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A

Asparagus

Collecting cute things children say about God is popular on some faith-based websites, particularly in the United States. One of the most quoted in recent years features an (unnamed) child’s précis of the Bible. The line that raised the warmest smile – and has become the tagline for the whole text – tells how, ‘Jesus had twelve opossums. The worst one was Judas Asparagus. Judas was so evil that they named a terrible vegetable after him.’

B

Beer

Belgium is famous for its beers, many made originally by monks. Pale ales are – for reasons lost in the mists of time – produced under a variety of names linked to the bad guys of Christianity. So there are Duvel (‘Devil’) and ‘Judas’ varieties, the latter brewed by Brouwerij Alken-Maes. The Judas beer is said by connoisseurs treacherously to hide its strength when tasted by novices so as to get them drunk very quickly.





C

Coins

The twelfth-century chronicler, Godfrey of Viterbo, was one of several to speculate on the fate of the thirty pieces of silver paid to Judas, and constructed (or repeated) an elaborate legend that had them originally made by Adam, passing through the hands of patriarchs and pharaohs, finding their way into the Jewish Temple courtesy of the Queen of Sheba, getting looted by Nebuchadnezzar and finally returning to the Jewish high priests via the three kings’ gifts (they are now gold) to the infant Jesus, and Mary’s subsequent carelessness in misplacing them.1

D

Day of Rest

In the tenth-century Voyage of Saint Brendan, an account of the Celtic monk sailing out towards the Isles of the Blessed in search of heaven, he comes upon Judas, perched on a rock, enjoying his Day of Rest. Monday to Saturday is hellish, Judas tells him – he is variously boiled in tar, flayed, frozen, and force-fed molten lead – but, thanks to God’s mercy, on Sunday he can sit alone on his rock.2 Matthew Arnold and Rudyard Kipling both produced poems on this theme, though with Judas on an iceberg.3







CHAPTER EIGHT

Bags of Money: Judas and the Original Merchant-Bankers

Yet woe to the man who lost the hope of being forgiven even then – who, terror-stricken by the enormity of his crime, gave up to despair instead of returning, even then, to the Source of all mercy.

Saint Bonaventura (1221–1274): The Tree of Life1



In the wake of the global financial crash of 2007, bankers were regularly demonised by politicians and public alike because their unbridled greed was held responsible for inflicting on the rest of us an age of biting austerity, unparalleled since the 1930s. The hue and cry against bankers demonstrated, once again, the potency of the accusation of greed – usually taken to be Judas’ motivation for betraying Jesus. In the case of the modern-day bankers, this was exacerbated because so few of those who had taken such fatal risks with other people’s money subsequently faced either a court or loss of income themselves (their bonuses continued to be paid). 

Public anger, therefore, had to seek other outlets. Incendiary anti-banker slogans were spray-painted on walls, printed on T-shirts and posted on social media; protest movements such as Occupy camped out in the financial districts of major cities to complain that a malign 1 per cent was ripping off the virtuous 99 per cent; and open season was declared on individual bankers. Among the many brickbats hurled, one in particular caught my eye, because it harked back to an earlier age when the image of Judas Iscariot, clutching his money-bag containing the thirty pieces of silver, was routinely used to articulate public disdain for bankers and moneymen. A disgruntled Russian bureaucrat and blogger, Sergey Bogdanov, trading under the name Ferrabra, dusted down the medal of the Order of Judas, set up by Tsar Peter the Great, and awarded it to ‘the bankers of Wall Street’.2 The gong he displayed online showed Judas hanging by a rope from a branch with the bulging bag prominent next to his dangling feet. 

