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DEDICATION

For Moses and Franklin who also belong to this story





EPIGRAPH

Inside the brand-new museum

there’s an old synagogue.

Inside the synagogue

is me.

Inside me

my heart.

Inside my heart
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COULD IT BE NOW?

I. David

Sometime, somewhere, between Africa and Hindustan, lay a river so Jewish it observed the Sabbath. According to the ninth-century traveller Eldad the Danite, for six days of the week the Sambatyon pushed a heavy load of rocks along its sandy course. On the seventh day, like the Creator fashioning the universe, the river rested. Some writers described the Sambatyon shrivelling overnight into a dry bed. Others swore that the river was waterless: a moving road of stone, its rocks tumbling and grinding against each other so abrasively that its sound, a low thunder, like ‘a tempest at sea’, could be heard a mile away.1 The eccentric behaviour of the Sambatyon would not be stopped by anything except its own unnatural laws. It was said that were a man to take a bag of its sand and pour it into a glass vessel he would witness the full force of the mystery. Come sunset and the end of the Sabbath, the white grains which had lain inert during the day of rest would stir, shake and spray themselves against the walls of the bottle as if frantic to rejoin the mother stream. Should an intrepid traveller use the Sabbath as an opportunity to ford the stony bed he would, Eldad warned, be thwarted, for ‘as soon as Sabbath begins, fire surrounds the river on the far bank, the flames remaining lit until the next evening when the Sabbath ends. Thus no human being can reach the river for a distance of half a mile for the fire consumes all that grows there.’ 2

In 1480, Eldad’s Letters were published in Mantua, so one of the very earliest printed Hebrew texts was a journey into the imagination. But the limits of the world were shifting with every caravel sailing around the coasts of Africa and north-east to the Indies. The most fanciful thing could turn out to be true. And there was another pressing reason to hope that an intrepid traveller might find the Sambatyon. On the far side of its banks were said to dwell four of the Lost Tribes of Israel, the people who had been carried away by the conquering Assyrians in the eighth century BCE. All that was known of the location of their ultimate exile was that it was somewhere orientally remote, since the Assyrians had ruled a vast realm stretching from the coast of Yemen to the shores of the Caspian. But find the Sambatyon and you would find the Israelites, preserved in exile like insects in amber. Everything about them was miraculous. They rode about on elephants in a countryside free from noxious creatures. ‘There is nothing unclean among them . . . no wild beasts, no flies, no fleas, no lice, no foxes, no scorpions, no serpents, no dogs . . .’ They lived in handsome, towered dwellings; dyed their clothes vermilion; kept no servants, but tilled the fruitful land themselves. Pomegranates without limit were theirs to harvest; succulently pulpy figs, honey to the bite, dropped from the trees. Their land was kosher Cockayne.

Even those who suspected that Eldad’s story was, in every sense, far-fetched, longed to know more, for the discovery of the river, and beyond it these lost Israelites, could signal what every Jew yearned for. Tradition had it that the appearance of the liberating prince from the house of David, the true Messiah, the Redeemer of Jerusalem, the Rebuilder of the Temple, would be heralded by the rediscovery of the Lost Tribes of Israel, with the tribe of Reuben in their vanguard. When Constantinople fell to the Turks in 1453, it was rumoured that the Sambatyon had stopped running altogether, and that the Lost Tribes were preparing to rejoin the world, if, indeed, they had not already done so. Rabbi Obadiah of Bertinoro, no gullible fool, staying in Jerusalem in 1487, made sure to ask freed slaves there whether they had news of the Sambatyon and the people beyond. ‘The Jews of Aden’, he wrote to his brother, ‘relate all this with a certain confidence as if it were well known and no one ever doubted the truth of their assertions.’3 The first Hebrew book of learned geography, Abraham Farissol’s Iggeret Orhot Olam, the Cosmic Itinerary, had a passage on the whereabouts of the river, which it located somewhere in Asia.4

Reunion with the Lost Tribes of Israel became a consuming obsession for Christians as well as Jews. For the former there were reasons strategic and reasons apocalyptic to want the story of the Sambatyon and the Tribes to be true, and they both converged in a Hebrew moment. If the Israelites dwelled somehow beyond the limits of the Muslim world, whether in Africa or Asia, contact with them offered the opportunity to launch an attack on the Turks from the rear. Jews had already been sent by the king of Portugal to find the realm of Prester John, said to be a Christian king powerful in those faraway lands and close to the Lost Tribes. A holy alliance was within reach. The Last Days would be hastened: the long-prophesied battle of titanic antagonists, Gog and Magog, would be joined. Skulls would crack; hosannas would sound; the earth would bubble with blood. Divinely appointed warriors, magnificently arrayed, spears glittering, would go forth to battle the legions of the Antichrist. Following their victory a Christian golden age would commence. Led by the lost Israelites, the rest of the Jews would at last see the error of their ways and troop in their multitudes to the font. Christ would return, radiant in numinous majesty. Glory be to God.

And then, around the festival of Hanukkah in 1523, a small, dark man, his bony frame taut from habitual fasting, fetched up in Venice and declared himself to be David, ‘son of King Solomon and brother to King Joseph’, ruler of the tribes of Reuben, Gad and half Manasseh. 5 On meeting this ambassador from the dominion of the Lost Tribes some years later, the much-travelled learned geographer Giambattista Ramusio, who thought him genuine, described David as ‘very thin and spare like the Jews of Prester John’.6 The Reubenite himself encouraged the view that he had indeed come from that long-sought-after place where black Jews and Christians were territorial neighbours while warring with each other. The ‘ambassador’ maintained that others of the missing tribes – those of Simeon and Benjamin – were dwellers by the Sambatyon River, while his own kingdom was in the neighbouring wilderness of Habor. Still further off were the rest of Israel’s lost people. So could this Jewish David be the long-expected one, carrying on his meagre frame the news that Jews and Christians alike wanted to hear?

At the turn of the sixteenth century, following the trauma of the expulsions from Spain and Portugal, messianic yearnings had been felt throughout European Jewry. In 1502 in Adriatic Istria, Asher Laemmlein Reutlingen, a pious and entranced master of Kabbalah, had declared that if the Jews atoned for their transgressions, the Messiah would appear within six months. The Church would collapse of its own accord (he imagined it physically, towers and spires crumbling to the ground), and Jerusalem would be liberated in time for the next Passover to be celebrated in the reclaimed city of David. In Jewish communities in northern Italy, southern Germany and beyond, fast days were proclaimed in response to Laemmlein’s appeal. At least one man who should have known better, the father of the historian David Gans, in far-off Prague, believed so fervently in the prophecies of Laemmlein that he demolished his matzo oven. But the acts of mass repentance failed to impress the Almighty, for no redeemer showed up as prophesied. Dispirited, Father Gans was obliged to bake his unleavened bread in someone else’s oven.

