December 1705, two medical authorities, Giovanni Trulli, a public 
health official (protomedico) and the dean at the university “La Sapienza” 
in Rome, and Luca Tomassini, a medical official for the magistrate,  were 
asked to opine about the  causes of Girolamo’s injuries.62 Though it was too 
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late to examine the evidence in situ, they reviewed the testimonies and de-
scriptions of symptoms and injuries reported by Girolamo and recorded 
by the investigators. Trulli and Tomassini concluded that the symptoms de-
scribed  were not consistent with the alleged cause of the injuries: an at-
tempted strangulation. Given that symptoms of strangulation, they wrote, 
 were dif fer ent from  those described, “without any doubt” the reported 
symptoms and injuries  were  either feigned, or merely caused by epilepsy, 
or, truly, caused by drunkenness, or by having eaten sallow, wet, and diffi-
cult to digest foods, or perhaps by having taken a long walk during a hot 
summer day. . . .  All can be identified both in theory and practice.” The phy-
sicians’ opinion was delivered to Ghezzi, the official at the Sacra Consulta 
in January 1706.

The argument presented by Jews and their defenders must have been per-
suasive. Two months  after the defense opinion was rendered, it was de-
cided that the case be transferred from Viterbo to the Sacra Consulta in 
Rome, and the two incarcerated Jews, Gioiello di Core and Josef Samen, 
 were moved to a new prison in the city.63 They reached Rome on April 13.64

Still the case was not yet over. In September 1706, the final four- page 
summary of the issues undermining the accusation against the Jews was 
published in Italian by the official pontifical printing  house.65 It focused on 
the repercussions of affirming  these accusations against Jews based on such 
problematic evidence, which failed “any princi ple of proof.”66 “Owing it to 
justice,” the judge “is obligated to find the truth.” The Statute of Rome 
mandated that judges investigate crimes with a presumption of innocence 
of the accused; it was the accuser who needed to sustain the accusation.67 
The case against the Jews in Viterbo was contrary to this princi ple, and the 
procedures so flawed that it was hoped that this would be remedied in 
Rome. With the Sacra Consulta weighing in, the trial’s outcome, positive 
for the Jews, it was assumed, would not be easily “dismissed.” But as the 
 matters stood, with this “false stain” that they slaughtered Christian 
 children, “the unhappy Jews”  were unable to function in society “without 
[being] universally hated,” “without danger of being killed, and without 
being able to do business at the fairs”— all this despite being “tolerated and 
defended by the Holy Apostolic See.”68 An accusation “so vicious” must 
not be legitimated by the trial. The  whole case should be dismissed and Jews 
let  free.

Intervention in this lengthy affair was expensive and challenging for the 
already financially strained Jewish community in Rome.69 Numerous let-
ters  were sent to dif fer ent officials and persons of influence in efforts to re-
lease the Jews or gain access to the incarcerated. More than 1,200 scudi 
 were collected to cover some of the expenses from Jewish communities in 
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Florence, Mantua, Ancona, Venice, Livorno, Ferrara, Reggio, Lugo, Cento, 
Verona, Fiorenzola and Piacenza, Modena, Pesaro, Casale, Siena, and Seni-
galia (known at the time as Sinigaglia, or Sinigalia).70 The efforts by Jews 
and their supporters proved effective, though the results  were not imme-
diate. In November 1706,  after seventeen months, the case was fi nally re-
solved by the Sacra Consulta. On November 5, the governor of Rome was 
ordered to release the incarcerated Jews, and the next day Gioiello di Core 
and Josef Samen  were  free again.

Creating a Defense Blueprint

One of the byproducts of the protracted trial of Viterbo in 1705–1706 was 
the consolidation of arguments in defense of Jews. Preparing their defense 
of Gioiello di Core and Josef Samen, Jewish leaders in Rome obtained copies 
of previous decrees condemning similar anti- Jewish accusations and pre-
sented them as  legal pre ce dents. It was not only that both secular and ec-
clesiastical leaders granted Jews general patents of protection against such 
accusations but also that in  actual cases against Jews the authorities had 
found them innocent.

The most recent of  those decrees was issued in April 1705 in Venice fol-
lowing the incident with the offensive painting on the Rialto. That decree, 
not surprisingly, directly referred to a Venetian pre ce dent, the 1475 ruling 
by Doge Peter Mocenigo condemning accusations against Jews. But of the 
accusations of murder that resulted in an investigation and an exculpating 
decree, one of the most recent took place in Verona in 1602–1603 when a 
Jew, Giuseppe Abramino, was accused by a certain Bernardino Bretorio of 
abducting his son, and “ either trying to take a Christian soul from the 
bosom of  Mother Church and lead him to the Jewish perfidy and damna-
tion,” or “killing him in mocking of the death of our Savior, and of taking 
the innocent blood.”71 Giuseppe Abramino “denied committing such a 
wicked crime,” and his  lawyer demonstrated “with vari ous passages from 
the Holy Bible” that Jews held “the shedding of blood in horror.” Indeed, 
the defense argued, “many princes considered the rumor of use of blood to 
be vain and false,” which they publicly conceded in many privileges, as did 
Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza, the duke of Milan on March 29, 1479, and 
Pietro Mocenigo, the doge of Venice on April 22, 1475, and “fi nally, Fred-
erick III, Charles V, and Maximilian II on May 8, 1566,” who drew on and 
affirmed  earlier papal injunctions “to believe” such accusations. Based on 
this defense, the authorities in Verona decreed, “all suspicion of commit-
ting such a crime is annulled and thereby the illustrious podestà along with 
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the most excellent Senate liberate the above mentioned Giuseppe.” The doc-
uments that served as the foundation for the defense of Jews and the ex-
culpating decree in Verona  were then inscribed in Verona’s official rec ords 
and came to be more broadly known thanks to Richard Simon, Isaac Car-
doso, and Isaac Viva.

Of the three documents mentioned in Verona, the 1479 decree by Bona 
of Savoy, the regent of Milan on behalf of Bona’s minor son, Giovanni Ga-
leazzo Sforza, was perhaps one of the most power ful denunciation of anti- 
Jewish accusations issued by Christian authorities. It called the accusations 
“craziness” and stressed that Jewish law prohibited consumption of blood.72 
Indeed,  there  were many baptized Jews “respected in their faith” all over 
Christendom, who would have revealed this “secret” crime if it  were true. 
The decree dismantled the accusation with logic, pointing to the centuries 
of a Jewish presence in Rome to prove that  these accusations  were absurd. 
For hundreds of years, no one had ever found Jews to commit such crimes, 
and “if they had, it would have been impossible not to discover it  after 
some time.”73

If the edict of Milan so forcefully and persuasively debunked the charge 
that Jews killed Christian  children that it came to be used in the subsequent 
defense of Jews in similar accusations, the decree reissued by three succes-
sive emperors— Frederick III, Charles V in 1544, and Maximilian II in 
1566— further undermined the validity of  these anti- Jewish charges by 
building on, as well as lending an executive support to,  earlier papal con-
demnations.74 The emperors’ decrees clearly articulated a mutual relation-
ship between imperial and papal power. On the one hand,  earlier papal 
condemnations lent legitimacy to the imperial condemnations. On the other, 
the cases in which Jews  were “most gravely both ered, taken captive, tor-
tured, condemned to death, robbed of their possessions, evidently despite 
the fact that the Most Holy  Fathers, Our Pontiffs, declared and prohibited to 
believe [ these accusations]”  were to be judged solely by the emperor, “as 
the supreme lord and judge of the Jews.” Even though  these imperial de-
crees  were in fact assertions of imperial power over Jews, the fact that they 
drew a lineage to and highlighted their dependence on  earlier papal pro-
nouncements made the decrees crucially impor tant for the defense of Jews 
living on the Italian peninsula, subject to papal authority, as they  were in 
Papal States.

If the 1603 decree from Verona provided references to existing docu-
ments, in his defense of the Jews accused in Viterbo, Tranquillo Vita Corcos 
then brought them to life and supplemented them with additional sources 
and explanations, thus creating a comprehensive blueprint for the  future 
defense of Jews. The Jewish community of Rome evidently recognized the 
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relevance of Corcos’s elaborate treatises beyond Viterbo, saving many un-
bound copies for  future use.75 And used they  were just a few years  later, in 
1711 in Ancona, in 1721 in Senigalia, and then eventually in the 1750s in 
defense of Jews of Poland, with Cardinal Lorenzo Ganganelli referring pre-
cisely to the same documents and sometimes even using similar wording to 
that found in Corcos’s works in his report on blood accusations issued for 
the Holy Office of the Inquisition and Pope Clement XIII.

Ancona, 1711

Ancona was one of the few cities within the Papal States where Jews  were 
allowed to reside, albeit in a ghetto. In 1711, during Holy Week, a three- 
year- old Christian boy dis appeared, so wrote the Jews of Ancona in their 
supplication to Pope Clement XI.76 Since that year Easter and Passover co-
incided, “some Christians” began to “slander” Jews, denouncing them to the 
episcopal vicar, and claiming that the child had been seen in the ghetto 
where he was taken “by Jews [who wanted] to make use of his blood.”77 As 
the rumors spread,  people in town began to “whisper” about “setting the 
ghetto on fire.” To make  matters worse, even “the judge himself” embraced 
this rumor and ordered “a rigorous search of all Jewish homes,” which 
would have been destroyed “had the child astonishingly not been found the 
next morning in the  house of a Christian tanner, far away from the ghetto.” 
The boy had apparently fallen into one of the tanning vats and drowned. If 
that  were not enough, the following day, on Good Friday, April 3, which 
was also the eve of Passover, a  woman was heard wailing that she could not 
find her six- year- old son. She began to incite the city against “the ghetto.” 
But a short time  later the boy was found outside of the city gates. The Jews 
asserted that it was no accident that this rumor was spread; rather, it was a 
concerted effort inspired by hate. In similar situations in the past, the pope’s 
“pre de ces sors Calixtus, Eugenius, Alexander, Celestine, Innocent, and Hon-
orius” excommunicated “such slanderers,” the Jews of Ancona wrote, citing 
almost verbatim one of the supplications by Tranquillo Vita Corcos.78 They 
also mentioned the decrees of Bona and Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza, of the 
three Holy Roman Emperors— Charles V, Frederick III, and Maximilian 
II— the 1475 decree from Venice, the 1603 verdict from Verona, and most 
recently, the results of the incident in Venice and the trial in Viterbo in 
1705–1706. Copies of the treatises by Tranquillo Vita Corcos and tran-
scripts of some of the mentioned documents  were attached.79

The Holy Office took the Jews’ complaints seriously, and on May 17, 
less than two weeks  after first considering the supplication, it requested 
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from the officials in Ancona more information about the incidents in which 
Jews  were accused of kidnapping Christian boys.80 The bishop’s deputy (vi-
cario episcopale) of Ancona, who was apparently about to leave the city, 
quickly composed the requested report and forwarded it to the Holy Of-
fice in Rome.81 According to the vicar’s report, on March 24— not April 2 
during Holy Week as the Jews’ supplication suggested— Gasparro Baldas-
sare Nicolò, a three- year- old boy and the son of Antonio Pallotta and Mad-
dalena Angelini, dis appeared, having been reportedly last seen on a street 
not far from the ghetto. Or, so it was reported by Don Donato Conditi, a 
parish priest at the Church of St. Giaccomo in Ancona, and by Giuseppe 
Angelini, the boy’s  uncle, who came to the vicario soon  after the child dis-
appeared. Many  people searched through “all the streets and alleys of the 
city, sounding the bell, and shouting, as it is always done in similar cases,” 
but the boy could not be found. Thus, “what was left was to search dili-
gently the ghetto.” The vicario then requested help from the bargello, the 
chief constable of the episcopal court, and ordered him to notify the Jewish 
leaders to provide help in the search efforts. But the next morning the sec-
retary (cancelliere) of the criminal court reported that a body of a child was 
found in a small well. The secretary had already seen the body and testified 
that it “was found intact, without any wounds or signs of abuse.” How the 
boy fell and drowned, he could not say, but one girl of about the same age 
as the boy was said to have pushed him with a stick during play. Nonethe-
less, the vicario did not try to deny that before the boy’s body was found 
some Christians had gone into the ghetto at night to look for him.

As for the second boy— Antonio Valentino, the son of a tanner Giuseppe 
Bonafortuna, who, according to one account was six years old and twelve 
according to another— his story was more complicated.82 The incident took 
place on Thursday during Holy Week just as the gates of the ghetto “ were 
being closed”; its timing was perhaps why the Jews conflated the two inci-
dents in their supplication. That morning Antonio Valentino went with his 
boss Giovanni Catani (or Catanei), a local shoemaker, into the ghetto to 
the  house of Rabbi Giuseppe Cipolletta to deliver a pair of shoes for the 
rabbi’s  daughter. But the shoes  were too big, and so Antonio was sent back 
with a pair that was a  little smaller. They did not fit  either, so the boy had 
to go back a third time. When he entered the  house  there  were two men, 
one of whom was the rabbi’s son and the other his servant, as well as a 
Jewish  widow named Canizza. ( Later testimonies would indicate that even 
more  people  were in the  house.) The Jews asked him if he had seen a 
piece of paper, in which a few coins  were wrapped. When the boy denied 
seeing it, they took him to a room “where the chickens  were” and locked 
the doors.83 One put his hand on the boy’s mouth “so he would not 
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scream, the other took off his shirt.” They then apparently offered him 
something to eat and drink “so he would stay quiet.” When the boy did 
not return to the workshop, the master, Giovanni Catani, came to look for 
him, whereupon Antonio was set  free and went back to work. The boy said 
nothing, the vicario wrote, about what had happened in the ghetto  until he 
got home for lunch.  There he told his  mother, who in turn told his  father. 
Hearing this the  father went to the Office of the Inquisition and, it was 
claimed, tried to lodge a complaint against the Jews.

But in the court rec ords sent to Rome, Giovanni Catani’s version of the 
events was dif fer ent. He said that when he went back to the rabbi’s  house, 
the Jewish  women and men pre sent  there asked him to make the boy con-
fess if he had taken that piece of paper with money.84 But the boy cried 
and, so Catani suggested that they undress him to see if he had that paper. 
But “the rabbi did not allow that, saying it was not required.” Back at the 
shoemaking workshop, the boy told the workers that “Jews locked him in 
a room . . .  place a hand on his mouth so he would not scream.” Catani 
then, along with the boy’s  father, informed the Office of the Inquisition.

In the meantime, an anonymous letter arrived at the Holy Office in Rome 
informing it about “a barbarous act committed in the city of Ancona by 
the perfidious Jews.”85 “ Because of [the] zeal of Christian piety,” the anon-
ymous author de cided to write directly to the Holy Office  because nothing 
was being done about this “barbarous act” in  either the secular or ecclesi-
astical tribunal. This might have been, he speculated,  because of the Jews’ 
persuasiveness or their money.

The letter recounted the events of that Maundy Thursday, telling the story 
of Antonio’s dramatic visit to the rabbi’s  house, where the “twelve- years- old” 
was trapped in a room, his mouth and eyes covered as he was disrobed, 
tied with the help of the Jewish  widow Canizza, and thrown to the ground 
so he would be quiet.86 Canizza offered him money and something to eat 
and drink so he would stay quiet. But the boy, the anonymous informer 
wrote, “was continuously shrieking”  until his boss, Giovanni Catani, ar-
rived, whereupon Antonio was quickly dressed and sent away. The letter 
pleaded that the Holy Office “find the perpetrators  because of the sinister 
end the said Jews had in mind for the poor and innocent boy . . .  to fulfill 
their barbarous law, which during the days close to their Passover” makes 
them “attack and kill a Christian.” The Holy Office needed to intervene 
 because the Jews had succeeded in getting away with such crimes “through 
the power of money and oppression of Christians.” The Holy Office in 
Rome did not ignore the letter.  After debating the  matter, it de cided, on 
June 1, 1711, to forward a copy to the inquisitor in Ancona and to request 
more information “about the second case.”87
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Soon  after the request from Rome arrived, the inquisitor began his in-
vestigation, which was to last  until June 22. On that day, he sent his re-
sponse, along with an “au then tic copy of the court rec ords” related to 
“the supposed attack on Holy Thursday by Jews against Antonio Ventura 
[sic] Bonafortuna, a Christian boy represented in the anonymous letter.”88 
The inquisitor explained why initially the Holy Office in Ancona had not 
dealt with this  matter; that was simply  because “no denunciation was 
brought before this Holy Office, and the rumor  running around the city 
was about a supposed theft,” not about “a menacing” act done by Jews to 
the Christian boy.

On June 11, Antonio Valentino, the boy at the center of the controversy, 
was called in for questioning.89 He recounted the events of Holy Thursday, 
during which he visited the rabbi’s  house three times,  because the shoes did 
not fit “his  daughters.”90 It was during that third visit that the Jews detained 
him. When asked who was in the  house, he said that the first two times he 
was only in the front rooms of the  house, and  there was only the rabbi’s wife 
(named Isotta) and his two  daughters, for whom the shoes  were intended; 
but when he arrived for the third time,  there was also the rabbi’s son Moise 
Aron and another Jew— the servant of the  widow Canizza. It was  those two 
who undressed him and continued to threaten him, asking if he had taken 
the piece of paper with money,  until his master Giovanni arrived. Antonio 
then told both his master and his  father about what had happened in the 
rabbi’s  house, and the master told him to report the incident to the Holy Of-
fice. He went  there  after lunch and first told a priest and then the vicario.

The same day, the boy’s  father, Giuseppe Bonafortuna, was also called 
to the Holy Office.91 According to Giuseppe, his only son, the twelve- 
year- old Antonio, came home at lunch crying. Antonio told his  father 
about the incident in the ghetto that morning: his visits to the rabbi’s  house 
and the Jews’ attempt to undress him in search of the lost piece of paper 
with money.  After the  father heard the story, he went to the rabbi’s  house 
himself. The Jews told him that the boy had stolen the money; and  after 
“quarreling” with the  father they told him they would file a complaint 
against his son. That was when he de cided to denounce the Jews to the Holy 
Office. The vicario was not  there, but one of the  people pre sent,  Father 
Morganti Filipino, seeing it as a case of theft, told him that the vicario would 
not have “taken up such  matters.” Filipino added the  father must have 
“known well” that his son once “was in the store in [Filipino’s]  house” and 
stole money, and he “was found red- handed stealing it.” Having heard that, 
Giuseppe Bonafortuna left the Holy Office. “Why  didn’t he return to the 
Holy Office?” the official wanted to know. It was  because he did not want 
to be both ered with this case anymore.
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Next was Giovanni Catani, the shoemaker, Antonio’s master.92 According 
to Catani,  after Antonio went to the ghetto for the third time, he was missing 
for about an hour, and at that point a Jew, whose name he could not recall, 
came to his workshop and asked him to come to the  house of the rabbi to 
talk. Once  there, the rabbi told him about the missing paper with money, 
claiming that Antonio must have taken it. Catani then suggested that they 
undress the boy to see if he was hiding the money. But the rabbi said it was 
not necessary,  because  after he had brought the shoes the second time, he 
left the house— implying that he might have disposed of the stolen money; 
they just wanted to make the boy confess where the money was. Hearing 
this, the shoemaker said that the boy was trustworthy; he had worked in 
the shop for a long time and had not stolen anything. They then left without 
waiting for the Jew’s response. Asked if he had heard about any other 
abuses of the boy by Jews, he answered he had not.

The next day, on June 12, Antonio’s  mother was examined.93 She said 
that on Holy Thursday, her son came home around lunch “half- dead, and 
trembling.” He told her about what had happened, whereupon she and her 
husband, together with their son Antonio, went to the ghetto. She did not 
enter the rabbi’s  house “ because of the prohibition against Christian 
 women entering Jewish homes.” While the Jews blamed Antonio for 
stealing the money, the boy lay the blame on the rabbi’s  daughters. And 
so, the Jews threatened to file a formal complaint against Antonio. But 
the  widow Canizza interrupted, saying that “she had already done that.” 
To which the  mother responded, presumably from outside the  house, 
“We  will also go and file [a complaint].” Following this exchange, Anto-
nio’s  mother left with her husband and son and went to the Holy Office 
to denounce the Jews. When asked if  there was anything  else the Jews had 
done to her son, she added nothing to what had already been said by 
 others.

Over the next few days, Antonio’s coworkers  were interrogated about 
the affair.94 Their testimonies  were vague, adding nothing new to the case. 
Still, they all agreed that Antonio was a “good boy.” But a priest Antonius 
questioned on June 15 said that  after the parents had arrived to report the 
incident in the ghetto he told them that their son had stolen something from 
his  house. Hearing  these words, “they both left, without filing another 
complaint.”95

The investigation ended on June 20, and on June 22 the findings  were 
dispatched to Rome, although one more testimony, that of Bartholomeo 
Lucatelli, a tanner who knew Giuseppe Bonafortuna, was added on 
June 28.96 He had been absent from the city during the investigation. Bar-
tholomeo said that Giuseppe had told him about what had happened to 
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his son in the ghetto, mentioning that Jews had tried to crucify and kill his 
son. He added that he had also heard that Antonio’s  mother went to de-
nounce Jews to the Holy Office.  After the holidays, Bartholomeo went to 
the ghetto and talked to the Jewish moneylenders (banchieri). He told them 
not to worry about this quarrel at the Holy Office  because it was “not a 
 matter of faith and religion but of theft,” whereupon the Jewish money-
lender said, “Giovanni Catani spread the rumor so that ‘the rabbi would 
be quiet and not talk about the gold that had been stolen.’ ”

When the investigation prompted by the Jewish supplication and the 
anonymous denunciation fi nally concluded, it was evident that in neither 
case in Ancona  were the Jews guilty of any crime. Accusations that the 
Jews harmed the two Christian boys  were caused by malicious rumors that 
easily spread throughout the town. If in the aftermath of the events in  Viterbo 
it may not have been clear why Jews would have sought to have their case 
transferred to the Holy Office, the incident in Ancona offers some pos si ble 
answers. Jews appear to have had confidence in the Holy Office: it was not 
easily seduced by rumors and acted only when in possession of evidence 
that was substantive enough to begin proceedings. When the anonymous 
letter reached Rome, expressing frustration that local authorities had not 
acted to punish the Jews and demanding justice for “the barbarous act,” its 
demands dovetailed with  those of the Jews, who also sought Rome’s inter-
vention. But a thorough investigation revealed that the  whole incident was 
prompted by disgruntled individuals seeking revenge at the hands of the 
Holy Office. And the Holy Office refused to play along, clearing the Jews of 
all “calumnies” against them.

The Holy Office again had the Jews’ back in 1721 in nearby Senigalia, 
where, as The Historical Register reported in  England, “the common  people 
had begun to insult the Jews, and would in all probability, have proceeded 
farther, had not that Tribunal interpos’d their Authority.”97 On July 14, 
1721, the Holy Office in Senigalia issued a decisive decree “forbidding 
every body to rail at, abuse, or insult the Jews in any manner whatsoever, 
upon pain of imprisonment and other arbitrary punishment, as the supe-
riors should think fit, even upon the deposition of one single witness.” The 
officials— the vicar general, the vicar of the Holy Office of the Inquisition, 
and the notary— exhorted, as the Historical Register reported, “every body 
to pay obedience to this order, that they may not incur the penalties 
aforesaid.”

Jews  were indeed “deemed innocent in the tribunals of Italy,” as Lorenzo 
Ganganelli would write de cades  later, and  were exculpated by lay and ec-
clesiastical authorities. But it was not  because the story of Jews killing Chris-
tian  children was unknown or culturally unacceptable in Italy. The relative 
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ubiquity of the imagery and of the publications reminding Catholics of the 
story of Simon of Trent and the very fact that such accusations even took 
place suggest the opposite. Italian scholar Tommaso Caliò has argued that 
the judicial persecution of Jews on the Italian peninsula was stifled  because 
it interfered with long- term conversionary policies of the Church.98 Al-
though the medieval argument that the persecution of Jews prevented their 
conversion was known, with some Christians warning against such spu-
rious accusations and their impact on Jews’ conversions, this ideology alone 
would not have been sufficient to prevent the persecution of Jews, and their 
acquittals.  After all, harassment of Jews in order to convert them had been 
an accepted method in the Papal States since at least the mid- sixteenth 
 century. It was rather the ethos and framework of the  legal system, with its 
insistence on buon governo (good governance) and buon giustizia (good 
justice), with proper judicial pro cess as a sign of both, that should be par-
ticularly credited with saving many Jewish lives on the Italian peninsula. 
This stress on “good justice” allowed for a gradual move away from con-
fession as the crown of evidence and prompted not only  legal scholars but 
also local inquisitors and other officials to consider other types of evidence 
before ruling on guilt or innocence. Canon law prohibiting the clergy from 
pronouncing death sentences and participating in criminal cases that would 
end in capital punishment may have been a moderating  factor on the pen-
insula, much more so than north of the Alps.99 In the Papal States, “God’s 
good order,” as Irene Fosi has recently argued, was the goal to emulate, and 
Rome was to be the model for other rulers.100 True, the ideal often clashed 
with real ity, but the fact that it existed at all and was, at least in theory, 
embraced by Church authorities and other rulers on the peninsula meant 
that the courts  there  were more deliberate and attentive to  legal pre ce dent 
than in Poland- Lithuania, where the ideal of justice was to be swift and 
where, in contrast to the Italian peninsula, the ethos of a weak state and 
governance dominated to the point that “anarchy” was understood to be a 
guarantor of Polish stability.101 In Poland, thus, in contrast to Italy, the com-
bination of a lack of knowledge about Jewish customs and the weak judi-
cial system meant that  trials against Jews  were often deathly. In Italy, the 
 legal framework protected the Jews, even though within canon law itself 
that  legal framework would tie the Church official’s hands to issue explicit 
public condemnations of blood libels.



C h a p t e r  E i g h t

The “Enlightenment” 

Pope  Benedict XIV 

and the Blood Accusation
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Despite italian courts’ acquittals of Jews from blood accusations, 
Rome’s refusal to address Polish Jews’ request for a condemnation of 

such accusations in 1743  after the blood libel in Zasław was a sign of a 
shift in policies  toward Jewry  under the new pope, Benedict XIV, elected 
in August 1740, the year the trial of Jews in Poznań ended. His pontificate 
coincided with a particularly bloody wave of accusations in Poland, during 
which Polish Jews  were desperately seeking an official statement from 
Rome in their defense, but in vain. Not only did Benedict XIV decline to 
defend Jews but he also became the first pope since Sixtus V to authorize 
an office and mass in honor of a purported child victim of Jews. Although 
admittedly he never validated the blood accusations, the pope explic itly 
discussed the veneration of such child victims, thereby lending a hand to 
accusers of Jews who saw in his statements a general substantiation of anti- 
Jewish accusations.

Modern scholars have lauded Pope Benedict XIV as a man of the Enlight-
enment who condemned slavery and installed a  woman as a professor of 
sciences at the University of Bologna; he has been praised as a jurist and a 
theologian who took a scientific and critical approach to evidence even as he 
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deliberated about miracles.1 But Benedict’s legacy as an “enlightened” pope 
has been tarnished by his actions— and inactions— toward Jews: his views on 
their social and  legal status, their conversions to Chris tian ity, and especially 
anti- Jewish accusations, which he expressed both in his magnum opus and in 
his 1755 bull Beatus Andreas.2 For all his engagement with con temporary 
sciences and arts, Prospero Lambertini, the  future Benedict XIV, was also a 
product of the  legal and cultural heritage on which Church teachings  were 
based. That power ful legacy was palpable in his treatment of Jews.

Prospero Lambertini  
on the Martyrdom of  Children

In 1734, the first volume of Prospero Lambertini’s massive opus on the be-
atification of “servants of God” and canonization of the beati was pub-
lished in Bologna. At more than five hundred pages, this volume was only 
the first of four additional thick tomes, the last appearing in 1738.3 The 
 whole four- volume work, fully titled De servorum Dei beatificatione et 
beatorum canonizatione, became one of the most influential— and still 
used— books on the subject, its importance no doubt amplified  after its 
author Prospero Lambertini became Pope Benedict XIV. The work was 
heavi ly influenced by Lambertini’s two de cades of experience with the 
Congregation of the Rites, where he served as Promotor Fidei, popularly 
known as the “Dev il’s advocate,” responsible for vetting cases slated for 
beatification and canonization. He left the post in 1728 to become the 
archbishop of Bologna.

The approval of cults for public veneration was a serious  matter; a lot 
was at stake, for “true sanctity and true miracles,” Lambertini noted, could 
only be found in “our Roman Catholic Church,”4 and false miracles threat-
ened the edifice of faith. The gravity of the  matter required strict proce-
dures. Lambertini thus devoted a significant portion of his work to  those 
procedures, the evaluation of sources, and the officials responsible for 
them— notaries, archivists, and, of course, the Promotor Fidei. The multi-
volume book addressed, it seems, all potential questions and issues that 
could arise about the candidates for beatification or canonization; even de-
tails about expenses related to the pro cess. It was bursting with historical 
pre ce dents from antiquity to the most recent years, some coming from Lam-
bertini’s own experience as the Promotor Fidei, who was responsible, as he 
wrote, for “raising objections” to the cases brought before the Congrega-
tion of the Rites. De servorum Dei’s goal was to assure that the evidence 
was solid and no false cults  were authorized.5
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Lambertini divided candidates for beatification or canonization into two 
categories: confessors and martyrs. Confessors  were  those whose heroic 
deeds in the name of faith and God earned them devotion, but “who died 
in peace,” not as a result of persecution and hatred.6 Martyrs  were  those 
“who died in defense of the true faith,” though some argued that also 
“ those who suffered most atrocious torments for the faith, even if they sur-
vived and died in peace,” deserved to be regarded as martyrs.7 Martyrdom 
raised many questions about both the martyr and the persecutor, such as 
consent and age of the martyr, circumstances of martyrdom, and the iden-
tity and intention of the persecutor.8 Child martyrs presented a par tic u lar 
prob lem.

According to canon law, as articulated by Lambertini, “all  those who 
suffer martyrdom for Christ, and  after death  were distinguished by signs 
and miracles; all  those who,  after praiseworthy per for mance of heroic virtue 
died a precious death in the presence of the Lord, and  after death flour-
ished in glory of miracles are subject to canonization.”9 But could  children 
who had not reached the age of reason be canonized? No, Lambertini an-
swered. Before reaching the age of reason,  children could not be “distin-
guished by heroic virtues.” Accepting  children as saints would have 
meant that “the pope would have to canonize all  children who  were bap-
tized and died soon  after baptism. This is absurd.”10 But what about 
 children baptized not by  water but by blood— “that is  those killed in 
hatred of Christ and his faith,” such as the “innocent  children killed by 
Herod in place of Christ.” Lambertini admitted that their eligibility for 
sainthood was subject to debate,  because  these  children not only died 
before reaching the age of reason, a condition for canonization regarding 
martyrs, but also they  were not baptized as Christians. Still, some scholars 
agreed that  children “killed in hatred of Christian faith”  were “true mar-
tyrs,”  because the intention of the persecutor played a role as well, even 
though the  children themselves could not have expressed their willing-
ness to die for Christ. Hatred was in fact a necessary condition of mar-
tyrdom.11 And this was an interpretation often invoked by medieval 
writers, such as Thomas Monmouth, in regard to  children said to have 
been killed by Jews.