The Order of Judas had been created in anger by the tsar in 1709 to humiliate one of his closest advisors, the Ukrainian landowner Ivan Mazepa, after he defected to the Swedish king Charles XII in the Great Northern War. When Mazepa had been a favoured figure at his court, Peter the Great had decorated him with every imperial medal going. Now, in his moment of betrayal, and unable to recapture Mazepa to make an example of him, the tsar had to content himself with stigmatising his former lieutenant as a Judas. To hammer home the point, he then also awarded the same medal to unlikely figures, such as his court jester. As a signal, it lodged in the collective consciousness. To this day Ukrainians refer to traitors as Mazepists.3 

The original Order of Judas, then, had nothing to do with moneymen, but Russian blogger Ferrabra was invoking the spirit rather than the detail of Peter the Great’s creation. Just as the tsar had wanted to destroy forever the good name of Mazepa, so this modern-day protestor wanted to bad-mouth bankers by tarnishing them with the name of the ultimate traitor. And there he was, invoking something more enduring. Indeed, using Judas as a scapegoat to attack bankers and financiers goes right back to the birth of capitalism in the West in medieval northern and central Italy. 

There, in ambitious city-states, thriving manufacturers started to establish a network of trade that expanded from the tenth century onwards, building on links with the Byzantine and Islamic world to the east, where the profit economy was already highly developed. As a result, Italy began to move away from a land-based, rural subsistence economy, and witnessed the rise of the first merchant-banking houses, where traders introduced paper money to oil the wheels of commerce, guaranteeing the new currency’s worth with their own considerable reserves of gold and silver. 

It was a development that brought extraordinary wealth to cities such as Florence, where the likes of the Bardi merchant-banking family boasted warehouses, offices and staff from London to Paris, Constantinople to Jerusalem, not to mention a stake in funding Christopher Columbus’ trip to discover the New World. It also – inevitably, given human nature – prompted widespread envy and caused the merchant-bankers great unpopularity. There was fear mixed in there too, the sort of fear that comes with change. For those frightened by the disruption and dislocation caused by such a major economic shift, change can feel awfully like a betrayal of the existing order, of all that has gone before, of all that people have taken for granted, especially when only a small number of their fellow citizens are benefiting. And, once feelings of betrayal surface, the name of Judas is instantly heard. 

In the case of these fast-changing medieval Italian cities, the merchant-bankers found themselves both praised for the prosperity they were bringing, and stigmatised as betrayers, especially when economic power gave them a taste for political and civic authority too, traditionally exercised by the church and its bishops and priests. The old guard responded by invoking Judas, making the connection between the merchant-bankers and Jesus’ betrayer stick by a variety of devices – principal among them, Judas’ bag of thirty silver pieces. Paper money may have begun to appear, but these coins remained a readily understood symbol of the rise of the buying-and-selling economy, of making money out of money, and therefore of greedy bankers. 

The Collegiata Church of San Gimignano in Tuscany contains celebrated fresco cycles from the Old and New Testaments. This twelfth-century Romanesque masterpiece is part of a UNESCO World Heritage Site and was originally built out of the riches the town accumulated in the medieval period, as both a trading centre and a stopping-off point on the Via Francigena, the main pilgrim route that led through it southwards to Rome. 

Among the New Testament scenes painted by Taddeo di Bartolo in the Collegiata Church in the 1330s is ‘Judas selling Jesus to the Jewish high priests’. The rogue apostle is clustered with two priests, with their scarf-like head-coverings and long heavy beards. Judas sports only a modest goatee, but he is darkly, almost menacingly, intent to the point of obsession on those thirty coins as they emerge from the bag and are passed from hand to hand. His love of money, above everything else, is clearly signalled, as is the evil that it represents. 

What roused particular popular resentment was the merchant-bankers’ habit of charging interest on any money that they lent, and thereby, in the popular mind, amassing fortunes at the expense of their clients. The church had long loudly decried the practice of usury from the pulpit. It was, they pointed out, condemned in the gospels4 (as well as in the Hebrew Scriptures5 and the Qur’an6). In 1179, responding to the concerns of the time that had been prompted by the rise of a new economic order, the Third Lateran Council took this one step further when it ruled that anyone engaged in usury was to be excommunicated, a crushing verdict on the new financial and mercantile class. It was reached despite the fact that in medieval Italy most of the members of this class were devout Catholics, such as the Bardi, Medici and Peruzzi. 