But while it lasted, the Laemmlein craze had the most powerful impact on the communities of northern Italy where there was a high concentration of German Jews who had fled persecution in Bavaria and Franconia. The disappointment dampened but did not extinguish messianic expectations; Laemmlein had just been the wrong man in the wrong year. The astronomer-astrologer Bonet de Lattes, who was also chief rabbi of Rome (and physician to popes Alexander VI and Leo X), went back to the ring-dial he had invented to calculate the altitude of stellar and solar bodies by night as well as day, and arrived at 1505 as the correct year when Jupiter and Saturn would be in Messiah-auspicious alignment. Another anticlimax ensued, but Bonet de Lattes had inaugurated a series of popular annual almanacs marrying up astrological and theological predictions about the timing of the Great Appearance. So when David Ha-Reuveni, the little warrior prince, showed up in Venice in 1523 in his dark silk, there was much excited poring over astral signs. In Ferrara, Farissol, working on his book, revisited the mythic geography of Israelite exile. The ‘wilderness of Habor’ where King Joseph ruled was indeed one of the places identified in the Books of Kings and Chronicles as the destination of the deported tribes. Farissol was convinced this must be in Asia. Others twisted ‘Habor’ into ‘Khaibar’, the ancient city in the Arabian Hejaz where Jews had lived before the coming of Islam. But a rough location for the coming climactic battle sufficed: somewhere between the horn of Africa and the mountains of India. At any rate, there could be no doubt that the wars of the Ottoman sultan, Suleyman the Magnificent, and the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, would one day end in messianic conflict. That day was close. A Jerusalem Jew had written that the king of Poland himself (though why he should have known this is mysterious) had reported that the Sambatyon was now so calm that four of the Lost Tribes had already waded through it, and another five were preparing to make the crossing. A great reunion of lost and found Jews was surely at hand. So when David spoke in a strange, sometimes unintelligible, semi-stammering Hebrew clotted with Arabic, this previously unheard accent seemed, excitingly, to belong to some remote place. He was the bearer of something ancient, immemorial, thrown, by God’s design, into modern time.

From the outset David aimed high. In Venice he announced that he wished to have an audience with Pope Clement VII. The precondition of the grand Reubenite strategy which would free the Holy Land from the grip of the Turks was that those two inveterate foes, Charles V and Francis I, the king of France, should make peace. Only the Pope could bring that about, so David had set off for Rome to give the Pope the benefit of his strategic advice.

But if that was the case he certainly took the long way round. From the wilderness of Habor and its Ethiopian hinterland, he said, he had made his way into Arabia, but then, for unexplained reasons, had turned back south up the Nile. Where the river flowed between high gorges, in a magnificently barbaric African kingdom, David had seen people eating camels, wolves and other humans while the women covered their loins with nothing but a scanty drop of gold mesh. Further on in his journeyings, he had been given a pair of lion cubs who went everywhere with him and were his special delight until the Turks, who now ruled Egypt, took them from him. Turning downstream once more, he had then journeyed north-east to Palestine where his mission was sanctioned by miracles. In the cave of the Patriarchs at Hebron, as he prayed, the murk was lit by a sudden shaft of radiant light as if the sun had broken through the stone. In Jerusalem, the crescent atop the Dome of the Rock responded to his presence by changing direction from west to east, as if it were a weathercock. Fortified by these Signs he turned south-west again to the Mediterranean, camel-riding for days along the shore until he reached Alexandria and the ship that at last had brought him to Venice and its Jews.

To begin with David lodged with the ship’s captain. But then, by his own account – a narrative preserved in the Bodleian Library only in a nineteenth-century facsimile copy (the original written by his personal scribe Solomon Cohen) – he was approached by Venetian Jews who stood behind him while he was praying. This would have been in a private apartment, a room smelling of the stewpot and mildew, its narrow windows, set high on the back wall, looking onto one of the little canals which were the moat of the Jews. The patricians who had established the ghetto in 1516, seven years before David’s arrival, continued to forbid the construction of synagogues, even in the small patch of Venice where the Jews were cooped. The first Ashkenazi synagogue would not be built until 1528. 7

Before 1516, most of the Ashkenazim had plied their trade as pawnbrokers or as sellers of strazzarie – ‘rags’, as second-hand clothes were called – in the city, but then were obliged to return to lodgings at Mestre on the mainland, or even further afield in Padua or Verona. For all Venice’s vaunted independence from the authority of pope and emperor, the Serenissima was still the Christian Republic of St Mark and it didn’t care to have Jews around overnight. It was at night, after all, when the seductive Jewish women who obsessed Venetians lured Christians into acts of profanity. Beneath bridges and arches, you never could quite see who was who, and patrician lads might find themselves siring little Jews if they didn’t look out. So the Jews, women and men both, were required to wear the badges of their race, and they needed to be kept at bay.

And yet. As it had been for centuries through Christian Europe, those who most despised the Jews acknowledged they were good for some things – money for the hard-up especially. (Shakespeare was not wrong about that.) After the city had been overrun by the soldiers of the League of Cambrai, against which Venice had fought a doomed war, the need for money, whether you were a patrician or a pedlar, had become acute. The Jews could furnish it at interest rates far below those charged by Gentile lenders. They could supply cash to the poor in return for pawns, and the republic would benefit from the tax which the Jews had to pay for the privilege of being there at all. In fact the Jews had quickly become so useful that the rulers of Venice began to worry they might be lured away to the competing Adriatic port of Ancona by terms more favourable than the fifteen-day renewable licences that were the current norm.

Let them stay, then, but under strict regulation within a small area to which they would be confined. Come sunset, gates would be shut and locked; bridges barred; bells rung. Boats would patrol the miniature island to see that no one exited, unless they were doctors expressly called by Gentile patients. A convenient site for this purpose came to mind. The ‘Gheto Novo’ had been the republic’s copper foundry and the area around it the dumping ground for its waste. Shacks had grown up on its perimeter and in them lived some of the foundry workers. When work for the growing fleets of the Venetian Stato da Mar outgrew the foundry’s capacity and it was moved to the Arsenale, the site was left as an empty patch of land. Weeds covered the junkyard. Young patricians came to shoot bolts from their crossbows, trap quail, plot mischief, talk about girls. Bleachers and dyers stretched their fabric over the open space and squatted in the huts abandoned by the departed foundry workers. Then, as happens with commercial societies short of space, developers pounced. Patricians and their counting men saw that money could be made by building low-rent accommodation for cloth workers. Tenements rose around three sides of an open courtyard, the dimensions of which have not much changed from then to now. As soon as the executive Council of Ten made its decision to permit Jewish residence (in the first instance for five years) on condition of their confinement, the tenants of the high-walled buildings were swiftly moved out. At the same time, all Jews in Venice were required to evacuate whatever premises they had been living in (many near the Rialto), and move immediately into the ghetto, at rents exorbitantly higher than those charged to the old occupants. There was to be no bargaining and no appeal.