Lambertini too noted that the Holy Innocents  were not the only  children 
“killed in hatred of Christ and his faith.” Other examples could be found 
in Martyrologium romanum, among them Urbano, Prilidiano, and Epo-
lonio venerated on January 24, the feast of San Babila. None of  these ex-
amples related to Jews.12 But then  there was “Simon, a boy from Trent, who 
had just completed twenty- nine months of life when he was killed in 1472 
[sic] by Jews in hatred of Lord Christ.”13 Lambertini observed that “the 
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body of the killed infant” had been examined by the physician Giovanni 
Mattia Tiberino, who then wrote “the story of his martyrdom,” which was 
then “published by Surius  under March 24.”  After Simon’s death, Lamber-
tini continued, miracles followed, and soon a public cult emerged. But 
Lambertini did not shy away from doubts. He noted that Pope Sixtus IV 
had warned officials and prohibited Simon’s veneration  until “the truth of 
the deeds” could be ascertained by an apostolic commissary. Lambertini then 
reprinted Pope Sixtus IV’s letter from October 10, 1475, which prohibited, 
 under the penalty of excommunication, the veneration of Simon as beatus 
and martyr  until the martyrdom and miracles could be verified. But once 
the nature of Simon’s martyrdom and miracles was verified, the cult was 
approved “by apostolic authority”—at the request of Pope Gregory XIII, 
Simon was inserted into the Martyrologium romanum and fi nally granted 
the office and mass, as well as indulgences by Pope Sixtus V. Lambertini’s 
main sources for Simon’s story  were Surius and the Bollandists, though he 
did occasionally mention  others. The Bollandists, Lambertini cared to add, 
had also mentioned other  children “killed by Jews in hatred of Christ” and 
venerated— Ioannetto of Cologne, Richard of Paris, and “in  England, boy 
William”— but the Jesuit scholars did not see the “original” documenta-
tion about them to suggest that a proper pro cess of beatification had been 
followed. Still, some scholars had argued that  these cases provided suffi-
cient evidence that “ children killed in hatred of the faith,” with or without 
“baptism of  water,” could be canonized. Lambertini disagreed.14 In his ob-
jection, he again turned to Simon of Trent. Simon could not be used as a 
pre ce dent for canonization of  children; his cult was recognized more 
through “equipollent beatification” than “canonization,” that is through 
beatification without a formal pro cess. In fact, Simon’s veneration was au-
thorized by the pontiffs, but only “in one par tic u lar church.” Since  there 
was no “formal” or even “equipollent” papal recognition that Simon 
“should be venerated as a martyr of the universal Church,” Simon was 
never canonized.

That was a crucial distinction Lambertini made between saints and beati, 
and between canonization and beatification more generally. “In the canon-
ization of the saints,” he argued, “Christian religion grows,  because when 
saints multiply, so does the cult of saints,” making their lives and virtues 
known to the public, increasing devotion, and inspiring acts of Christian 
virtue.15 But  children, although they could be considered “true martyrs,” 
could not be considered saints, in part  because canonized saints provided 
inspiration for  others to follow and imitate and one could not imitate the 
death of  children.16 Even Simon of Trent, whose acta requesting formal can-
onization did exist in “the secret archive of Castel Sant’Angelo,” about 
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which even the Bollandists did not know, could not be considered for can-
onization.17 Indeed, Simon’s case could not even be referred to “as formal 
beatification and even less as solemn canonization, but [only] as equipol-
lent beatification.”18

Although the recognition of saints through canonization was final and 
infallible, beatification was not, and of the two types of beatifications, equi-
pollent beatification was weaker, even revocable.19 In formal beatification 
one had to prove “virtues or martyrdom, as well as signs and miracles,” 
before the pontiff permitted “the servant of God [to] be called beatus and 
be venerated in a par tic u lar place.” In contrast, equipollent beatification is 
based on “the renown [fama] of the virtues, or martyrdom, or of the signs 
or miracles.” And in this pro cess one also had to ascertain  either that the 
cult had been active from “immemorial times,” “with the knowledge and 
tolerance of the Apostolic See or the bishop,” or that it was introduced or 
continued “with the permission of preceding pontiffs, or the Congregation 
of the Sacred Rites.” In such a case the pontiff confirmed the bishop’s de-
cree and approved the cult. With equipollent beatification, then, Lamber-
tini continued, “it is certainly probable” that the “judgment of the pope is 
not infallible, nor that it affects the Faith.”  There is some fear that “the 
pontiff might have erred in this or that case” and that he might  later reject 
a cult he had approved. That is  because in equipollent beatification  there 
was not the same pro cess of approval of virtues or martyrdom or miracles. 
The “judgment, in one word,” is based on the fama and “antiquity,” rather 
than being considered “judiciously.”  Because equipollent beatification is not 
definitive, it cannot be prescriptive, but only permissive. Yet, even though 
the judgment in formal beatifications is “certainly more weighty,” still such 
beatification is nonetheless still only permissive,  because at most it permits 
veneration in “a par tic u lar region or to a single pious  family.” In contrast, 
when it comes to canonization, papal judgment is infallible and irrevocable. 
The cult of Simon of Trent was, then, approved by the least rigorous 
method— equipollent beatification. While Lambertini did not challenge the 
cult— indeed, he affirmed it— this point would bear fruit when the cult was 
repealed in the twentieth  century.

For Catholic jurists like Lambertini, Simon of Trent constituted both an 
uneasy  legal prob lem and an impor tant pre ce dent. Although Simon was not, 
as Lambertini repeatedly stressed, recognized formally as a canonized 
saint— his veneration only approved for a specific church—he was inserted 
in the Martyrologium romanum, a universal liturgical calendar, leading 
some to interpret the insertion as equipollent canonization. When Lamber-
tini returned to this issue in his discussion of the liturgical calendar, he con-
ceded that Simon was a special case inserted  there at the request of Pope 
Gregory XIII.20
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As with the discussion of papal infallibility in the context of beatifica-
tions, the issue of  children “killed in hatred of faith”— not all of whom  were 
said to have been killed by Jews— gave Lambertini an opportunity to em-
phasize papal authority in authorizing such cults— a major theme in his De 
servorum Dei, and very much in line with the argument about centralizing 
papal power and the Church that was being increasingly articulated in the 
eigh teenth  century.21 Lambertini emphasized the role of the papacy in his 
discussion of Simon of Trent, while stressing that in all such cases of child 
martyrs, the pope had to make a judgment  whether to authorize the ven-
eration of “ children killed in hatred of faith.”22

Strikingly, Lambertini used the examples of “ children killed by Jews in 
hatred of Christ and the faith” not to focus on Jews but to highlight spe-
cific prob lems related to the Church’s approval of veneration of “the ser-
vants of God” through beatification or canonization. Werner of Oberwesel, 
for example, who is said to have died in 1287, was noted for the fact that 
the formal acta focused not on his martyrdom— though “without doubt,” 
Lambertini wrote, “he suffered the bitterest death, since his martyrdom 
lasted three days”— but on miracles.23 Still, that examples of the supposed 
child victims of Jews, known from chronicles and Acta Sanctorum,  were 
cited as pre ce dents in his general discussion of canonization procedures sig-
naled an ac cep tance of charges that Jews in fact killed Christian  children 
“in hatred of Christ.”

When Lambertini became Pope Benedict XIV, his  earlier recognition of 
 these stories, as Nicola Cusumano has argued, elevated them even higher.24 
For the first time since 1588, when Pope Sixtus V granted office and mass 
to Simon of Trent, a pope—by citing  these stories as pre ce dents in canon 
law— validated the accusations that Jews killed Christian  children “in ha-
tred of Christ and the faith.” True, the examples did not affirm blood ac-
cusations and stressed only equipollent beatifications, the weakest in the 
scale of proof and potentially revocable. Still, as pre ce dents in church law, 
 these examples now reinforced through a papal voice what previously was 
only a  matter of chronicles and histories, however authoritative they may 
have been.

Debates over Child Murders and Blood 
Accusations in Lambertini’s Lifetime

Impor tant as they  were as pre ce dents in canon law, Lambertini’s discussion 
and examples of child martyrs might have also been colored by lively pan- 
European debates about child murders and blood accusations against Jews 
during his lifetime. In 1694, the year Prospero Lambertini graduated from 
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Rome’s Collegium Clementinum with degrees in theology and canon law, 
a Jewish boy named Simon Abeles died in Prague. Simon was buried the 
next day, in accordance with Jewish custom, in the Jewish cemetery.25 His 
death would have been unremarkable, except that apparently he had  earlier 
expressed a keen interest to convert to Catholicism. Simon Abeles’s sudden 
death led to suspicion that his  father Lazar killed his own son to prevent 
his “apostasy,” though Lazar denied the charge, claiming Simon died of 
illness. Five days  after the boy’s burial, his body was exhumed and exam-
ined by the medical faculty of the university in Prague, who concluded that 
Simon did not die of illness but of a violent blow to his head. Without doubt 
he had been violently murdered.26 By the fall of 1694, Simon’s  father 
was dead from an apparent suicide in prison, and another Jew, Löbl (Levi) 
Kurtzhandel, implicated in the affair was publicly executed, and, according 
to Jesuit accounts, many Jews apparently accepted Chris tian ity. According 
to two accounts, one by Johannes Eder and the Jesuit report sent to Rome 
on October 20, 1694, three days  after his execution, Löbl had converted 
moments before his death.27 In contrast, in a Jewish commemorative song 
in Yiddish, he is presented as a martyr who “did not want to break from 
God” and died “happy as if he had been saved.”28

Simon Abeles’s death and the subsequent trial became a cause célèbre, 
captivating Catholics, Protestants, and Jews across Eu rope. Illustrated 
broadsheets, books, pamphlets, plays, and even musical dramas telling the 
story of an “innocent” Jewish boy wishing to convert to Chris tian ity, but 
cruelly murdered by his  father,  were disseminated in several languages and 
continued to attract attention even de cades  later.29 One such narrative was 
structured around court rec ords, lending it credibility; another offered a 
story of Simon’s “martyrdom,” connecting it to the story of his namesake, 
Simon of Trent.30 In  these many formats, the story became a propagandistic 
tool not only for Jewish conversions but also in the Catholic– Protestant 
polemic. For example, the Christian scholar and Hebraist Johann Chris-
toph Wagenseil responded to the Abeles affair in 1699 and used it to po-
lemicize against Catholics.31

Jews, too, responded with their own counternarrative, quite typically 
packaged as a Yiddish song that was also disseminated through print. The 
song, “sung to the tune of Rabi Rabi Shimon,” praised Lazar Abeles and 
Löbl Kurtzhandel as martyrs and holy men not only  because they died as 
Jews but also  because “his  father resolved to bring the youth to death” for 
his “heresy.”32 The Yiddish song, although no doubt drawing from medi-
eval tropes of Jewish parents sacrificing their  children to prevent apostasy, 
seemed to be aimed at directly countering the ostensible epidemic of con-
versions of Jews in Prague and the aggressive conversionary efforts by 
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Prague Jesuits.33 Simon Abeles was a “bad youngster,” his wayward ways 
 were deemed calamitous for the Jewish community, and his death was thus 
justified.

As the lit er a ture about Simon Abeles circulated across Eu rope, in 1699, 
an accusation that Jews killed a Christian girl erupted in Sulzbach; in re-
sponse, the printed booklet Fructus maximi monitum was produced, de-
fending Jews against blood accusations, and  later used in the 1710–1713 
trial in Sandomierz.34 In 1700, Johann Andreas Eisenmenger published his 
Endecktes Judentums, in which he expressed ambivalence about  these anti- 
Jewish accusations, but nonetheless included several sources that proved 
useful in refuting the Jews’ need for blood.35 Both Fructus maximi monitum 
and Endecktes Judentums  were known to the Hebraist Johann Christoph 
Wagenseil, who used arguments from both in his most extensive defense of 
Jews against  these accusations, Benachrichtigungen wegen einiger die Ju-
denschafft angehenden wichtigen Sachen (Notifications of Impor tant  Things 
in the History of the Jews), published in 1705. (Since Wagenseil praised the 
count of Sulzbach for defending Jews against  these accusations, which led 
to the publication of Fructus maximi monitum, it is not implausible that 
Wagenseil himself was the anonymous author of the 1699 booklet.36)

Wagenseil’s lengthy refutation of blood accusations against Jews in the 
Benachrichtigungen is found in part two of this work, titled “Reflections 
on the Untruth that Jews Need to Have Christian Blood.”37 It is sandwiched 
between a section devoted to the Jews’ conversion and one devoted to ques-
tions of usury. In his refutation, Wagenseil relied on his own knowledge of 
Jewish customs and Jewish texts based on his reading of Jewish sources 
and conversations with Jews and Jewish converts. As did Fructus maximi 
monitum, Wagenseil also provided references to papal and imperial decrees 
in defense of Jews, reprinting in full the 1475 decree by Doge Pietro Mo-
cenigo of Venice, from which he singled out a sentence that raised doubts 
about the verity of the charge that Jews killed Christian  children.38

Wagenseil’s discussion of Mocenigo’s decree was in the longest section 
in part two— a section devoted to Simon of Trent.39 Wagenseil had visited 
Trent and seen Simon’s body. The visit made him question the accuracy of 
the repre sen ta tion of Simon on the Brückenturm in Frankfurt, whose like-
ness was reproduced at the beginning of Wagenseil’s book. But more im-
portantly, Wagenseil raised doubts about and refuted the arguably most 
impor tant version of Simon’s story by Giovanni Mattia Tiberino, which had 
served as the main source for many authoritative chronicles and  shaped the 
narratives of the trial in Trent. Wagenseil’s refutation emphasized the many 
contradictions in the story and its subsequent retellings in chronicles, mar-
tyrologia, and travel books. He also noted the fact that the Jews’ confessions 
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 were extracted  under torture.40 Indeed,  these contradictions, Wagenseil 
suggested, prevented Simon’s canonization, despite the fervent efforts of 
the Church officials in Trent.41 Yet Wagenseil’s polemic against blood accu-
sations and Simon’s story was not based on humanitarian grounds; rather, 
his refutation was part of his conversionary efforts. For Wagenseil, blood 
accusations  were one of the main obstacles to Jewish conversions, an ar-
gument in line with objections to blood libels expressed in  earlier German 
polemical works.

In France, too, the Protestant historian Jacques Basnage devoted sections 
of his monumental History of the Jews to refuting anti- Jewish accusations.42 
Drawing from Isaac Cardoso’s Las exelencias de los hebreos, Basnage 
shared arguments advanced by Jews—in “all the facts”— against “this cal-
umny,” explaining the mechanisms of the accusation: bodies are deposited 
in Jewish homes “to have a pretext to accuse Jews,” and the deaths of 
 children drowned in ditches or lost in forests and mauled “by the beasts” 
are then ascribed to Jews.43 Basnage asserted that Jews certainly did not 
consume blood, and even the accusations of ritual crucifixions  were absurd. 
“Indeed, what is the point of the Jews crucifying a Christian as their  fathers 
did Jesus Christ? Do they believe to be insulting us? But an insult that so 
obviously shocks humanity, and which is accompanied by so many perils, 
must seldom rise in the  human spirit.”44 Among  these perils was a strict en-
forcement of severe laws against murders of  children. According to Basnage, 
“ these crucifixions of young Christians have often been very much pre-
texts used to animate populace and kings against them.”45

As Basnage attacked the logic of the charges, he enumerated reasons that 
made  these accusations suspect, despite being repeated so often:

First of all, we only find them in recent centuries: The Jews are not accused of 
having done anything of the kind in the first days, when the multiplication 
and prosperity of the Church, which established itself on the ruin of the Syna-
gogue, rendered their jealousy and hatred more piquant. Why did they think 
of crucifying Christians in the last centuries, where they could not hope for 
impunity; and did they not do it  under the government of the pagan emperors, 
where this crime would not have appeared so enormous, and where it would 
not have been punished so severely? It is only, for example, since the  middle 
of the thirteenth  century, that we see  children slaughtered.46

Second, Basnage argued,  there was a clear pattern in the anti- Jewish ac-
cusations: “ these accusations are always followed by an act of cruelty and 
injustice on the part of Christians.” It was “ these popu lar emotions” that 
stirred doubts in Basnage.47 Third, miracles always accompanied the death 
of the child. The crimes of which Jews  were accused brought them no 
 benefit— but they did benefit Christians.48
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Although Lambertini might not have read books published in German 
or French, this heated discussion about Jews did reach the Italian penin-
sula. In 1705, when he was thirty years old and had just been appointed to 
the position of a consistorial advocate in the Roman Curia, three linked 
events took place: Paolo Medici, the prolific Jewish convert and a professor 
of Hebrew in Florence, published his Italian translation of Johannes Eder’s 
story of Simon Abeles; in Venice, a large painting of Simon of Trent was 
displayed on the Rialto; and in Viterbo, the trial of the Jews accused of 
trying to kill a Christian boy began, ultimately leading to the involvement 
of both the Holy Office of the Inquisition and then the office of Sacra Con-
sulta in Rome.49 As an official in the Roman Curia, Lambertini must have 
at the very least heard about the Viterbo case. And, in 1736, two years  after 
Lambertini had published the first volume of his opus magnum on beatifi-
cations and canonizations, Paolo Medici published Riti e costumi degli ebrei 
confutati (Jewish Ceremonies and Customs Refuted), a hostile refutation 
of Leone Modena’s apol o getic work about Jewish ceremonies written for 
a Christian audience, which had first appeared in 1637 and then was fre-
quently republished. Medici’s book became a veritable bestseller,  going 
through some ten editions in Lambertini’s lifetime and nearly twenty overall. 
The goal of the work was not only to refute the customs of the Jews but 
also to pursue traditional theological arguments demonstrating the proofs 
of Jesus’s messiahship in order to encourage Jews’ voluntary, or even forced, 
conversions. The hostility of Medici  toward Jews is palpable throughout 
his work, particularly when he projected his own feelings onto his descrip-
tions of Jews’ hostility  toward Christians and Chris tian ity. Simon Abeles 
came in as a handy example of that hostility.50

Medici largely avoided the topic of blood accusations, except for a para-
graph in his lengthy chapter XXXIII— titled “Of the punishment that the 
Synagogue presently suffers  because it did not want to accept the Messiah. 
Of the obstinacy, blindness, and hatred that it professes  toward the Chris-
tians and especially  toward the neophytes”— that would leave a mark on 
subsequent discussions of the topics. In this chapter, in which Medici enu-
merated false messiahs and discussed what he saw as Jews’ blindness and 
obstinacy, the convert returned to the topic of Jews’ “hatred”  toward Chris-
tians and Jewish converts to Chris tian ity, like himself. It was in this con-
text that he touched upon the anti- Jewish accusations. “The hatred,” he 
wrote, “Jews profess  toward Christians cannot be represented adequately 
with words. We  will infer it from their evil deeds and the frequent killings 
of Christian  children, abuses of the crucifix and other images in the Kingdom 
of Spain and Portugal from which they  were driven out by a royal edict.”51 
Medici was not the first convert to accept the stories presented in Christian 
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chronicles as true. Indeed another Italian Jewish convert, Giulio Morosini, 
had devoted a long section of his massive book on Jewish customs to such 
accusations, including Simon of Trent, solely  because they appeared in so 
many chronicles.52 But whereas Morosini’s book remained relatively ob-
scure, with only one edition in 1683, Paolo Medici’s popu lar work and 
this paragraph in par tic u lar  were cited by many  others seeking to prove 
blood accusations against Jews, all the way to the modern era.53

Medici’s work was also read by Benedetto Bonelli, an erudite Franciscan 
historian from Trent, who de cided to write a defense of the cult of Simon 
of Trent to  counter attacks by Basnage and Wagenseil.54 Although Basnage’s 
attacks could have been dismissed by pointing to their glaring errors, Wa-
genseil’s attack on Simon of Trent struck a particularly raw nerve.55 Given 
Wagenseil’s reputation as a renowned scholar, Bonelli spent years, if not 
de cades, conducting research in the archives and tracing the earliest men-
tions of Simon in printed works and in works of art.56 The result was a 
monumental work, bursting with footnotes to numerous sources, that me-
thodically defended the cult and refuted Wagenseil’s arguments, one by one. 
That Bonelli embraced the dominant narrative of Simon’s death is not sur-
prising. He used Bishop Hinderbach’s archive and the printed rec ords, in-
cluding the earliest ones, most of which had been financed by the bishop.

Over the long centuries, some of the most power ful Jewish defenses 
against  these libels  were past imperial and papal decrees. They  were so 
power ful  because Jews’ accusers could not easily dismiss them, even though 
they tried. In Poland, Mojecki, Żuchowski, and other writers took pains to 
undermine their validity. And Bonelli’s instinct might have been similar, but 
during his research he uncovered some archival evidence that troubled him. 
In a letter written in August 1740 to Abbot Girolamo Trattarotti, he con-
fided that he had found in the Trent archives “two manuscript copies, pro-
duced at the time of martyrdom of the Blessed Simon,” of the papal bulls, 
“in which they excommunicate  those Christians who falsely accuse to Jews 
of having kidnapped and killed Christian  children. . . .  They made me 
think.”57 A few weeks  later, Trattarotti, who was a learned Church leader 
from the nearby town of Rovereto and who would  later become famous 
by addressing the question of witchcraft, gave Bonelli a plausible explana-
tion for the policy of excommunication. “Regarding [the bulls], issued 
against  those who falsely accused Jews of having killed Christian  children,” 
Trattarotii wrote, “it’s pos si ble that they are most au then tic [verissime].”58 
Given the number of such incidents, it was pos si ble that sometimes Jews 
 were accused “falsely.” This is what the bull would have sought to correct, 
threatening the punishment only of  those accusing Jews “falsely.” In his 
book, published in 1747, Bonelli pushed the argument further, focusing on 
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several key phrases in Innocent IV’s bull. The bull stated that some Chris-
tians “unjustly deprived” Jews of their property” by “falsely charging them 
with dividing up among themselves on the Passover the heart of a murdered 
boy,” “maliciously” throwing dead bodies near Jews, and  because of  these 
“imaginary crimes” they raged against Jews, even though “Jews are not ac-
cused of  these crimes, nor do they confess to  these crimes, nor are they 
convicted of them.”59 This was a bull, Bonelli argued, about the proper “ad-
ministration” of justice; it was against condemning the innocent, who 
 were not “accused, did not confess, and  were not convicted.” This was not 
a blanket protection of Jews, as other pronouncements by the same pope 
concerning them demonstrated. The pontiffs, thus, Bonelli stressed, “rigor-
ously prohibit” the condemnation of  people solely on the basis of “vain 
suspicions and popu lar rumors,” without an appropriate “judicial proce-
dure.” The imperial decrees  were not blanket defenses,  either, Bonelli claimed, 
making a conscious effort to historicize them. They  were issued in specific 
times and places and  were not intended to apply to  every accusation.60

Bonelli, perceiving himself as a serious scholar following new “scientific” 
methods, did not accept all the claims presented by  others as true. In fact, 
he disagreed with many other writers, by decisively arguing that Simon was 
not a saint, but only beatus, who had been beatified equipollently.61 Bonelli 
marshaled historical evidence that Simon had not been regarded as a saint— 
neither in the earliest printed sources nor in the Simonine iconography.62 
Indeed, he cited De servorum Dei by then- pope Benedict XIV to show that 
Simon was never formally canonized and therefore, contrary to Wagenseil’s 
assertions, “canonizations are not performed in the Catholic church as 
lightly as the sectarians would want us to believe.”63 Bonelli thus trans-
formed Wagenseil’s attack on Simon into an affirmation of Church prac-
tices regarding venerated figures. If Bonelli turned to Lambertini’s De ser-
vorum Dei in his work, Lambertini would, in turn, use Bonelli’s Dissertazione 
in another formal statement he would make, as a pope, about  children said 
to have been killed by Jews. In the early 1750s, Pope Benedict XIV would 
have to respond to repeated requests to beatify and then canonize a two- 
and- a- half- year- old boy named Andreas Oxner, venerated in a small village 
near Innsbruck as a victim of five unnamed Jews.

Beatus Andreas

The story of Andreas Oxner of Rinn, who supposedly died in 1462, re-
mained undocumented and perhaps even unknown  until 1621, when a play 
narrating his “martyrdom” written by Hippolytus Guarinoni, a physician 
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originally from Trent but educated by Jesuits in Prague, and working near 
Innsbruck in Tirol, was performed in a Jesuit College in Hall, just  under a 
three- hour walk from Judenstein where Andreas was said to have been 
killed, with the emperor’s  brother Leopold and Prince Radziwiłł of Poland 
in attendance. A manuscript copy of the play contains a map of the area, 
visually connecting local sites with the story of Andreas.64 In 1642, a 
seventy- three- verse vernacular poem by Guarinoni was published. Andreas’s 
story eventually made it to the Bollandists, who received a manuscript from 
the Jesuit Ernest Bidermann (d. 1688) with Andreas’s story, thereby opening 
the way for the boy to be included in Acta Sanctorum. Yet, modern scholars 
have argued that Guarinoni, inspired by the story of Simon of Trent, in-
ven ted the story about Andreas and all its historical details.65

But it was in the eigh teenth  century that the propagation of the cult 
gained momentum. In 1724, Ignatius Zach published “a detailed descrip-
tion of the martyrdom of the holy and innocent child Andreas of Rinn” 
amounting to more than 250 pages and 50 chapters, with 26 copperplate 
engravings, among them a map of the area based on the drawing in the 
manuscript of Guarinoni’s poem.66 Still, it was perhaps the brief mention 
of “Blessed Andreas a boy killed by Jews in hatred of the faith” in Lamber-
tini’s opus magnum that spurred more decisive local efforts to have the 
cult authorized.67 Around 1740, the church in Rinn was adorned with four 
new ceiling frescos by the painter Josef Ignaz Mildorfer depicting the story 
of Andreas: the sale of Andreas to Jews, his killing, the miracle of blood 
appearing on Andreas’s  mother’s hands, and the apotheosis— Andreas in 
glory.68 Four years  later, a pro cession took place on the occasion of moving 
what  were believed to be Andreas’s bones to a high altar in the church in 
Judenstein; a year  later, in 1745, Hadrian Kembter published the Acta “con-
cerning the truth of the martyrdom” of the boy Andreas.69 The work was 
carefully structured to comply with the requirements for beatification and 
canonization articulated in De servorum Dei by Lambertini, then Pope 
Benedict XIV.

Although Lambertini mentioned Andreas of Rinn only in passing in his 
De servorum Dei,70 as pope he was forced to address his veneration more 
formally when proponents of the cult of Andreas in Tyrol began to seek its 
formal recognition in Rome.  After their request reached Rome, the pope 
rejected it, in September 1751, on the grounds that a proper pro cess needed 
to be followed before a concession of office and mass could be granted.71 
The Tyrolean postulators  were unhappy by this response, but they  were 
not unprepared.  After all, Kembter’s Acta had been published a few years 
 earlier. The pope accepted the materials, and on December 15,1752, he 
conceded the mass and office for Andreas72 (Fig. 8.1). The plenary indul-
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gence came just over a year  later, on January 14, 1754. Anyone who vis-
ited the church in Judenstein, where the supposed relics of Andreas  were 
deposited, participated in confession, and took communion would thus 
benefit from the removal of temporal punishment for  those forgiven sins 
that would other wise have to be faced in purgatory.

Still not “content,” the abbot of Wilten, near Judenstein, insisted that the 
boy be formally canonized. It was in response to  these indefatigable efforts 
that Benedict XIV issued a letter, Beatus Andreas, in which he considered 
formally the question of “ children cruelly killed by Jews in hatred of Chris-
tian faith.”73 Beatus Andreas was addressed to Benedetto Veterani, then 
the Promotor Fidei in the Congregation of Rites. In twenty- nine paragraphs 

Fig. 8.1  Andreas of Rinn, an early twentieth- century devotional card. The 
inscription in the  middle reads “The holy Andreas of Rinn in Judenstein.”
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Benedict reiterated much of what he had already articulated in his De ser-
vorum Dei about the distinction between  those who deserved to be beati-
fied and  those who deserved to be canonized, and the particularities of 
 children who, like Andreas, had not reached the age of making a conscious 
decision about martyrdom.

The case of Andreas, Benedict argued, should follow the pre ce dent of 
Simon of Trent, who was also beatified equipollently and subsequently re-
ceived a mass, office, and indulgences from Pope Sixtus V, but who was 
never canonized. Still,  there was one distinction between the two cases. 
 Because of Pope Urban VIII’s stricter rules for approval of cults and who 
might be admitted to the Martyrologium romanum, Andreas would not be 
inducted into this liturgical calendar.

The tone of Beatus Andreas revealed the pope’s impatience and frustra-
tion with the petitioners. Benedict would have preferred if they had ac-
cepted in humility what he had granted them in accordance with other 
pre ce dents. The pope understood that the proponents of the cult of An-
dreas sought to make his case a pre ce dent in canon law and he needed to 
resist that. But the unique pre ce dent of the Holy Innocents of Bethlehem 
complicated his stern stance. The Holy Innocents  were the only  children 
formally recognized as saints by the Church; other  children, Benedict ar-
gued, did not merit similar honors, for reasons he had laid out in his De 
servorum Dei. Although the pope did not decisively foreclose the potential 
for canonization in the  future, his demands for a rigorous pro cess, and his 
concerns about the merit of the case of Andreas and of similar cases, ef-
fectively  stopped the canonization efforts. Yet, by repeating numerous 
times the phrase that Andreas— like Simon and other  children known from 
the chronicles— was “cruelly killed by Jews in hatred of Christian faith,” 
Beatus Andreas validated the charge and thus the historicity of similar 
stories passed on in Eu ro pean chronicles. Benedict’s Beatus Andreas thus 
became a new “authoritative” source for the proponents of anti- Jewish ac-
cusations.74 To be sure, the pope never affirmed the blood accusation— 
according to Benedict the murders  were in odio— but that distinction 
would be lost on  future accusers.

Back in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth

While Benedict XIV was considering the cult of Andreas of Rinn, Jews in 
the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth began to face new deadly accusa-
tions. And given that reports of  those  trials reached Rome around the same 
time, they possibly had an impact on Benedict’s response to the requests 
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from Tyrol. Perhaps the frequently used phrase affirming the “killing in 
hatred” (not only in Beatus Andreas but also in De servorum Dei) and the 
pope’s statement that other cases might prompt requests similar to  those 
coming from Austria also  were influenced by the news about Polish Jews. 
What is certain is that both Jews and the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth 
 were at that time on Benedict XIV’s mind.

While writings about Jews formed only a small percentage of the total 
oeuvre of Benedict, Jews  were not as marginal to his concerns as they ap-
pear. When he became pope, he faced a grave financial crisis in Rome. Soon 
the Jewish community in Rome became insolvent, and the highest Church 
authorities had to intervene, with a settlement reached only in 1755, the 
year Benedict XIV issued Beatus Andreas.75 The presence of Jews epito-
mized the limitations of papal power and authority—as long as they existed 
within the body of Christendom, the Church could never fully triumph. 
Nowhere was this better illustrated than in the Polish- Lithuanian Common-
wealth, where Jews held a prominent and relatively privileged position. 
Their position stood in sharp contrast with the tiny Jewish community 
in Rome, subjected to harsh rules and regulations reminding them of 
their “place,” such as being forced to listen to sermons and being re-
stricted in their mobility and economic activity.76 Facing what he per-
ceived as both a fiscal and religious crisis, Pope Benedict XIV began to 
enact increasingly repressive, segregationist, and ultimately also conver-
sionary policies against Jews, first in the Papal States and  later in other 
countries as well.77

The approaching jubilee year of 1750 also likely encouraged reflections 
on sin, disorder, and overall reform.78 In the late 1740s, and in 1750 itself, 
several issues regarding Jews in Poland reached Rome. Two Polish Jewish 
converts to Catholicism  were seeking aid and support, alleging persecution 
“from Jews in Poland in hatred of Christian faith.” The papal nuncio to 
Poland was approached by several bishops from the eastern territories of 
the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth with concerns about Jews, which 
came on the heels of other complaints about Jewish “abuses” and disre-
gard for Catholic holidays during fairs and markets.79 Also reopened  were 
complaints about the status of Polish Jews that had emerged during the 
Poznań affair and  were at the time considered by the Holy Office.

Although over the centuries popes and nuncios tended to be resigned to 
the status of the Jews in Poland they found in violation canon law, repeat-
edly noting that  little could be done about it, Benedict XIV took a more 
assertive stance, just as he did with the Roman Jewish community. During 
the jubilee year, the faithful  were supposed to “enter . . .  properly dis-
posed, fortified by this most salubrious sacrament [of penance],” undertake 
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a pilgrimage to Rome, obtain “the necessities both for bodily nourishment 
and spiritual refreshment with the aid of upright priests,” and return home 
“informed by the example of holy conduct that flourishes in Rome, firm in 
the faith, fervent in virtue, and confirmed in their obedience to the Holy 
See.”80 The preparations for the jubilee and its cele brations  were thus fo-
cused on improvement, correction of sin, and repentance. In this context, 
the “disorder” reported from Poland could not go ignored.  After extending 
the jubilee to other places beyond Rome, including Poland, on June 14, 
1751, Benedict XIV issued the encyclical, A quo primum, which was re-
leased to the nuncio on July  17, 1751, for distribution among Polish 
bishops.81 The encyclical praised the “Polish nation” for its historical fi-
delity to the Catholic Church and for its past victories over the enemies of 
faith, including heretics. It urged the bishops to confront the current 
threat— the Jews who “multiplied” in towns and villages, dominating the 
trade  there, living intermixed with Christians, and even displacing Chris-
tians to the detriment of parishes, which by losing the faithful also lost their 
revenues. Even worse, Jews had authority over Christians, compelling them 
to engage in excessive  labor and submit to their power. Jews borrowed 
money from Christians, including the clergy, with synagogues as security, 
thereby gaining “as many defenders of their synagogues and themselves as 
they have creditors.”82 The pope praised synodal legislation regulating 
Jewish– Christian relations already in place in Poland and urged efforts to 
enforce it alongside  earlier papal pronouncements.  There was no need for 
any new regulations.