In 1311, Pope Clement V even went so far as to rule that usury was a heresy. He insisted, moreover, on the primacy of church law in financial matters, over and above the civil law codes that covered money transactions in most of the self-governing cities and regions of Italy. These did allow the charging of interest, within reason. Clement was therefore setting the church’s rulebook – and public face – against the civic authorities and their support for merchant-bankers. And that dispute had a larger dimension. Who was really in control in medieval Italy: bishops or local politicians or moneymen?

This was a major theological, political, social and economic battle of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The church hierarchy claimed the moral high ground – apparently standing up for ordinary citizens against the merchant-bankers by bemoaning the sinfulness of usury. Yet its populist posturing should be treated with caution. Much of the cost of papal initiatives to send Crusaders to Jerusalem to recapture the ‘holy sites’, for example, was covered by loans from the self-same merchant-bankers the church was so extravagantly accusing of heresy. If usury was so bad, why take the usurers’ money? And how very convenient, when it came to the requirement to pay the money back with interest, for churchmen to launch into a frenzy of condemnation of merchant-bankers. If they could be demonised by accusing them of greed to rival that of Judas, the arch-betrayer of the gospels, then these financial titans might feel forced to waive or reduce their fees to escape further public moral censure. The net result would then be a financial saving for popes and bishops. Not for the first time, Judas was part of a propaganda war.


Money as the root of Judas’ evil

If bankers’ reputations are today regarded as being at a low ebb, reading Dante’s Inferno suggests there is further they could fall. Despite being the son of a banker, and the brother-in-law of a moneylender, he captures the widespread antagonism to the new rich in booming Italian cities when he consigns merchant-bankers to the seventh circle of hell, reserved for those who have committed crimes of violence and ‘other practisers of unnatural vice’, such as blasphemers and ‘sodomites’. That leaves them just two levels above Judas in the worst category of all: that restricted to traitors. It is, furthermore, a ranking that also damned them as worse sinners than inhabitants of higher levels that contain the lusty, the gluttons, the greedy popes and the angry politicians. Among those moneymen Dante specifically names and shames is Cavalcante de’Cavalcanti, the thirteenth-century Florentine who had lent money to the papacy on allegedly extortionate terms.

This wasn’t just Dante currying favour with the church, playing on the public’s prejudices, or creating scapegoats to make a point for his times to soothe his own disappointments in Florentine politics. In the internal debates of Catholicism, usury was very much a live issue. Thomas Aquinas, the thirteenth-century Italian Franciscan theologian, still highly influential in contemporary Christian thought, was one of many to reflect deeply on the morality of usury as the rise of capitalism challenged traditional church teaching. And he did so by quoting the example of Judas. ‘It was from love that the Father delivered Christ, and Christ gave himself up to death; it is for reason that both are praised’, he wrote in his Summa Theologica. ‘Judas however delivered him out of avarice . . . which is why [he] has such a bad name’. Lending money might, in some cases, be licit, Aquinas conceded. What tipped the practice into usury and hence into sinfulness was when it was done with the same greed that Judas had demonstrated in betraying Jesus.

Judas’ central place in this whole debate about usury may explain why he is seen so much in Italian art of the period. In Assisi, in the Basilica of Saint Francis, the three-part cycle of frescoes on Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection, completed in the early fourteenth century, includes Judas in all five scenes of act one, the build-up to Jesus’ trial. As well as the episodes where he would have been hard to overlook (the betrayal and the Last Supper), he is also allotted a new and unwarranted (by the gospels) prominence, for example, among the followers of Jesus on his triumphant entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. Judas stands at the front, next to Peter, as if both are the leaders of the apostles, though Judas, of course, has no halo. 

That same juxtaposing of Peter and Judas is seen again in the depiction of the Last Supper, as Jesus gives Judas the sop of bread that marks him out as the traitor. Here Judas is no longer relegated to under the tablecloth, assailed by demons, but instead he and Peter carefully balance each other at either end of the supper table, both prominent and in the foreground. And, once again, the Peter-versus-Judas configuration of virtue-versus-treachery is there in the depictions of Jesus washing the apostles’ feet, and the arrest in Gethsemane. Setting off these two apostles carries a symbolic message on a variety of levels. Among them is the suggestion that the church – in the person of Peter, its first leader, sign of its continuing authority – is head to head with usurious merchants and bankers, as conjured up by Judas, the apostle who was obsessed with money. Only the church, this cycle seems to argue, can protect the faithful against both the devil and the stresses and strains of the new capitalist economy.