It was in one of those ghetto rooms that men watching the little man bob and sway after his own style got curious and asked the question Jews always ask when a stranger prays with them: ‘And where might you be from?’ One of the curious was an artist, Moses of Castellazzo, so intrigued by David, the emissary of King Joseph, that he took him to his own lodgings in the ghetto and allowed him to stay through the freezing winter of 1523–4.8 Moses of Castellazzo was then in his fifties and, in so far as a Jewish artist could be, a great success, inside and outside the community of Jews. Some said he had come from the German world of the Ashkenazim, but a Castellazzo dynasty was famous in Egypt and North Africa. Moses’ illustrations for the Hebrew Bible featured scenes and stories from the ‘rewritten Bibles’, picturesque midrashic additions to the canon. In 1521, two years before David’s arrival, Moses had made woodcut illustrations for a picture Bible of the kind increasingly popular in the Yiddish-speaking world. The original is lost but a contemporary pen-and-ink copy vividly reveals both Moses’ immersion in augmented scripture and the demand for those unauthorised stories: exactly the kind of cultural appetite that would have been receptive to the sudden appearance of a ‘brother of the king of Habor’.9 Instead of Abraham making ready to sacrifice his son Isaac, Moses of Castellazzo chose a scene of the patriarch recovering from his own circumcision as an adult – a moment that would have had immediate, painful resonance for the many Spanish conversos who, once in Venice, had returned to the Judaism of their ancestors and marked their commitment with the bloody cut. Many of Moses’ scenes are dramas of life among the Gentiles. Restored to favour in Pharaoh’s Egypt, Joseph does something no Jew in the dominions of Venice or anywhere else was permitted: he rides a horse, led by a groom, and is enthroned before kneeling supplicants. A Tower of Babel illustration features a building scene straight out of busy Venice, men carrying hods of bricks, ladders and pulleys, a campanile reaching to the sky.

Moses of Castellazzo did more than illustrate the sacred books of the Jews. As a jobbing portraitist he was commissioned to create likenesses on medallions as well as on panel or canvas. This kind of work took him well beyond the ghetto – sometimes even to the courts of Ferrara and Mantua. Though locked and barred at night, the ghetto should not be imagined as an urban prison: by day its residents were free to come and go, and Gentile customers and clients could do likewise. The Jews were in demand as they always were, even by cultures that despised them; in demand as physicians (allowed to attend medical school at the University of Padua); in demand as musicians, entertainers and dancing masters; very much in demand as sellers of fabrics and cloth in the ten stores permitted to them around Venice. For what had begun as the rag trade had developed into much fancier cloth and garments patronised by the patricians and their ladies throughout the city.

Once housed by Moses of Castellazzo, the exotic newcomer would have had entrée, first, to the grander Jews who dominated the community, above all the house of Meshullam (originally from Padua) for whom the word banche meant not just as it usually did, pawnbroker, but the real thing; and then also to Christians who had heard the rumours of this prince from the Lost Tribes and, however sceptical, needed to see and hear him for themselves. Little to nothing is known about how David spent that first winter in Venice. Though much questioned he must have been convincing enough to raise the money needed for the next step in his unveiling to the Christian as well as Jewish world – and the promotion of his grand design. That would be an audience with the Pope.

The adventure swiftly progressed from improbable to astonishing. The elders of the Venice ghetto had connections in Rome. It would have been impossible for Rabbi Meshullam not to have known the banker Daniele of Pisa, who counted cardinals, nobles and popes among his clientele. One of those aristocrats of the Church was Cardinal Egidio Antonini of Viterbo who, like many humanists of his generation, was a Kabbalist. For Christian Hebraists like Antonini, within the dense symbolic and numerological maze of the Kabbalah lay the prophecy of a new Christian golden age. That the Jews could not see this was but another symptom of their spiritual myopia. Once an exegetical companionship was established, with rabbis and clerics poring over the minutiae together, Jewish teachers would become disciples of Christian masters and be brought to the saving light.

Antonini’s own ventures into Kabbalism were not some dilettante flirtation, but the product of long, intense, scrupulous study of the Hebrew texts, made possible by the fact that living in his palazzo in Viterbo was one of the great masters of that discipline: Rabbi Elijah Levita Bahur. Like so many learned but impoverished Jews, Elijah Bahur had come into contact with Christian humanists at Padua where he had been hired to teach Hebrew to sons of rich and often noble families from all over northern Italy, and to copy Hebrew texts for their study. As a grammarian who spent much time pondering irregular verbs and nouns (and writing about them), Elijah was in particular demand. His own style of language teaching was Kabbalistic: there was no word which, beside its surface meaning, did not also carry, in the numbers associated with its letters, some deeper significance. Elijah divided his own book on grammar into the fifty-two chapters corresponding to the numbers made up by his own name. The more fanciful this became, the more Christian scholars like Egidio Antonini, hunting for illumination, loved it. So when in 1514 the troops of the anti-Venetian alliance the League of Cambrai overran the republic’s inland territories and subjected Padua to the customary rapine and destruction, the cardinal offered the rabbi a shelter. It seems likely that Elijah lost his library of Hebrew works. This is why he must have been retrospectively grateful to have spent so much time copying works for young Christian patrons who now held the only surviving versions. The refuge Antonini offered Elijah was not just that of his library in Rome, but a lodging for himself, his wife and children. Elijah and his family moved in and remained at the palazzo for thirteen years, and doubtless would have been there still longer had it not been for the catastrophe of the sack of Rome by mutinous imperial troops in 1527.

It was extraordinary, the cardinal and the rabbi in the closest residential proximity, so close in fact that pious Jews in the city pulled at their beards and muttered disapprovingly. But the friendship secured real benefits. In 1518, Pope Leo X licensed a Hebrew printing press to be established in Viterbo. Henceforth Elijah’s grammatical speculations could be circulated, and much else too. This in turn drew the community of Kabbalists, both Christian and Jewish, even closer.

Antonini was now convinced about the convergence of the two fateful histories; that somehow the Jews and their Hebrew books would be instrumental to the inauguration of the new Christian golden age. Like all his learned contemporaries he was not doing this from some early version of cultural pluralism. It was all designed to speed conversion. But his humanist sensibilities had been offended by the coarseness of the coercion that had taken place in Spain and Portugal; the stench of burning books and Jews. It was inconceivable, then, that Antonini, with all his Jewish contacts and companions, would not have consulted Elijah and other learned men of the Roman Jewish community, in particular Rabbi Joseph Ashkenazi and his physician Joseph Sarphati, about the credibility of David Ha-Reuveni. Their verdict, and therefore his, must have overcome the scepticism which was certainly voiced in Rome when David arrived in the city in the early spring of 1524. No impostors succeed without a predisposition on the part of their audience to want to believe. It made no difference that David repeatedly denied he was any sort of Messiah but merely ‘the son of King Solomon of righteous memory’; the emissary of his older brother King Joseph, the great commander of the Jews who had slain forty men in one day. A warrior-prophet come from the east, from the Lost Tribes, resembling a Jew from the land of Prester John was exactly what Christians and Jews alike were looking for in 1524.

Jews were ready to believe. On the basis of reading the historical signs – the Ottoman conquest of Egypt and the rise of Martin Luther – the Jerusalem Kabbalist Abraham Eliezer Halevi had concluded that 1524 was destined to be the year of a great messianic alteration and had sent letters to that effect to all the major Jewish communities in Italy.10 And anyone familiar with the Kabbalistic texts would have known that they singled out the tribe of Reuben as the first to lead Jews towards the ultimate confrontation with their enemies. So there would be a new Israelite–Presterite army battling the ‘Ishmaelites’, beginning, according to Halevi, in Arabia. There would be a reunion with the Lost Tribes. Jerusalem would be liberated.