But the encyclical did offer something arguably quite new.  After enumer-
ating the “abuses” of Jews in Poland in violation of canon law, the pope 
abruptly switched gears. “The famous monk Radulph, led by excessive 
zeal,” Benedict wrote, traveled across German lands and France preaching 
against Jews “as the enemies of our holy religion,” inciting Christians to 
“destroy them by slaughter.”83 And many, indeed,  were killed. “What would 
he do, if he lived  today,” asked the pope rhetorically, and saw what was 
happening in Poland? This “excessive” zeal, Benedict conceded, was op-
posed by St. Bernard of Clairvaux who wrote to the clergy and  people of 
eastern France, warning them that Jews  were not “to be persecuted, they 
are not to be slaughtered, they are not even to be driven out.” The pope 
cited lengthy passages from Bernard’s letters articulating the doctrine of 
protecting Jews against persecution and vio lence: they serve a role in the 
Christological understanding of the world and the Church triumphs “more 
fully over the Jews in convicting or converting them than if once and for 
all she destroyed them with the edge of the sword.” The abbot of Cluny 
also wrote to King Louis of France against Radulph, Benedict XIV con-
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tinued, urging him “not to allow the destruction of the Jews. But at the 
same time he encouraged him to punish their excesses and to strip them 
of the property they had taken from Christians or had acquired by usury.” 
The pope then reviewed papal pronouncements about Jews and their 
place within Christendom, as well as relations between Jews and Chris-
tians. Christians should not serve Jews, but rather Jews should serve 
Christians, Benedict wrote citing Innocent III’s Sicut Iudaeis: “Let not the 
sons of the  free  woman be servants of the sons of the handmaid; but as 
servants rejected by their lord for whose death they evilly conspired, let 
them realize that the result of this deed is to make them servants of  those 
whom Christ’s death made  free.” Nor should they be promoted to public 
office and have authority over Christians. Indeed, Benedict added, refer-
ring to Odorico Rinaldi’s continuation of Baronio’s Annales ecclesiastici, 
Pope Innocent IV approved the expulsion of Jews from France, “since the 
Jews gave very  little heed to the regulations made by the Apostolic See.” 
The lessons from the past  were clear. Though Jews should not be attacked, 
if they disobey Christian law they should be punished by  either being 
stripped of their property, as the abbot of Cluny suggested, or even ex-
pelled. This was the first, albeit veiled, papal encouragement to expel Jews 
from Poland.

To be sure, Benedict dutifully affirmed the papal policy of protecting Jews 
against vio lence, but the “dog whistle” of supporting expulsion along with 
the ostensibly trivial sentence about Radulph— “What would he do, if he 
lived  today?”— was heard, and the results  were soon felt by Jews. As the 
encyclical circulated in both Latin and Polish, with the Polish version much 
harsher than the original, some clergy soon felt emboldened to act against 
Jews and  free to “enforce” canon law.84 In November 1753, the nuncio 
reported that a bishop contacted him on behalf of Jews who reported 
being persecuted and abused. Though the Jews tactfully noted that such 
treatment went against what the pope had intended in his encyclical, it 
was clear that their mistreatment was inspired by it.

But  there may have been another side effect of the encyclical. Given that 
in light of recent  trials of Jews, even  those resulting in grisly executions—
as in Zasław in 1747— Jews, for no want of trying, had not succeeded in 
obtaining a condemnation of libels against them from Rome, the encycli-
cal’s harsh tone may have served to embolden inciters of anti- Jewish ac-
cusations.85 Moreover, although A quo primum  mentioned a bull by Pope 
Innocent IV and cited Rinaldi’s continuation of Annales ecclesiastici as 
sources, it said nothing about the letter issued by the same pope in 1247 to 
the bishops of France condemning blood accusations, a document cited 
explic itly in Rinaldi’s opus.86 This silence, too, must have been heard. And 
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in 1753, a new accusation erupted, this time with the personal and proud 
involvement of a bishop.

On Good Friday, April 20, 1753, a three- and- a- half- year- old Christian 
boy, Stefan Studziński, a son of a minor nobleman named Adam, dis-
appeared near the village of Markowa Wolica, seventy- five miles west of 
Kiev. On Easter Sunday, Stefan’s “worried”  father went to pray in front of 
an image of Mary Virgin, prostrating in a cross- like position in front of it. 
The next day the boy’s naked and mutilated body was found in the bram-
bles near the village, his clothes scattered on the nearby bushes.87 Since 
Easter coincided that year with Passover, Jews  were soon blamed for the 
boy’s death—the accusers claimed that, when the body was being carried 
into the village and its church, it bled when it passed by a Jewish inn. At 
the time, the coadjutor bishop of the Kiev diocese, Kajetan Sołtyk, happened 
to be within six miles of the village and immediately became involved, seeing 
it as “a cause pertaining to faith and God’s honor.” Bishop Sołtyk made 
 every effort to get the secular authorities to arrest Jews, but he appeared to 
face re sis tance. So he took  matters into his own hands and de cided to make 
the arrests himself.88 All in all, the bishop arrested more than thirty Jewish 
men and  women, “the most respected and the wealthiest,” from eight nearby 
towns and villages, including the innkeepers in Markowa Wolica, and soon 
began extrajudicial interrogations. In his defense Sołtyk  later noted that he 
had planned to transfer the case and the testimonies he obtained to a sec-
ular court. He also claimed that when local Christians  were aroused, at-
tacking Jews and wanting “to destroy them entirely,” he sought to protect 
Jews as “valuable” witnesses.89

While interrogations  under Sołtyk’s supervision  were taking place, the 
bishop ordered Stefan’s body to be examined and then deposited in a church, 
where “ after two weeks it is incorruptum, and does not stink; in fact, a 
fragrance of something can be smelled.”90 In his letter printed  after the trial 
together with the court sentencing decree, Bishop Sołtyk reported that he 
had planned to move “the holy body of the innocent martyr” to the cathe-
dral “in all solemnity” and even ordered a tombstone ad perpetuam rei 
memoriam to assure that the case be remembered for posterity.

The prisoners  were eventually transferred to a secular court in Żytomierz, 
a royal town, the capital of the Kiev Voievodship (palatinate) and the seat 
of the bishopric of Kiev, forty miles west of the village of Markowa Wolica. 
In Żytomierz, Jews  were subjected to interrogations both without and with 
torture. Some seem to have confessed to committing the crime— though 
trial rec ords have not survived and the details recorded in the sentencing 
decree from May 1753 and disseminated in print soon  after are confusing 
and incoherent,  because they only address, and misinterpret, certain as-
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pects of the Jewish tradition to make the accusation believable to Chris-
tians. For example, apparently Jews found the boy on Good Friday while 
looking for lost  horses in the forest near Markowa Wolica. They then 
stayed with the boy in the woods  until late Friday night, when one of the 
Jews fi nally returned to the inn in Markowa Wolica with the horses— all in 
clear violation of the Sabbath. When they brought the boy to the inn, they 
fed him bread soaked in vodka and then matzah, also served with vodka 
and honey. Since Passover had begun three days  earlier, the use of bread 
made no sense,  because bread was not allowed in Jewish  house holds for 
the duration of the holiday. Moreover, according to the published narra-
tive, the Jews waited  until the Sabbath was over before cruelly killing the 
boy in the inn, as if to avoid violating the Sabbath. The decree noted, casu-
ally, that the boy’s parents lived right next to the inn, and yet, unbelievably, 
they heard or saw nothing. But logic had never been a strong point in anti- 
Jewish  trials: the belief in Jews’ guilt was stronger than any evidence to the 
contrary.

No  matter how contradictory, incoherent, or incomprehensive the re-
corded testimonies, thirteen of the thirty- one arrested Jews  were sen-
tenced to tormenting deaths, designed not to fulfill the law but to create a 
spectacle. Six Jews  were to be led from the main market square to the 
execution site, their hands wrapped in hemp, dipped in tar, and then lit. 
At the execution site they  were to be flayed and then quartered, with their 
heads and body parts then displayed in public. Five other Jews  were to be 
executed at another site by quartering. One of  these Jews, since he con-
verted to Chris tian ity with his wife and  children, was to be spared the 
brutality of the execution and beheaded to ensure a quick death. Two re-
maining Jews  were sentenced in absentia to live quartering, but they re-
mained fugitives.91

The  actual executions differed from what was specified in the sentencing 
decree.92 On the day that the first six Jews  were scheduled to be executed, 
Ela, who ran the inn in Markowa Wolica, converted with his wife, hoping 
for an easier death, whereupon Bishop Sołtyk vouched for him and saved 
his life. Three Jews in the second group to be executed, among them “the 
richest in  these lands,” David Chodorkowski, de cided to accept baptism, 
perhaps hoping that the bishop would save their lives as he did with Ela. 
But they  were executed by  simple beheading the following day; their bodies, 
instead of being quartered and displayed in public,  were put in coffins and 
carried with  great pomp to the cathedral in Żytomierz before being solemnly 
buried. One of the Jews, sentenced  earlier to beheading, also converted to-
gether with his wife, and he too was spared by the bishop. The day of ex-
ecutions, baptisms of the accused, and burials ended with a ceremony of 
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conversion of another thirteen Jewish men and  women, administered by 
Sołtyk himself.

Before long, printed versions of the decree  were disseminated, art com-
memorating the boy’s death was commissioned, and copies of paintings, 
resembling the iconography of Simon of Trent,  were reproduced as broad-
sides.93 Coming so soon  after Zasław and Dunajgród, the Żytomierz trial, 
notable for the active involvement of a bishop, sent shock waves among 
Jews in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth; the trial would remain a 
point of reference for years also among non- Jews.94

Alarmed by the accusation and the trial proceedings in Żytomierz, Jewish 
leaders in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth mobilized to act. Their ap-
proach was multipronged. Soon  after the executions, leaders of the in-
creasingly influential community of Brody sent a letter to the Ashkenazi 
Jewish community in Amsterdam, asking for help and describing “the cal-
umny made against the [Jewish] Nation, accused of using Christian blood 
for Easter, which was followed by so much vio lence and harshness.”95 Their 
strategy seems to have been to approach “all the kehillot [communities], 
begging for their help and requesting by all pos si ble means letters of pro-
tection that  will demonstrate that this is a false accusation, that in past times 
on vari ous occasions Jews  were blamed [for such crimes], and that  every 
time they  were proven innocent.”96 The Amsterdam Ashkenazi Jewish com-
munity in turn approached their Sephardic coreligionists in that city, who 
then wrote letters to the Jewish communities on the Italian peninsula, in-
cluding one dated July 16, 1753, to the Sephardic Jewish community in Fer-
rara, requesting that it “obtain as soon as pos si ble an au then tic copy of a 
certain sentence rendered in Senigalia dated 14 July 1721, in which the in-
nocence [of the Jews] was proclaimed following a similar calumny, and 
that it be sent without delay to Rome, so that the Pope may suppress and 
annul this sentence.”97 The strategy was intended to marshal evidence dem-
onstrating that other courts, notably  those in Papal States, such as in Seni-
galia, invalidated similar accusations and, with this evidence, to appeal to 
the pope for help in this par tic u lar instance. The letter also referred to a 
previous papal condemnation of such “false accusations,” requesting “an 
au then tic copy so that we may use it and show it to  those who may be of 
ser vice to us in this case.”

Just twelve days  after the Jews of Amsterdam dispatched their letter to 
Ferrara, the secretary of the state in Rome on July 28, 1753, wrote to the 
papal nuncio in Poland, who was then residing in Dresden, notifying him 
that he received a memoriale from the Jews in Rome on behalf of the Polish 
Jews addressed to “Our Holiness Pope Benedict XIV.”98 The letter from the 
Jews in Rome focused on the charge that Jews  were using Christian blood 
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for Passover matzah, a “calumny,” they wrote, long condemned by the 
popes.99 They reminded the pontiff that Jews  were prohibited from con-
suming blood and implored him to intervene. The Jews noted that just a 
few years  earlier, in Poznań, the nuncio intervened in a similar accusation 
and justice was ultimately done— not without suffering and torments—as 
Jews  were found innocent. The secretary requested from the nuncio more 
information about the affair. That the secretary of the state in Rome sent 
this request a mere twelve days  after the letter was dispatched from Am-
sterdam to Ferrara suggests that Polish Jews may have first reached Rome 
through other channels. Given travel time and the realities of Roman bu-
reaucracy, it would have been impossible for the letter from Amsterdam to 
reach Ferrara, then for the Jews of Ferrara to reach the Jewish community 
in Rome, then for the Roman Jews to prepare the memoriale, and then for 
the memoriale to reach the curia and elicit a response from the secretary of 
state— all in twelve days.

On August 15, the nuncio from Dresden forwarded a copy of the me-
moriale with his letter to the papal auditor, who was performing the nun-
cio’s duties in Warsaw. He requested more information about the affair, so 
he would know  whether to intervene on the Jews’ behalf.100 On August 22, 
the auditor responded, summarizing what seems to have happened: Jews 
 were accused of killing a Christian child, and though the initial accusation 
was handled by the bishop of Kiev, in the end the  whole trial was trans-
ferred to a secular court, where the accused confessed  under torture and 
 were condemned to death.101 The auditor also clarified that “in this case, 
the question  whether Jews need Christian blood for their superstition [was 
not addressed] but rather the question  whether or not the mentioned crime 
was committed.” This clarification was for the Church officials of crucial 
importance. If the accusation had indeed been based on the claim that Jews 
required Christian blood, then intervention from Rome would have been 
warranted. But the shift away from this “superstitious” accusation to a 
murder made the crime more plausible, requiring, according to Church of-
ficials, further investigation.102

A week  later, on August 29, the nuncio sent his report to Rome, deeming 
the judicial pro cess proper.103 With this information in hand, the secretary 
of state concluded that since “according to the  legal and judicial proof, [the 
Jews]  were found guilty of this abominable infanticide of a Christian boy,” 
the Church authorities should now work with secular authorities “to punish 
crimes committed in spite of Christ and hate of  those who believe in 
Him.”104 This formal redefinition of the accusations Jews  were facing in 
Poland on the part of the highest Church authorities— from blood libels to 
“crimes committed in spite of Christ and hate of  those who believe in 
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Him”— echoed the wording frequently used even in Lambertini’s works: 
it made clear that Jews would not obtain a papal condemnation of accu-
sations against them. Indeed, just a few months  earlier, on December 15, 
1752, Pope Benedict XIV, the addressee of the memoriale on behalf of Polish 
Jews, had granted a plenary indulgence sanctioning a cult of Andreas of Rinn, 
described as a victim of Jews, killed “out of hatred  toward the Christian 
Faith.”105

But the issue would not go away. On January 26, 1754, Samuel Szmulko 
Naftolowicz and Israel Iser Juzefowicz appeared before an apostolic no-
tary, Joseph Augustynowicz, in the royal city of Lwów and filed a formal 
complaint against Bishop Kajetan Sołtyk for his treatment of the Jews in 
Żytomierz, for financial misconduct (accepting money from Jews and ex-
ecuting them  later), and for the conversion of two young Jews.106 To dem-
onstrate the preposterousness of the accusations launched by the bishop 
against the Jews, they included a decree from the court of Krzemieniec from 
April 1753, exonerating Jews accused  there of killing a Christian girl, who, 
it turned out, was fatally wounded by her own  father, who then tried to 
frame the Jews. Whereas the case from Krzemieniec remained hidden in the 
archives, the decree from Żytomierz, where Jews  were executed, was re-
published numerous times, widening the published paper trail against Jews.

 There is no evidence that this formal complaint against Sołtyk was for-
warded to Rome in 1754. But the documents submitted by Jews became 
evidence in 1756 when,  after another trial, a del e ga tion of Jews made its 
way to Rome to seek intervention. And this time church officials in Rome 
de cided to act.
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In 1756, only three years  after the trial in Żytomierz and a year  after 
Pope Benedict XIV issued his bull, Beatus Andreas, another accusation 

erupted, also with the open support of a bishop, this time in Jampol in the 
Łuck diocese. In response, Polish Jews again sent an emissary, Eliyakim ben 
Asher Zelig of Jampol, also known as Jacob Selek or Zelik, on a mission to 
Rome.1 With help from Italian Jews, especially the Roman Jewish com-
munity and its rabbi Shabbatai Fiani, in early 1758 Zelig succeeded in 
receiving the attention of the highest Church officials, although not an 
audience with the pope himself.2 This time, perhaps thanks to some Italian 
Jews’ high- profile connections, the  matter was sent to the Holy Office of 
the Inquisition for further examination.3 The Holy Office considered not 
only the trial in Jampol but also reviewed the 1753 Żytomierz case that 
had been  earlier rejected from consideration by the apostolic nuncio in 
Poland and the secretary of state.

The charge before the Holy Office was to investigate  whether “oppres-
sions, harassments, incarcerations, aggravations, and torments to which the 
poor [Jews] are frequently subjected”  were in fact “based on the claim that 
their famed unleavened bread is adulterated with  human blood and espe-
cially that of Christians.”4 This was an advantageous phrasing— for the 
Jews; had the argument presented to the Holy Office been centered on 
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killing Christians “in hatred of Chris tian ity,” with Benedict XIV, the author 
of Beatus Andreas, still alive, the supplication may not have even been con-
sidered at all.5

Almost two years  after the Jews’ supplication reached Rome, the Holy 
Office of the Inquisition voted on December 24, 1759, to approve an ex-
tensive report written by the newly minted cardinal Lorenzo Ganganelli, 
condemning the frequent accusations that Jews killed Christian  children to 
obtain their blood for Passover matzah. In early February 1760, that re-
port, which had been approved a month  earlier by Pope Clement XIII, who 
succeeded Benedict XIV  after his death in May 1758, was communicated 
to the newly appointed papal nuncio to Poland, Antonio Eugenio Visconti.6 
Though lauded by scholars as a vigorous condemnation of anti- Jewish ac-
cusations, the report, which appears to have remained unknown  until the 
nineteenth  century, is more complex than that, with its intricate genealogy 
and content and with its author, Cardinal Lorenzo Ganganelli, trying to 
navigate a dangerous terrain. On the one hand, from the thirteenth  century, 
the popes had indeed condemned blood accusations against Jews—at least 
until 1540. On the other hand, some popes before, including Pope Gregory 
XIII in 1583, Pope Sixtus V in 1588, and Pope Benedict XIV, Ganganelli’s 
con temporary, sanctioned popu lar shrines celebrating the alleged child 
victims of the Jews in Trent and near Innsbruck. The Ganganelli report 
shows that beyond anything  else his prime task was to consider  matters of 
faith, and to affirm papal authority. The structure of the report and its sup-
porting sources point to Ganganelli’s dependence on arguments articu-
lated by Tranquillo Vita Corcos, the Roman rabbi defending Jews in the 
aftermath of the Viterbo affair in 1705–1706.7

The Importance of Procedure and Pre ce dent

An internal report dated March 21, 1758, which has been preserved in the 
archive of the Congregation for the Defense of Faith, as the Holy Office is 
now known, provides a glimpse of the issues at play when Zelig’s supplica-
tion first reached Church authorities in Rome.8 Although this internal re-
port included ele ments that would be found in the final version approved 
on Christmas Eve, 1759, it focused on dif fer ent questions: “The first if such 
examination belongs to the Holy Office and if the Holy Roman See should 
be interested in offering any mea sures in response to this mentioned ag-
gravation. If so [quatenus affirmative], then secondly, should [the Congre-
gation] consider proposing any remedy aimed at correcting the divisive 
[ divisato] lawlessness.”
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Ganganelli methodically laid out the reasons why the Congregation 
should indeed take action in response to the supplication, while acknowl-
edging  there  were sound arguments for them to refuse to do so. The first 
objection was  there was no Inquisition in Poland. Thus, the question be-
came  whether the Holy Office could even act. Second, when in June 1705 
Jews  were accused of attempting to kill a Christian boy in Viterbo, “the 
Jewish community of the ghetto in Rome presented a supplication to the 
Holy Office, which sought to convince it to take steps in such a case. But 
having examined the aforementioned supplication, on August 24, [the Holy 
Office] noted— Causam non spectare ad S. Officium [the case does not be-
long to the Holy Office].”9 Therefore, Ganganelli continued, if a similar 
case had already been rejected by the Holy Office, then the Holy Office 
should treat the current supplication of the Polish Jews the same way. Such 
a decisive rejection, Ganganelli wrote, would end the hope of the Polish 
Jews and would save him “from having to write on this  matter.” Although 
it would have been easier simply to reject the supplication, Ganganelli 
thought it did in fact belong to the purview of the Holy Office. Empathy 
might have also played a role in an anonymous Church official’s decision 
to forward the petition to the Holy Office: “The aforementioned  humble 
supplication to His Holiness Our  Father Benedict XIV contains the 
following annotation to the Congregation of the Holy Office: ‘Having 
said that, I would have no courage any more to proclaim: Non spectare ad 
S. Officium.’ ”

But in Church bureaucracy, with its complex set of rules of canon law 
and  legal pre ce dents, empathy would not have been a sufficient reason to 
respond to the supplication by Polish Jews if  there was no  legal justifica-
tion to do so. Thus, to  handle the Viterbo pre ce dent, which, though not 
considered by the Holy Office, was resolved by the Sacra Consulta, Gangan-
elli drew a sharp contrast between that case and the wave of accusations in 
Poland. If the issue in Poland had indeed been that of a  simple hom i cide, as 
it seemed to have been in Viterbo, he argued not quite correctly, then the 
Holy Office should reject the case, as it did in the case of murder in Mar-
kowa Wolica in 1753 in Żytomierz precisely  because the nuncio’s report 
did not suggest anything but a murder. But a case of “hom i cide for super-
stitious ends, seeking to offer a sacrifice in honor of God, and presenting 
as the offering to Him the blood of a sacrificed Christian, considered by 
[Jews] the enemies of their Law of Moses . . . would certainly be a case to 
discuss and adjudicate in the Holy Office,”10  because that was clearly a 
religious  matter. Ganganelli then contrasted the Viterbo case of 1705 
with another case in the Papal States, in Ancona in 1711, where rumor 
had it that “a Christian boy was bled and killed by them for superstitious 
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purposes related to their unleavened bread.”11 When in that case Jews 
turned to Pope Clement XI for help, the pope forwarded the supplication 
to the Holy Office, which in fact took it up.

Having proven that on the basis of pre ce dent the case did belong to the 
Holy Office, Ganganelli then needed to address the objection regarding ju-
risdiction of the Holy Office over Poland, “where  there is no established 
Inquisition.” To do so, he turned to a statement Pope Paul III had made 
when establishing the Inquisition itself: “the supreme inquisitors have ju-
risdiction over all patriarchs, archbishops, bishops, and any lay princes, as 
well as any other  people.”12 And, in 1554, Pope Julius III affirmed the “un-
limited jurisdiction of the Suprema in any place, and especially in cases 
dealing with Jews.” Ganganelli’s choice of sources signaled without any 
doubt an attempt to assert Rome’s jurisdiction over a wide variety of  matters 
and to claim universal authority—a centralizing vision that had been em-
braced by the recently deceased Pope Benedict XIV.

It now remained to decide what sort of mea sures the Holy Office should 
propose. What followed was a historical survey of responses by vari ous 
church and secular authorities to blood accusations against Jews: Bernard 
of Clairvaux and his response to “Monk Radulph,” the 1247 papal bull by 
Innocent IV, and a list of decisions by secular authorities on the Italian pen-
insula, including  those in 1479 in Milan, in 1475 and 1705 in Venice, and 
in 1603 in Verona. The cardinal also added imperial condemnations, espe-
cially the 1566 imperial decree that specifically referred to papal injunc-
tions against such accusations. And he extensively quoted the 1664 letter 
sent by the general of the Dominican Friars to Poland prohibiting Polish 
friars from preaching about “the vari ous calumnies and malicious imputa-
tions” that Jews use Christian blood in their Passover bread. The cardinal 
then went on to discuss a number of books by Catholic, Jewish, and even 
Protestant writers who debunked the accusations over centuries. This sec-
tion found its way into the final report voted by the Congregation on 
Christmas Eve in 1759 and subsequently passed on to Pope Clement XIII 
for approval. It would not be an exaggeration to say that this section was 
derivative, almost verbatim, of the treatises by Rabbi Tranquillo Vita Corcos 
published during the Viterbo affair in 1705–1706. Ganganelli used exactly 
the same documents Corcos quoted and published, all of which  were in the 
possession of the Holy Office. (Corcos, for his part, had used some of the 
arguments presented in  earlier published treatises by Richard Simon, Isaac 
Cardoso, and Isaac Viva.)

In the closing statements of his March 1758 report, Ganganelli listed two 
reasons why the Holy See should respond to the Jews’ supplication: on ac-
count of carità or brotherly love, “the zeal as not to permit Christians an 
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opportunity to oppress the unfortunate unjustly,” and “fi nally, on account 
of religion, as not to render [the Catholic religion] odious to the infidels 
 because of false suppositions, and thus to discourage them from embracing 
it.”13 Yet, Ganganelli was surely aware that Pope Benedict XIV, then in his 
last months of life, would likely be reluctant to take up the issue. Just three 
years  earlier, in February 1755, Benedict had issued the lengthy bull, Beatus 
Andreas, affirming the cult of Andreas of Rinn who was, in Benedict’s 
words, “slaughtered by Jews most cruelly before the completion of the third 
year of [his] life in the year 1462 out of hatred  toward the Christian Faith.”14

Another of the pope’s statements that was difficult to ignore was his 1751 
encyclical A quo primum, addressed to the bishops and archbishops of 
Poland in which the pontiff lambasted what he considered conditions that 
 were too favorable for Jews. He singled out Jews’ involvement in business 
relations with the clergy and their protection by Polish lords among many 
other violations of the canon law. Aware of Benedict’s attitudes  toward Jews 
and his past policies, Ganganelli pleaded, even if “His Holiness did not be-
lieve in having to renew the paternal words [insinuazioni] to the prelates 
and magnates of Poland, like  those Pope Innocent IV had given to the prel-
ates of Germany and France,” at least he asked the pontiff “to agree gra-
ciously to charge the Apostolic Nuncio not to permit any burden [aggravio] 
and oppression of the Jews in this Kingdom based on the unsustainable 
supposition that Christian blood is mixed into their Passover bread.”15 Con-
cluding his report, Ganganelli referred directly to A quo primum, con-
ceding that indeed the social and economic position of the Jews in Poland 
was in violation of many church statutes and thus a “burden much inju-
rious to the Christian religion.” And for that reason, “Jews in Poland are 
not worth to expect such compassion, which they may have received, had 
they not forgotten that they are in position of servitude,” but “ because the 
Holy See does not behave according to the precepts of vengeance [vendetta], 
but rather according to the sentiments of piety, I would believe that [His 
Holiness] could take some of the above mentioned mea sures.”

On the same day Ganganelli submitted his preliminary report, March 21, 
1758, the Congregation voted unanimously to agree with his recommen-
dations. In addition to requesting more information from the nuncio in Po-
land, the members of the Holy Office added this clause: “It is true that 
Jews in Poland, who are considerably power ful and who oppress the poor 
Catholics in some areas, do not deserve  great compassion from the Apos-
tolic See. Nonetheless, it is not justifiable for Catholics to persecute Jews 
unjustly for this reason, and thereby render our holy religion odious.”16 Nic-
colò Serra, the papal nuncio in Poland, was now charged with obtaining 
more information.
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Evidence from Poland

It took nuncio Niccolò Serra several months to respond. In late Oc-
tober 1758, he fi nally forwarded to Rome two letters: one from the bishop 
of Kiev, Kajetan Sołtyk, who was involved in the Markowa Wolica affair 
that had led to the gruesome executions of Jews in Żytomierz, and one from 
the bishop of Łuck, Antoni Erazm Wołłowicz, who was an actor in the 
Jampol affair. Serra added a note saying that such accusations against Jews 
had occurred in the past and had not merited intervention. Still, Jews con-
tinued to seek intercession “with  great importunity.”17

The letters from the two Polish bishops  were defiant and focused on de-
fending their roles in the accusations. Wołłowicz, the bishop of Łuck, 
opened his letter by stating that “the perfidious Jews” had left in Poland 
enough evidence about their “cruelty for the sake of Christian blood”—it 
could be found in printed books and many court decrees issued in cases of 
infanticide “from the year 1400  until this time.”18 And so when an accusa-
tion against them sprang up in Jampol in the Łuck diocese,  after a Chris-
tian servant to Jews was found dead, the bishop “requested” justice from 
Michał Kazimierz Radziwiłł, the Hetman of Lithuania and the palatine of 
Wilno, as well as the owner of the town. Somewhat apologetically, perhaps 
sensing Rome’s concern with the legality of the pro cess, the bishop claimed 
that he had only followed the customary  legal channels, taking the body 
to the  castle and requesting that “the basis of criminal allegation” be in-
vestigated (requisivi ut realitatem objecti criminii indagare). If the Jews 
turned out to be the killers, then serious punishment should be applied. 
Yet, the bishop remained  silent on the fact that in this case Prince Radziwiłł 
had ordered an investigation on his own and found the Jews innocent. 
Despite Prince Radziwiłł’s conclusion, the bishop, encouraged by local 
clergy, reopened the accusation and escalated the case to Warsaw, the cap-
ital city of Poland- Lithuania. Fifteen Jews  were arrested and tortured, 
some of whom died.19 While not revealing the details of the Jampol case, 
the bishop mentioned the case tried in Żytomierz, “a mere 50 miles” from 
the seat of his bishopric, and pointed to the printed materials related to 
that trial as evidence of Jews’ guilt.

Much longer was the letter from Kajetan Ignacy Sołtyk, the bishop of 
Kiev.20 Sołtyk had played a role in the arrest of thirty- one Jews following 
the death of a three- and- a- half- year- old boy, Stefan Studziński in Markowa 
Wolica. The letter forwarded by the nuncio was both a summary of the 
“killing by Jews of an infant Stefan Studziński in the diocese of Kiev” and 
an apol o getic, if defiant, treatise on the bishop’s role in the affair in 1753, 
which was already known in Rome. Sołtyk claimed that the body had been 
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found with many wounds, a clear sign that the three- year- old boy had not 
died of natu ral  causes but “violently.” Right away, it was broadly believed 
that Jews  were guilty, this suspicion “powerfully” bolstered by the fact that 
some Jews fled the town. Parents, relatives, and friends of the boy soon came 
to Sołtyk “exposing the injury done to the Christian name and blood, 
blaming the impudence of Jews, and imploring” him to help. And so, aware 
of other examples of “Jewish malice” and fearing that more Jews would 
flee, be protected by the magnates or others “corrupted with their money,” 
the bishop de cided to intervene, sending the  matter “for investigation of 
the truth of the crime.” The arrested Jews  were interrogated both “freely” 
and  under torture. All was done according to law, Sołtyk insisted,  because 
he was well aware that “this was a blood case,” which did not belong to his 
jurisdiction but squarely to the secular court, “namely the  Castle Court of 
the Palatine.” Indeed, the highly competent secular court convicted Jews 
justly,  after “oral and corporal interrogations,” with no influence “what-
soever” of the bishop or his office.21

If Bishop Sołtyk had to deny that he or his office had exerted any influ-
ence on the secular court, he also had to address the “calumnies” that he 
had cunningly accepted money from Jews as a bribe to  free them. It was 
true, he admitted, that he had received from Jews some thousand zloty in 
Hungarian coins, but the money was from the Jews who  were leasing 
breweries in a town that belonged to the “episcopal  table,” and five hun-
dred was immediately paid back, according to a promissory note (chi-
rographum).22 It was therefore false, defiantly stated the bishop known for 
his gambling and resulting indebtedness, to imply that this money was in 
any way related to the  trials and that it was a bribe to help release the ar-
rested Jews.23 The money, in fact, was partly related to the lease, partly a 
donation customarily offered to the bishop by Jewish inhabitants of epis-
copal domains, and partly an ordinary fee paid for the privilege to restore 
an old synagogue or build a new one. Such privileges, the bishop clarified, 
 were granted “not for  free,” but  were meant as a “monetary penalty.”24 The 
money was then used for “pious uses” determined by the bishop himself. 
In this case, the money was to serve “the good of the diocese” and fund the 
building of a new seminary.