There is a total of eleven depictions of Judas in Assisi’s Basilica of Saint Francis, dating from the twelfth through to the thirteenth century. It is an unusually high number, but part of a marked increase of images of Judas in prosperous Italy in this later medieval period. ‘My study of the iconography’, writes distinguished British art historian Janet Robson, who has made a special study of the subject, ‘has revealed 37 images [of Judas] from the twelfth century, 65 from the thirteenth century, then a mighty leap to 201 from the fourteenth century.’7 

With the flood of new money into their civic coffers, towns and cities wanted to build bigger, better and more richly decorated churches to celebrate their success and promote local pride (campanilismo). This instinct to endow and commission seemingly overrode any antagonism over usury between the new capitalists and the church, and has been labelled by Robson as ‘competitive campanilismo’.8

The impetus, though, was not only rich citizens, wanting to show off their prosperity and enhance their town’s status. ‘The adage that devotion could be aroused “more by what is seen than what is heard”,’ writes Robson, ‘was coined in the thirteenth century by both Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint Bonaventura to justify images in churches.’9 Ever more elaborate church decoration was seen as a vital tool of evangelisation, pictures often having more power than words. But what particular effect was the ever-present Judas intended to have? 

It was largely still that traditional element of wanting to induce fear that stretches back through the Volterra pulpit into earlier centuries. Yet, the extent to which Judas’ fate was now resonating ever more loudly in the popular imagination in this new capitalist world can be seen by the fact that the punitive, vengeful Psalm 109 – quoted by Peter in the Acts of the Apostles when he tells the disciples of Judas’ terrible death,10 and today usually blandly entitled ‘An appeal against enemies’ – was known in this period as the ‘Judas’ Psalm’, though it contains no mention of the false apostle (because it long predates him).


In return for my friendship, they denounce me, though all I had done was pray for them;

They pay me back evil for kindness, and hatred for friendship.

‘Give him a venal judge, find someone to frame the charge;

Let him be tried and found guilty, let his prayer be construed as a crime!

‘Let his life be cut short, let someone else take his office;

May his children be orphaned and his wife widowed!

‘May his children be homeless vagabonds, beggared and hounded from the hovels;

May the creditor seize his possessions and foreigners swallow his profits!


As well as a ‘Judas Psalm’, there was also a ‘Judas curse’, recorded as in use from the eighth through to the fourteenth century, sometimes in official documents, and in quasi-legal settings. Anyone swearing an oath would pledge only to break it at the risk of ‘having his part with Judas’. In wordier versions, those who stepped beyond their publicly made promises were ‘placed with Judas the traitor in the fires of hell’.11 And a version of the Judas curse is even found on tombstones, according to the American academic, Kim Paffenroth. He identifies a grave from around the third century that is inscribed: ‘The tomb of Andrew and Athenais and their child Maria, those who finished life virtuously. And if anyone should dare to open [the tomb] also to sun, he will share the lot of Judas, all things will become darkness to him, and God will destroy him on that day.’12


Saint Francis’ own personal Judas

The rise of a culture of wealth and excess in medieval Italy increasingly swept up the church and eventually provoked a reaction within Catholicism itself in the form of a new enthusiasm for embracing poverty. Religious orders were founded, known as mendicant because they begged in order to survive rather than relying on endowments from bankers and merchants. They threw their lot in with the needy and oppressed and turned their back on the world of the privileged. That, famously, was the inspiration of Francis of Assisi, founder of the Friars Minor, the son of a wealthy merchant draper, who as a young man had lived a frivolous, carefree life of indulgence typical of his nouveau-riche class. After hearing the voice of God telling him to ‘repair my falling house’,13 he disowned his family and fortune ‘to wed Lady Poverty’, and shed his fine robes in favour of a simple tunic, tied with a cord, and bare feet. In 1210 he founded his order. 