The swarthy little man, then, was treated more like a Moses than a David; the liberator from oppression. The older Italian communities were often the first reception centres of destitute Jews coming from Spain and Portugal, who could not easily be brought out of traumatic anxiety. Entire cities like Ancona and Pesaro, Ferrara, Mantua and Venice itself had been transformed by the arrival of the Sephardim. Given everything they had gone through, the expelled brought with them a suspicion of the impermanence of asylums. The king of Portugal had offered his realm as just such a shelter, but it had rapidly turned into another prison of extortion, coercion and enforced conversion.11 For the moment, many of the Italian princely states, the Venetian republic and even the papacy itself had resisted the imposition of a full and unsparing Inquisition and were in the business of attracting rather than expelling their Jews. But for all the occasional and genuine affinity between learned Christians and Jews, the latter were never free of a sense of helplessness at the hands of the Gentiles. If one picture of that relationship was the companionship of cardinal and rabbi, the other would be Jews, some of them aged, forced to run naked through the muddy streets of Rome at carnival time while pelted with rotten oranges.

So a new Moses claiming to restore their dignity would always find a receptive audience among the Roman Jews. Michelangelo’s biographer Giorgio Vasari describes the Jews of Rome ‘flocking on Saturday afternoons’ to the Church of St Peter in Chains (notwithstanding it was the Sabbath), to see the heroic figure of Moses carved in 1513 for the unfinished tomb of Pope Julius II. Never mind the horns – a confusion between qeren, Hebrew for horns, and kareyn, the word for the effulgence on Moses’ face when coming down from Mount Sinai a second time with the tablets of the Law – Michelangelo’s Moses would indeed have been as Vasari characterised him, both ‘prince and saint’. If the Jews stopped well short of ‘adoring [Moses] as a figure more divine than human’, as Vasari claimed – for that would have been a gross violation of the Second Commandment – there is no doubt that they were ready for some sort of charismatic leader.

David Ha-Reuveni, the Prince of Habor, son of ‘King Solomon of righteous memory’, in no wise resembled Moses. But he knew how to play the role he had invented for himself, and he must also have known when he concocted his story that the tribe of Reuben had been given a vanguard role in whatever messianic army would achieve the redemption of Jerusalem. He was versatile with his Bible prototypes. Assuming the role of a latter-day Mordecai, he made a point of entering the city gates of Rome on the eve of the feast of Purim, when Jews would have been on the streets and in their houses performing plays celebrating their escape from destruction by the wicked Haman. David’s narrative, written by his secretary Solomon Cohen, records him buying a Purim ‘skipping hoop’ to join in the festivities.

From mysterious exotic to potential liberator; David, Prince of Habor, became the talk of Jewish Rome. A vocal minority always thought he was a fraud, but the well connected, beginning with the Pope’s banker, Rabbi Daniele of Pisa, bought the act entirely. A white horse was provided for the Moses-Mordecai, along with a retinue of servants including the ‘Cantor’, the ‘Arab Jew Shua’ and, indispensably, the scribe Solomon Cohen who would tell the story to future generations. The grandees of Jewish Rome competed to accommodate him, and took offence at being slighted in the pecking order. Meanwhile David’s habit of fasting took on ostentatious asceticism. The trances into which he would fall on the fourth or fifth day of such self-deprivation were widely taken to be the sign of someone in communion with the heavenly world. His appearance was the studied persona of an oriental mystic: black silk indoors, over which, outdoors, a white headpiece, wound like a scarf, fell in folds down the length of his body. Scoffers giggled that the get-up made the man look like a woman, but there were not many of those in 1524.

Mounted on his Arab mare, David rode all the way to the Vatican as was right and proper for a Reubenite prince. There he was received by Cardinal Egidio, who had with him two prime notables: the physician Joseph Sarphati and one ‘Rabbi Ashkenaz’. In addition, Daniele of Pisa, who was powerful enough to have organised the Jewish community into a council responsible for the affairs of Jews, had summoned a selection of the best informed to look David over. None of them uttered a word of doubt, a remarkable thing for a gathering of Jewish notables. It seemed that he truly was a prince of the Lost Tribes, the awaited vindicator of Israel.

Once he had passed muster with the Jewish notables, David was received by Pope Clement VII who regarded him with the careful eye of the Medici. It seems likely that a master storyteller like David would have been aware of the last time, in the year 1280, a Jew in the grip of messianic aspirations – the Kabbalist Abraham Abulafia – demanded an audience with a pope. Told that Nicholas III had retired to his elegant summer retreat at Soriano nel Cimino near Viterbo, and was unavailable, Abulafia was undeterred by both that information and the threat to arrest and execute him should he proceed. Bent on having a discussion of ‘Judaism in general’, with an eye to disabusing the Pope of slanders and prejudices, and even (it has been suggested) imagining he could attempt the Pope’s conversion to Judaism, he made his way to Soriano nel Cimino. Abulafia was prepared to risk martyrdom, but death took the wrong party, for when he arrived at the Pope’s residence he was told that Nicholas had suddenly and inexplicably died. It was probably a stroke, but Abulafia, ever the messianic mystic, took the event to be a divine visitation.

David Ha-Reuveni’s reception by Clement VII was less dramatic but still momentous. With Daniele of Pisa acting as interpreter, and no less than three cardinals looking on, he told his story, made his appeal, and asked the Pope to effect a reconciliation between the king of France and the Habsburg emperor without which the prospect of a great campaign to free the Holy Land was doomed. Hearing him out, Clement failed to rise to the invitation. Alas, he said, if only such a fateful reconciliation were his to accomplish, but regrettably this was not the case. Besides, might it not be that David and his brother King Joseph were looking in the wrong direction for their strategy; should they not look to maritime rather than land power, in which case to the young king of Portugal, João III, whose ships ‘were more accustomed to sail the great ocean every year’, and whose far-flung Afro-Asian empire was much closer to the country of Prester John and his own tribes? Making contact with that Christian lord of East Africa had long been a royal Portuguese plan. And in India, Goa had been established as a fortress port of religion as well as trade in 1512. The Pope told his visitor he would be happy to provide letters of persuasion for King João to support David’s ambitions, and for Prester John as well.

Disappointed with the Pope’s caution, David had no choice but to accept what was offered. But it took an entire year before those letters were actually supplied, along with a ship to take him to Lisbon. In the meantime he was treated like royalty both in Rome and beyond. He moved into a spacious apartment, paid for by the Pope, with a private custom-built synagogue lit by thirty lamps. The rich and the rabbinical fell over each other to have David Ha-Reuveni in their houses, although he seems also to have been pursued around the city by the plague, and from time to time succumbed to stomach ailments so crippling that he thought his last hours had come. The Jews of Rome, of all kinds and conditions, flocked to set eyes on their promised liberator. Travelling north, his train of servants, carriages and horsemen growing ever longer, David went first to Viterbo to see his benefactor and patron the cardinal, then onward into Tuscany, where he was welcomed by another Jewish reception committee. In Pisa he stayed months (for the Pope’s promised letters had still not arrived) with Rabbi Yechiel Nissim, famous far and wide for his piety and learning. But this orthodoxy was no bar to Yechiel’s wife Diamante (the daughter of Meshullam of Venice) and her mother Sarah entertaining David with performances on harp, lute and flute, along with the dancing which, even in devout Jewish households in Renaissance Italy, was celebrated rather than banned.