That  there was a legitimate explanation for accepting money from Jews 
was not the only reason why the charge of bribery was preposterous, Bishop 
Sołtyk argued. “Would he, indeed, who has no power to mete out corporal, 
let alone, capital punishment be able to redeem life?” In turning to a  legal 
argument over jurisdiction and the distinction between secular and ecclesi-
astical powers, Kajetan Sołtyk emphasized that it would have been futile 
to bribe a bishop in this case,  because he had no power over such  matters. 
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Such power belonged to a secular court that was not at all “dependent on 
the bishop.” Would it not have been wiser, the bishop pondered, “if the said 
money given to a bishop” to help release the Jews had been given to “sec-
ular judges to whom belongs the sole and arbitrary power to punish or ab-
solve them of the crime?” Moreover,  there could not be any doubt that 
“Jews living among us know very well” that according to Church law clergy 
 were not allowed to be involved in “blood cases.” Thus, they would have 
been imprudent to “solicit imaginary protection from him who can never 
condemn criminals to death.”

Sołtyk also took the opportunity to address another “absurd 
imputation”— that he ordered the kidnapping of Jewish  children in order 
to convert them. A charge of the use of such violent methods could apply 
to the “barbarity” and “inhumanity” of Tatars and Turks, but not “to Chris-
tians, let alone their pastors.”25 All the rumors that circulated about the 
bishop  were thus outlandish. They  were spread, he argued, by his ene-
mies, particularly Joseph Augustynowicz, an apostolic notary, who dis-
seminated “injurious” and defamatory information.  There was a grain of 
truth in what Sołtyk was saying. In January 1754, following the 1753 trial 
in Żytomierz, Augustynowicz indeed received Jewish delegates from 
 Podolia in his office in Warsaw to take their deposition against Bishop 
Sołtyk and his role in propagating “the calumny” of Jewish infanticides.26 
And perhaps Augustynowicz was responsible for forwarding some of the 
information to Rome.

Bishop Sołtyk clearly felt beleaguered, his reputation damaged. He was 
known for gambling, but now  those “rumors” had clearly made their way 
to Rome. Seeking to repair his standing, he used the letter not only to sup-
port the accusations against Jews and justify his role in the trial but also to 
address any allegations that he might have personally profited from Jewish 
money. Yet, no  matter the “pious uses” Sołtyk claimed to have had in mind, 
by defending his ac cep tance of money from Jews, he inadvertently admitted 
to engaging in business relations with Jews in a flagrant violation of Bene-
dict XIV’s 1751 encyclical A quo primum.

The letters from the two bishops  were not the only evidence provided to 
the Holy Office. If the bishops emphasized court evidence as proofs of 
Jewish crimes, Jews themselves delivered a decree from another trial that 
took place in April 1753 in Krzemieniec, where a girl was found seriously 
wounded and nearly dead and the Jews  were again suspected of the crime. 
But  after further investigation it turned out that it was the girl’s own  father 
who had cut the child with a knife and dumped what he must have thought 
was her dead body in a sack, near the  house of a Jew, Merch Leyzorowicz. 
The next day, the  father changed his mind and de cided to take the body 
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and drop it next to a hospital run by the Franciscan friars. He then left 
town. But the child survived and blamed her  father for the crime, removing 
suspicion from the Jews.27

With  these documents in hand, on September 24, 1759, the officials of 
the Congregation of the Holy Office of the Inquisition met to discuss the 
 matter.28 Two months  later they would take a vote on the final report.

Frankist Accusations of the Need  
for Blood in the Talmud

While Ganganelli and the Holy Office  were preparing the materials to de-
liberate on the blood accusations in Poland, a new development took place 
in the spring of 1759. A heretical Jewish group,  later known as Frankists 
 after its leader Jacob Frank— with roots in the seventeenth- century Sabba-
tian messianic movement— charged that the Talmud, an ancient compen-
dium of Jewish law and stories that had in fact been condemned to flames 
by the Catholic Church, affirmed the need for Christian blood.29 Thus, they 
claimed that Jews who, in contrast to the Frankist sect, accepted the au-
thority of the Talmud did indeed require Christian blood for their rituals.

The group openly emerged in Poland in 1755, when Jacob Frank arrived 
in the Polish territories, and in February 1756, Polish rabbis began to push 
back, enlisting the help of Polish Church authorities, who began to inves-
tigate the rabbis’ allegations of Jewish heresy.30 But this approach soon 
backfired. As the sectarians professed their belief in Christian dogmas, such 
as the Trinity, and embraced Christian religious symbols, they endeared 
themselves to Church authorities, who  were now hopeful, if still somewhat 
apprehensive, about the group members’ prospects as potential converts. 
Gaudenty Pikulski, a Bernardine theologian who composed a lengthy re-
port about the affair, noted that it was easier to discuss Chris tian ity with a 
Kabbalist or a Sabbatian than a “Talmudist,”  because the former “can more 
easily understand the Mystery of the Holy Trinity.”31

Seizing the win dow of opportunity, the Frankists challenged the rabbinic 
Jews to a debate before the Christian authorities. Presenting themselves as 
opponents of the Talmud, they became known as “anti- Talmudists” or 
“counter- Talmudists.” This was a shrewd move on their part, one that tem-
porarily shifted the balance of power in their  favor. As Paweł Maciejko has 
noted, the Frankists cast their case in “the broader framework of the Cath-
olic polemics against the Talmud.”32

Hearings before Church authorities started in 1756, culminating in two 
major debates in 1757 and in 1759. The first debate in Kamieniec in 1757 
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was to decide  whether the accused “counter- Talmudists” followed the law 
of Moses or, as the Jews claimed, they did not. The debate ended in  favor 
of the sectarians.33 Bishop Mikołaj Dembowski issued a decree favorable 
to them, in which he took the opportunity to outline the par ameters of 
Church authority over both Jews and heretics, quoting  earlier decrees by 
Popes Gregory XIII and Clement VIII, as well as the more recent by Pope 
Benedict XIV.34 Although the “counter- Talmudists” did not raise the ques-
tion of blood in the Talmud at this time, the bishop did not shy away from 
discussing Jews’ hostility to Christians and alluding to Jews’ killing of Chris-
tian  children. Referring to printed chronicles, he mentioned William of 
Norwich, the expulsion of Jews from Spain, and from France, which he 
dated, incorrectly, to 1180; he turned to the work of Marquardus de  Susannis 
and its examples of Jewish “hostilities” such as “kidnapping and crucifying 
 children” and spreading “pestilence” around Eu rope.35

 Because the rejection of the Talmud became one of the centerpieces of 
Frankist identity, Bishop Dembowski was emboldened to examine Church 
teachings about this work and took the opportunity to condemn it. Given 
the Talmud’s “impious, erroneous, scandalous speculations and blasphe-
mies, offensive to pious ears” how could this work not be bad?36 It had 
already been condemned to the fire by many popes, among them Gregory 
IX in Paris in 1242, Julius III in 1553 in Italy, and then again in Italy by 
Pius V in 1566.37 In line with the popes, Dembowski condemned the Talmud 
in his diocese.  Because the sectarians presented themselves as Jews following 
the “Old Testament” and not the Talmud, the bishop became particularly 
predisposed to them and ready to vilify rabbinic Jews, who now became 
the guilty party.38

Nuncio Serra was informed about the first debate the same year in which 
it occurred by a Jewish emissary, Barukh Mi- Ereẓ Yavan, who appealed to 
the nuncio for help.39 But the event itself and even Dembowski’s decree do 
not appear to have been reported to Rome  until July 1758, by then the af-
fair had progressed further.40

Seven months  later, in February 1759, the most dramatic and dangerous 
charge by the Frankists was voiced. In formal, printed— and one assumes 
widely distributed— supplications to the king and the primate of Poland, 
Archbishop Władysław Łubieński, the sectarians publicly expressed their 
desire to convert to Catholicism.41 But they set certain conditions for this 
major step— before converting they wanted again to debate with “the Tal-
mudists” and, through that debate, to prove not only their sincerity to con-
vert but also “to open the eyes” of the “Talmudists [who  were] hardened 
by their errors, and chuffing with unheard-of and terrible blasphemies 
against God Himself.”42 The sectarians presented themselves as “the Isra-
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elite nation returning by God’s grace to their Messiah.”43 In April, nuncio 
Serra informed Rome about this new movement among Jews, whom he 
called “the Karaite Jews,” and forwarded a copy of the supplication printed 
in Latin.44 The Church officials in Rome must have been very pleased: not 
only did the sectarians profess their belief in Jesus Christ and express their 
desire to convert but they also declared obedience “to the Messiah’s Vicar 
on Earth, the Roman Pontiff, and his legitimate successors.”45 Rome was 
anxiously awaiting the results of the second debate, hoping that “this af-
fair  will end to the glory of God” to be “remembered in the History of the 
Church” and to serve as a “consolation to Chris tian ity.”46

In May, the sectarian Jews, now increasingly known as “anti- Talmudists,” 
again approached the king and the primate for assistance, pleading, among 
other  things for support in the face of their enemies, the rabbinic Jews, and 
asking for a safe territory to  settle.47 A few days  later, they prepared a de-
tailed manifesto outlining the points of the debates, which was then in-
scribed in the rec ords of the Lwów Consistory on May 25, 1759, printed 
in Latin, and distributed.48

Seven points  were listed for the debate, six of which dealt with the ques-
tion of the Messiah. But the seventh charged bluntly, “The Talmud teaches 
the need for Christian blood, and he who believes in the Talmud is required 
to use it.”49 The debate, initially scheduled for July, was postponed to Sep-
tember, and Jews seem to have been forced to participate  under the hefty 
monetary penalty of some one thousand zloty.50 Even if the local Church 
authorities might have been thrilled about this debate and the potential con-
versions, the papal nuncio Niccolò Serra was a  little apprehensive. He did 
not like the fact that Jews  were reportedly compelled to participate and ex-
pressed doubts about the catechumens,  because to his taste their leader 
Jacob Frank was “held in excessive veneration.” To Serra, it all had mark-
ings of an emerging sect. Thus, he warned, one needed to “proceed with all 
pos si ble caution.”51

Other Church officials also seemed uneasy about the seven points of the 
proposed debate, particularly the seventh one affirming the verity of blood 
accusation.52 With the points of the debate printed in the manifesto, the 
Jews, Serra reported,  were able to prepare well for the debate, at least the 
first three points to which they responded proficiently. But three other points 
 were controversial  because answers to them might have potentially been 
deemed offensive to the Catholic Church. And so, the Jews demurred. In 
regard to point five, for example, which addressed the cross as the sign of 
the Holy Trinity and the “seal” of the messiah, they refused to respond on 
the grounds that “it was not proper for us to speak against the Catholic 
religion.”53 The seventh point was particularly charged, for it alleged that 
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the Talmud mandated the use of Christian blood. Since the sectarians’ mani-
festo was printed, it was now out in the open—in print— that a Jewish 
group seemingly validated the notorious anti- Jewish accusations. Indeed, 
the nuncio wrote, should it be verified that “the need of Christian blood 
was a religious princi ple,” then this would lend credence to “the cases of 
killings of Christians of which Jews have been so many times accused in 
the courts of this Kingdom.”54

The rabbis’ defense, preserved apparently “in accordance with the orig-
inal response submitted by them” in Gaudenty Pikulski’s work, challenged 
the “anti- Talmudists” ’ proficiency in Hebrew, their selective choice of pas-
sages that  were often taken out of context, and their manipulation and 
mistranslation of texts. The defense also highlighted non- Jewish authori-
ties who had denied that Jews ever committed the imputed crimes, among 
them the “Catholic” Hugo Grotius.55 They argued that in other countries, 
“Germany, the Empire, Italy, and Turkey” no credence was given to this 
“tall tale.”56 Similar arguments would be repeated years  later in one of the 
last  trials of the Jews in Poland.

Nuncio Serra continued to send dispatches on the question of  whether 
the need for blood was indeed mandated by the Talmud. Though the ques-
tion remained unresolved, it did touch on the very issue that was si mul ta-
neously  under consideration in the Holy Office. Still, Rome expressed  little 
interest, its attention focused on the Frankist conversions and their after-
math. Secretary of State Cardinal Torrigiani addressed the question of blood 
directly only in November, nearly two months  after the Holy Office had 
already discussed the supplementary documents delivered in connection to 
Jacob Eliyakim Zelig’s supplication and nearly two months  after Serra had 
sent his reports.57 On November 17, 1759, Torrigiani wrote that “even 
though  here it interests us  little to know if the texts taken from the He-
brew books and the Talmud are true or false, or approximate”  because so 
many errors  were contained in the Jewish books, still, it would be useful to 
have the  matter examined by Catholic experts in the Hebrew language.58 
On December 5, Serra confirmed that it was indeed difficult to “verify the 
existence of such teaching in Talmudic books”  because of the “profound 
uncertainty of meaning of the texts brought up in the last session held in 
Lwów.” Nothing could, in fact, be concluded, given the lack of scholars 
fluent “in the dead language,” that is, in Hebrew and Aramaic.59 The confu-
sion reported by the nuncio was likely grounded in the rabbis’ defense that 
consistently focused on the misuse and misunderstanding of the texts the 
anti- Talmudists had singled out during the debate.60

In his December 12 dispatch, Nuncio Serra attached, among documents 
related to the new converts, evidence they provided “to verify the teaching 
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of the Talmud concerning the use of Christian blood.”61 From then on, the 
topic of the use of Christian blood dropped out of the correspondence. In-
stead, subsequent dispatches from Serra about Jews and the new converts 
focused on concerns about the converts’ sincerity, whose goal in conver-
sion seems to have been to obtain “in this Kingdom land to inhabit.” From 
January 1760 on, the topic of the arrest of the then- baptized Jacob Frank 
on suspicion of heresy was added.62 It took about two to three weeks for 
dispatches from Warsaw to reach Rome. Thus, by the time Serra’s De-
cember 12 dispatch reached Rome, the Ganganelli report had already been 
presented to and voted on by the Congregation of the Holy Office. It was 
now waiting to be presented to Pope Clement XIII.

Ganganelli’s Final Report

Even though Nuncio Serra’s last dispatch touching on the Frankist blood 
accusations did not reach Rome in time for Cardinal Ganganelli to con-
sider it in his report, by the time the Cardinal finished it, the sensational-
istic allegations by the Frankists about the use of blood would have cer-
tainly been known in Rome. Yet, in his report, Ganganelli mentioned 
nothing about the charges made in the disputation in Lwów. The silence is 
deafening, but perhaps the cardinal, unable to verify the accuracy of the 
allegations and the Jewish responses, may have preferred not to consider 
the issue raised at the Lwów disputation. Or perhaps based on the strong 
evidence from Jewish sources supplied in 1706 by Tranquillo Vita Corcos 
in his treatises in defense of Jews and sanctioned by the premier Vatican 
Hebraist and theologian Giovanni Pastrizio, Ganganelli was confident that 
Jewish texts did not support the use of Christian blood. But Ganganelli 
simply may not have wanted to complicate  matters further by engaging in a 
debate about statements made by the highly controversial group of converts 
about the Talmud, a work that,  after all, had been banned by the pontiffs. 
And so, by focusing on the two specific  trials that brought Jacob Eliyakim 
Zelig to Rome, and basing his report on the historical evidence— not Jewish 
texts— and on the documents requested by the Holy Office from the nuncio 
following the initial vote in March 1758, Ganganelli avoided becoming in-
volved in the increasingly notorious issue of Frank and his followers, an 
issue with which the Holy Office would have to deal separately.

By the time Ganganelli finished his report, Clement XIII was pope, who, 
though respectful of his pre de ces sor Benedict XIV, did not carry the same 
baggage of writings about Jews. In a tactful but explicit way Ganganelli 
condemned the Polish bishops for their uncritical ac cep tance of anti- Jewish 
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accusations. “May God guard me,” the newly appointed cardinal wrote, 
“from simply suspecting that the two Polish bishops, and the apostolic 
nuncio wished to conceal the truth in a contrived way, or that they sent 
 here fraudulent information. Still, it could be that they themselves  were not 
deceivers but rather deceived.”63

In addressing directly the two reports by Bishop Wołłowicz of Łuck and 
Bishop Sołtyk of Kiev (by then the bishop of Cracow), Ganganelli once 
again took the opportunity to lambast the bishops and affirm papal au-
thority. He cut to the chase, dismissing Sołtyk’s report outright as “an 
apology for his conduct” and a defense of “his greed” for gold.64 As for the 
bishop of Łuck, he “has shown himself too prone to believe what cannot 
be true”65— not only  because he apparently did not have his historical facts 
straight but also, more importantly “if the Supreme Pontiffs Gregory IX 
and Innocent IV judged such accusations to be baseless (as I have already 
shown), and if the Jews  were declared innocent in the tribunals of Italy, I 
cannot see how they can be considered guilty of such a crime in Poland 
alone.” As if not to leave any doubt, the cardinal stressed, “I would desire 
that Mgr. the Bishop of Łuck, in order to undeceive himself [per suo disin-
ganno], should read the decretal of Innocent IV, cited by me, which can be 
found in the works of Rinaldi, who continued the work of Baronio.  There 
he would be able to see the same accusations with which he now perse-
cutes the Jews, and would find a complete defense by the esteemed pon-
tiff.”66 Citing Rinaldi was a risky move,  because even though he mentioned 
Innocent’s decree, he also included examples of  children “most cruelly 
killed” by Jews. In fact, Lorenzo Virgulti, an eighteenth- century Dominican 
preacher in Rome, directly referred to Rinaldi’s work to justify his preaching 
against Jews and his discussion of Jewish “hatred of Christians and the 
Christian religion,” poisoning of wells, and infanticides.67 Some  later chron-
icles, including abridged versions based on Baronio and Rinaldi, included 
even more stories about Jewish infanticides while omitting any mention of 
the popes’ intervention in defense of the Jews.68

Even if Ganganelli may have felt freer, with the death of Pope Benedict 
XIV, to condemn more explic itly the accusations that Jews killed Chris-
tians to obtain their blood for Passover matzah, defending the Jews was 
not the only goal of his exposition. In fact, his final report was not just a 
condemnation of the accusations but also a strong affirmation of papal 
authority in the Church hierarchy, a major issue at the time that was not 
 limited to dealings between Rome and the Polish clergy; it had clearly been 
on Ganganelli’s mind when he wrote his preliminary pre sen ta tion in 1758. 
Last but not least, Ganganelli’s dissertation also repeatedly affirmed the 
Church’s ultimate hope that Jews would convert to Catholicism, a topic 



 Cardinal Ganganelli’s Secret Report 337

central to Italian anti- Judaic polemic and certainly one actively discussed 
among Church officials in Poland and in Rome  because of the Frankists, and 
one that was of par tic u lar interest to the recently departed Benedict XIV.69

In this final report Ganganelli expanded on the arguments both in sup-
port of the accusations and against them that he had outlined in March 1758. 
The purpose of presenting both sides was, the cardinal wrote, “to estimate 
the probability and credibility of the information . . .  that has come from 
Poland concerning the  matter  under discussion.”70  There  were many argu-
ments in support of the accusations— precisely  those that the Polish bishops 
brought to their own defense: “this crime is imputed to the Jews by so many 
nations, in nearly  every period and place (even where they are subjected to 
strict control).” Moreover, “if it is imputed to them by so many writers with 
evident proofs, it is pos si ble for every one to see on what basis of truth the 
reports [informazioni] from Poland on this subject must rest.”71 Gangan-
elli methodically addressed—one by one—the arguments that supported 
the accusations. He demonstrated “the unsubstantial character of the au-
thorities cited with regard to the object at issue,” championing at the same 
time the proper hierarchy of the Catholic Church, with the pontiff at its head.

The cardinal reached back in time to the twelfth  century, when vio lence 
against Jews during the Second Crusade in 1145 was promoted by one 
“Monk Radulph in Mainz, to repress the audacity of Jews against Chris-
tians.”72 Monk Radulph, Ganganelli wrote, “considered it his special duty 
to preach to the Christian  people and excite in them a just resentment 
against Jews,  eager for Christian blood. In fact, the Christians in Mainz, 
emboldened by the zeal of this monk,  were stirred and made a  great mas-
sacre of the Jews.” The chronicler Odorico Rinaldi, Ganganelli continued, 
also told of “the just resentment of the Princes of Germany and of the King 
of France in the thirteenth  century against the same Jews, who  were conse-
quently subjected to corporal and pecuniary punishments.” The reason for 
this was “the same as that for which they have been justly punished in Po-
land, that is: ‘That in the same solemnity [unleavened bread] they make 
communion with the heart of a slain child . . .  and have laid their charge the 
corpse of a dead man.’ ” But Monk Radulph was condemned by Archbishop 
Henry of Mainz, who, in turn, informed “the glorious St. Bernard [of Clair-
vaux]” about Radulph’s actions. In his letter responding to the archbishop 
of Mainz, St.  Bernard strongly denounced Radulph and undermined his 
legitimacy:

That man of whom you speak in your letter [ Brother Radulph] is sent neither 
by man, nor as man, nor for man, nor yet by God. For if he boasts of being a 
Monk or a Hermit, and from this takes upon himself the liberty or office of 
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preaching, he may and  ought to know that a Monk has not the office of one 
who teaches, but of one who laments; for indeed to him a city should be a 
prison and solitude Paradise. Yet this man on the contrary holds solitude to 
be a prison and a city Paradise. . . .  Truly three  things in him are highly blame-
worthy: “the usurpation of preaching” (with which he stirred up the  people 
to massacre the Jews): “contempt of the Bishops” (who regretted the slaughter 
of  these unhappy  people); and “license of approving murder” (by promoting 
and approving of the extermination of the unfortunates).73

Though the letter cited  here had been discussed by Richard Simon in the 
aftermath of the Metz affair in 1670 and was reproduced in Tranquillo Vita 
Corcos’s 1706 treatise in defense of the Jews, Ganganelli used it for slightly 
dif fer ent purposes.74 By citing St. Bernard’s letter and interjecting his own 
comments, Ganganelli sought to put a dent in the argument that if a 
churchman, such as “monk Radulph,” supported and promoted vio lence 
against Jews, then this very fact justified such vio lence and suggested that 
the Church supported it as well. Wanting to differentiate levels of status 
within the church hierarchy and make that part of his argument against 
anti- Jewish vio lence, Ganganelli thus juxtaposed the questionable monk 
against some of the highest church figures: a saint and an archbishop.

Pushing the argument further, Ganganelli addressed support for the ac-
cusations from some high- profile lay authorities, such as “the King of France 
and the Princes of Germany.” Against them, he presented “a judge whom 
none can consider suspect”— Innocent IV, “the Supreme Pontiff,” who in 
1247 issued a strong condemnation of similar anti- Jewish accusations.75 For 
Ganganelli  there was no question whose authority was the highest. Indeed, 
no one, the cardinal claimed, could accuse him of relying “on very weak 
and unsubstantial proofs.”76 And thus  because Innocent IV and other popes 
thereafter condemned accusations against Jews and offered protection to 
them, their condemnation superseded any secular authority.77 And when 
Ganganelli did quote secular rulers, it was only in cases when they “affirmed 
that in the past the Supreme Pontiffs have forbidden men to believe the ac-
cusation of the alleged impious abuse of Christian blood.”78

True,  there  were many  trials against Jews in many places, as the Polish 
bishops had pointed out but, Ganganelli stressed, Jews  were in fact acquitted 
in Christian courts and justice was served. In Verona, for example, the “pure 
love of truth” guided the court. Indeed,  there “it was a question of con-
demning Christian coreligionists and  doing justice to Jews.”79 Against  these 
natu ral “blood- ties,” justice was achieved and Jews  were acquitted, pre-
cisely  because the Verona podestà “considered that ‘it was forbidden by the 
Supreme Pontiff to believe in the accusation of the alleged impious abuse 
of Christian blood.’ ”
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Just as  there  were many  trials resulting in condemnations and acquittals, 
so too, many books could be found both supporting and refuting the ac-
cusations. Ganganelli noted that, although supporters of the accusations 
pointed to certain Jewish converts who confirmed the charge, one had to 
consider their character with caution.  Here the cardinal may have been al-
luding to Frankists, but he said nothing about them. Instead, he singled 
out Giulio Morosini, a seventeenth- century convert, “first a rabbi among 
his own  people, and afterwards a writer among us,” and Paolo Sebastiano 
Medici, “another neophyte, personally known by me,” who “put forth 
vari ous accusations against the Jews.” Yet, claims by the two  were effec-
tively refuted in print by Jews in Rome.80 Moreover, the cardinal warned, 
perhaps alluding again to the Frankists, one had to deal with converts cau-
tiously  because “ there is wont to occur a certain transport against their own 
nation, by reason of which they not seldom go beyond the limits of truth.”81

Still, not all converts  were untrustworthy, and  those who  were more rep-
utable than  others had, in fact, refuted claims that Jews needed Christian 
blood. One such convert was Paul of Burgos, “formerly a Jewish doctor, 
and afterwards a Catholic and raised to the Bishopric of Burgos,” Gangan-
elli wrote following Corcos’s treatise.82 Paul of Burgos saw anti- Jewish ac-
cusations as one of the chief reasons preventing Jews from accepting 
Chris tian ity, “for they think that we invent lies against them, which pre-
sents no small obstacle in our making them believe us.” Ganganelli also 
mentioned Nicolas of Lyra, “of my Order,” and Ludwig von Sonnenfels of 
the University of Vienna among trustworthy “neophytes.” (He mistakenly 
included in this category also Leone Modena, perhaps  because of Mode-
na’s publications in Italian.)  These three examples once again affirmed the 
authority of the Church: Paul of Burgos was a bishop; Nicolas of Lyra, a 
Franciscan friar; and Ludwig von Sonnenfels, a professor of a university 
whose Catholic orthodoxy could not be questioned.

Having ascertained that all reputable authorities denied accusations that 
Jews killed Christian  children, Ganganelli was left with two cases that 
seemed to undermine his argument— those of Simon of Trent and of An-
dreas of Rinn, both of which seem to have had an impact on the rise of 
anti- Jewish accusations in Poland and both of which  were sanctioned by 
popes. Ganganelli was thus forced to admit “as true the fact of the Blessed 
Simon, a boy three years old, killed by the Jews in Trent in the year 1475 in 
hatred of the faith of Jesus Christ” and “the truth of another fact, which 
happened in the year 1462 in the village of Rinn, in the diocese of Brixen, 
in the person of the Blessed Andreas, a boy barbarously murdered by the 
Jews in hatred of the faith in Jesus Christ.” The two cases, however,  were not 
automatically accepted, the cardinal argued. They  were “proven by au then tic 



340 Cardinal Ganganelli’s Secret Report

proofs  after much diligent search and considerable lapse of time.”83 (This 
could not be said about the  trials in Poland.) The cardinal continued, “It 
should then be concluded that, among so many infanticides in hatred of 
our Holy Faith imputed by writers to the Jews, only two can be said to be 
true.”84 Still, even  after “admitting the truth of the two facts in Brixen and 
in Trent” one could not contend that they applied to the  whole “Jewish na-
tion.”  These  were but “two isolated events.” Indeed, the cardinal dismissed 
other cases of alleged child victims of the Jews included by the Bollandists 
in their Acta Sanctorum. All  these cases, Ganganelli stated, citing the bull 
Beatus Andreas,  were not “beatified by the Holy See . . .  and much less can 
they be canonized, no suit having been formed, or sent to Rome to the 
Roman Pontiff in order that he might approve it.”85

The cases of Simon of Trent and Andreas of Rinn allowed Ganganelli to 
establish the channels of transmission of papal authority that linked the 
two cases. Both boys bore the title beatus or blessed, and their cults  were 
officially sanctioned by the pontiffs, if not immediately. In Simon’s case, 
Pope Sixtus IV had serious objections to the Trent trial and the emerging 
cult. He, in fact, “forbade the devotion that was paid to the aforesaid 
Blessed Simon.” It took more than a hundred years before Pope Sixtus V 
“conceded the Office and Proper Mass in honor of the Blessed Simon, 
adding to  these a Plenary Indulgence to any person who, having confessed 
and communicated, visited on his feast [March 24] the church in which his 
relics are to be found.”86 Sixtus IV’s breve, Ganganelli noted, was cited “in 
the immortal work On the Canonization of Saints by Benedict XIV of 
glorious memory,” whereas Sixtus V’s work was mentioned in Bonelli’s 
Apol o getic Dissertation. Benedict XIV in turn in December 1752 granted 
the diocese of Brixen the “Office and the Mass” for Andreas of Rinn, in 
January 1753 the plenary indulgence similar to that conceded to Simon of 
Trent, and fi nally and crucially, in February 1755, he issued the bull Beatus 
Andreas. (Beatus Andreas remains one of the most power ful affirmations 
of anti- Jewish accusations ever issued by a prominent Church leader, one 
that would have strong reverberations for the subsequent defense of 
Jews.87)

Given the stature of Benedict XIV as a pope and canon  lawyer, and the 
fact that he had addressed the issue of child victims so recently, Ganganelli 
could not have ignored  either Simon or Andreas. But the way Ganganelli 
handled  these papal endorsements of cults of alleged child victims allowed 
him to condemn anti- Jewish accusations coming out of Poland without un-
dermining papal authority, indeed affirming it.  Earlier papal condemna-
tions of accusations that Jews killed Christian  children to obtain their blood 
 were not at all contradicted by Sixtus V and Benedict XIV— the cases they 
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sanctioned  were murders “in hatred of the faith,” not “blood accusations.” 
This distinction allowed Ganganelli to remain consistent in his argument. 
The popes did indeed clear Jews of the latter accusation, but as the cases of 
Simon and Andreas showed, the popes allowed the possibility of the former. 
Yet Ganganelli’s claim was not quite forthright. True, Benedict XIV referred 
to both cases as killings “in hatred of Christian faith,” but blood was an 
impor tant motif in the story of Simon of Trent, if less so in the case of An-
dreas of Rinn.

The last papal condemnation of blood accusations against Jews was is-
sued in 1540 by Pope Paul III and then soon forgotten.88  After that, given 
Rome’s refusal to renew it or to issue a new one, Jews had to resort to in-
voking  either centuries- old papal decrees in their defense or statements by 
lesser church figures. Although Ganganelli noted that other church officials 
also intervened on Jews’ behalf, as if to underscore the broad scope of the 
defense of Jews, he neglected to mention the real reason why Jews had to 
turn to them. On behalf of Jews in Poland, Ganganelli wrote— again 
drawing on the material provided de cades  earlier by Tranquillo Vita 
Corcos— there also intervened “the most reverend  father Giovanni Battista 
de’ Marini, General of the Order of Preaching  Fathers [Dominicans],” who 
“moved by pity by the Jews of Poland . . .  wrote on February 9, 1664, a 
very urgent letter to  Father Alan Choroduski, the provincial of Poland, in 
which he instructed his friars in that Kingdom to preach from the pulpit 
and persuade the  people to abandon the baleful belief” they held against 
Jews. Vio lence against Jews was not justified, de’ Marini wrote. Christians 
should instead display “piety and gentleness . . .  to them also, when they 
are oppressed by injury.” Ill treatment of Jews was offensive to God, the 
general asserted. “Let the Jews find out in this  matter that we desire not 
their destruction but their salvation.”89 That last sentence reflected broader 
Church ideas about Jews and gave Ganganelli one more occasion to affirm 
them. “Such also  were the sentiments,” the cardinal wrote, “of St. Bernard 
against  Brother Radulph, and the oracles of Gregory IX and Innocent IV 
against the Princes of Germany and France.”