The Franciscans were in the vanguard of the anti-capitalist movement in the church in Italy (and later beyond), and so it comes as no surprise that they too were drawn to make use of the figure of Judas. They even had their own personal Judas.

In the hagiography that grew up around Francis after his death, he was portrayed not simply as a champion of the poor, or a man of exceptional saintly goodness, but as a Christ-like figure – ‘alter Christus’ was the phrase used. His life story was then reshaped – as the biographies of saints had been for centuries – to fit that particular perspective. So Francis’ founding group of followers was said to number twelve, like the apostles (in reality there were more), and one of the twelve, by the same logic, had to be a traitor. In the Fioretti, a widely circulated fourteenth-century vernacular book of stories about Francis and his early companions, the following tale is told: 

‘We must first consider how the glorious Sir Saint Francis was conformed to the blessed Christ in all the acts of his life; as Christ at the beginning of his preaching chose twelve Apostles to despise all worldly things and to follow him in poverty and in the other virtues; in the same way Saint Francis chose at the beginning of the foundation of the Order twelve companions who possessed the highest poverty. And just as one of the twelve Apostles, the one called Judas Iscariot, became an apostate from the apostolate, betraying Christ, and hanging himself by the neck; so one of the twelve companions of Saint Francis, who was named Brother John Cappella, became an apostate and finally hanged himself by the neck.’14

Other earlier, and probably more measured, historical records of the founding of the Order of Friars Minor do indeed mention John Cappella. Some even paint him as an agitator in the ranks, a potential rival to Francis, wanting to set up his own group. Yet over time his character evolved into the Judas-like figure found in the Fioretti. Judas/John is the one who stands in the way of Jesus/Francis. To hammer home the likeness, extra details were then added. Later accounts, for example, describe John Cappella as becoming a leper, with physical deformities, or going insane in that period between splitting away from Francis and his core group and hanging himself.


More than money

This prominence of Judas in medieval Italy cannot, however, be explained only by the connection made between him and the perceived greed of the nouveau riche. His story touched on other aspects of the age. In the magnificent mosaic ceiling of the cupola of the twelfth-century octagonal Florence Baptistery (where Dante was christened), Judas features in the Last Judgement. On Christ’s left hand are the sinners in hell, being roasted on spits, bitten by snakes or attacked by wild beasts. And there, too, is Judas, hanging by a tree from a rope. 

The location of his suicide has been transferred from the earthly desolation of Hakeldama to the subterranean furnace of the devil’s lair. Though this contradicts the official teaching of Catholicism (which has always refused to confirm or deny that any named individual is in hell, the whole question being left to God), it does capture the spirit of what was routinely said about Judas’ fate in the church. What is unusual, though, is the demon shown pulling on the rope that goes around Judas’ neck. Judas is being executed, rather than committing suicide. Having the demon as hangman may simply have been another way of showing that Judas was completely taken over by the devil in those last days of his life – in line with Luke and John’s gospel, but might there also have been a question mark here about the morality of capital punishment, common in these centuries? Was it the devil’s work? Or is that projecting twenty-first-century values onto an earlier epoch?
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Judas dies in hell, part of the mosaic of The Last Judgement, in Florence’s twelfth-century Baptistery. (© Genevra Kornbluth)



Certainly showing Judas executed lessens the possibility of seeing his suicide as a demonstration of remorse for what he has done. The hangman also takes away any element of Judas making a choice about the manner of his death, and points instead at his malice. He is no better than a common murderer.

In the medieval mind, among the greatest of offences against God was malice. ‘Some sins’, wrote the thirteenth-century Franciscan Saint Bonaventura, a theologian closely associated with Thomas Aquinas, ‘are due to impotence, others to ignorance, and others again to malice.’15 Malice, he taught, was the worst of the three – and Judas, he noted, was malicious. He may have been the tool of Satan but, for Bonaventura, he also possessed an innate wickedness and treachery that could not all be blamed on the devil. He represented the sort of motiveless, treacherous villain who, out of choice, was at heart evil for its own sake. Such a malicious character might logically end up with the hangman. 