The mission to the king of Portugal outfitted itself with trappings befitting its messianic ambitions. From Naples, Benvenida – the wife of Samuel Abravanel (himself the brother of Isaac who had faced down the king and queen of Spain in a last hopeless attempt to prevent the expulsion in 1492) – sent David a magnificent silk banner (all bona fide princes had to have them) to be unfurled as the sign of his divine appointment. On a field of white, the Ten Commandments were written in two columns of ‘antique’ golden thread. Benvenida also knew how a prince of the Jews ought to appear before the jumped-up monarch of Portugal whose father had presumed to tear them away from the Law of Moses, and gave David a great gown in the Turkish manner, reaching to the ground, worked with heavy gold brocade. Yechiel’s mother slipped gold signet rings on David’s fingers and offered matriarchal advice not to be ‘angry or hastily wrathful’ to the man notorious, as he himself conceded, for a low boiling point. When he finally arrived at Livorno to take ship, David also received from Pope Clement an imposing shield, a long gown of red damask and a velvet black cap to set it off. With every showy costume the little man from somewhere or other in the east seemed to grow taller, finally emerging on the dockside of Livorno as a true David. Half the crew was Jewish. Banners, pennants, horses, servants, and the sheaf of papal letters written on parchment were all loaded. A fanfare of trumpets accompanied his boarding. Behold, the Redeemer of Israel.

II. Solomon

Portugal was waiting for him. From his ambassadors in Rome the young King João III had heard about David of the Lost Tribes and his mission to launch a Judaeo-Christian offensive against the Turks. The envoys disagreed about the Jew’s plausibility, but an endorsement from Pope Clement carried weight. Papers of safe conduct were supplied. King and court remained wary. Whether or not this little man with big pretensions was a fraud, there was a risk that the converso New Christians might, under sway of sudden belief, revert to their old religion and depart Portugal en masse. It was, after all, a mere two generations since João’s father King Manuel had imposed conversion, expelling any unwilling to submit. Concerned to minimise an exodus (perhaps with a sense that the vizier of the sultan Bayezid had been right to jibe that Spain’s expulsion of the Jews had been a gift to the Ottomans), a promise had been made to refrain from any investigation of the converts’ beliefs for twenty years. That had had the desired effect of retaining a large ‘Marrano’* population of New Christians, though not of preventing outbreaks of violence against them, the most horrifying in Lisbon at Easter 1506, when two thousand were slaughtered in three days. The ostensible cause was a vocal comment made by a New Christian in church to the effect that a miraculous illumination on the face of the Saviour on the cross might have been a mere effect of candlelight. This was enough to have him dragged by the hair and beaten to death. Incited by Dominican friars who were in the habit of calling the New Christians ‘Jews’, local mobs together with foreign seamen in Lisbon murdered as many New Christians as they could get their hands on. On Easter Sunday alone five hundred were dragged from hiding places to have their throats cut. So many corpses lay in the streets that extra carts of firewood had to be brought into the city to burn them on vast pyres that filled the port with the smoking stench. The plague had taken King Manuel out of Lisbon but none of his officers made much of an effort to stop the massacre. Eventually the principal Dominican malefactors were condemned and executed, but the memory of the terror lingered on in the converso community. The enthusiasm of King João III to import the Inquisition into Portugal did not make them sanguine about a future in the kingdom.

The worry that the New Christians might leave the country, taking with them all their assets of treasure and commercial connections with the east, prompted the Portuguese Crown to issue a series of edicts restricting their movements and forbidding their exit, notwithstanding the fact they were supposed to be treated in the same fashion as other Christians. But the very nature of New Christian economic activities – financing and operating the trade in pepper and spices which had turned the obscure maritime backwater into a great pan-continental empire – meant that constraints on the movement of men and money could not be absolute or the trade would dry up. All these considerations weighed with the young king and his advisers. Even if they were of ‘the Hebrew race’, the New Christians went to Mass, married in church and baptised rather than circumcised their children. Was closer scrutiny really necessary? Perhaps taking a look at the Jew Reuveni might give them an answer. If he stirred up the New Christians, then the friars were right: a Jew was always a Jew, however many paternosters they could parrot.

Then again, suppose, just suppose, that this David was the long-awaited envoy from the land of Prester John, eager to prosecute a war against the Turks as soon as he had the guns. What then? Of all the monarchs of Europe, the king of Portugal was the one most likely to take this possibility seriously. It had been ten years since the priest Francisco Alvares had left Lisbon with the Ethiopian envoy Matheus to try and find Pêro da Covilhã, an earlier envoy sent to Prester John. After endless mishaps Alvares and Matheus had actually reached Ethiopia in 1520, and had been reunited with Covilhã, but the Portuguese court at home was as yet none the wiser about this momentous meeting. As far as they could see, Islam was everywhere triumphant: in India, Africa and the Balkans. But the Jews were incomparable in their knowledge of the Orient. Years before, it had been two Jews, a cobbler and a rabbi, who had found Covilhã in Cairo and had relayed the crucial maritime knowledge which had led Portuguese fleets to the riches of the Coromandel coast. If there was even a chance that David Ha-Reuveni was serious, and the Medici Pope seemed to think so, then at the very least he should be given a hearing.

But the expectations of the Portuguese court were as nothing compared with the excitement of the New Christians, who, even as they knew they would be playing into the hands of watchful inquisitors, could not contain themselves. Nevertheless, to show themselves overwelcoming to the exotic Jew would be madness, for João had introduced a network of spies, run by a New Christian Enrique Nunes, charged with snooping into the domestic lives of converso families and reporting on anything suspicious. Ever since the trauma of the Lisbon massacre, they were scrupulous in the discreet management of their double life. But for many it was still a double life and there were ways to maintain their old identity without giving too much away to Nunes’ spies. Since it was all but impossible for the enforcers of conformity to spot abstinence from food, fasting became one way of expressing secret solidarity. Candles might be lit on Friday night, for, after all, candlelight was nothing special in the Iberian world of the sixteenth century. It was just that these candles might be quickly blessed. The braver might mark the Sabbath with a slight but significant change of clothing, though they knew the sartorial police of the Inquisition and their own informing neighbours would be on the lookout. The most daring act of all would be to cook an overnight stew, the Portuguese version of the adafina, since the toothsome aroma drifting into the street could give the game away. This systematic caution gave the New Christians every incentive to ignore David or even reject him outright. But it is impossible to read the narratives of 1526 and not think that the vast majority were helplessly caught up in the excitement.

When the Reubenite appeared on a mule, riding into Tavira, the New Christians of the town came out to greet him in throngs, jamming the roads and streets, all caution thrown to the wind. Similar scenes were repeated in Beja and Evora. The mule gave way to a fine mount. Travelling north, the retinue became longer. Doors were thrown open, notables of the towns begged him on bended knee to stay overnight. Men, women and children lined up to kiss his hand. Marranos were seized with sudden visions of armies trooping through the sky, standards unfurling. When an indignant priest confronted David with accusations that his sort had killed the true King of the Jews, he was impulsively thrown out of a second-storey window for his temerity. David played his devotees like a harp. ‘Some were of stout heart because they believed in me with a perfect faith, as Israel believed in our Master Moses, on whom be peace! And I said to them in every place we came to that I am the son of King Solomon and that I have not come to you with a sign or a miracle or a mystery but as a man of war as I have been from my youth till now and I have come to help your king and to help you and to go in the way he shall lead me to the land of Israel.’