If the medieval princi ple of  favor fidei justified situations that according 
to existing laws appeared illegal but advanced the faith,  here the situation 
was exactly the opposite. Such “illicit hatreds, false accusations, abuses, con-
tumelies”  were “an offense to our God” and caused much “injury to divine 
honor,”  because they prevented Jews from converting to Catholicism.90 This 
was why Ganganelli hoped that “the Holy See would take some mea sure 
on behalf of Jews in Poland, as did St. Bernard, Gregory IX and Innocent 
IV for the Jews of Germany and France, ‘so that the name of Christ may 
not be blasphemed’ by Jews, and their conversion may not become more 
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difficult.”91 Ganganelli  here was harkening back to the medieval Church 
tradition of condemning anti- Jewish vio lence on the grounds that it dis-
couraged the Jews from converting. By returning to that medieval tradi-
tion, he implicitly moved away from the policy of oppressing Jews “so that 
Jews may convert” that had dominated the Church since the pontificate of 
Pope Paul IV.92 As methodical and power ful as Ganganelli’s report was in 
condemning the specific accusations coming from Poland, in the end it 
largely affirmed medieval policies of the pontiffs regarding anti- Jewish ac-
cusations and, by  doing so, also reinforced the centuries- old hope that Jews 
would convert to Chris tian ity.

But Ganganelli  stopped short of making specific recommendations of 
how to address the Polish  trials. He simply examined the background of 
the accusations and the Church’s responses to them in the hope that 
“Jesus Christ  will suggest to his Vicar such means as  shall be honorable 
to the Christian name and conducive to the conversion of  those unhappy 
ones.” The Holy Office approved the report on December 24, 1759, and 
then passed it on to Pope Clement XIII on January 10, 1760. It de cided 
that the papal nuncio in Poland was to be briefed about the outcome of 
Ganganelli’s investigation, but that no formal condemnation was to be 
issued by the pope. This must not have been what Jacob Eliyakim Zelig 
and the Polish Jews who sent him to Rome had hoped for, certainly not 
in the context of the Jacob Frank affair that resulted in conversions to 
Catholicism of hundreds of his followers. Polish Jews had hoped that the 
pontiff would  either condemn accusations against them outright in a 
new declaration or at least reissue the centuries- old papal bulls to the 
same effect.

Jews  were not even notified about the full report. In fact, the Gangan-
elli report was not meant as an official response of the Holy See. Written 
in Italian, it was an internal document for the Congregation of the Holy 
Office of the Inquisition. When the popes or other members of Catholic 
hierarchy wanted to publicize  matters broadly, they issued documents in 
Latin (if destined outside of the Italian peninsula) and had them printed 
by the official printing  house. A printed copy of such document would 
then be dispatched to a nuncio so it could be, in turn, printed and dis-
seminated locally.93 Documents intended to be read in the Italian penin-
sula  were generally written in Italian, but  were still published by the 
official pontifical printing  house.94 The Ganganelli report was never 
committed to print. The secrecy surrounding this report underscores the 
importance of the permission to publish in the Vatican’s official printing 
 house the writings by Tranquillo Vita Corcos during the Viterbo affair 
of 1705–1706.95 But in the case of the Ganganelli report, the Church 
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officials clearly did not want to make it known. Jews likely never re-
ceived a copy at the time.96

Still, Jews  were not ignored completely, though they may not have been 
fully aware of the outcome of the mission to Rome. According to the de-
cree from the Holy Office signed by Assessor Benedetto Veterani, the papal 
nuncio in Warsaw was ordered to “take care according to his wisdom and 
zeal that in other similar cases no harm  shall be brought upon the Hebrew 
nation.”97 If necessary, he should also work with secular and ecclesiastical 
judges. But Jacob Eliyakim Zelig was not to be informed in detail about 
the report. Indeed, “all this was to be minimally communicated to Jews.”98 
The Congregation agreed that only letters from the Holy Office “addressed 
to the [current] Apostolic Nuncio  were to be given to [the Jews’] delegate 
who is staying in the City.”

On that very same date when the report was presented to Pope Clement 
XIII, January 10, 1760, a draft of the letter from the Holy Office to be given 
“open” to Jacob Eliyakim Zelig and intended for the nuncio in Warsaw was 
prepared. The nuncio was “expressly ordered” by the pontiff to help Zelig, 
who had come to Rome to “implore [the] Holy See most humbly” for pro-
tection from  these “intolerable hardships.” He was to offer any assistance 
to Zelig so he “may not suffer any oppression and harassment” by  those 
who might be upset on account of his appeal to Rome.99 The letter had 
then to make its way through the Vatican bureaucracy. It was fi nally signed 
by the young cardinal Andrea Corsini on February 9, 1760, to be sent to 
Warsaw with the Jewish emissary.100

Meanwhile, the newly appointed papal nuncio to Poland, Bishop Antonio 
Eugenio Visconti, was readying for his trip to assume his post, which was 
set to begin on February 22, 1760.101 Just before his departure, Cardinal 
Lorenzo Ganganelli paid him a visit to wish him “happy travels.”102 Visconti 
was not pre sent, so a note was left for him that Ganganelli wanted to “hand 
over some documents concerning the de cided case of Jews in that Kingdom.” 
Among the documents was perhaps a manuscript copy of Ganganelli’s 
report, though it is not clear if the nuncio did in fact receive a copy.

As Visconti was leaving Rome for Poland, Jacob Eliyakim Zelig was still 
in the Eternal City. On May 23, 1760, Zelig received a letter from none 
other than Cardinal Ganganelli who warmly recommended Zelig to the 
nuncio. “ After having been held in Rome for a long time to conduct to the 
end a most impor tant business,” Ganganelli wrote, “the Polish Jew Jacob 
Zelig, returning to his country  will have the honor of presenting to you this 
letter of mine to beseech through me Your Illustrious Lordship [to offer] 
forceful aid [valevole padrocinio] in situations when he may need to reach 
out to you.”103 Ganganelli reiterated that the favorable report of the Holy 
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Office had been accepted by “His Holiness” himself and emphasized that 
this should give more weight to the cardinal’s recommendation and should 
create a “new willingness” on the part of the nuncio to “accommodate my 
efforts on behalf of the person and the needs of the said Zelig.”

Jacob Eliyakim Zelig left Rome not having achieved his ultimate goal. 
Certainly, his mission to Rome bore fruit, but it did not result in what the 
Jews had for de cades been trying to achieve: “an official papal pronounce-
ment on the blood libel.”104 On this the Holy See had stalled since at least 
the 1740s, when Jews began asking for such a document in the aftermath 
of the Poznań trial in 1736–1739, and possibly ever since the seventeenth 
 century when, in the absence of papal condemnations, Jews resorted to ob-
taining letters from other church officials, like that from the general of the 
Dominicans issued in 1664.105

On his return to Poland, Zelig met with Nuncio Visconti, no doubt hoping 
for a forceful response in accord with Ganganelli’s letter. But with Gangan-
elli’s treatise kept private and the decision by the Holy Office not to issue 
official pronouncements, the nuncio had  little room for a public declara-
tion. What Visconti could do was work  behind the scenes when the need 
arose. And in the absence of a forceful refutation of the anti- Jewish charges, 
such occasions did arise very soon, testing the power of behind- the- scenes 
interventions in the absence of public statements.



C h a p t e r  T e n

Calculated Pragmatism and 

the Waning of Accusations
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The letters of recommendation that Jacob Eliyakim Zelig received 
in Rome in 1760 and the behind- the- scenes efforts by Cardinal Lorenzo 

Ganganelli and  others  were not exactly what the Jews hoped to achieve, at 
such  great expense, in Rome. Still  these mea sures surely had an effect, al-
beit at times rather delayed and not strong enough to prevent  future ac-
cusations, which sometimes  were openly supported by the Polish Catholic 
clergy. Not all the  trials  were deadly, but  those with violent consequences 
continued into the late years of the Polish state, forcing Jews to employ ruses 
to achieve what officially they could not— a public condemnation of the 
charges. The  trials did eventually wane at the time of civil war and the first 
partitions of Poland, but their end was more a result of po liti cal circum-
stances and  legal reforms in the collapsing country than of the efficacy of 
Church interventions.

Soon  after Zelig returned from Rome, the effectiveness of his expensive 
mission was tested again. In January 1761, Jews in the small village of 
Józefów sued a Christian man, Franciszek Rozmarynowski, for falsely ac-
cusing them of buying an infant from a vagabond Christian  woman, Cath-
arina Jakóbowa Woyciechowska.1 In this case Jews were found innocent 
not  because of anyone’s intervention, but simply  because the child was 
found alive and well in another village; apparently the  mother had left it 
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 behind  after she became drunk. The court fined Rozmarynowski for 
making the false accusation against Jews and ordered him to make dona-
tions of tallow to local churches and to repay the court expenses that the 
Jews had incurred as a result of the libel. But Jews  were not satisfied with 
the court decree. By suing the Christian man they wanted him criminally 
charged for false accusations and punished in accordance with the law, 
which in some instances mandated death for false accusations.2 Given the 
gravity of the accusation against Jews and its potential consequences, the 
sentence Rozmarynowski received was too mild. The Jews de cided to ap-
peal the verdict, but the outcome of their appeal remains unknown.

But it was the trial of Wojsławice in the diocese of Chełm that stirred up 
the country again.3 On March 27, 1761, five days  after Easter, the body of 
an infant boy named Nicolas was found with multiple wounds. Right away 
Jews  were suspected of murdering him. Many  were arrested, and five  were 
formally charged and imprisoned, among them the local rabbi and promi-
nent community officials. They  were kept in isolation, except for visits from 
clergy, especially the Jesuits, who sought their conversion.  Because one of 
the arrested was said to know how to read Polish, he was given Catholic 
books and “read [them] daily.” Still  these efforts bore no fruit  until the pris-
oners  were subjected to torture, during which they confessed to this and 
many other crimes and “softened,” with two of the imprisoned men prom-
ising to convert. But when they heard that despite their willingness to con-
vert, they would be still be sentenced to death by quartering, they wavered 
until the Jesuits warned them of eternal damnation and encouraged them  
to be steadfast in their  earlier decision. They  were to receive baptism at the 
site of execution, a ploy to make their conversion and baptism a public 
event witnessed by “some thousands of  people.” Still, according to a pam-
phlet published in Polish narrating the affair, two Jews remained “obsti-
nate” in Judaism, staunchly refusing to convert, while the rabbi hanged him-
self in prison.

In June, the four prisoners  were taken to the place of execution. When 
they arrived, the two potential converts, accompanied by the Jesuits, re-
ceived some “good news”:  after accepting baptism, they would be decapi-
tated instead of quartered alive.  After the converts’ baptism and execution 
by sword, the clergy turned to the two “obstinate” Jews. Having witnessed 
the swift death of the first two, one also accepted baptism. The other, “el-
derly” and “obstinate,” seemed “unmoved.” But priests continued to try to 
convert him, even if their efforts seemed to “have hit a deaf rock.” The el-
derly Jew let himself be taken by the executioner, screaming, “Take me.” 
When he was stretched on the board in preparation for quartering, and 
every body fell to their knees and began to pray, one priest called out, “God 
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of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, have mercy on me, and in your 
goodness, give me light!” Hearing  these words, “the guilty man looked at 
the sky, and asked to be lifted” from the board, whereupon he accepted 
baptism. Then he, too, was decapitated.  After this public ceremony, the four 
bodies, placed in coffins,  were taken to a small church where they lay  until 
morning. On the bishop’s  orders, they  were then taken in a solemn pro-
cession to the cathedral church, where funeral ser vices  were held. Fi nally 
their bodies  were transported to the Jesuit church, where funeral rites 
 were performed, and they  were buried in the presence of the bishop. In 
the meantime, “the abominable body of the rabbi,” who had committed 
suicide in prison, was dragged through the city and then burned at the stake, 
“his ashes cast into the wind,” while the Jewish community of Wojsławice 
was ordered to pay fines, including reparations to the parents of the dead 
child.

The Wojsławice affair embodied exactly what Ganganelli condemned: 
it terrorized and persecuted Jews in order to convert them. But Polish 
Jewish leaders blamed the Wojsławice affair on the publication, Złość 
żydowska (Jewish Malice), by the Bernardine theologian Gaudenty Pi-
kulski, which recounted the Frankist affair and ambivalently though sym-
pathetically described the “Counter- Talmudists” while vilifying rabbinic 
Jews.4 After the book was published, Jewish leaders mobilized once more, 
writing a damning letter to the nuncio about the impact of the book.5 
They argued that it presented Jews as “ungodly beasts” who  were “worse 
than tigers.” They defended their religion and their lives as decent hard- 
working  human beings who supported their brethren in need. The book, 
they stressed, was contemptuous of the Jewish faith and harmful not only 
 because of its words but also  because it was printed and disseminated. Pi-
kulski’s opus was a product of vanity, a money- making endeavor, defying 
the vow against “pride, vain glory, envy, greed, . . .  aspersion, and gossip” 
that its author as a monk must have taken.

Pikulski’s work was indeed a massive— more than 800 pages long— 
compendium of information about Jewish religious texts and customs, 
and as Paweł Maciejko has noted, it was “the most comprehensive Chris-
tian account of early Frankism.”6 To be sure the book was definitely hos-
tile to Jews, but it was not always inaccurate. In fact, it was written at a 
much more sophisticated level than any other work touching on Jewish 
ritual and custom published in Poland  until that time, much more than the 
small anonymous book, Błedy Talmutowe (The Errors of the Talmud), is-
sued not long before Pikulski’s work.7 Błędy Talmutowe was  either an 
 earlier version of Pikulski’s work or at the very least served as a source for 
significant portions of it. But though some passages  were quoted verbatim 
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and  others paraphrased in it, Pikulski’s 1760 work elaborated on Jewish 
texts and gave Jews a voice, even if it was to be discounted and ridiculed.8

Where Gaudenty Pikulski did not differ from his pre de ces sors was in his 
fixation on host desecrations and blood accusations, for which he offered 
detailed descriptions and which he placed squarely on the Jewish religious 
calendar.9 Pikulski used Hebrew verses and cited Hebrew sources to the 
point that he was deemed expert in Hebrew, which compelled him to deny 
it in his introduction to the reader, as if knowledge of Hebrew  were some-
thing shameful. No doubt some of the information Pikulski included had 
been fed to him by the “Counter- Talmudists,” but some was the fruit of his 
own research in printed books by Christian authors. Pikulski’s book was 
more dangerous than  others precisely  because it appeared to be and, to 
some extent, was indeed so well informed.

The impact of printing was felt elsewhere as well. A pamphlet, Pro-
cessus judiciarius, containing court decrees of the Wojsławice affair was 
also printed and disseminated in 1761.10 Although mostly in Latin, it con-
tained a detailed description in Polish of the wounds on the child’s body 
along with a “short description” summarizing the trial and the execution 
of the Jews. Copies, with the Polish sections translated into Latin, were 
forwarded to Rome to the Secretary of State and the Holy Office of the 
Inquisition. The Wojsławice documents would  later be included, along 
with Kajetan Sołtyk’s letter written in the aftermath of the Żytomierz trial 
and several court decrees related to recent  trials of Jews accused of mur-
dering Christian  children, in a booklet with the same title as Pikulski’s 
massive work, Złość żydowska. Republished in 1774, the second ex-
panded edition of this booklet coincided with one of the last  trials of the 
Jews, in Grabie.11

The Wojsławice affair was, as many scholars have noted, linked to the 
Frankists, living in that town  under the protection of the noblewoman 
Katarzyna Kossakowska of the Potocki  family.12 That much could be in-
ferred from the lengthy report printed in Latin that alluded to “pseudodog-
mata called the Talmud (Talmuty).” More explic itly this connection with 
Frankism was noted in a summary of the interrogation of Szloma Plis-
kowski, one of the implicated Jews, who alleged that Moszko, the Jew who 
read Catholic books in prison, would often invite “Counter- Talmudists” to 
debate with them in the presence of Jesuits, thus revealing a longer relation-
ship with the Catholic clergy.13 Jewish leaders of the Council of Four Lands 
also mentioned the “Counter- Talmudists” in their supplication to papal 
nuncio Antonio Visconti sent within days of the trial, in which they again 
protested the accusations and reiterated that Jews did not need “Catholic 
blood” as the “Counter- Talmudists” falsely claimed “in the town named 
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Wojsławice, [owned by] Lord Potocki, the castellan of Słońsk, in whose es-
tate a child of one of his men dis appeared.”14 It is perhaps precisely  because 
of the link with the Frankists that the trial received so much attention from 
both Jews and Church officials.

Nuncio Visconti responded immediately to the Jews’ supplication. On 
April 5, 1761, a week or so  after the accusations  were first hurled at the 
Jews of Wojsławice, the nuncio wrote to Feliks Wincenty Potocki, owner 
of the town, drafting the text of his letter in Italian on the very letter the 
Jewish leaders had sent him.15 Visconti’s letter was then translated into 
French and sent to Potocki.16 “I find myself obligated,” Visconti wrote, “by 
my position and by the charge received from Rome on this  matter to in-
form Your Excellency that  after a recent examination by the Holy See [of] 
all the foundations on which is based the opinion that Jews need  human 
blood to make their unleavened bread, and that  because of that they are 
guilty of killing Christian  children, it has been established that  there are no 
proofs sufficiently clear and certain that would be enough to validate” such 
accusations, and declare them guilty of such crimes. “Therefore,” the nuncio 
continued, “I beg Your Excellency” not to base his judgment on  these opin-
ions, “but rather on  legal proofs that would establish for sure the crime im-
puted to them.”

Four days  later, on April 9, 1761, Visconti apprised Cardinal Corsini, the 
prefect of the Holy Office in Rome, on the situation in Poland.17 He began 
by pedantically recapping that the decree of the Holy Office from Jan-
uary 10, 1760, “regarding the appeal made by Jews of Poland to the Holy 
See regarding the harm they receive from Christians as perpetrators of hom-
i cide based on the belief that they mix  human blood, particularly Chris-
tian, in their unleavened bread” had been communicated to him before his 
departure from Rome.  After that, when he moved to Warsaw, the Jewish 
emissary Jacob Eliyakim Zelig presented him a letter from Corsini himself, 
dated February 9, 1760, specifically requesting that Visconti offer assistance 
to Zelig. The nuncio obeyed the directives, furnishing Zelig with several 
letters of recommendation “to the  Grand Trea surer of Poland [Karol Józef 
Sedlnicki at the time], and other prominent persons.” But when it came to 
the “principal point” of the common belief that Jews used Christian blood 
in their matzah, the nuncio could do no more than only attempt to per-
suade both secular and ecclesiastical judges not to “permit any harm to the 
Jewish Nation by condemning them without valid foundations.” In fact, re-
cently, the nuncio wrote, one of the prominent noblemen in Poland, Feliks 
Wincenty Potocki, the castellan of Słońsk, “imprisoned seven Jews” [sic] 
 because of a disappearance of a child in his village. The nobleman threat-
ened “to make them die if he did not obtain from me a proof [attestato] 
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that the Holy See had deemed false the common belief in their crime.” But 
 because the Ganganelli report was to remain private, the nuncio felt he 
“could not grant such a proof” and so he de cided to write a letter to Po-
tocki himself. The nuncio included the final text in Italian with his dispatch 
to Corsini. “I do not know what effect my letter  will have,” the nuncio con-
fessed, “since I have not yet received a response.” But he expected that 
“each year, around the time when Jews celebrate Passover I  will find myself 
in similar circumstances,” having to “save the lives and property of  these 
[Jews] always accused of this crime.” Visconti then asked Corsini to pre sent 
his response to the Congregation of the Holy Office for approval and give 
him further guidance  whether he should stick to this form of intervention 
or instead pre sent “something more forceful.” He concluded the letter with 
an update on Jacob Frank, imprisoned at the time, and his followers.

Nuncio Visconti also wrote to Bishop Walenty Wężyk of Chełm, in whose 
diocese the village of Wojsławice was located. Although the original letter 
seems lost, on April 30 that year, Visconti wrote a second, rather apol o-
getic yet assertive letter defending his efforts to protect Jews.18 He did not 
send the first letter to cast doubt on the judgment of the courts, even less 
did he demand the Jews should be released if they  were found guilty. “On 
the contrary,” the nuncio desired that “they be severely punished according 
to the laws” if they indeed had committed such an act. “All I desired was that 
one proceed against them according to  legal proofs, and solid founda-
tions, and not according to the opinion that may be false and [based] on 
the accusations that may have been calumnies against Jews from another 
region.”

In the meantime, the nuncio’s report of April 9 to the Holy Office reached 
its destination, and on May 6, 1761, the Congregation of the Holy Office 
discussed the dispatch. Ten days  later, they sent their response, in which they 
commended the nuncio profusely for his efforts to save Jews from harm 
done to them by “Christians of this Kingdom,” who most tenaciously held 
“the opinion that [Jews] collected  human blood for their unleavened 
bread.”19 Visconti was also commended for the “spirit” of his “decrees.” 
Addressing the second point of the nuncio’s letter— the arrest and trial of 
Jacob Frank in “a secular court”— the Holy Office noted that if the case 
 were to come to Rome, the  matter would be given the necessary consider-
ation. In the meantime, the Congregation stressed, Frank should not be re-
leased from prison; in fact, he should be kept in “strict custody,” so that 
“no one should have contact with him; not even any letters should be passed 
between him and the neophytes.”

By the end of June, the Wojsławice trial was over, the Jews executed. On 
July 7, Nuncio Visconti wrote another letter to Bishop Wężyk, once more 
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reiterating that his initial intervention was not to “protect the Jews if they 
 were found guilty based on  legal proofs.”20 Indeed, he had desired that they 
should be “severely punished according to the law if they committed such 
a crime.” And it is “with the same sentiments” that the nuncio was writing 
again, this time understanding that the Jews had already been executed. 
Now, however, Visconti demanded the bishop “kindly” provide “all the 
grounds” used “to arrive to this execution,” so that according to “his du-
ties,” the nuncio could “instruct the Holy See on this point.”  After all, the 
Holy See had given him “precise instructions” to do what he could to pre-
vent harm done to the Jews on the basis of the belief that they “needed 
 human blood to make their unleavened bread.” Not only did Visconti de-
mand details of what led to the execution but he also wanted the bishop to 
provide information that innocent  people  were not “confused with the 
guilty.”  Because the Congregation of the Holy Inquisition in Rome found 
no proof sufficient to support the prejudice against Jews, “it is up to you as 
bishop,” Visconti wrote, “to use all means in your diocese so that  these 
poor Jews are not persecuted.” And if they  were indeed found guilty, it was 
impor tant to know  whether  there was enough  legal evidence to support 
such a verdict or if,  under torture, they admitted to a crime they had not 
committed. “Sir,” Visconti added, “we need to prevent such injustice as 
much as we can.” The nuncio closed on an angry note— “I  will be sorry to 
be obliged to write to Rome that I could not succeed on account of  people 
who could help me but did not want to”— and expressed his hope that the 
bishop would offer his assistance so he could fulfill “the  orders of the Holy 
See.” That same day, Visconti also wrote to Janusz Aleksander Sanguszko, 
the court marshal of Lithuania, beseeching him to use his authority to pre-
vent judgments based on anything other than “ legal proofs.”21 But the letter 
to Sanguszko may have been related not to the Wojsławice affair but to a 
new accusation that had just been made in June in the town of Bazalia 
(Bazylia in the text) in the diocese of Łuck:  there, several Jews  were ac-
cused of murdering a young Christian  woman (virginem) and incarcerated, 
resulting in another Jewish intervention with the nuncio and a supplica-
tion to intercede with the bishop of Łuck.22

The anti- Jewish accusations and the Frank affair, along with  matters of 
the status of converts that interested the Holy Office, did take up a lot of the 
nuncio’s energy.23 But they  were not the only issues the nuncio had to work 
on. Many dispatches from that period report on the conflict between 
Rus sia and Prus sia during the Seven Years’ War and other  matters con-
cerning international politics, as well as  on matters relating to the “immu-
nity of church land” from taxation and to other religious groups, such as 
“the heretics” or Protestants, whose power seemed to be increasing, and 
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Eastern Orthodox Christians.24 In fact, two weeks  after writing his angry 
letter to Bishop Wężyk, Visconti wrote again, this time about “the Greeks.”25 
“ After so many letters regarding Jews,” the bishop now needed “exact and 
very secret information about the conduct of Monsignor Philip Felician 
Wolodkowicz, the bishop of Wladimir.” Still, despite so many other issues, 
 those related to Jews did not go away.

On August  25, 1762, Nuncio Visconti wrote once more directly to 
 Cardinal Corsini, sending him a lengthy, detailed letter describing his futile 
attempts to save the Jews. Although the nuncio had obeyed the  orders of 
the Holy Office to do what he could to save Jewish lives and property, his 
efforts did not always bring the desired results.26 First, his letters “ were 
not always sufficient to save the miserable Jews from death.” Second,  there 
 were still “in this Kingdom so many clergy and laymen” who accepted the 
validity of the accusation that Jews killed Christian  children and that 
Jewish law “obligated them to do it.”27 Third,  there  were indeed “many 
documents  here in Poland that seem to excuse them from this  great crime.” 
Fi nally, the Jews, knowing well of the nuncio’s efforts on their behalf to 
spare them from “the most haughty persecution,” had again petitioned him 
to “obtain an au then tic certificate” from his office that could be officially 
submitted in a secular court (grod) or other public office to stronger effect. 
Visconti then went on to elaborate on each point.

Wojsławice was the example par excellence of the inefficacy of the nun-
cio’s earnest behind- the- scenes efforts.  After he wrote to Count Potocki and 
the bishop of Chełm, both responded in a spirit affirming, as Potocki put 
it, “that in such an affair one would have proceeded with judicial and  legal 
proofs.”28 Bishop Wężyk even referred to past cases tried before the Crown 
Tribunal as evidence. In fact, the nuncio wrote, “They sent me, though long 
 after the fact, printed text of the trial, which I have the honor to forward 
to Your Eminency.”29 Like the papal envoy during the Trent trial in 1475, 
the nuncio was not satisfied with the version of trial rec ords offered; he 
“would have wanted to have in hand transcripts of the interrogations of 
the Jews to see on what basis they  were convicted.” But despite “all the dili-
gence” to obtain them, he never got  those transcripts. In fact, he was told 
that “such interrogations are not preserved in Poland, but they are burned 
as soon as a trial is finished.” This, of course, was not true. The nuncio seems 
to have been duped. The decree from Wojsławice explic itly stated that the 
texts of the confessions and interrogations  were sealed and given to the 
prosecution.30 Many courts in Poland did retain at least summaries of the 
interrogations. But they would not have met the  legal standards adhered to 
in the Italian courts. Moreover, courts in the Polish- Lithuanian Common-
wealth did not have established procedures for archiving the documents, 
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especially in criminal cases. This, too, was in stark contrast with the judi-
cial practices on the Italian peninsula. Concerned with buon governo, courts 
on the peninsula preserved their rec ords for  future reference to assure “eq-
uity and good procedure.”  After all, good procedures depended on good 
rec ords.31 Visconti’s comment reveals his expectations of what documen-
tation should have been preserved in a criminal trial and underscores the 
differences in  legal cultures between Poland and Italy.

As for the second point in his letter of August 25, 1762— that clergy and 
laypersons accepted anti- Jewish accusations— Visconti’s explanation shows 
not just the pernicious nature of the Frankist claims but also the impact of 
Benedict XIV’s 1755 bull Beatus Andreas. Not only  were the bishops of 
Chełm and Łuck asserting that Jews  were guilty of “this crime,” the nuncio 
wrote, but also other persons of “first rank” wanted to persuade him that 
“truly the Jewish nation is guilty of this offense,”  because Jews  were many 
times convicted in Poland of such murders.32 Visconti pushed back: “Im-
mediately, I said that in the Talmud  there is no law that obliges them to 
seek Christian blood.” But “they responded that  there  were some fourteen 
[versions] of the Talmud in the Kingdom,” and “moreover, even if no Talmud 
made mention of it, it would be necessary to know how this was commented 
upon by the rabbis.” “They cite,” the nuncio reported, “the seventh article 
of the converted anti- Talmudists, which I attach  here.” Fi nally, “they say 
that even if one could not prove the use of Christian blood in the unleav-
ened bread, still it could be certain that the Jews killed Christian  children 
 either  because of hatred, or another motive. That was believed by most 
worthy authors, and it was once more noted by the Bull of Benedict XIV 
from February 22, 1755, about the canonization of  children killed in ha-
tred of Christ.” That the nuncio’s interlocutors had referred to Beatus An-
dreas demonstrates that the bull was known in Poland and understood to 
apply broadly, not just to Andreas of Rinn. That fact did not escape the 
nuncio  either. “This, I did not ignore,” he declared.

As for point number three regarding documents favorable to Jews, Vis-
conti reported that Jews had brought him “a decree from Sigismund Au-
gust, the King of Poland, from 1557, in which he ordered that [Jews] ac-
cused of murdering  children or stealing the most holy Eucharist”  were to 
be judged by the king alone in order to prevent “injustice committed by 
private judges who condemned [Jews] based on the opinion that [Jews’] 
laws forced them to obtain blood of Christians and the most holy Eucha-
rist, even though it is opposed by the statutes and decrees of Pope Innocent 
that say that one should proceed with caution in accusing the Jewish na-
tion of this grave crime.” Moreover, “to validate this prohibition” Jews also 
“cited a bull granted by Paul III to the Jewish nation on May 12, 1540.”
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In addition to  these efforts, Nuncio Visconti seems to have truly wanted 
to understand the level of support for the accusations against Jews in Po-
land, including “the sentiment of the most learned and enlightened persons 
in this State.”33 He thus approached Piotr Hiacynt Śliwicki,  father superior 
of the  brothers of the Congregation of the Mission. Śliwicki pleased the 
nuncio by passing on “the opinion of Lord L’advocat, the librarian and pro-
fessor of Hebrew language at the Sorbonne,” a copy of which the nuncio 
de cided to include “again” in his dispatch to the prefect.34

The opinion of Jean- Baptiste de Ladvocat had been solicited to examine 
the claims made by the “counter- Talmudists” about the requirement for 
Christian blood they alleged was found in the Talmud.35 The extensive re-
port from the Sorbonne arrived in Poland in March 1760, a few months 
 after Ganganelli finished his own text; it fully refuted the allegations, de-
nying any trace of such teachings in Jewish texts. Ladvocat explained, “It 
was true that in the centuries of ignorance, and  until  today, one has fre-
quently mounted such horrible accusations against Jews, both rabbinic and 
Karaite, without distinction.”36 In fact Christians who knew the Hebrew 
language and the Talmud could not find anything of which “the Karaites,” 
he wrote referring thus to the Frankist “contra- Talmudists,” accused the 
Jews. “No evident proof of the bloody maxim is  there.” In fact, “the 
Karaite Jews proved nothing regarding this allegation.” Ladvocat’s lengthy 
report was perhaps the most detailed and unequivocal rebuttal and con-
demnation of the “barbaric” accusations against Jews, its tone and content 
far stronger than that of the Ganganelli report. But that may have been 
 because Ladvocat was answering a  simple academic question; he was not 
charged with advising on policy and dealing with delicate po liti cal realities 
and past papal decrees, as Ganganelli had to.