Another common accusation levelled against Judas was that, by killing himself, he succumbed to despair rather than throw himself on God’s mercy and forgiveness. Those who despair end up in hell – as the Judas of the Florence Baptistery illustrates. ‘Despair consists’, wrote Thomas Aquinas, ‘in a man ceasing to hope for a share in God’s goodness.’ And so ‘Judas desperatus’ was a readily understood figure, seen, for example, in Nicholas of Bologna’s celebrated illustrations for a 1354 manuscript version of Pope Gregory IX’s Decretals, which is today in Milan’s Biblioteca Ambrosiana.16 A row of virtuous figures stands with those who have demonstrated the equivalent vice humbled at their feet. The noble embodiment of hope towers over ‘Judas desperatus’, the noose still around his neck. 

As ever, images were not just to delight the eye but to make a practical point. If hope was the believer’s antidote to Judas’ despair, how to achieve it? The medieval church had a ready answer in the sacrament of confession. Heinous crimes could be confessed to a priest, who had the authority to intercede with God on the sinner’s behalf to grant absolution. Some crimes, though, were beyond absolution. There was no depiction of Judas seeking it in confession. Instead his role in the imagery of the time was to show the despair that existed without recourse to the sacrament. 

In 1215 the Fourth Lateran Council had formalised requirements that every baptised Catholic should seek absolution for their sins through the sacrament of confession at least once a year. This increasing emphasis on confession was accompanied by a taste for calibrating sins, vices and virtues. The Church provided checklists for penitents, examining their conscience before making a ‘good’ confession. Already one such formula existed in the Seven Deadly Sins, regularly found in illustrations in the thirteenth and fourteenth century. Included was Judas’ sin of greed, sometimes called avarice. And despair featured prominently in an alternative list of the Seven Vices. Again Judas’ was the example regularly quoted, but he was not alone. In Giotto’s fresco cycles in the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua, despair takes female form. In ‘Desperatio’ (1306), a nameless woman hangs herself by her scarf from a bending crossbeam. Yet the echo of Judas is there, not least because, in the moment of the woman’s death, a demon hovers to carry away her soul to eternal torment, as it does in countless illustrations from the period of his last moments.

What is notably absent from all these images of Judas that began appearing in greater numbers from the fourteenth century is any reference to that moment in Matthew’s gospel when he tries to return the thirty pieces of silver and ends up throwing them on the floor of the Temple sanctuary. While there was a seemingly inexhaustible taste for depictions of Judas clutching the coins, the appetite for seeing him giving them back was slight. It would have shown his remorse and thereby blunted the message that he died in utter despair. The one notable exception is the Basilewsky Situla, a late tenth-century holy water bucket, elaborately carved in ivory to mark the visit of the Holy Roman Emperor, Otto II, to Milan, which is now in London’s Victoria and Albert Museum.


North of the Alps

The modern temptation when picturing medieval Europe is immediately to associate its bankers, financiers and moneylenders with the persecuted Jewish community. Shakespeare’s Shylock in The Merchant of Venice casts a long shadow. And, indeed, it is true that Europe’s Jews were vastly over-represented in the growing medieval money trade, though not necessarily out of choice. Christianity’s moral and doctrinal reservations about usury made it an area of commerce that those in the pews tended to avoid. Yet, as a money economy grew, someone had to do it, and since laws excluded Jews from many other options for earning a living, including owning land, they had few other possibilities (despite the Talmud’s own hard line on usury and the charging of interest).

Logically it should therefore follow that, in characterising the new merchant-banker class as Judases, Italian artists would include recognisable Jewish stereotypes. Judas the greedy money-grabber would be conflated with Judas the Jew, already a familiar figure in Christian rhetoric. Yet largely they didn’t. Why? Because the majority of these Italian nouveau riches were Catholics rather than Jews.