By the time David reached Almeida, where the king had moved to avoid the plague in Lisbon, he rode as an Israelite fidalgo: with a long baggage train of mules, a following of fifty servants, liveried and all conspicuously armed, and an additional cavalcade of fifteen horses. Aware of the impression made by Benvenida Abravanel’s banner, David had ordered four more to be made, embroidered in Hebrew, replete with the mysterious signs and numbers that conveyed the great mystery and power of his mission.

For a brief moment it was unclear who was the sovereign. João opened his doors to David only to hear from him that he was too fatigued from riding and fasting for a conversation. This was not a tactful start. During the period between audiences, one of David’s Marrano hosts, an Arabic speaker who had been in Ethiopia at the command of the king (and thus might have been either the rabbi or the cobbler), spoke to David of the volcanic island on which Jewish children had been dumped by João II, ‘near to a tribe that eats human flesh’, and imperilled always by scaly ‘lagartos’ – alligators. David’s familiarity with Africa was also tested by someone at the court who had been in Morocco. But the Jew passed all these tests with flying colours. He steadfastly repeated his mission and his message. He had come, he explained, to seek guns and artificers. Although his people, thirty times 10,000, were true warriors, they had only the sword, the lance and the bow. Guns were needed to match the firepower of the Muslims. When a ‘judge’ asked the leading question as to what David’s intentions were regarding the Jews of the western European lands, ‘I replied that we shall first take the Holy Land and its surroundings and [only] then will our captains of the host go forth west and east to gather the dispersed of Israel.’ David even foresaw that it would be a Muslim lord who would accept the inevitable and realise that bringing the Jews back to Jerusalem (like Cyrus the Persian) would give him honour that would endure through all posterity. Despite the liberation of Jerusalem being exactly the mission of a Messiah, David made sure to repudiate the title. He was, he said, just a sinning warrior.

Came the day of the second – longer – audience. A great banqueting table had been laid in the open air before the palace at Almeida. David Ha-Reuveni had been fasting for days on end – his record was six – and he soberly took in the ewers, the cups and plate of gold and silver. The centrepiece was a ram, its horns painted with gold. David marvelled and turned the dish aside. Before João spoke to him, there was one further test. A captain who had been taken prisoner in India was asked by João if it was true that there were Jewish kings in the east; and were there truly black and brown Jews in the lands David came from? Sim. Yes. It was always yes. Everything seemed on the point of success. David would be given a fleet of eight warships, four thousand guns and artificers to instruct the Reubenite army.

But then, just like that, the wind of his fortune shifted direction as abruptly as the crescent on the Dome of the Rock. Four of the most ardent New Christian Davidians were thrown in prison. With a marked change of tone João summoned David to the queen’s chamber and accused him of coming to Portugal to Judaise: ‘the Marranos pray with thee and read books day and night and thou hast made for them a synagogue’. Forgetting Sarah of Pisa’s advice, David flew off the handle so fiercely that João, taken aback, momentarily relented, renewing his promises. But the auspicious moment had passed. Reuveni was summoned four more times in two days, the questioning getting progressively more inquisitorial. Something specific, something personal had happened and David was about to find out what it was. The king accused David of ruining his kingdom, of encouraging Marranos to bow to him and kiss his hand. The king then revealed to David the reason for his sharp change of attitude: he had learned, he said, that a high official of the judiciary, who was also secretary-scribe at court, had been circumcised by David. Was this true? The Reubenite angrily denied the charge. He had not come to convert, he protested, but had no control over Marranos who came to him of their own accord since his house was open to all, New or Old Christian. As for this circumcision, ‘God forbid; it is not true.’

The moment could hardly have been more dramatic. However else the New Christians contrived to preserve their attachment to Judaism, they stopped short of circumcision. For this to have happened to someone in the circle of the court, close to the king, was a shocking act of defiance. The New Christian secretary-scribe was Diogo Pires. Strictly speaking, David was telling the truth when he told João he had not circumcised Pires. In fact, Pires had come in secret to David and begged him to perform the act of covenant. When he had been indignantly rebuffed, Pires had done it to himself. Spellbound by David, whom he had seen at court, Pires had been overcome by violent dreams in which he had been circumcised. Knowing this would be a disaster for his mission, contradicting all the assurances he had given the king, David upbraided Pires for even thinking of such a thing. Supposing David was protesting too much, and that once the deed was done they would be reconciled, Pires whetted his knife. ‘That night I performed the circumcision by myself, [and] though I felt great pain and distress and fainted for the blood flowed like a surging spring, the Merciful One the Healer healed in an unbelievably short time.’12 When he woke from his bloody swoon, he had become Shelomo Molkho the Jew, his new name so close to ‘Solomon the king’. If he hoped for understanding and welcome from David he was quickly disabused, but it made no difference to Solomon, for now he was ‘sealed with the signet of my Creator’.

More elaborate visions followed. An old man with a long white beard crooked his finger, beckoning Solomon to come and see the ruins of Jerusalem. Along the way to the holy city he encountered three trees growing from a single root, while in their branches perched doves, some white as snow, some grey as ash. Troops of furious horsemen appeared, bent on destroying the tree, hurling balls of fire, swinging blades of steel. They in turn were followed by ravening birds which tore at the living flesh of doves and men alike, and were set to consume Solomon himself when he woke.

Enough! David Ha-Reuveni did not want this new ally. But the damage had been done, irreparably for his mission. To King João the reverted Solomon was the clearest sign that David’s presence was pernicious. Where one New Christian had gone, and he a favoured man at the court, multitudes would surely follow. João wanted the little Jew out of Portugal, and without ships, guns or artificers. Since you have spoken of it, the king said, go and see my brother-in-law, the emperor Charles, or return to the Pope in Rome. The king promised papers of safe conduct, though David characteristically took umbrage. Paper letters of safe conduct would be unseemly when Pope Clement had provided parchment, a sign of trust. Disarmed again by the Jew’s temerity, João replied that, regrettably, we don’t do that in Portugal, but from love of your person I shall order them rewritten on parchment.

David and Solomon went their separate ways. In a fit of unforgiving vexation, David told the unwanted proselyte that since he had dreamed of Jerusalem, he might as well get himself there. And set off at once: ‘be not seen here or they will burn or slay thee’. Solomon duly journeyed all the way to the Ottoman Empire, precisely the route most likely to enrage the Catholic authorities, and into the dominions of David’s avowed foe. In Salonika, the most populous of the Jewish communities of Turkey, Solomon Molkho studied Torah, Talmud and Kabbalah and astounded his teachers with the speed and breadth of his Jewish learning. Even the great rabbi Joseph Karo, the writer of the code of observance the Shulkhan Arukh (Set Table), marvelled at the adept’s immersion in the sacred texts. That someone recently so ignorant should now be such a prodigy was, many thought, itself a sign. Such a modest marvel must have been invested with a gift. It was a ‘regeneration’ which corresponded exactly to the Kabbalistic prescription of creating a new soul within the old husk.