Visconti’s last point about Jewish supplications for a formal public pro-
nouncement on their behalf touched on a delicate  matter.  Because the pon-
tiff and the Holy Office had refused to issue a statement or a new bull, or 
even renew an old one condemning accusations against Jews, the nuncio’s 
hands  were tied, his intervention  limited to behind- the- scenes operations. 
As a result, his efforts  were, as the nuncio himself pointed out, rather in-
effec tive: Jews continued to be accused and continued to appeal to him 
seeking to obtain a firmer declaration “that  there  were no laws among 
[Jews] that forced them to use blood of Christian  children for the unleav-
ened bread.” But  because Jews understood that the nuncio was not willing 
to “go beyond the limits” of what he was commanded to do from Rome, 
they turned to the Royal Court and its main ministers to obtain something 
more official. Given the situation, Visconti once more asked  whether the 
Roman Curia would provide a firmer public statement.
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On September 20, 1762, the Holy Office discussed the nuncio’s lengthy 
letter and de cided to uphold the decisions previously made by the Congre-
gation on January 10, 1760, and on May 16, 1761, mandating the nuncio 
to intervene on behalf of Jews, but only—as he had done so far— behind 
the scenes by reaching out to local lay and ecclesiastical officials. The Holy 
Office voted on the mea sure two days  later.37 Three days  after the vote, 
Cardinal Corsini drafted a response on behalf of the Holy Office.38 He 
noted that the nuncio’s long letter was read both by Pope Clement XIII 
and the Congregation of the Holy Office. It was clear from the attached 
documents that the belief that Jews committed  these crimes was “so deeply 
rooted in that Kingdom, it was not easy to eradicate.” This was not only 
 because of the false conviction that Jews used Christian blood but also 
 because of the notion they did so on account of “eternal hatred that the 
Jewish perfidy holds for the Christian name.” The fact that the nuncio was 
unable to obtain copies of the interrogations of Jews “gives reason to fear” 
that Jews  were often unjustly “oppressed.” But Visconti was right to ac-
knowledge that “the Holy See did not want to, nor could, define anything; 
therefore, His Holiness, along [with] the Holy Congregation, has strongly 
recommended that in anticipation of  future news [about anti- Jewish libels] 
you should remain firm and unfailing in rejecting appeals for the noted 
decree.” Indeed, Visconti should apply “the same method” he had done thus 
far in making sure that “no penalty is imposed on  these miserable [Jews], let 
alone capital punishment,  unless  there are clear, convincing proofs of the 
crime that exclude any pos si ble doubt.”

The letter from Corsini is prob ably the most explicit articulation of 
Rome’s unwillingness to intervene openly in anti- Jewish accusations. Thus, 
if the fact that Ganganelli report was never translated into Latin and pub-
lished with an imprimatur of the Holy See might have been only circum-
stantial evidence of this reluctance, Corsini left no doubt that this issue had 
to be threaded on  gently. In a country like the Polish- Lithuanian Common-
wealth where accusations had the effect of rallying popu lar support for 
the Church, especially in religiously mixed areas with large numbers of 
Jews, the po liti cal costs of defending the Jews openly would have been too 
high. Moreover, how could the papacy condemn such accusations against 
Jews so soon  after Benedict XIV allowed for the possibility that Jews had 
indeed killed Christian  children “in hatred of Christ and his followers”? 
Benedict’s legacy had an enduring effect. And so, by choosing to limit their 
intervention to  behind the scenes, Church authorities believed they  were 
acting both for “the good of the Church” and against the disturbing accusa-
tions that Jews killed Christian  children for blood. This balance was unsat-
isfying and in effec tive but very much in the spirit of Ganganelli’s report, 
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condemning the accusations but si mul ta neously affirming Church hierarchy 
and structure.

Making the Condemnations Public

It is pos si ble that  after receiving Corsini’s response, Nuncio Visconti in-
formed the Jews that  there would be no official statement from the Church. 
But it is clear even from Visconti’s letter to the Holy Office that Jews must 
have already felt frustrated by the futility of his restrained interventions. 
They understood that, to be effective, a condemnation of accusations against 
them had to be public, which is why they turned not only to the royal court 
and its ministers but eventually also to print.

Although the Jews seem to have reached out to the royal court already 
in 1761, apparently passing on to Count Heinrich von Brühl a copy of the 
letter Jacob Eliyakim Zelig had received from Cardinal Corsini in 1760, 
they must have doubled their efforts in late 1762 and 1763. In March 1763, 
Count von Brühl wrote to the nuncio asking for information about the Holy 
See’s position on the accusation— evidence that he was unaware of the 
existence of the Ganganelli report.39 Von Brühl acknowledged knowing 
about the Jews’ “recourse to the Holy See to seek protection against perse-
cution they suffer over the supposed crime in relation to Christian blood.” 
Jews also turned for protection to the king, but before acting on their be-
half he asked to know “the intentions of His Holiness in this  matter.” Von 
Brühl had established relationships with some prominent members of the 
Jewish community. For example, Barukh Mi- Ereẓ Yavan had “carried out 
a number of secret missions on behalf of von Brühl and the king.”40 Von 
Brühl, therefore, might have been  behind some of the Jewish efforts to ob-
tain from the papal representative in Warsaw a more explicit condemna-
tion of accusations against them.

Visconti’s response to von Brühl followed instructions he had received 
from Rome almost to the letter. It was largely a word- for- word copy of what 
he had written to Potocki and  others in 1761 following the Wojsławice af-
fair.41 The nuncio confirmed that Jews had turned for protection to the 
Apostolic See and that he himself “had received  orders relating to this  matter 
from His Holiness” and had done what he could to obey them. As to “the 
intention of the Holy  Father,” the nuncio added, he was happy to say the 
pontiff “desired every one to know that the Holy See had examined all evi-
dence, on which is based the belief that Jews needed  human blood for their 
unleavened matzah,” the reason they  were “considered killers of  children.” 
The investigation revealed  there  were “no clear and sufficient proofs” to 
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sustain this accusation and consider Jews guilty. And, as he had done in 
other places, the nuncio urged that criminal convictions be based on legally 
sound evidence alone.

Although Visconti was unequivocal in saying the  matter had been exam-
ined in Rome and that no evidence had been found to support such accu-
sations, the letter was, like all the previous letters, a personal response, not 
a broad official statement that Jews had hoped to obtain when they sent 
Zelig to Rome. If Jews may have been encouraged when Zelig returned with 
letters of recommendation, it soon became clear that aside from personal 
interventions no public condemnation of the  trials was forthcoming. So they 
took  matters into their own hands and tried to make Visconti’s statements 
“official.”

Visconti’s letter to von Brühl reached Jewish hands, undoubtedly  because 
of von Brühl’s connections with the Jews; but given that, Visconti appeared 
sympathetic to the Jews’ cause, perhaps even with the nuncio’s approval. 
This letter, along with the letters Zelig had received in Rome,  were trans-
lated from French and Italian into formal Latin and then into vernacular 
Polish. That done, they  were registered along with other royal documents 
supporting the Jews’ innocence against such charges in the official royal 
registry, which helped bolster their authenticity. Jews then requested offi-
cial extracts of the now lawfully certified documents and had them pub-
lished in 1763 as Documenta judaeos in Polonia concernentia: Ad acta 
Metrices Regni suscepta et ex iis fideliter iterum descripta et extradita (Doc-
uments concerning the Jews in Poland: Inscribed in the Acts of the Royal 
Registry and from Them Faithfully Copied and Extracted).42  These convo-
luted actions of translating, inscribing in royal rec ords, obtaining official 
transcripts, and publishing them made for an expensive endeavor. The funds 
of 2,400 zloty  were laid out by the leader— the parnas—of the Council of 
Four Lands, Meir of Dubno, with the expectation that they would be re-
paid. But they  were not. A year  later, in 1764, the Council of Four Lands 
ceased to exist, at least formally, for the purposes of collecting taxes and 
funds, and Meir had to appeal for reimbursement as late as 1765.43

Soon  after Documenta was published, on June 25, 1763, Friar Stanislaus 
Kleczkowski of Lwów wrote to “Reverend  Father Benedicto a Cavalesio” 
in Italy about the events in Poland, in par tic u lar about the recent publica-
tion of “Documents concerning the Jews in Poland.”44 Kleczkowski reported 
that Jews “so often convicted of infanticides”  were seeking to conceal their 
crimes and to oppose the authority of the Holy See. They thus published 
this  little book, in which they inserted the letter of Cardinal Corsini to 
Nuncio Visconti, and the nuncio’s letter to Count von Brühl, “dated 
March 21, 1763.” Both letters, Kleczkowski wrote, stated that Pope Clement 
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XIII expressed that Jews should not be troubled on account of infanticides, 
“ because  after a diligent examination done in Rome it was revealed that 
they never used Christian blood.” Moreover, “Jews boast that they have ob-
tained some breve” protecting them. “This,” the friar added, “is not ac-
cepted (as I know) in any diocese.” He also bemoaned that Jews, “the most 
hostile nation,”  were supported by the avarice of the magnates, who for 
their part dared neither to deal with what the Jews did nor to enforce the 
1751 bull A quo primum issued by Pope Benedict XIV.  Because the Jews 
 were spreading “tales,” deceiving even Rome about their faith, Kleczewski 
de cided to write to “friends closer to Rome” to find out the truth of the 
 matter. Once the answer was “communicated” to him, Kleczewski would 
in turn pass it on to  others in Poland.

Kleczkowski’s choice of “Reverend  Father Benedicto a Cavalesio” was not 
accidental. Benedicto a Cavalesio was none other than Benedetto Bonelli, 
the author of Dissertazione apologetica sul martirio del beato Simone da 
Trento nell’anno 1475 dagli ebrei ucciso (An Apol o getic Dissertation on 
the Martyrdom of the Blessed Simon of Trent Killed by Jews in the Year 
1475); published anonymously in 1747, it sought to demonstrate the truth 
of Jewish murders of Christian  children, and was used by Pope Benedict 
XIV when he addressed the question of child martyrs. Bonelli promptly for-
warded this letter to the Holy Office in Rome, and on August 16 that year, 
the officers of the Holy Office discussed the  matter, voting the next day 
to send a copy of Kleczewski’s letter and of the Documenta to Nuncio 
Visconti and requesting more information about this  matter. By August 20, 
the dispatch was on its way to Warsaw.45 The Holy Office was not pleased 
with this turn of events, not least  because they learned about them not from 
the nuncio himself but through remote connections.

The fact that Rome was informed about the publication of the docu-
ments in such a roundabout way may suggest the nuncio did not find 
that publication to be objectionable and felt no need to inform the Holy 
See about it. Perhaps in his own frustration, so well expressed in his long 
letter to Corsini at the Holy Office, he colluded with von Brühl to provide 
Jews with something they might find more useful in their efforts to stop the 
accusations.

In the meantime, in Poland, in July and August, another trial took place 
in Kalisz, about seventy- four miles from Poznań. Given the timing in the 
summer, it appeared not to be linked to the need for blood for Passover 
matzah, though blood was still central to the accusation. Several Jews, 
including  women, from a number of surrounding towns  were charged 
with brutally killing a Christian girl, Regina, “in order to procure Christian- 
Catholic blood”  because of “superstition and impious hatred of the  Christian 
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 people.”46 Having drained the girl’s blood, the court document said, to 
satisfy “their blood- thirsty appetite [cruentum appetitum],” they dumped 
the body in a deserted field and carried the blood to other towns with 
Jewish communities. Fi nally, it was said, they gave it to a rabbi from the 
town of Krotoszyn, who had promised to pay for it the hefty sum of 
thirty Hungarian ducats. Soon  after a shepherd found Regina’s body, ru-
mors started circulating implicating the Jews. They  were promptly ar-
rested and interrogated, including  under torture, and most  were sentenced 
to death.

The Kalisz trial laid bare the limits of the effectiveness of the booklet pub-
lished by Jews at  great expense a few months before. A copy of the court 
decree from Kalisz was sent to Rome, perhaps together with the booklet 
printed by Jews that the Holy Office had requested on August 20, since 
both are now held in the Vatican Secret Archive.47  Little more is known 
about the repercussions of Jews’ attempts to broadcast the Holy See’s con-
clusions by printing documents—on their own—exculpating them from 
blood accusations. This may not be  because “the pamphlet virtually closed 
‘the frenzy of blood accusations’ in Poland,”48 but  because far more pressing 
 matters took center stage. On October 5, 1763, King August III died.  After 
almost a year of turmoil, civil war, and intrigue, Stanisław August Ponia-
towski, a former lover of Catherine the  Great, was elected king of Poland 
 under military pressure from Rus sia. During this tumultuous period, the 
nuncio’s dispatches from Warsaw  were dominated by the politics of the 
royal election.49 At the time Nuncio Visconti’s prime task was to do every-
thing in his power to rally support  behind a Catholic candidate and a strong 
supporter of the Church, and to protect the interests of the Church.50

The Decrease in Accusations in Times  
of Turmoil and Reform

Once  matters settled a bit following the election of Poniatowski in 1764, 
new reports about infanticides reappeared in dispatches sent to the nuncio 
and Rome. On May 6, 1766, Walenty Wężyk, now the bishop of Przemyśl, 
wrote to Nuncio Visconti informing him about another “cruel martyrdom” 
of a boy near the town of Tyczyn in his diocese.51 Wężyk attached two 
color illustrations of the child’s decomposing body, along with court docu-
ments relating to the trial (Fig. 10.1).

Directly below one of the images was a brief list of injuries and a de-
scription of the incident: “The Martyrdom of the child named Nicolas, son 
of the laborious Ignacy Paszka, Budzywoj peasant, three years and three 
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months and six days old, kidnapped on March 15 of the current 1766 year, 
found stabbed on April 7 of the same year.” A more detailed list of injuries, 
attached on a separate sheet, ended with a statement implicating Jews: “No 
sooner than Jews had come to see this body during the official review, did 
the blood (in all improbability) begin to flow from the right ear, so beau-
tiful and red as if he was alive and simply injured.” The trope of blood 
flowing from the body in the presence of the alleged murderers was, of 
course not new, having appeared since the thirteenth  century, but it had 
most recently resurfaced in Poland as evidence against Jews in the  trials in 
Zasław in 1747 and Żytomierz in 1753—both widely known  because the 
court summaries of  these  trials  were published as small pamphlets.52 The 
mention of the miraculous flow of blood from the corpse in official court 
rec ords of postmortems and the bishop’s letter again underscored what Vis-
conti had reported  earlier to Rome— old ste reo types and beliefs  were still 
deeply rooted in Poland. Indeed, the belief that blood flowing from a corpse 
was evidence pointing to the murderer had been long rejected in Italy. In 
1668, in his strongly anti- Jewish book about Simon of Trent, Michelan-
gelo Mariani explic itly noted that this type of evidence was not used in Italy, 
“much less in Rome.”53 Evidently, the nuncio’s efforts following Cardinal 
Ganganelli’s report and even the Jews’ somewhat sly publication of the doc-
uments exculpating them from the accusation of killing Christian  children 
in 1763 had a  limited impact.

Poland meanwhile was  going through major transformations; the newly 
elected king introduced a number of reforms, ranging from relatively minor 
changes— opening a school for knights in Warsaw to train young noblemen 
in statecraft—to major ones, such as tax reform; restrictions on the use of 
the liberum veto, the disastrous practice whereby one member of the par-
liament could veto any legislation; and reluctantly,  under pressure from 
Rus sia, the removal of  legal disabilities from non- Catholic Christians: the 
Protestants and Eastern Orthodox. On October  11, 1766, Cardinal 
Ludovico Maria Torrigiani, the secretary of state in Rome, wrote in a 
panic, ordering Visconti to try to convince Poles that “the plan now pro-
moted by the Dissidents [Protestants] is incongruous with the peace of the 
Kingdom.”54 The Catholics had to oppose this reform. It was already not 
a small  thing that the dissidents, Torrigiani complained,  were now “toler-
ated in so many parts of the Kingdom.” If “this pre sent toleration,” the car-
dinal warned,  were to be “sanctioned and even advanced more, one would 
take a  great step  toward first obtaining equality with the Catholics, and 
eventually also their exclusion.” The nuncio was ordered to “exhort the 
bishops and other zealous persons in this Kingdom to champion the cause 
of God and his Church.”
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Subsequent letters sounded even more alarmed about how  little effort 
was being made by the bishops in support of “the Religion and the Holy 
See.”55 The nuncio’s job was to “ignite in any pos si ble way their zeal.” No 
compromise was to be accepted, even the possibility of permitting the “dis-
sidents” to practice their religion privately,  because it was difficult to know 
“what baleful consequences could arise from this step.”

But most importantly, the Church was concerned with  legal reforms pro-
posed by the Sejm, the bicameral parliament of the Polish- Lithuanian 
Commonwealth; some of  those reforms, it was feared, would curtail the 
Church’s “jurisdiction and ecclesiastical immunity,” possibly undermining 
the authority of the bishops in the Senate.56 It was of grave importance that 
the Church not be burdened with more taxes than the laity. Torrigiani re-
minded the now out going nuncio Visconti that ecclesiastical immunity was 
of crucial importance  because the Church had its “own rules dependent on 
canonical dispositions.” Thus, Visconti was to do every thing pos si ble to in-
fluence the bishops to prevail.

The reforms also had an impact on the Jewish community. The restruc-
turing of the taxation system in 1764 meant the official end, at least from 
the perspective of the Polish state, of the Council of Four Lands, the cele-
brated supracommunity governing Jews in Poland and responsible for 
collecting taxes and managing community affairs. When it came to the 
repayment of communal debts, the abolition of the Council created serious 
prob lems. Not only did Meir of Dubno have a claim against the Council for 
expenses incurred in relation to the publication of the Documenta in 1763 
but also Jacob Eliyakim Zelig and his creditor in Italy, Neta of Mantua, had 
not yet been reimbursed for the expenses incurred during Zelig’s stay in 
Italy in 1758–1760— a massive sum of 3,046 red złoty, or golden coins.57 
The whopping debt was to have been repaid by levying a special tax,  because 
the Council did not have such an enormous amount of funds at their dis-
posal. But the question of the repayment of Zelig’s bills languished with 
other communal debts and was then included among  matters to be resolved 
by the Commission on Jewish Debts of the Royal Trea sury in 1767. Despite 
the fiscal reforms, the removal of the responsibility for tax collection from 
the Council, and the resulting debt crisis, letters written  after 1764 from 
“the elders and the entire Jewish community” to high officials suggest that 
some form of Jewish self- government and repre sen ta tion continued. The 
 legal reforms of the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth, with their complex 
ramifications for both the Jewish community and the Church,  were also to 
play a major role in ending the  trials against Jews in premodern Poland.58

The po liti cal chaos in Poland, including the Bar Confederation of 1768 
that opposed reforms beneficial to non- Catholics, followed by the first par-
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tition of Poland by Rus sia, Prus sia, and Austria in 1772, seems to have 
brought about a short hiatus in anti- Jewish accusations. That lasted  until 
1774, when another shocking trial took place in the village of Grabie, be-
longing to a Benedictine monastery, thirty- eight miles north of Warsaw.59 On 
Wednesday, March 30, four days before Easter, a three- year- old girl named 
Marianna went missing. According to a Christian account sent to Rome, she 
was apparently last seen near a brewery run by a Jew, Jakub Nodkowicz. 
When Hieronym Kamieński, the abbot of the Benedictine monastery, arrived 
in the village the following day, he found it in an uproar and ordered a thor-
ough investigation. Jews soon became suspects. And rumors began to circu-
late about Jews from nearby towns who  were traveling through the village, 
and about a cry of a child heard among Jews as well as “other  great suspi-
cious signs.”60 Abbot Kamieński ordered that Jews connected to the brewery 
be brought before him. Three adults— Jakub Nodkowicz, his wife, and 
Jakub Józefowicz, a Jewish brewer from the nearby village of Sadków— and 
two  children, Jacob Nodkowicz’s twelve- year- old  daughter and his fourteen- 
year- old Jewish servant,  were arrested. (Jewish reports recounted lower 
ages— eleven years for the girl and twelve for the boy.  These discrepancies 
 were likely purposeful: their ages in the Christian document would allow 
them to be seen as “adults” responsible for their words, whereas the ages 
noted in the Jewish supplication would make them “ children.”61)

The two  children  were interrogated separately.62 Nodkowicz’s  daughter 
said her parents would have prohibited her from saying “in front of the 
abbot and a servant of Rev. Thomas Jankowski, as well as  others” that 
her  father found the child and “brought her to the brewery. He then gave 
her to a Jew, the brewer from Sadków [Jakub Józefowicz].” Józefowicz, she 
continued, in turn took the infant and passed her on to a Jew from another 
town.  After her testimony the brewer’s  daughter pled with the abbot not 
to tell her parents what she had just said. The boy told the interrogators a 
“similar” story and also pleaded with them not to inform his employer 
about his testimony.

The following day, the abbot sent a letter to a royal official in a nearby 
town and to a canon in the Cathedral of Płock with Easter wishes and a 
report about “the unhappy case.”63 More interrogations followed. Jakub 
Nodkowicz, the brewer from Grabie, denied even being in the village the 
day the child went missing and insisted he had not committed this crime. 
But with the testimony of his  daughter and of an administrator of the mon-
astery’s lands who claimed to have seen him in the village, he eventually 
relented, saying he would confess. Two days  after Easter, and a full week 
 after Marianna went missing, on April 5, her body, covered with “more or 
less 50 wounds,” was found near a ditch (circa fossas).64
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The Jewish  children once more confirmed their previous accusation of 
the adults, and the abbot ordered four more Jews from the area imprisoned 
in chains, among them an adult son of Jakub Nodkowicz. They  were, like 
the prisoners in Wojsławice, held in isolation. Each was interrogated in the 
“presence of many.”65 The son, who had moved to another village, was 
asked if he had visited his  father for Passover, which started on March 26 
and ended on Sunday, April 3, coinciding with Easter, and if he had seen 
his  father take the child from the ditch and pass her on to the Jew from 
Sadków, as his  sister had testified. The son did not say much. Jakub Józe-
fowicz, the Jew from Sadków, however, did confess: “Yes, I took the child, 
but I passed her on to a Jew from the village Kocerany, and what was done 
with her, I do not know.” Another prisoner, a brewer from nearby Jeziorko, 
implicated still other Jews, and when asked “if many Jews knew about it, 
he responded, ‘they all know.’ ” The abbot then ordered the arrest of addi-
tional Jews whom he thought might have been involved. In the end twelve 
 were arrested and held in prison for months. The  matter was transferred 
to Warsaw, where on April 10, the child’s body was examined by doctors 
who found “no wounds caused by nails before or  after death.”66

The next day, the Jews appealed to the king.67 They recounted the events 
briefly and offered defenses against blood libels— Jews do not consume any 
blood,  human or animal,  because it was prohibited by the Law of Moses. 
Experts, Catholic and Protestant alike, had “cleared Jews of the calumny 
that they needed Christian blood.” Nowhere  were Jews accused of such 
 matters— not in “Germany, France, Spain, Italy, not even in Rome, Holland, 
and Turkey. . . .  Only in Poland they experience such calumny.”  There  were 
numerous reasons for that, but the most impor tant one was the way inter-
rogations  were done: with an executor using “fire, breaking bones, and ap-
plying other tortures.” True, the Jews conceded, no nation in the world is 
utterly pure, without evil among them. But the Jewish religion does not, they 
stressed, support such superstitions. They appealed to the king’s wisdom 
and mercy for justice and the opportunity to prove their innocence.

Just two weeks  later, on April 24, Col o nel Lucas de Toux de Salvert, a 
learned Frenchman residing in Poland, sent to the king, at the Jews’ request, 
a treatise in their defense.68 Citing western scholars such as Johann Chris-
tian Bodeschatz, Jean Leusden’s 1663 book Philologus Hebraeo- Mixtus, 
and converts like Caspar Joseph Fridenheim, who published in 1769 a 
conversionary work, Mikve Israel- Die Hoffnung Israel (Hope of Israel), he 
argued that  there was no evidence Jews “use[d] Christian blood to celebrate 
their ceremonies.”

On April  28, 1774, Jewish leaders appealed to the papal nuncio in 
Warsaw, Giuseppe Garampi. In a long and elaborate letter they complained 
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about “the sad case” in Grabie. Surely, news about it “had already reached 
Your Excellency’s ears,” they wrote.69 The Jews stressed that much of the 
case was based on confessions extracted  under torture and fear, including 
 those of two  children, a girl of eleven years and a boy of twelve. The boy 
was “tied in ropes and beaten with sticks and rods.” The girl was also per-
suaded to confess “with coaxing and terror.” Other Jews  were tied, sus-
pended, and tortured for many hours “so they may confess.” But confes-
sions so extorted, the Jews complained, “hardly have a shadow of truth.” If 
this mode of extorting confessions “by beating, incarceration, suspension, 
and coaxing, and other ways” seemed just and sufficient to “prudent men 
and magistrates, whom GOD appointed to administer justice and who 
must examine such crime,” then  there was  little justice for Jews accused 
“without any probability.” “We are sure,” the letter continued, “that pru-
dent and learned men in other regions would be astonished to hear that 
only in Poland so many Jews perish with violent deaths  because of this 
criminal charge that has no basis,” but was grounded “in wrong confes-
sions an executioner extorts through inhuman torments.” The “learned” 
nuncio would certainly know that when “a hand of the executor extorts 
confession, it does not find out the truth according to true judicial pru-
dence.” In real life, this trial demonstrated yet again that, unlike in the 
Jewish songs and tales,  under torture Jews confessed to crimes imputed to 
them. In their letters to the king and the nuncio, thus, the Jewish leaders 
ignored the message found in Yiddish literary works valuing torture as a 
means for martyrdom. Or, perhaps, the argument of their supplication was 
a sign of changing times.

This appeal to jurisprudence that questioned the value of torture repre-
sented not just a shift from Yiddish songs and tales but also a new defense 
strategy on the part of Jews. For centuries, their supplications and appeals 
had focused on Jewish law and its prohibitions against consuming blood. 
Certainly their appeal to Nuncio Garampi also stressed that Jewish law pro-
hibited Jews from consuming blood and even provided him with a short 
summary of the requirements for making meat kosher, from which blood 
had to be “diligently” removed and the meat “washed and sprinkled in 
salt.”70  These  were not hidden precepts— all this could be found in “Jewish 
history, our Talmud, commentaries to the Holy Scriptures written by rabbis, 
in [our] teachings and ceremonies.” Jews “never, certainly not during Pass-
over” had the need for Christian blood. The Jewish leaders “trusted” that 
the “learned” nuncio agreed. In 1774, however, Jews, clearly highly at-
tuned to the debates about  legal reforms and the use of torture in judicial 
proceedings, not only in Poland but also throughout Eu rope, used this 
new approach for their own ends.
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Playing into the notion of Poland as a backward country, which nuncio 
Garampi certainly shared, the Jewish leaders noted that even learned Cath-
olic men elsewhere in Eu rope had in fact “declared that although Jews in 
Poland are accused of this crime, they, nevertheless, never commit it.”71 In-
deed, from “ancient times” learned Christian men who knew Hebrew ex-
amined Jewish books, and “none of them ever” found that Jews killed 
Christian  children. “Only in Poland,” where educated men and clerics  were 
“ignorant of the Holy Tongue,” did they embrace printed books filled with 
“calumnies” against Jews. This was only pos si ble with “men who can nei-
ther read nor understand our books.” Since the destruction by the Romans 
of “the Holy City of Jerusalem,  because of our sins,” the letter continued, 
“God angry at us” left Jews “without Kingdom, without a priest, without 
the  Temple, without sacrifices” and scattered them across the world. But 
when Jews made their home “in Rome, in France, in Spain, in Italy, in Hol-
land, in Germany, and other kingdoms, indeed even in the Turkish Empire, 
no nation among whom we lived has held us suspects of such crimes.”72 
This happened “only in Poland.” And yet, all Jews, everywhere, “with the 
exception of the Karaites,” shared the same religion.

To further bolster their argument, the authors of the letter noted past 
privileges and letters of protection granted to Jews denouncing such accu-
sations. Among them was a 1671 privilege from Sigismund III, letters from 
the pontiffs, and most recently from Rome in 1760, one written by “Car-
dinal Corsini in the name of the Pontiff Clement XIII to nuncio Visconti” 
and the two letters from Corsini to Visconti and from Visconti to Count 
von Brühl that  were published in 1763. But the authors of the petition to 
nuncio Garampi said not a word about Ganganelli’s report, an indication 
they knew nothing of its contents. Once more, the Jews “beseeched” the 
nuncio to publish a formal decree declaring Jews’ innocence. They  were 
“sure” that  after examining the basis for the accusations, especially the con-
fessions of two  children, the nuncio would be able to bring “the truth to 
light” and accelerate justice to  free the “the  people” from this “wrong prej-
udice.”73 All this said, the Jews  were not trying to avoid justice: “this we 
never flee.” They asked for “nothing more” but assurance that the case be 
tried in a competent forum, not by the abbot, and that the confessions ex-
torted  under torture not be approved.

It is unclear if Garampi did anything in response. The nuncio had a full 
plate of other concerns. The trial took place during a tumultuous period: 
during the pivotal Sejm of 1773–1775 ratifying the partition of Poland, 
when the nuncio had to be particularly vigilant in protecting the interests 
of the Church, and in the aftermath of the papal order suppressing the 
 Jesuit order, which was so negatively received that, combined with the 
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crisis of the partitions, it threatened the already weak position of the 
pope.74 On August  23, the Jews sent Garampi another letter, pleading 
“with tears” for help in the Grabie case, where twelve Jews “of both sexes” 
remained incarcerated.75 With or without Garampi’s intercession, at the 
end of the year, the Grabie case reached the country’s highest court, and 
became part of a broader debate about torture and the death penalty.

At the end of the year, a pamphlet Replika na powództwo instygatora 
sądowego i jego donosicielów (A Response to the Complaint by the Court 
Prosecutor and His In for mants) was published in Warsaw in the Jews’ 
defense.76 Though responding to the case in Grabie, the pamphlet was 
also a  legal treatise on court procedure, evidence, and proof. Like the 
Jews’ letter to Nuncio Garampi, it challenged the premodern reliance on 
confession, especially  under torture, and focused on undisputable hard 
“judicial proofs.”

The Jews’ defender challenged the very foundations of the accusa-
tion— the belief that Jews killed Christian  children— and focused on the 
evidence or lack thereof. The question, the defender argued, was not a his-
torical question  whether Jews ever committed such crimes, but “ whether 
or not this infanticide was committed by  those imprisoned.”77 To answer 
that question it was necessary to examine the circumstances related to 
“persons [involved], time, and place.” When examined, the conclusions 
would “serve to exculpate the prisoners from the accusation of infanti-
cide.” Thus the alleged past cases  were not to be used as evidence in court. 
This argument was a striking departure from almost three centuries of 
reliance on “facts” described in books and chronicles as court evidence.

First, the accusers claimed that Jakub Nodkowicz of Grabie and Jakub 
Józefowicz of Sadków collaborated in kidnapping the child. Nodkowicz 
was said to have kidnapped Marianna and given her to Józefowicz, who 
was passing through the village. But the “prisoners ask the accusers if 
anyone saw the kidnapping of the child by the first [of the accused] . . .  or 
the capturing of her by the other.” If so, why did not anyone do anything 
or notify anyone? Why did not anyone rescue the child? If no one saw any-
thing, then “how can they accuse the prisoners?  There is no proof.” In fact, 
 there  were witnesses to Józefowicz’s presence in the town—he passed through 
Grabie in the morning together with carpenters working in his brewery on 
his way to the nearby village of Cichrowo. But he did not stop at the Grabie 
brewery and thus did not see Nodkowicz. And so “if he did not meet with 
the brewer in Grabie, how can one say that one picked up the kidnapped 
child from the other?” This is not, the author asserted with a snark, “pos-
si ble in nature.”78 Thus, if the two main accusers “ were far from commit-
ting the crime,”  those who  were imprisoned  later  were even farther. They 
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 were imprisoned randomly; some had not lived in Grabie for several years, 
and  others had never lived  there. Jews in nearby villages  were arrested, 
some “picked up on their way to Warsaw” without “any evidence.” They 
 were indicted of the crime  because they “kept  silent” without confessing to 
anything.