There were, overall, only a tiny number of Jews in medieval Italy, and most were down in the south of the country, rather than in the commercial hub further north. And for those who did migrate to Tuscany, life was generally different from that experienced by their co-believers north of the Alps. ‘The Italian Jews,’ writes historian Janet Robson, ‘at least before the fifteenth century, were largely spared the outbreaks of anti-Semitic violence that regularly afflicted the Jewish communities of England, France and Germany.’17 

In these other lands, however, as Robson suggests, Jewish lives were blighted by expulsions and pogroms. Even when allowed to reside there, they lived in the presence of threat and hostility. There had been recorded Jewish settlements in German lands since the fourth century. Under Charlemagne in the eighth and ninth centuries, they had enjoyed civil liberties and relatively few religious restrictions, but their position was never secure. With every negative turn of events – plagues, invasions, wars – a hard-pressed population and their opportunistic rulers would seek out a scapegoat on whom to blame all current ills. Often that scapegoat was the Jews. 

When the First Crusade was gathering, rallying to the papal cry at the end of the eleventh century and determined to teach a lesson to Jew and Muslim alike by reconquering the Holy Land, European Jews found themselves the target of troops as they made their way southwards across the continent to the Near East. Thousands of Jews died along the route as a result.

In the middle years of the fourteenth century, the Black Death, one of the most devastating pandemics in human history, killing between 75 and 200 million people across Europe, prompted yet more outbreaks of anti-Semitic violence and killing. The cause of the disease bemused doctors, so Jews once again provided a ready scapegoat in the public mind. They were blamed for poisoning the wells and cast – like Judas – as the traitors in the heart of their communities. In 1349, established Jewish communities were slaughtered in revenge attacks in Mainz and Cologne – both major trading cities that thrived on financial services provided by Jews. 

In such a climate, the association of Judas, Jews and untrustworthy moneylenders was regularly, almost unthinkingly made – in literature, in heads and hearts, and in churches. In the porch of the fourteenth-century Gothic Minster of Freiburg, in the borderlands between modern France and Germany, a Last Judgement scene features a typically devilish Judas, carrying his swag bag. He’s the moneyman. Alongside is his death scene, at Hakeldama. Here, he is surrounded by a group of men, all identifiable as Jews by their clothing. The greed that brought about Judas’ suicide is equated to the greed of Jewish bankers and moneylenders. And so the money-grabbing, satanic Judas becomes a readily identifiable Semitic character. 

This process had already been in train for many centuries in northern Europe. The Stuttgart Psalter, a ninth-century illuminated parchment manuscript, takes as its inspiration the Psalms. Such works were both devotional – something to study in order to know better God’s word – and widely regarded by their wealthy owners as an amulet, capable of warding off evil. The Stuttgart Psalter contains a striking image of Judas at the Last Supper. 
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Judas seen in profile at the ‘Last Supper’, from the ninth-century Stuttgart Psalter. (© Württembergische Landesbibliothek Stuttgart, Stuttgart Psalter Cod.Bibl.Fol.23, fol 53r)



As he leans forward towards Jesus, a demon is down by his feet, as if pulling his strings, while a blackbird – a usual symbol of the devil – hovers by his mouth. That much is standard, but while Jesus is seen three-quarter face, under his halo, the unadorned Judas is in profile. He is rarely in medieval times seen otherwise. To depict only half the face, it was understood, was to suggest that the individual was two-faced. And who could be more so than Judas? Showing him in profile, moreover, also played on a popular superstition that those who could do you harm had an ‘evil eye’ that could bewitch or possess. To escape its trap, you must avoid the gaze of the ‘evil eye’ or somehow cover it up to stop it being effective. Picturing Judas in profile in the Stuttgart Psalter therefore ensured that the traitorous apostle’s ‘evil eye’ was hidden. Yet, even when out of sight, its menace remained.18 

And a profile also handily allows the nose to be emphasised. Perhaps the oldest of all caricatures of the Jews is that they have large, hooked noses. Jesus, of course, was Jewish, yet the Stuttgart Psalter gives him a neat, modest ski-slope in the centre of his face. Judas, by contrast, is so well blessed that his conk could provide a perch for the devilish blackbird should it need to land. 