For his part, David began a procrastinating retreat through Portugal, back the way he had come, outstaying the two months the king had given him to exit. But the Reubenite could not quite abandon the fantastic vision he still had of himself. Downcast though he was, he now turned his misfortune to good purpose, convinced that he might yet grow great by self-dispossession. In one town, then, he gave his hosts his fine-chased parade armour and swords; in another he bestowed on the lady of the house the diamond-studded gold rings he had received in Italy. Elsewhere he parted with his silken gowns and robes; the St Francis of the Jews. At one point he even sent João a fine horse he had bought, along with all its trappings – a lofty gesture which implied the two men were peers. Along the route, the Marranos still came to see him, kissed his hand, wept when he left. Be not downcast, he told the conversos of Beja, there still have to be great wars before Jerusalem is taken, but it will surely come to pass and the Redeemer will come unto Zion. He went back to riding mules and finally trudged into Faro on foot in the pouring rain, to board, with Solomon Cohen and one other servant, a mouldering ship. The indignities were not yet over. Unfavourable winds forced the vessel into a Spanish harbour and put David in the hands of officers and magistrates who were unimpressed by his papers. He was thrown into jail, his men roughed up, and once released wandered through southern Spain, ministering to former Muslims in Granada who themselves had been made destitute by an earthquake that had hit five years earlier.

Misfortune steeled him. God was testing him. Perhaps he would find other Christian benefactors? The one destination the king of Portugal had not offered David was France, so naturally he made his way there only to be arrested in 1528 and languish in prison for two years before being released by order of King Francis. But among the possessions the French had taken from him were the parchment letters he had carried everywhere, together with his precious flags. An attempt to restore them by whatever means available would lead to his undoing. From France David returned to Italy in 1530, and undeterred by his misfortunes he resolved to get an audience with Charles V, then preparing for his imperial coronation in Bologna. There were still scenes of crowd-rejoicing at his appearance in cities like Venice and Mantua, but there were also multiplying doubters, especially among those for whom Solomon Molkho, not David, had become the true Hope of Israel. The respected rabbi of Sabbioneta, Azriel Diena, was as hostile to David as he was enthusiastic about Solomon.

As David’s star declined, so Solomon’s ascended, to the point where the acolyte began to outshine the master. Solomon started to believe that David had been the prophetic forerunner but that he himself was appointed the true Messiah. And Solomon had one great gift denied David: that of an eloquent tongue. In Salonika he took to preaching derashot – sermons on the Torah in which he expounded deeper and broader wisdoms of the faith. His reputation as a marvel spread so fast and so far that Christians as well as Jews came to hear him. He continued to have the extravagant visions of a latter-day prophet, and as his fame grew and Jews were heard to remark that perhaps Solomon was not just the advance guard but the man himself, he took less trouble to contradict them. He took to flying pennants in the style he had seen David display, and wearing coats embroidered on the back with Kabbalistic letters, names and numbers. He was fast becoming a magus: a messianic prince-magician, given to strange chants and incomprehensible utterances that he said would bring down the Church. Notwithstanding this, and his notorious apostasy, when he came to Rome in 1529, Pope Clement initially protected him from the Inquisition. He seemed to have prophesied – as ‘the destruction of Edom’ – the year in which Rome would be sacked: 1527. Now he lived with the beggars on a bridge over the Tiber and predicted the river would flood, as it duly did in October 1530. That might have been an easy call, but Solomon also prophesied in the synagogue that there would be an earthquake in Portugal and this too duly came to pass on 26 January 1531.

The sack of Rome by mutinous soldiers of the imperial army – three days of horrifying rapine and destruction – had left the Pope traumatised and impotent, his Medici reason sacrificed to catastrophic visions. This may explain why, when Solomon dared to come to Rome, abandoning the safety of the Ottoman Empire, Clement was drawn to him with an intensity that had been absent from his dealings with David Ha-Reuveni. If David had left Portugal in the guise of a dispossessed ascetic, Solomon outdid him by sitting with his beggar’s bowl at the gates of Rome for the thirty days required of a true Jewish penitent. This was the kind of gesture that had appealed across the boundaries of the two religions. As a sign of his esteem, Clement took the extraordinary step of allowing Solomon to print his sermons in the most Christian city, embattled with the Lutheran heresy. But hating Protestants did not preclude loving this particular Jew. The two instincts may even have been mysteriously connected.

This was all the more startling because, technically and legally, Solomon was himself a heretic Christian who had not only committed the unforgivable sin of relapsing into Judaism but spent the rest of his life aggressively Judaising. This made him prime bait for the Inquisition, and once informed on, he was surrendered to its ordeals. There was nothing his papal protector and patron could do about that. The excruciating rigours were put upon Solomon and he was condemned. Offered, as was standard practice, the possibility of being saved by turning back to the Christian fold, he defiantly rejected the invitation. The pyre was stacked and kindled and Solomon Molkho was burned upon it.

But that very afternoon a visitor to the papal apartments was surprised to see Solomon walking through the rooms, not a hair on his head showing the least sign of scorch. Clement had switched martyrs, substituting some pathetic creature for his friend Solomon the Jew.

Was this not enough for the prophet? Might he not now depart quietly back to the safety of the Ottoman lands, where he had so many Jewish friends, audiences for his homilies, people who would listen to him and read him? Apparently not. But no writer of the fantastic could devise an ending more extraordinary than the one Prince David and Solomon the king wrote for themselves. Their paths crossed once more in Italy, probably sometime in 1532 when both might have been expected to be looking for refuge rather than yet more opportunities to promote the grand design of Jewish redemption. Despite his ordeals in prisons, or possibly because of them, David had recovered his self-belief, enough to ask for and receive an audience with Federico Gonzaga, the Duke of Mantua, a city with a large, culturally lively community. What he did not know was that one of the Jewish families he believed to be an ally as well as host had betrayed him to Gonzaga. While staying with Abraham Portaleone, the brother of one of the most famous Jewish physicians of Italy, and wanting to boost his credentials with Charles V and with the Pope, David had letters for both of them, purportedly written by his brother King Joseph but in fact rewritten by a local scribe to whom he said he would teach the art of making the documents appear old and worn. Outraged, Portaleone reported the forgery to the duke’s court, which then passed the news on to the Mantuan ambassador at the papal Curia, and thence to the emperor. From that point on, there could be no doubt that David was an impostor.

For the moment this was not made common knowledge. Back in Venice, the place where he had first revealed himself to the Jewish and Gentile worlds, David still had reason to suppose he could carry off his act. The government of the republic commissioned one of its sharpest minds, the geographer Ramusio, to examine David on his itinerary and origins, and the conversation was reported by another shrewd observer, the patrician Marin Sanudo. David had changed his story to fit his more modest circumstances. Instead of seeking weapons for a military campaign he now said he was merely prophesying the great battle to come. In any event Ramusio and Sanudo both seem to have taken it all in.