Detailed examination of the alleged timeline of the crime also supported 
the innocence of the accused Jews. If the prosecution argued that Jews killed 
Christian  children  because they needed “ children’s blood for their matzah,” 
then it was impor tant to point out that the day Marianna dis appeared, 
March 30, was the Wednesday before Easter, but Passover had begun four 
days before on March 26. The child “dis appeared  after the Jewish festival 
[had begun],” the author argued. The timing thus proved that “the child 
could not have been kidnapped  because of the alleged Jewish need for 
 children’s blood,  because Jews prepare matzah, or the unleavened bread, 
before the holidays; they prepare if for the holidays, not during or  after the 
holidays.”79 Of course, in real ity, Passover, a weeklong holiday, did not 
end  until April 3, but it was the rituals of the first night, the seder, that 
 were of greatest importance. Or, rather, at the heart of the accusation was 
the afikomen, the three pieces of matzah used by Jews during Passover 
seder, on which Christians fixated during blood libels.80 Indeed, Gaudenty 
Pikulski had just recently asserted that blood was used in the “matzah 
called afikomen, which Jews consume during Passover. And this matzah 
hangs in their homes and in synagogues for the  whole year.”81 This was, he 
falsely claimed, just in case “they could not obtain Christian blood the 
next year, they could then soak this matzah in  water and smear the blood 
on a Christian door.” Jews did indeed store a piece of matzah, the unleav-
ened bread made with just flour and  water, for the  whole year in syna-
gogues but this was to expand the bound aries of  house holds through an 
eruv that would allow Jews to carry items other wise prohibited outside 
the  house on the Sabbath and Jewish holidays.82

The very sources of the accusations also needed to be challenged. The 
prosecution in Grabie apparently used the decades- old “testimony of Sera-
finowicz,” the converted Jew who provided ammunition to Stefan 
Żuchowski, the canon of the Sandomierz cathedral, during his prosecution 
of Jews for murdering a Christian child in 1710–1713. But Serafinowicz’s 
“ simple” writings, clearly still in circulation, could not be treated as “le-
gitimate and au then tic evidence.”83 Furthermore, the court needed to ex-
amine critically the character of the very man who incited vio lence and 
turmoil against Jews following the disappearance of the girl— Andrzej 
Tryndoch, a serf from Grabie who was apparently a murderer. How could 
one believe a man who “once committed murder” of a Jew, whom he hanged 
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in a forest, and then “boasted about it among the  people”? “One cannot 
believe him at all,” especially since the examination of circumstances re-
lated to “persons, time, and place” did not provide hard evidence that the 
crime had been committed by the accused Jews.84

The Jews’ defender then turned to disproving the very foundation of the 
accusation: that Jews needed Christian blood. He offered an overview of all 
passages in the Hebrew Bible that dealt with blood and murder, quoting 
directly  those most explic itly prohibiting the consumption of blood. Re-
peating almost verbatim passages from the long letter Jews sent to Garampi, 
the author wrote that Jews lived in many states, “German, French, Spanish, 
Italian, and even in Rome itself, in Holland, and Turkey for so many years,” 
where they  were not accused of “this crime.” Why should they be accused of 
it in Poland, if they, as Jews, “are governed by the same law, same teachings, 
and same scriptures.”85

But more importantly,  there existed “au then tic documents exculpating 
the Jews [niewiernych] of this hideous charge” issued by both secular and 
ecclesiastical authorities. Most recently, following the mission of “Jakub 
Jelek” to Rome in 1758, with Pope Benedict XIV still alive, the Apostolic 
See examined the  matter, “as always, with  great diligence.”86 Indeed, the 
author added, “It was impor tant to note that it is a custom of Roman au-
thorities and tribunals to examine closely and exactingly each  matter.”  There 
should therefore be no doubt that the conclusion reached in Rome, which 
exculpated Jews from the accusations, was based on solid evidence. Quoting 
extensively from the now publicly known letter from Cardinal Corsini to 
nuncio Visconti, the author ramped up its significance: “this opinion of the 
Holy  Father and the Apostolic See,” he wrote, “has the power of a firm 
verdict,” and as such it was communicated by the nuncio to the royal court 
officials.87 This bold statement was, of course, not quite true. Even if the 
text of Corsini’s letter was au then tic, it was not issued “as a firm verdict.” 
But it no longer mattered; Church authorities  were unlikely to dispute this 
point now. Still, the assertion suggests  either that when the Jews  were pro-
viding evidence to their defenders and offered the collection of documents 
published in 1763, they insisted that  these statements represented the offi-
cial position of the Church that had been clearly communicated in Poland, 
or simply that by 1774 the politics of the letters and their behind- the- scenes 
nature, as well as the frustration at the lack of forceful official condemna-
tion of anti- Jewish accusations from Rome,  were no longer significant.  After 
all,  these letters  were officially registered in the royal registry and had ap-
peared in print. They became official evidence. The 1763 ruse of publishing 
what had not been intended for publication fi nally bore fruit in 1774. Based 
on the position of the Holy See expressed in the 1763 publication, and a 
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long list of royal decrees and Polish  legal statutes, Jews  were not to be ac-
cused of such crimes.

But the prosecution objected. They argued, as did Bishop Kajetan Sołtyk 
in his response to the nuncio in 1758 and as had Stefan Żuchowski at the 
beginning of the  century, that  there existed many decrees issued by courts 
that condemned Jews of such crimes. The defender stood firm. Even if one 
 were to allow that “Jews killed some child, since murders happen,” and 
 were tried and convicted of the crime as murderers, “as was the case in 
 Sandomierz,” still,  these past decrees could not be used as evidence 
“ today.”88 One could not conclude, the author argued, that “if Jews 
killed a child [somewhere], that they did it based on their [religious] teach-
ings, and thus must kill now too.” The evidence of crime in the past should 
not be used as evidence for the specific crime tried  today. This was an epis-
temic departure from previous reasoning used in  trials against Jews, at 
least since Trent if not before.

Seeing their case crumble  under the defense’s effective challenge, the pros-
ecution suggested the court should “unearth the truth through torture, as 
is allowed by law.”89 This was a miscalculated move at a time when the 
question of torture was itself a subject of judicial reform. And the defense 
would have none of it. Torture was “a la men ta ble mode of first discovery,” 
but in “our enlightened era it is coming to an end.” Using torture was “dan-
gerous,”  because it served more “to impair than to expose the truth.” 
 Torture was all about endurance. If someone “can endure, he  will not tell 
the truth, but if he cannot, he  will confess untruth; even though he may be 
innocent, he  will come up with a crime.” This was not a new argument; 
Hugo Grotius made it in the seventeenth  century, and even in Poland, the 
sixteenth- century court clerk and author of popu lar judicial manuals, 
Bartłomiej Groicki, urged court officials not to rush to torture but rather 
to examine the case so that “ there would be just and adequate evidence 
[dostateczne znaki]” against the suspect,  because “[it is] not always that the 
guilty person is [the one] who is accused and charged.”90 Confessions  under 
torture, Groicki warned, should not necessarily be accepted uncondition-
ally: “And so one must not believe [confessions  under] torture immedi-
ately, but neither should it be that [the confessions  under torture] be disbe-
lieved on the account that they are an uncertain, erroneous and dangerous 
 matter.  Because it happens numerous times that one is so resilient [cierpliwy] 
and tough that he can suffer the torture and  will not tell the truth even if 
he  were tortured most heavi ly. And  others are not as resilient and, fearing 
torture, confess against themselves and  others, and they repeat many times 
what had never happened.”91 But while Groicki still allowed for a cautious 
use of torture and in Poland, more broadly, torture had been liberally applied; 
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in the Grabie case its use was presented by the defense as tantamount to the 
prosecution’s admission that it lacked evidence strong enough to convict.92 
The death penalty was a serious  matter, and it should only be meted out 
when strong evidence was in place. The Jews’ defender appealed to the 
court: “Make judgment and do justice, and do not shed innocent blood in 
this place.”

In early 1775, Jews again appealed to nuncio Garampi for help.  Whether 
he intervened is unclear, but in April 1775, “in order to accelerate justice” 
for  those imprisoned for more than a year, the case was transferred to 
a  commission  under the chairmanship of Bishop Andrzej Stanisław 
Młodziejowski of Poznań, the same bishop who in 1774 was charged with 
executing the papal decree to suppress the Jesuit order and confiscate Je-
suit property in Poland.93 The members of the commission took an oath to 
judge “according to God, conscience, justice, written documents, and ob-
jections, and depositions of witnesses” and not to accept any “rewards and 
promises” in order to “suppress justice.” The commission was asked to ex-
amine both the incarcerated and the evidence provided by the medical ex-
aminers, who had performed a postmortem on Marianna’s body when the 
case was transferred to Warsaw. If it  were to find this evidence insufficient, 
the commission could then question the two Jewish  children, Dina (or Binia) 
and Berko, both of whom  were now Christians named Barbara and 
 Michael. The commission’s charge was to condemn to death  those found 
guilty and release from prison  those found innocent.

The commission found that in regard to the accusation that Jews killed 
Christians to obtain their blood, both the Holy See and royal authorities 
had spoken and found no substance to support this accusation.94 And yet, 
despite this, the accusers illegally arrested, prosecuted, abused, and tor-
mented Jews  after the body of a Christian had been discovered. The com-
mission questioned the  whole trial and its procedures, which  were check-
ered with vio lence and intimidation and grounded in testimonies of  children 
who “innocently accused” their parents  because of “fear and pain.” More-
over, the medical examiner in Warsaw found no wounds on the body of 
the child to indicate foul play. As a result, on June 12, 1775, the commis-
sion, fulfilling its charge, ordered the release of the imprisoned Jews. A 
month  later, on July 12, the newly established Warsaw Gazette (Gazeta 
Warszawska) reported the conclusion of the trial on its front page.95

In the 1774–1775 trial of the Jews for the infanticide in Grabie two ju-
dicial worlds clashed—the old, where confession was “the crown of evi-
dence,” and the “enlightened,” where material evidence was demanded 
and where confession, especially that  under torture, became unacceptable.96 
 Under the old system, the trial was not  limited to the specific crime of which 
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a suspect was accused, but also included, and made the suspect liable for, 
other crimes to which he or she may have confessed during interrogations.97 
Books and chronicles recounting past tales and stories  were informally seen 
as having evidentiary power. In the old judicial world, Polish courts, whose 
practice and procedures  were strongly rooted in medieval Saxon law, the 
sixteenth- century Carolina, and Polish  legal manuals based on them, con-
sidered several kinds of proof: testimony of the accuser, confession of the 
accused, witness testimonies, and an oath.98  Legal manuals used through 
the eigh teenth  century, among them  those by Bartłomiej Groicki, provided 
specific guidelines as to who could be considered a witness fit to “give the 
testimony of truth in court  under oath.”99 Age was one  factor. In most cases 
witnesses could not be younger than fourteen, but in “ignominious” cases 
in which the death penalty was considered they could not be younger than 
twenty.  People older than seventy  were also disqualified from serving as 
witnesses. (The Grabie trial appeared not quite  legal even  under the old 
law, but that kind of arbitrariness of courts was indeed one aspect of ju-
dicial practice the reformers wanted to eliminate.) In Polish courts, tor-
ture was applied in criminal court proceedings extensively. And although 
certain rules existed to which most courts seemed to adhere,  there was also 
the unsystematic use of torture during the early modern period that paral-
leled the centrifugal and fragmented nature of the court system in the Polish 
state. In some cases torture was even applied to  those who  were consid-
ered witnesses, although the line between a witness and a suspect was 
often a thin one.

Bartłomiej Groicki advocated the careful investigation of criminal cases, 
stressing the need to consider all kinds of circumstances, such as the repu-
tation of both the accused and his accusers, the location of the crime and 
the presence or absence of the accused  there, times of the crime and the 
ages of  those involved, as well as the reasons for the accusation “ whether 
out of enmity, envy, past threats, or . . .  profit.”100 He counseled court of-
ficials to seek expert advice if  there was any doubt about the confession 
and urged them not to rush to execution even if the accused had actually 
confessed.

Following the imperial Carolina, Groicki had set up specific procedures 
to be used during criminal  trials: (1) The accused should be examined in 
front of the court without torture “so that he should confess and tell the 
truth voluntarily without torture.”101 During that time the accused should 
be warned about the “severity [srogość] of torture, to which he  will be sub-
jected if he does not confess voluntarily to that of which he is accused.” (2) 
The accused should be allowed to prove he was not involved in the crime 
by demonstrating “that he  either was not in the place where something like 
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that happened or that he was  doing something  else at that time.”102 The 
court was not allowed to prohibit the accused from bringing witnesses to 
testify on his or her behalf (Groicki used only the masculine form, but 
 women  were often suspects as well.) (3) If  after such pre sen ta tion the court 
was not convinced of the suspect’s innocence, it had the right to send the 
accused to be interrogated  under torture in the presence of the judge, two 
jurors, and the court clerk. But even  under torture the suspect should still 
be allowed to claim his innocence. Should he or she confess to the crime, 
the clerk “is to write his words, without omitting or adding the smallest 
[single] word.”103 (4) The confession  under torture had to be confirmed 
“voluntarily”  after torture, and the court had the right to ask follow-up 
questions about the circumstances of the crime and accomplices. Should 
 there be discrepancies between the confession  under torture and this stage 
of interrogation, the suspect could be sent to torture again.104 As Joanna 
Pilaszek has noted, the courts distrusted voluntary confessions— “If the ac-
cused admitted so easily to all the deeds of which he was accused, he  will 
recall more when led to torture.”105

Groicki’s sixteenth- century manuals  were republished as late as 1760.106 
But by the second half of the eigh teenth  century, some courts became re-
luctant to execute offenders and strug gled to justify noncapital punishment, 
since according to the  legal manuals available to them, capital punishment 
was required not only for heresy or lese majeste but also for thefts, raids 
and robberies, sexual crimes (in Groicki’s manual that included bestiality 
and male homo sexuality, but not lesbian sex, even though it did appear in 
the Carolina itself), bigamy and adultery, pimping, abortion, infanticide, 
and poisoning, as well as many other offenses. Indeed,  until the latter half 
of the eigh teenth  century the death penalty was quite commonly applied in 
Polish criminal courts. Moreover, in the old system, an accused was not, as 
in modern law, presumed innocent  until proven guilty, but quite the op-
posite.107  Legal reformers of the Enlightenment era began to call not only 
for a shift away from this paradigm but also for the accused’s right of de-
fense.108 The essay by the defender of the Jews in the Grabie case demon-
strated the new  legal thinking and made the case part of broader debates 
over criminal law in Poland.

The reforms in Poland  were influenced by similar developments in Eu-
rope. Although formal calls for  legal reforms came only during the second 
half of the eigh teenth  century, on the Italian peninsula, for example, some 
of the princi ples of  those reforms  were already practiced by the courts, 
which  were urged to use “moderation and circumspection,” use torture 
more judiciously, and make punishment, even for murder, much lighter.109 
Works by Eu ro pean  legal scholars who called for  legal reforms began to 
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infiltrate  legal thinking in Poland in the 1770s. Cesare Beccaria’s 1764 essay 
On Crimes and Punishments, published as a response to the Jean Calas af-
fair in France in 1762, was translated into Polish and published in 1772, 
spurring earnest  legal debates. (Jean Calas, a French merchant from 
 Toulouse, was accused of killing his son, who apparently had committed 
suicide. Calas was tortured and, despite maintaining his innocence, exe-
cuted. The affair shook Eu ro pean Enlightenment thinkers, many of whom 
began calling for judicial reforms.) The reformers, in Poland, like in the 
rest of Eu rope, argued for the abolition of torture, the end of the death 
penalty, except in cases of treason and premeditated murder, and for pro-
portionality of punishment to the crimes. And so, the Grabie case came at 
the very moment when judicial reforms  were hotly debated and in the very 
venue in which they  were being considered, with the use of torture and death 
penalty at the center of both.110

The death penalty was a particularly pressing issue in Poland at the time. 
Rus sia and Prus sia demanded an end to capital punishment in cases of apos-
tasy from Catholicism, with it being replaced, if necessary, with exile— 
something the Holy See and nuncio Garampi strongly opposed.111 But, 
even more importantly, since many noblemen who opposed King Stanisław 
Poniatowski and took part in his kidnapping in 1771 could have faced the 
death penalty for treason, many lords became its most vigorous opponents. 
Although the ban on torture and the partial abolishment of the death pen-
alty (for example, in cases that  were considered “witchcraft”) did not come 
 until two years  later, the trial of the Jews and its ultimate outcome thus 
became both subject to and a product of  these debates and the  legal re-
forms that followed.

Although the Grabie case was not the last accusation of Jews in Poland 
in the premodern period,  those that came  after  were considered more cau-
tiously. In 1779, for example, in Izbica Kujawska it was the accusers who 
 were convicted. In Olkusz in 1787, a Jewish tailor accused of killing a Chris-
tian girl was convicted but not simply on the basis of his confession, but 
also of material evidence found on him— a knife— that allegedly tied him 
to the crime. Still, the Jews whom he implicated  were freed, and the king, 
visiting nearby Cracow, condemned the accusation as “medieval supersti-
tion” and scolded one of the instigators, Stanisław Wodzicki, for believing 
“in such medieval tales that Jews needed Christian blood for Passover 
[święta wielkanocne].” The king said, “Despite the fact that all nations men-
tion such  trials, and severe punishments  were meted out at  those accused 
of this crime, enlightened education of our times has convinced us about 
the innocence of  these victims of prejudice and superstition.”112 Although 
Wodzicki did not agree with the monarch, and years  later reaffirmed his 
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belief in the Jewish need for Christian blood and the resulting murders, he 
complied with the king’s request to end the trial. By the time the Olkusz 
case took place in 1787, a gap had developed between popu lar beliefs em-
braced locally by local instigators and positions embraced by intellectual 
elites, exposed to Enlightenment ideas, who rejected both the old tales and 
the old criminal procedures.

And although  trials of the Jews largely ended in premodern Poland, they 
did not end  because of the Ganganelli report or papal intervention, as some 
scholars continue to maintain.113 They ended, in their lethal effects, partly 
 because of  legal and cultural transformations in the state and partly  because 
the state eventually ceased to exist in 1795. In the modern period other 
parts of Eu rope saw a resurgence of the accusation in a new guise.114  After 
the Damascus affair in 1840, and even more during the wave of modern 
accusations beginning in the 1880s, Jewish intellectuals and community 
leaders, along with some Christian supporters— forced again to demon-
strate the fallacy of blood libels— turned to the archives to show, like their 
premodern pre de ces sors, that Christian authorities had already declared 
Jews innocent, publishing known papal bulls and breves on the subject.115 
It was then that the text of the Ganganelli report was discovered, first in 
the archives of the Jewish community in Mantua and then in Rome. It is 
unclear how the report found its way into Jewish archives,  because it had 
not been shared with anyone except the highest Church officials in Rome. 
Perhaps Jews got a copy  after Napoleon seized documents in the Vatican 
archives, especially  those  housed in the Holy Office. That “papers certainly 
dis appeared in times of the revolution” was in fact the explanation the Holy 
Office offered in 1900 to explain why Jews had possession of “certain doc-
uments in their defense” they had recently published. The official was re-
ferring to the Ganganelli report.116

What ever the history of its acquisition, the report by Cardinal Gangan-
elli soon received a new lease on life. In 1862 its existence was discussed in 
the Italian Jewish journal L’Educatore Israelita by Marco Mortara, the 
rabbi of Mantua; in the 1880s, in the aftermath of a number of  trials of 
Jews, including in Tiszaeszlar, the report was published several times in the 
original Italian and in translations.117 The report came to be championed 
as the most extensive condemnation of anti- Jewish accusations and became 
relevant again during the Beilis affair that started in Kiev in July 1911 and 
lasted for more than two years, ending with a four- week trial in September 
and October 1913. When the Beilis trial began, the Jewish community in 
western Eu rope mobilized to intervene in Kiev, and Baron Nathaniel Mayer 
Rothschild, a British banker and politician, requested that the Holy See au-
thenticate the published versions of the report so it could be submitted as 



376 Calculated Pragmatism and the Waning of Accusations

defense evidence in Kiev. This move was a response to the fact that one of 
the supporting witnesses in the trial, Justinius Elisejevitch Pranaitis, a 
Roman Catholic theologian, testified in support of the accusation and cast 
doubt on the existence of papal condemnations.

The Ganganelli report’s reputation and importance  were thus built not 
at the time of its creation but by  later generations. It had a relatively  limited 
impact when first written, with Church officials conscious of the power of 
public symbolic gestures but still reluctant to make overt statements con-
demning blood libels against Jews. To be sure, Rome was explicit about 
instructing nuncios to help Jews avoid persecution and unjust  trials, but it 
was pragmatically reluctant to make a public stand. The papal responses, 
along with Ganganelli’s report, exemplify the tension between such a prag-
matic approach rooted in the Church’s desires to protect its own corporate 
interests and the demand to act based on what might be considered moral 
princi ples to condemn what is unjust and reprehensible, as the tortures of 
the Jews  were to many Church officials in Italy. Yet the  trials and tribula-
tions of Jews in premodern Poland demonstrate that sometimes a sym-
bolic but public statement can be worth more than even most elaborate 
behind- the- scenes interventions.



E p i l o g u e

The Trail Continues

jJjJ

The deadly blood libels might have waned, but they did not dis-
appear. Accusations and  trials continued in the nineteenth and twen-

tieth centuries, and in 1946 the per sis tent myth triggered a pogrom that 
left more than forty Jewish survivors of World War II dead in Kielce, Po-
land. In this long story, the significance of the early modern period in the 
history of blood accusations against Jews has been unappreciated. Although 
medieval in origin, the blood libel and ritual murder accusations became 
truly rooted in the Eu ro pean Christian imagination in the early modern pe-
riod, when stories that had hitherto been hidden in medieval monastic 
chronicles or  limited to local lore  were included in widely disseminated 
printed chronicles, cosmographies, and polemical works. As they entered 
the “authoritative” accounts of world history, the tales of Jews killing Chris-
tians became “facts.” To be sure,  there  were very few such stories among 
the thousands of “events” of “world history,” but few as they  were, they 
created patterns and perceptions that became difficult to root out and that 
gave their readers the verbs, nouns, and adjectives to describe Jews. And 
soon, in an interplay between law and culture,  these stories came to be used 
in anti- Jewish  trials as evidence against Jews and as validation of new ac-
cusations; the new  trials, in turn, became material for subsequent books, 
creating a vicious feedback loop that was to last  until the end of the eigh-
teenth  century when it began to be challenged.

The trial at Trent was a turning point. Not only did Bishop Hinderbach 
deploy a sophisticated multimedia propaganda campaign in the aftermath 
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of the death of the toddler Simon in March 1475, exploiting the new print 
technology to disseminate the story far and wide, but he also turned to 
 earlier stories and freshly printed books to justify his persecution of Jews 
and the veneration of Simon as beatus. Aware of the printed books’ utility, 
Hinderbach made a concerted effort to assure the inclusion of Simon’s story 
in chronicles that  were to be printed. And he succeeded. Simon entered 
chronicles published across Eu rope, and though his cult may not have been 
immediately recognized as  legal by the pope, the story became a nearly per-
manent fixture of Christian historical accounts, including authoritative 
lives of saints, capturing Christian imagination, even—as the manifesto by 
the shooter of the Poway synagogue, near San Diego in 2019 demonstrates— 
until our own times.

The Trent trial also had  legal consequences. In his explicit prohibition of 
calling Simon beatus, Pope Sixtus IV assured Simon a place in the history 
of canon law. This was one of the first times a pope had used the term 
beatus in a concrete  legal sense.  Until then, bishops had had the authority 
to recognize local cults, but with Simon the landscape of church law con-
cerning sainthood and beatification began to shift. And his case would re-
main a controversial  legal pre ce dent for centuries to come. The formal rec-
ognition of his cult in 1588 and, even more importantly, the insertion at 
the order of Pope Gregory XIII of his name in the newly revised liturgical 
calendar Martyrologium Romanum in 1583 validated, for many, the charge 
that Jews killed Christian  children. This fateful decision ended the centuries- 
long era of papal condemnations of such accusations against Jews, and 
from then on, Jews became more vulnerable to  those charges. The weight 
of papal authority affirming Simon’s cult and Rome’s subsequent silence in 
the defense of Jews helped anchor the libel more deeply in the Eu ro pean 
imagination. As one writer pointed out, “Who Should One Believe, the 
Rabbis or the Doctors of the Church?”1

Indeed, Pope Paul III’s bull in defense of Jews issued in 1540 to the bishops 
and archbishops of Hungary, Bohemia, and Poland turned out to be the 
last papal defense of Jews against accusations of killing Christian  children; 
subsequently it became nearly forgotten in Rome. But this was not the last 
papal statement on the topic. Sixtus V’s 1588 bull granting Trent an office 
and indulgences for Simon and the 1755 bull Beatus Andreas by Pope Bene-
dict XIV concerning the cult of Andreas Oxner of Rinn— the only two 
other official papal statements on child victims— both affirmed not only 
cults of purported child victims of Jews but, through explicit language, also 
validated the claims that Jews committed such crimes. True,  these papal rec-
ognitions of the two cults  were careful to distinguish between blood ac-
cusations and accusations of killing Christians “out of hatred,” but as cru-
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cial as  these distinctions  were in the  legal context, they dis appeared when 
it came to the expansive Christian imagination and memory. The papal 
refusal  after 1583, and certainly  after 1755, to reissue public condemna-
tions of accusations that Jews killed Christians for blood, the dominant 
charge in eastern Eu rope, spoke louder than the previous protections. 
And while Rome was ostensibly concerned with ensuring that justice was 
done and the secretary of state often urged nuncios in Poland to provide 
assistance to Jews, no official had the courage to intervene publicly. Yet, 
such a public intervention against blood accusations could have been is-
sued even in light of the recognized cults of Simon and Andreas,  because 
blood was precisely the focus of papal letters defending Jews  until 1540, 
and it was also the motif in the  trials in eastern Eu rope. This deafening 
silence came to be read as a tacit affirmation of charges against Jews, and 
the papal recognition of Simon and Andreas as boys “cruelly killed by 
Jews in hatred of Christ” allowed Jews’ accusers to discount the existence 
of even the medieval papal protections.

For de cades, scholars have been baffled why, despite explicit repeated 
papal condemnations of blood libels in the  Middle Ages, no pope  after 1540 
issued a public statement against them  until—so they thought—1759, when 
in the midst of a wave of such accusations in Poland, Cardinal Lorenzo 
Ganganelli, the  future Pope Clement XIV, prepared an extensive report re-
futing their validity. This failure to condemn blood libels was sometimes 
attributed to the Counter- Reformation and to what some thought was a 
decline in the number of such accusations, at least in western Eu rope. In 
contrast, the Ganganelli report in its refutation of blood libels was attrib-
uted to the spirit of the Enlightenment. This explanation fit neatly into a 
familiar story that condemned “Catholic obscurantism” of the Counter- 
Reformation era and glorified the new spirit of the Enlightenment.

But the story, it turns out, was more complicated. The Counter- 
Reformation does not directly explain the discontinuance of papal defenses 
of Jews; but the recognition of Simon and his placement in the Martyrolo-
gium romanum does. The Enlightenment narrative also needs to be revised. 
Ganganelli’s report, although it reads as a text infused with Enlightenment 
ideas, presented arguments developed many de cades  earlier by Jews and 
their Christian defenders. Moreover, the report remained a secret docu-
ment unknown beyond the small circle of Vatican officials  until the nine-
teenth  century when a new wave of charges hit Jews across Eu rope and in 
the  Middle East. And then too, the paper trail created in the early modern 
period became a tool both for the accusers and the defenders of Jews. In 
Velizh, Rus sia, for example, early modern Polish printed works against Jews 
 were translated into Rus sian to support the charge that Jews in that town 



380 Epilogue

 were responsible for killing a Christian boy in 1823, helping develop a 
Russian- language historical paper trail of past accusations.2

In the late nineteenth  century, when new accusations and  trials against 
Jews  were taking place, Jewish and non- Jewish scholars, accusers and de-
fenders alike, began to dig in the archives and in old books to find inculpa-
tory or exculpatory evidence.3 The result was a fascinating replication of 
the epistemological communities of the premodern era. The Jews’ defenders 
cited and republished the same documents that Jews had used in the early 
modern period: medieval papal bulls explic itly condemning the blood ac-
cusations; the 1475 condemnation by Venice’s Pietro Mocenigo; the 1479 
decree by Bona and Giovanni Galeazzo Sforza of Milan; the 1603 decree 
from Verona; the decree by Emperor Frederick III issued in the aftermath 
of the 1470 accusation in Endingen, reissued in 1544 by Charles the V and 
reconfirmed in 1566 by Maximilian II; the 1714 report of the theology fac-
ulty from Leipzig; and,  after 1881, also the Ganganelli report.

The antisemitic accusers did the same: scouring premodern chronicles 
and the lives of saints, they offered their own “evidence.” For example, the 
French cult of St. Vernier, which had lost its anti- Jewish content, regained 
it during that time.4 But the most notorious use of early modern sources 
was the Nazi publication Der Stürmer, which in May 1934 published a spe-
cial issue almost entirely devoted to “ritual murder.” In it  were nearly 
twenty pages of stories and images of Jews killing Christians, among them 
the Simon of Trent woodcut from Schedel’s 1493 chronicle (the work had 
just been republished in facsimile in Leipzig in 1933); reproductions of im-
ages from Rader’s Bavaria Sancta; photo graphs of sites, such as the church 
in Oberwesel with a depiction of Werner being killed by Jews; and a 
painting from the church in Judenstein, with a scene from the story about 
Andreas of Rinn (Fig. 11.1). Added to  these iconographic reproductions 
was a three- page “annalistic” list of “Jewish ritual murders from the times 
of Christ  until 1932,” with 131 brief examples, the majority from the early 
modern period. Julius Streicher, the publisher of Der Stürmer, wanting to 
make the stories appear credible to his readers, provided a source citation 
for each of them: Acta Sanctorum, Baronio’s Annales ecclesiastici, Mat-
thew Paris, Trithemius’s Chronicon, the Colmar Annals, Bavaria sancta, 
Alfonso de Espina’s Fortalitium fidei—in short, the early modern sources 
of historical knowledge.

The Nazi publication elicited a swift response. On May 11, the Times of 
London carried an article about the Der Stürmer issue, and for the next 
several days, it published letters of protest from prominent figures, including 
the chief rabbi of  England, the archbishop of Canterbury, and the presi-
dent of the Folklore Society, alarmed by this “revival” of “the worst ex-
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Fig. 11.1  From Der Stürmer, May 1, 1934, a depiction of the story of Simon of 
Trent that reuses imagery from Hartmann Schedel’s 1493 Weltchronik, helping 
turn the image into the quin tes sen tial depiction of ritual murder in both 
antisemitic and scholarly publications.
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cesses of medieval fanat i cism.”5 In addition, the mayor of Lincoln and the 
chancellor of the Lincoln Cathedral both “took pains publicly to disavow 
the legend of ‘ Little St. Hugh.’ ”6

The next year, the Jewish historian, Cecil Roth, de cided to republish 
the Ganganelli report in the original Italian and in the En glish transla-
tion.7 Roth preceded the report by a long preface in which he discussed 
both the history of anti- Jewish accusations, starting with William of 
Norwich, and the medieval papal defenses of Jews. He ended the preface 
with the last known communication on the subject from the Vatican 
during the Beilis affair of 1911–1913, in which a Jewish man, Menahem 
Mendel Beilis, was accused of killing a thirteen- year- old Ukrainian boy 
Andrei Yushchinsky in Kiev.8 The affair mobilized Jews around the world. 
On October 7, 1913, Lord Nathaniel Rothschild contacted the Vatican 
not asking to intervene in the affair, but instead to “authenticate” two 
documents he thought useful in defending Beilis— “a letter of His Holi-
ness Pope Innocent IV and the report of Cardinal Ganganelli,” printed 
copies of which Rothschild attached in his request to the secretary of state, 
Cardinal Rafael Merry del Val. In his letter to Cardinal del Val, Rothschild 
reminded him that many popes “have on vari ous occasions extended their 
merciful protection to my persecuted coreligionists, [among them] Pope 
Innocent IV.”

In addition to the Ganganelli report, which Lord Rothschild claimed 
“was drawn up at the instance of His Holiness Pope Benedict XIV in 1758 
and acted upon by his venerable successor, Pope Clement XIII,” he men-
tioned the 1664 letter issued by Giovanni Battista de Marinis, the general 
of the Dominican Order. On October 18, 1913, the secretary of state sent 
his response, in which he wrote, “I am in a position to certify that the type- 
written copy of Ganganelli’s Report . . .  is substantially au then tic. . . .  As to 
the extract of Innocent IV’s letter,  there can be no doubt of the accuracy of 
[Rinaldi’s] quotation, which is confirmed by the fact of Ganganelli citing it 
in his Report.” Cardinal del Val used an early modern authoritative source— 
Odorico Rinaldi’s continuation of Cesare Baronio’s Annales ecclesiastici—
to confirm the validity of a medieval bull, with Ganganelli’s use further 
buttressing its authenticity. Though not an explicit letter defending the 
Jews, Cardinal del Val’s short response was more than what Polish Jews 
ever obtained. It affirmed, albeit in an indirect way, the medieval papal 
condemnations of blood, which  were, of course, known but not accepted 
by all. In the end Beilis was acquitted. He died in Saratoga Springs in 
July 1934 and was buried in Queens, New York.

But Cecil Roth understood that “evidence” exculpating Jews needed to 
be made public. So he felt compelled to publish not only the text but also 
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a photo graph of the Vatican’s letter to Lord Rothschild along with the en-
velope in which the letter arrived to affirm unequivocally the document’s 
authenticity. At some level both Lord Rothschild and Cecil Roth acted in 
quite a traditional manner: in response to anti- Jewish libels, they, like Jews 
before them, cited Christian arguments against blood libel, approached 
Christian authorities for protection, and wanted to demonstrate widely that 
Christian authorities had explic itly condemned such accusations and ex-
culpated Jews. Like Polish Jews in 1763, Roth made a private letter public, 
along with, thanks to new reprographic technology, a photo graph of the 
document itself.

The exchange between Cardinal del Val and Lord Rothschild points 
not only to engaged Jewish diplomacy at the time of crisis but also to the 
disheartening fact that the long early modern trail paper continues to be 
relevant in the modern era as the myth of Jews killing Christian  children 
persists in the Eu ro pean and, now also,  Middle Eastern imagination, although—
thankfully—no longer in the courts.

The long memory trail, the equivocating responses by Church officials, 
and the papal recognition of both Simon of Trent and Andreas of Rinn in 
the early modern period have made it difficult to eradicate this bloody 
Christian tale. And this is why former shrines such as that of  Little Hugh 
of Lincoln, Simon of Trent, and Andreas of Rinn, despite their abolition in 
the second half of the twentieth  century, persist unofficially, attracting an-
tisemitic groups and individuals. This is also why antisemitic websites and 
chat groups are filled to the brim with articles on “Jewish Murder Plan 
against White Christians” that are, as one white supremacist online user 
announced, “backed up by rec ords  going back many centuries.”

This long story of the per sis tence of anti- Jewish blood libels despite ar-
guments to the contrary is dispiriting. Viewed in a longue durée and cast 
expansively across time and place, this story reveals what is now under-
stood as “confirmation bias” or “cognitive bias,” when readers embrace 
sources they agree with and find reliable, while rejecting information that 
contradicts their views, even if that information is in fact accurate. And with 
so many sources repeatedly telling the same deleterious stories about Jews, 
it is no won der that belief in them has persisted.  These stories, scattered 
across printed chronicles, not only introduced the image of “murderous” 
and dangerous Jews and reinforced the belief in blood accusations but also, 
as Richard Simon noted in 1670, reflected the same impulses that incited 
anti- Jewish vio lence— a statement still true  today. Ostensibly incidental 
knowledge— like the tales and lore recorded as “facts” in the chronicles and 
cosmographies— has created patterns and perceptions difficult to root out. 
It  matters what  people read.
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Premodern books focused on story content that is similar to  today’s 
“breaking news”: “the sensational, exceptional, negative, recent, and inci-
dental,” while ignoring “the ordinary, usual, positive, historical, and sys-
tematic.”9 And, like  today’s news, true or fake, this knowledge dissemi-
nated through print created a historical rec ord, a footprint that has  shaped 
the way the public thinks about society and events. What the history of the 
blood libel also tells us is that po liti cal leadership  matters, as do words and 
official statements. They might not always be effective nor prevent vio lence 
and hatred, but they provide a tangible trail of voices for  those who want 
to turn into action and need moral support. For all the work  behind the 
scenes to help Jews, the lack of an explicit public condemnation came to 
be read as a tacit approval. Silences are heard too.
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1452), “Altarpiece of St Mary Magdalene” at the Museo Episcopal de Vic, 
Osona, Catalonia, Spain. Also, though  later, Pedro Beruguette’s “Last Supper” 
at LACMA, Gift of the Ahmanson Foundation (M.90.171).
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 276. Dal Prà, “L’immagine di Simonino,” 461. The list of what was preserved in 
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in Judaeo- Christian Intellectual Culture in the Seventeenth  Century: A Cele-
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nograffi europejskiej,” in Stosunki chrześcijańsko- żydowskie, esp. 42–51, 
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 1.  There is a vast lit er a ture on Christian Hebraism in German lands and Italy; 
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 4. Schedel, Liber chronicarum, 149v.
 5. Schedel, Liber chronicarum, 201v.
 6. Schedel, Liber chronicarum, 220v, 230v, 257v.
 7. Hartmann Schedel, Liber chronicarum cum figuris et imaginis ab initio mundi 
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 9. This point is made in a dif fer ent context by Anthony Grafton, What Was His-
tory?: The Art of History in Early Modern Eu rope (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 124.
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“The Fasciculus Temporum: A Genealogical Survey of Editions before 1480,” 
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Symonem: fecerunt in eum mysteria quodammodo passionis ad similitudinem 



430 Notes to Pages 160–162

domini nostri iesu christi,” Werner Rolevinck, Fasciculus temporum (Venice: 
cura impensisq[ue] Erhardi Ratdolt de Augusta, 1480 [November 24]), 65. See 
also, for example, the 1485 Venice edition, fol. 64v; 1524, 316v.

 19. See, for example, Joannes Sichardus, ed. En damus chronicon divinum plane 
opus eruditissimorum autorum: repetitum ab ipso mundi initio, ad annum 
usque salutis M.D. XII (Basel: Henricus Petrus, 1529), 144v.

 20. Treue, Der Trienter Judenprozess, 312. For example, Jacobus Philippus Foresti 
Bergomensis, Supplementum chronicarum (Brescia: Boninus de Boninis, 1485 
[December 1]), 347v–348r; Jacobus Philippus Foresti Bergomensis, Supple-
mentum chronicarum (Venice: Bernardinus Ricius de Novaria, 1492), 249r.

 21. “Cum xpianum non haberent imolandum cuius sanguine in azimis suis uti 
possent,” in Bergomensis. Bergomensis, Supplementum chronicarum (1492), 
248v.

 22. Jacobus Philippus Foresti Bergomensis, Supplementum chronicarum (Venice: 
Bernardino Rizzo, 1491), 288v.

 23. Treue, Der Trienter Judenprozess, 312.
 24. Alexandra Kess, Johann Sleidan and the Protestant Vision of History (Oxon, 

UK: Routledge, 2016), 106.
 25. The Polish chronicler Marcin Bielski also framed his universal history within 

the four empires; his chronicle was first published in 1551 and republished nu-
merous times. Bielski, Kronika. Tho Iesth, Historya swiata na szesc wiekow, a 
czterzy monarchie, rozdzielona (Cracow: Mateusz Siebeneycher, 1564).

 26. Kess, Johann Sleidan, 109–110.
 27. Laurentius Surius, Commentarius breuis rerum in orbe gestarum: ab anno sa-

lutis millesimo quingentesimo, vsq[ue] ad annum LXVI (Cologne: apud hae-
redes Ioannis Quentel & Geruinum Calenium, 1566), 67–68 (Lisbon massacre), 
84–86 (1510 host desecration), 551–553 (1556, Sochaczew). Laurentius Surius, 
Commentarius breuis rerum in orbe gestarum: ab anno salutis M.D. vsque in 
annum M.D. LXXIIII (Cologne: apud Geruinum Calenium, & haeredes Io-
annis Quentelij, 1574), 50–51 (Lisbon massacre), 63–64 (1510 host desecratio), 
487–488 (1556, Sochaczew). On the Lisbon massacre, see Yosef Hayim Yerush-
almi, The Lisbon Massacre of 1506 and the Royal Image in the Shebet Yehudah 
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College- JIR, 1976). On Sochaczew, see Magda 
Teter, Sinners on Trial: Jews and Sacrilege  after the Reformation (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), ch. 5. On communion and Eucharist in 
Protestantism, see Lee Palmer Wandel, The Eucharist in the Reformation: In-
carnation and Liturgy (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2006).

 28. Johann Mayr, Epitome cronicorum seculi modernidas ist: kurzter begriff 
und inhalt aller gedenckwürdigen sachen, so von 1500 biß zu dem 1604. jar 
Christi (Munich: N. Henricus, 1604), 38r and 335r (Regensburg), 181v (1591, 
Pressburg).

 29. Stefania Tutino, “ ‘For the Sake of the Truth of History and of the Catholic 
Doctrines’: History, Documents, and Dogma in Cesare Baronio’s Annales Ec-
clesiastici,” Journal of Early Modern History 17 (2013): 130–131. See also An-
thony Grafton, “Church History in Early Modern Eu rope: Tradition and In-



 Notes to Pages 163–166 431

novation,” and Giuseppe Antonio Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio and the Roman 
Catholic Vision of the Early Church,” in Sacred History: Uses of the Christian 
Past in the Re nais sance World, ed. Katherine Van Liere, Simon Ditchfield, and 
Howard Louthan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 3–26 and 52–70.

 30. Grafton, “Church History in Early Modern Eu rope,” 23. For a more detailed 
study on Baronio and Casaubon’s critique, see Anthony Grafton and Joanna 
Weinberg, “I Have Always Loved the Holy Tongue”: Isaac Casaubon, the Jews, 
and a Forgotten Chapter in Re nais sance Scholarship (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press, 2011).

 31. Tutino, “ ‘For the Sake of the Truth,’ ” 144.
 32. Cesare Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici (Venice: Apud Stephanum Monti, 1738–

1740), vol. 7, cols. 392 (504 legislation), 723–724 (Gregory I against vio lence), 
vol. 398, cols. 544–545 (VIII Council of Toledo).

 33. Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici, vol. 12, cols. 389–390.
 34. Tutino, “ ‘For the Sake of the Truth,’ ” 152–153, n. 59.
 35. Abraham Bzowski, Annalium ecclesiasticorum post Illustriss. et Revedend. 

Dominum D. Caesare Baronium S.R.E cardinalem Bibliothecarem Tomus XIII 
rerum in orbe christiano an anno domini 1198 usque annum dom. 1299 gestarum 
narrationem complectens. (Cologne: Agrippinae apud Antonium Boetzerum, 
1616). Henceforth, Bzowski, Annalium, vol. 13.

 36. Bzowski, Annalium, vol. 13, col. 443,  under 1234.19.
 37. Hugh of Lincoln, Bzowski, Annalium, vol. 13, col. 638–639,  under 1255.12.
 38. Other blood libel stories included in Bzowski, Annalium vol. 13  were of Wis-

senburg (1252.16) and Prague (1287.9).
 39. Bzowski, Annalium, vol. 13, col. 464.
 40. Christian Wurtisen, Germaniae historicorum illustrium, quorum pleriq[ue] ab 

henrico IIII imperatore vsque ad annum Christi, M. CCCC (Frankfurt a.M: 
Apud haeredes Andreae Wecheli, 1585), vol. 2, part “Fragmentum historicum 
incerti auctoris,” 91 verse 14  under 1236.

 41. See, for example, Bzovius, in his vol. 15 covering the years 1378–1431 and pub-
lished in 1622; when describing the 1399 story of host desecration in Poznań, 
copied verbatim a book about it recently published in 1609 by a Polish writer, 
Tomasz Treter, Abraham Bzovius, Annalium ecclesiasticorum post Illutriss. et 
Reverenidss. D.D. Caesarem Baronium. Tomus XV rerum in orbe christiano 
ab Anno Domini 1378 usque as Annum Domini 1431 (Cologne, 1622), 188–
208,  under 1399.13 On the Poznań story, see Teter, Sinners on Trial, ch. 4.

 42. Odoricus Rinaldi, Annales ecclesiastici ab anno quo desinit Card. Caes. Bar-
onius MCXCVIII usque ad annum MDXXXIV Continuati, Tomus XIII (Co-
logne: Sumptibus Ioannis Wilhelmi Friessem, 1692). Sicut Iudaeis on 37  under 
1199.54 and 425,  under 1235.20; Lachrymabilem on 441–442,  under 1236.48; 
and the 1247 bull on 581,  under 1247.83–84.  These documents are in Shlomo 
Simonsohn, The Apostolic See and the Jews: Documents, 492–1404 (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1988), nos. 79, 144, 185.

 43. This apol o getic statement follows the full text of Sicut Iudaeis  under 1235.20.
 44. On the concept of “traveling facts,” see Mary S. Morgan, “Travelling Facts,” in 

How Well Do Facts Travel? The Dissemination of Reliable Knowledge, ed. Peter 



432 Notes to Pages 166–170

Howlett and Mary S. Morgan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 
3–39.

 45. Marquardus de Susannis, Tractatus de iudaeis et aliis infidelibus (Venice: apud 
Cominum de Tridino Montisferrati, 1558), section 2 of ch. 7, 25r–26r.

 46. Mathew Adam McLean, The Cosmographia of Sebastian Münster: Describing 
the World in the Reformation (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007), 151.

 47. McLean, Cosmographia, esp. 16–26.
 48. Sebastian Münster, Cosmographia: Beschreibung aller Lender durch Sebas-

tianum Munsterum (Basel: Getruckt durch Henrichum Petri, 1544), 38; Se-
bastian Münster, Cosmographiae uniuersalis lib. VI (Basel: apud Henrichum 
Petri, 1550), 46; Sebastian Münster, Sei libri della cosmografia (Basel: 
Stampato a spese di Henrigo Pietro Basiliense, 1558), 52. Henceforth, 
 Cosmographia (1544), Cosmographia (1550), and Cosmografia (1558), 
respectively.

 49. Palmieri  under 1492: “Expulsa sunt Hispania tota, centum et viginti- quatuor 
milla familiarum Iudaicarum.” Johannes Sichardt, ed. Habes opt. lector chro-
nicon opus felicissime renatum (Basel: Excudebat Henricus Petrus,1536), 152v. 
In Münster, in the first German edition of Cosmographia (1544), 50.

 50. For example, Münster, Cosmographia (1544), 86; Münster, Cosmographia 
(1550), 132; Münster, Cosmografia (1558), 150.

 51. Münster, Cosmographia (1544), 129; Münster, Cosmographia (1550), 230; 
Münster, Cosmografia (1558), 258–259.

 52. “Omnium maleficiorum auctores.” Münster, Cosmographia (1550), 457–458. 
See also, for example, the story of Rufach in 1298 in Münster, Cosmographia 
(1550), 444–445; Münster, Cosmografia (1558), 506.

 53. This concept was developed by Augustine built on the idea of the six- day cre-
ation of the world that was followed by the day of rest. Similarly,  there  were 
six ages of the world, followed by seventh, when Jesus would return ushering 
a messianic era.

 54. On Münster’s pre de ces sors, see McLean, Cosmographia, ch. 2.
 55. McLean, Cosmographia, 144–145.
 56. Quoted in McLean, Cosmographia, 148.
 57. McLean, Cosmographia, 161, 200.
 58. Münster, Cosmographia (1550), 444–445; Münster, Cosmografia (1558), 506. 

This story does not enter the German editions  until 1561.
 59. On the differences between editions, see McLean, Cosmographia, 173–188.
 60. McLean, Cosmographia, 170, 173.
 61. Joseph Ha- Kohen and Karin Almbladh, Sefer Emeq Ha- Bakha (The Vale of 

Tears) with the Chronicle of the Anonymous Corrector (Uppsala: Uppsala Uni-
versity, 1981). See Chapter 6.

 62. Georg Braun, Civitates orbis terrarvm liber primvs (Cologne: Apud Godefridum 
Kempensem, 1582), no. 14.

 63. Braun, Civitates Orbis, 48.
 64. “Creditum autem est vulgo eam a Iudaeis infectis veneno fontibus effectam 

esse.” Kromer in Johann Pistorius, ed. Polonicae historiae corpus: hoc est po-
lonicarum rerum latini recentiores & veteres scriptores, quotquot extant, uno 



 Notes to Pages 170–172 433

volumine compraehensi omnes, & in aliquot distributi tomos (Basel: Per Se-
bastianum Henricpetri,1582), 603.

 65. On the Esterke story and its legacy in Polish and Yiddish lit er a ture, see Chone 
Shmeruk, The Esterke Story in Yiddish and Polish Lit er a ture: A Case Study in 
the Mutual Relations of Two Cultural Traditions (Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar, 
1985). On Długosz, see Piotr Dymmel, Tradycja rekopiśmienna roczników Jana 
Długosza (Warsaw: Wydawictwo Naukowe PWN, 1992).

 66. For example, see Jan Herburt, Chronica, sive historiae polonicae compendiosa: 
ad per certa librorum capita ad facilem memoriam recens facta descriptio (Basel: 
Ex Officina Oporiniana, 1571), 180. Maciej Miechowita in Pistorius, Polon-
icae historiae corpus, 165.

 67. Teter, Sinners on Trial, ch. 4.
 68. Pistorius, Polonicae historiae corpus, 202. Marcin Bielski and Joachim Bielski, 

Kronika polska Marcina Bielskiego (Sanok: K. Pollak, 1856), 508. Bielski, Kro-
nika. Tho iesth, historya świata, 385r. On sixteenth- century Polish historiog-
raphy, see Agnieszka Dziuba, Wczesnorenesansowa historiografia polsko- 
łacińska (Lublin: Katolicki Uniwersytet Lubelski, 2000), esp, chap. 1.

 69. Bielski, Kronika, fol. 279.
 70. Bielski, Kronika, fol. 283.
 71. Bielski, Kronika, fol. 283v–284r.
 72. Bielski, Kronika, 287r.
 73. Bielski, Kronika, 385r, 424r.
 74. Bielski, Kronika, 462v–466r.
 75. Bielski, Kronika, 465v.
 76. Václav Hájek of Libočan, Böhmische Chronica Vvenceslai Hagecii (Prague: Ge-

druckt durch Nicolaum Straus, Jnn Verlegung Andreaszen Weidlichs, 1596). 
On the chronicle, see Zdenek V. David, “Hajek, Dubravius, and the Jews: 
A Contrast in Sixteenth- Century Czech Historiography,” Sixteenth- Century 
Journal 27, no. 4 (1996): 997–1013.

 77. David, “Hajek, Dubravius, and the Jews,” 1000.
 78. Hájek of Libočan, Böhmische Chronica, 156.
 79. Although readers could also encounter Jews in genres not explic itly devoted to 

them, such as chronicles, cosmographies, and even rather technical books, in-
cluding chronographies, not all Christian writers automatically jumped at the 
opportunity to retell  those tales. A book on calendars by Jeronimo Chaves’s 
Chronographia, for example, compared the Jewish calendar with  others, 
pointing to Jewish errors in the calendar. Still, though Jews are often described 
with derogatory vocabulary, such as “obstinate” or “adulterers,” and are shown 
to follow erroneous beliefs, Chaves’s Chronographia did not mention anti- 
Jewish stories related to Passover. Chaves, Chronographia o reportorio de los 
tiempos el mas copioso y preciso que hasta ahora ha salido a luz (Sevilla: Alonso 
Escriuano, 1572), 152r–153r.

 80. Alisa Meyuhas Ginio, “ ‘The Fortress of Faith’—at the End of the West: Alfonso 
de Espina and His ‘Fortalitium Fidei,’ ” in Contra Judaeos: Ancient and Medi-
eval Polemics between Christians and Jews, ed. Ora Limor (Tubingen: Mohr, 
1996), 215.



434 Notes to Pages 172–175

 81. Alfonso de Espina, Fortalitium fidei (Nuremberg: Anton Koberger, 1485), 
Lib. 3, cons. 7 “de iudaeorum crudelitatibus.”

 82. Pharetra fidei catholice siue ydonea disputatio inter christianos et judeos 
(Cologne: Heinrich Quentel, 1494); Pharetra catholice fidei (Landschut: Per 
Joannem Weyssenburger, 1514).

 83. R. Po- chia Hsia, “Christian Ethnographies of the Jews in Early Modern Ger-
many,” in Expulsion of the Jews: 1492 and  After, ed. Raymond  B. Wad-
dington and Arthur Williamson (London: Garland Publishing, 1994), 223.

 84. Carlebach, Divided Souls, esp. chs. 9 and 10; see Deutsch, Judaism in Chris-
tian Eyes, esp. 65–76.

 85. Hsia, “Christian Ethnographies,” 224–226; and Trent 1475. On von Pappen-
heim, see David Stern, Christoph Markschies, and Sarit Shalev- Eyni, The 
Monk’s Haggadah: A Fifteenth- Century Illuminated Codex from the Monas-
tery of Tegernsee, with a Prologue by the Friar Erhard Von Pappenheim (Uni-
versity Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015), 8–10, 73, 85.

 86. Stern et al., The Monk’s Haggadah, 116–117.
 87. Carlebach, Divided Souls, 174.
 88. Carlebach, Divided Souls, 174ff, section “Minhag Lit er a ture in the Culture 

of Ashkenaz.” What follows is based on that section.
 89. Carlebach, Divided Souls, 177–179. An En glish translation is now available 

of Johann Pfefferkorn, The Jews’ Mirror, trans. Ruth I. Cape (Tempe, AZ: 
ACMRS, 2011). Von Carben was not forgotten, however; see, for example, 
references to his work in Conrad Huser and Marcus Lombardus, Tractatus 
de imposturis et ceremoniis judaeorum nostri temporis ab autore germanice 
editus nunc vero in gratiam reipublicae christianae latine redditus a Conrado 
Husero Tigurino (Basel: Per  P. Pernam, 1575), 3, 8. On von Carben, see 
Carola Maria Werhahn, Die Stiftung des Victor Von Carben (1423–1515) im 
Kolner Dom: Glaubenspropaganda zwischen Judentum und Christentum in 
Text und Bild (Munich: Herbert Utz Verlag, 2013).

 90. Johannes Pfefferkorn, Ich heyss eyn Buchlijn der Iuden beicht. (Cologne: 
 Johann Landen, 1508). The two copies I consulted, one at the New York 
Public Library and one from the Bayerische Staadtbibliothek, have the images 
bound in dif fer ent order.

 91. Johann Pfefferkorn, In hoc libello coparatur absoluta explicatio, quomı ceci 
illi iudei suu pascha servet (Cologne: Per Henricum in nussia, 1509); Johann 
Pfefferkorn, In disem Buchlein vindet jer ain entlichenn furtrag wie die 
blinden Juden yr Ostern halten unnd besunderlich wie das abentmal gessen 
wirt, weiter wurdt aussgetruckt das die Juden ketzer seyn des alten und des 
Newenn Testaments (Cologne: Landen, 1509).

 92. On Pfefferkorn’s book on Passover, see also David Price, Johannes Reuchlin 
and the Campaign to Destroy Jewish Books (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), 104–106.

 93. On this most recently, see Price, Johannes Reuchlin.
 94. Thomas Murner, Hukat ha- pesah: ritus et celebratio phase iudeorum cum 

orationibus eorum et benedictionibus menses ad litteram interpretatis cum 
omni observatione uti soliti sunt suum pasca extra terram promissionis sine 



 Notes to Pages 175–178 435

esu agni pascalis celebrare (Frankfurt a.M: Beatus Murner, 1512). On Murn-
er’s Haggadah, see Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Haggadah and History (Phila-
delphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2005), 27–30, and plates 6–7.

 95. Lawrence A. Hoffman, “The Passover Meal in Jewish Tradition,” Passover 
and Easter: Origin and History of Modern Times, ed. Paul F. Bradshaw and 
Lawrence A. Hoffman (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002), 
22–23. Richard  I. Cohen, Jewish Icons: Art and Society in Modern Eu rope 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 21–22. See also Hans- Martin 
Kirn, Das Bild vom Juden in Deutschland des Fruehen 16. Jahrhunderts (Tub-
ingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1989), 50–51.

 96. Pfefferkorn, Jews’ Mirror, 90–93.
 97. Martin Luther, Das Jhesus Christus eyn geborner Jude sey (Wittemberg: Mel-

chior Lotter, 1523), second to last paragraph.
 98. First printing, Martin Luther, Von den Juden und iren Lugen. D. M. Luth. 

zum andernmal gedruckt, und mehr dazu gethan. M. D. XLIII (Wittemberg: 
durch Hans Lufft, 1543), S, g ii verso– g iii.

 99. Carlebach, Divided Souls, 179. Antonius Margaritha, Der gantz Jüdisch 
Glaub (Augsburg: Heynrich Steyner, 1530).

 100. Carlebach, Divided Souls, 174.
 101. Margaritha, Der gantz Jüdisch Glaub.
 102. Burnett, “Distorted Mirrors,” 276–277.
 103. Carlebach, Divided Souls, 180.
 104. Carlebach, Divided Souls, 181.
 105. Maria Diemling, “Anthonius Margaritha on the ‘Whole Jewish Faith’: A 

Sixteenth- Century Convert from Judaism and His Depiction of Jewish Re-
ligion,” in Jews, Judaism, and the Reformation in Sixteenth- Century Ger-
many, ed. Dean Phillip Bell and Stephen  G. Burnett (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 
305–306. Elisheva Carlebach, “Jewish Responses to Chris tian ity in Refor-
mation Germany,” in Jews, Judaism, and the Reformation, 460. Michael 
Thomson Walton, “Anthonius Margaritha: Honest Reporter?,” Sixteenth 
 Century Journal 36, no.  1 (2005): 129–130. Also see Chava Fraenkel- 
Goldschmidt, ed. The Historical Writings of Joseph of Rosheim: Leader of 
Jewry in Early Modern Germany (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 176–187, 321–322, 
372–373.

 106. Luther, Von den Juden und iren Lugen, c verso. See also Burnett, “Distorted 
Mirrors,” 278. See Huser and Lombardus, Tractatus de imposturis, 18, and 
Polish works based on Lombardus.

 107. “Brauchen dazu weder saltz noch schmaltz nur wasser und mel.” Antonius 
Margaritha, Der gantz Judisch Glaub (Leipzig: Melchior Lotther, 1531). 
Carlebach, Divided Souls, 198–199.

 108. Andreas Osiander, Ob es war und glaublich sey, daß die Juden der Christen 
Kinder Heymlich erwürgen, vnd jr Blut gebrauchen: ein treffenliche Schrifft, 
auff eines yeden Vrteyl gestelt (Nuremberg: Petreius, 1530). Osiander’s essay 
is discussed in detail in R. Po- chia Hsia, The Myth of Ritual Murder, 136–
143. See Joy Kammerling, “Andreas Ossiander, the Jews, and Judaism,” in 
Jews, Judaism, and the Reformation.



436 Notes to Pages 178–182

 109. Osiander, Ob es war und glaublich sey, bv– b2; Carlebach, Divided Souls, 
199; and Kirn, Das Bild vom Juden, 51, n.157.

 110. Ernst Ferdinand Hess, Flagellvm ivdeorvm, Juden Geissel (1598); Carlebach, 
Divided Souls, 199.

 111. Quoted in Allison Coudert, “Seventeenth- Century Christian Hebraists: Phi-
losemites or Antisemites?” in Judaeo- Christian Intellectual Culture in the 
Seventeenth  Century: A Cele bration of the Library of Narcissus Marsh 
(1638–1713), ed. Allison Coudert et al. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Pub-
lisher, 1999), 54–55.

 112. Johann Buxtorf, Synagoga judaica, hoc est schola judaeorum (Hanau: Typis 
Petri Antoni Impensis J. Stöckle, 1622), “Praefatio ad lectorem.” On Buxtorf, 
see Burnett, From Christian Hebraism to Jewish Studies.

 113. Burnett, From Christian Hebraism to Jewish Studies, 55, 63–65.
 114. Buxtorf, Synagoga judaica, chap. 12, 325.
 115. Buxtorf, Synagoga judaica, ch. 13, esp. 331.
 116. Buxtorf, Synagoga judaica, 333–334.
 117. Buxtorf, Synagoga judaica, chs. 26–27.
 118. Friedrich Albrecht Christiani, Der Jüden Glaube und Aberglaube (Leipzig: 

Lanckisch, 1705), fig. VII, 102.
 119. Bernard Picart and Jean- Frèdèric Bernard, Cèrèmonies et coutumes religieuses 

de tous les peuples du monde: reprèsentèes par des figures (Amsterdam: 
Chez J. F. Bernard, 1723). On Picart and the Jews, see Samantha Baskind, 
“Judging a Book by Its Cover,” Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 15, no. 1 
(2016).

 120. On Picart’s Ceremonies, see Lynn Hunt, Margaret Jacob, and Wijnand Mijn-
hardt, Bernard Picart and the First Global Vision of Religion (Los Angeles: 
Getty Research Institute, 2010); Lynn Hunt, Margaret  C. Jacob, and Wi-
jnand Mijnhardt, The Book that Changed Eu rope: Picart and Bernard’s 
Religious Ceremonies of the World (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2010).

 121. Joannes Boemus, Omnivm gentivm mores leges et ritvs ex mvltis clarissimis 
rervm scriptoribus (Augusta: Excusa in officina Sigismundi Grimm medici, ac 
Marci Vuirsung, 1520); Claude Fleury, Les moeurs des Israèlites (Paris: 
Veuve G. Clouzier, 1681). Fleury’s book became a bestseller; it was quickly 
republished and translated into many Eu ro pean languages, including En glish 
(1683), German (1709), Italian (1712), and even Polish (1783).

 122. Baskind, “Judging a Book by Its Cover.”
 123. Neither the 1723 French edition nor the 1731 En glish has the image of 

malkot, flagellation, but the 1741 Paris edition (available through Hathi 
trust) does. Picart and Bernard, Cèrèmonies et coutumes (1723); Jean- 
Frèdèric Bernard and Bernard Picart, Histoire gènèrale des cèrèmonies, 
moeurs et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples du monde (Paris: Rollin 
Fils, 1741), image between pp. 164 and 165. For the image of malkot from 
Calmet’s Dictionnaire historique, see Deutsch, Judaism in Christian Eyes, 92.

 124. Some of the images are reproduced in Cohen, Jewish Icons, ch. 1.
 125. Hsia, “Christian Ethnographies,” 228.
 126. Christiani, Der Jüden Glaube und Aberglaube, 182.



 Notes to Pages 182–184 437

 127. Bernard Picart, The Religious Ceremonies and Customs of the Several Na-
tions of the Known World (London: Printed for Nicholas Prevost, 1733), vol. 
I: 50–51 (meat), 173ff (“Crimes laid to the charge of the Jews”).

 128. For a study of Slonik’s work and an En glish translation of the Yiddish text, see 
Edward Fram, My Dear  Daughter: Rabbi Benjamin Slonik and the Educa-
tion of Jewish  Women in Sixteenth- Century Poland (Cincinnati: Hebrew 
Union College Press, 2007). Benjamin Aaron Slonik, Precetti da esser im-
parati dalle donne hebree, trans. Jacob Halpron (Venice: G. Sarzina, 1616). 
Girolamo Allè, I convinti e confusi hebrei (Ferrara: Nella stamparia cam-
erale, 1619), Latin preface. For examples of Yiddish minhag books in Italy, 
see Chava Turnyanski and Erika Timm, Yiddish in Italia: Yiddish Manuscripts 
and Printed Books from the 15th to the 17th  Century (Milan: Associazione 
Italiana Amici dell’ Univ. di Gerusalemme, 2003).

 129. Pietro Galatino, Opus toti christian[a]e reipublic[a]e maxime utile de arcanis 
catholic[a]e ueritatis contra obstinatissimam iud[a]eoru[m] nostr[a]e tempes-
tatis p[er]fidiam (Ortona: Summa cum diligentia per Hieronymum Suncinum 
[Gersom b. Moshe Soncino], 1518). On Galatino, see Alba Paladini, Il de 
arcanis di Pietro Galatino: Traditio giudaica e nuove istanze filologiche 
(Lecce: Congedo Editore, 2004); Cesare Vasoli, “Giorgio B. Salviati, Pietro 
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 149. Interpreting Isaiah (1:4, 15) as punishment for that role; Pichi, Trattato della 
passione, 105, 176, 222.



 Notes to Pages 186–190 439

 150. The first quote is from Thomaso Bell’Haver, Dottrina facile et breve per ri-
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 160. Stow, Jewish Life in Early Modern Rome, I, 8; Stow, “Catholic Church and 
the Jews,” 31–38. On Catholic conversionary policies in the early modern 
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XVIII wieku (Kielce: DCF, 1995), 96.
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1675), 838–839.
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5. Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews Respond to Blood Libels

 1. Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi noted some of  these Jewish polemical works, including 
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