In 1532, the two embodiments of Jewish hope and redemption – the prince and the Messiah – notwithstanding frantic attempts to deter them, travelled to Regensburg in Bavaria, where Charles V had convened the Imperial Diet. Such an encounter had its perils, they conceded, but both had consulted the planetary alignments and this was definitely the prime moment to move the messianic timetable along. They would urge the emperor to make haste in his war against the sultan. Rabbi Josel of Rosheim, experienced in negotiating with bishops, kings and dukes, and accountable to the emperor himself, was present at Regensburg, and knew that only bad things would come from such foolhardiness. A tide of belligerence was sweeping across the German lands, on both the Lutheran and Catholic sides: best not to provoke the emperor, Rabbi Josel told David and Solomon. It seems likely that the rabbi knew in advance that the two men were walking into a baited trap.

Neither David nor Solomon was listening. They came to Regensburg as if at the height of their powers, banners flying, carrying the Pope’s shield and a great sword all ‘sanctified by the names of God in Hebrew’. They may have been moved by the city’s Jewish history. It had been the most ancient Jewish community in Bavaria until, in February 1519, following the death of the protective Emperor Maximilian I, it had been liquidated after the Jews had been forced to demolish the interior of their own synagogue, with the church built on its ruins consecrated to the Virgin. Many of the Regensburg Jews had made their way to Venice where Reuveni would have met them and heard their dreadful story. According to Rabbi Josel, the two emissaries of the Jewish future did in fact get an audience with Charles. Despite the intelligence that David was an impostor, the emperor listened for nigh on two hours to their fantastic exhortations to make war against the sultan, preferably with David – the warrior of Reuben, Gad and half Manasseh – as one of the generals of this holy force. Two Mantuan chroniclers reported that they had the audacity to try and convert the emperor himself. In this whole astonishing chronicle whereby two Jews – one a self-deluded adventurer, the other in the grip of his messianic identity – came from nowhere to move from court to court, received by cardinals, a pope and kings, the most unlikely scene of all was for them both to appear in their robes sewn with the magically rearranged letters of God’s name, before the imperial sovereign of Catholic Christendom, embattled with both Turks and Protestants, trying to persuade Charles that the way to repair his fortunes would lie with him becoming a Jew. The chutzpah makes no sense unless David and Solomon had been led to believe that the course of Jewish history had arrived at a moment when its persecutors would become the instruments of redemption. Though they were absurdly deceived in everything else, it was true that there were indeed some among the rulers and councillors of Christendom who did think that the long epic of the Jewish story was somehow ravelled up with the fate of Christianity. It would not be the last time that this was the case.

Solomon told himself that while the emperor was not about to follow him in the act of adult circumcision, the audience had gone reasonably well and that he had been granted right of residence in Regensburg. He was mistaken. His customary eloquence had fallen short of its mark. Words, every kind of word – mystical, magical, rational, scriptural, strategic, prophetic, rhetorical, spiritual – all of them failed utterly. Whatever impact the two self-appointed embodiments of Jewish destiny made on Charles, in the end, the great Habsburg listened to his horrified councillors. These Jews were not only preposterous, they were dangerous. So instead of being allowed to stay in Regensburg, Solomon was taken in heavy chains to a prison cell, while David was led off to a separate incarceration. Solomon ended up in Mantua where the Inquisition got a second chance to convict him as a heretic and Judaiser. He was ‘relaxed’ to the temporal authority which this time made sure that the right person was burned. This was another Jewish destiny Solomon embraced as if it was preordained, joining his history to generations of those who had died by a persecuting church while ‘Sanctifying the Name’. Since David Ha-Reuveni could not be accused of being a lapsed Christian by the Inquisition, he was spared the same immediate fate; but there was no doubt that he had violated the ban on Judaising. At some point – the documentary trail peters out – he was taken to Spain, most likely to Badajoz, where he too met his end at the stake.

Something endured: in the histories that were beginning to be written by the Italian rabbis Azariah de Rossi and Joseph Ha-Cohen. Both David and especially Solomon, whose ultimate end moved countless numbers of pious and learned Jews to include him in the Jewish martyrology, were seen as bringing apostates back to the Torah. The Reubenite moment became the first since the expulsion from Spain and the introduction of the Inquisition when Jews and New Christians sensed a common identity. And some of Solomon’s startling, prophetic writings survive, including The Beast of the Reed, foretelling the fall of Rome, a fragment of an extraordinary poem which still gives a sense of the high pitch of his fervour. Even among the more sceptical Ashkenazim of the north, his memory survived its final debacle in objects which became Jewish relics. One of the embroidered robes and a banner made the long journey to a city which had by no means done with Jewish prophecy and magic: Prague, the first destination of printed Kabbalistic texts. They were first identified in the Pinkas Synagogue in 1628, but were later removed to the Zidovske (Jewish) Museum in the Maisel Synagogue. There, encased in their own climate-controlled display, protected by fibre-optic cables and light-absorptive paint from the damage of ultraviolet and infrared rays, the robe and the banner wait and wait and wait for the liberating Messiah.
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IN TRANSIT

I. Caminho Difícil

Always it began in darkness, in the hours between midnight and dawn, when the last dockside patrols had ended and the guards were snoring or whoring. Like small night animals emerging from burrows, whispering cloaked figures would come to the quays on the Tagus River carrying only what they needed for the two-week voyage to Antwerp: a cooking pot, a mattress, hard biscuits, a little oil, a chest of clothes. The most reliable member of the family, not always father, would keep the purse of gold pieces close – many more ducats than they would have needed had they not been New Christians. But they were people called Gomes, Dias, Lopes, people who knew they had once been Cohen, Levi, Benveniste, and they needed to be out of Portugal before they were caught in the snapping jaws of the Inquisition.

For a number of them, this was not the beginning of the flight from terror. Some had come to Lisbon from deep in Spain, across the mountain frontier. They had heard of great merchants, forced converts like themselves, who had got rich in the pepper trade and, Moses-like, had opened a path in the sea. God willing, their wandering would not take forty years, but they had some idea when they loaded their carts that the way, by land and water, would be long and hard. They were not wrong about that.

Although the Holy Office was not finally licensed to begin its investigations in Portugal until 1536, it had been expected for five years before that. In anticipation of its arrival, those who were bound to be its principal suspects, the forced converts of 1497, began to make their moves. The Portuguese New Christians, who following their conversion had been spared the Inquisition, could not shake off the terror that it might ensnare them, and now imagined its reappearance in the form of a diabolical monster. The most eloquent of all the emigrants, Samuel Usque, marshalled his inner Daniel when speaking of the Inquisition as a tusked serpent, ‘an amalgam of hard steel and deadly poison . . . rising into the air on a thousand wings with its black venom and poisonous pinions and treading the ground with a thousand feet of destruction’.1 Where to run to, now that the king of Portugal had barred the way and made emigration illegal for the Christians he still called Jews? Wringing of hands and prayers of conveyance to the Promised Land would accomplish little. What was needed was an actual place of safety, somewhere the candles could be snuffed out at night without fearing a heavy hand laid on the bodies of their sleeping children. Venice? The Inquisition would come there too. Ferrara, to its south-west, where the Este duke offered some respite from the hounding, was a possibility. Hebrew books were printed there. From Ferrara it was not so many miles as the crow flies to Pesaro and Ancona. But safety dictated they take the less conspicuous, less patrolled route over
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