As well as sharing what were taken to be typical physical features of Jews, Judas was increasingly shown in the same distinctive clothes they wore. In the early sixteenth-century Wüllersleben Triptych, originally an altarpiece by Valentin Lenderstreich for a parish church in eastern Germany,19 Jesus’ agony in Gethsemane is chronicled. As Judas approaches the garden, he stands apart from the other apostles because his robes are a bright, jarring yellow. In medieval symbolism, that was the colour of treachery, and also by design the colour prescribed for Jews (and Muslims) by various anti-Semitic edicts issued by the church authorities, first in northern Europe and later too in Italy. It was to be the outward and unmistakeable sign, decreed by the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, that those wearing it were outsiders, foreigners; people to be held at arms’ length and not trusted. 

Judas looks away in the triptych and so is seen in profile, his nose large and hooked, in contrast to Jesus, whose flawless face, transfixed in prayer, is fully visible. He also sports long red hair. In medieval colour coding, this became both another of his instantly identifiable characteristics, and shorthand for the human incarnation of evil. Red was one of the devil’s shades. It was also a ready indication of sinfulness. Mary Magdalen, the redeemed prostitute of the gospels, usually wears red. It was the colour of blood – Jesus’ blood that Judas caused to be shed, or Judas’ own, spilt on the soils of Hakeldama. In a vivid description in the Middle English ‘Ballad of Judas’, red is the colour of his whole head, after ‘he tore his hair until it was bathed in blood’, once he had lost the thirty pieces of silver to his treacherous sister.20 And finally red was the colour of ostentatious wealth, the preserve of the newly rich.
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Judas betrays Jesus in Gethsemane from the early sixteenth-century Wüllersleben Triptych. Toledo Museum of Art, Gift of Edward Drummond Libbey (1923.3154A-B), Valentin Lendenstreich Wing of the Wüllersleben Triptych 1503 (detail)




There is more anti-capitalism in the Wüllersleben Triptych. Judas is clutching an outsized bag for the thirty coins, as if his very life depended upon it, even though it is smeared with blood. The evil of money is made plain.

These messages are, to modern eyes, subtly conveyed. You have to know the code to understand what is meant, and they could easily be missed, but they would have been much more instinctively understood in their own time. Catholicism was, in this age of illiteracy, a religion of signs and symbols, with a whole, well-known language of its own. 

In the high art of altarpieces, pulpit carvings and psalters, this coding was done in such a way as to form part of the whole, but in popular forms of piety, widely circulating at the time, crude depictions of ‘Judas the Jew’ as nothing more and nothing less than a greedy moneylender abounded. The Biblia Pauperum (‘Paupers’ Bible’) was intended for an audience of local priests and monks, who had only limited literacy, but sufficient to use these texts to preach and teach to congregations who could neither read nor write. Popular in the later medieval period, they covered the key passages of the Old and New Testaments with many more pictures than words. And the words that were included were in the vernacular. (In France, the equivalent was the Bible moralisée.) Sometimes they would integrate scriptural texts into the whole in cartoon-like bubbles coming out of the mouths of the main characters. 

These ‘picture bibles’ were originally hand-copied. From the 1430s, though, they were roughly printed on blocks, often in black and white, and so were able to reach a larger audience still. Many copies have survived in various libraries, where Judas can be seen with his ever-present bag of money, his hidden evil eye, and the same unmistakeable glint of greed about him as a villain in a comic book. As he receives the thirty pieces of silver from the Jewish chief priests, he is indistinguishable from them, his beard as long as theirs, full and luxuriant with elaborate curls. Jesus, by contrast, is either clean-shaven, or sports a very modest amount of facial hair. And sometimes Judas will even wear the pointed, conical hat, or pileus, of the Jewish high priests.


On public display

Freer and more vivid licence was employed in bringing Judas direct to the masses in miracle, mystery and passion plays, the great public spectacles of the medieval age all across Europe. The first would explore Jesus’ miracles through dramatic re-enactments; the second the story of his life; and the third focused just on his arrest, trial, death and resurrection. All had their origins as performances inside churches, where clerics staged them in an effort to bring the texts of the New Testament more fully alive for congregations by adding touches of theatre and music. As they grew in popularity, though, the drama and song element expanded and moved the plays away from a scrupulously faithful rendition of the gospels. Local communities would join forces, under the guidance of their priest, and take to stages in the public square with the aim not only of educating but also of entertaining. The mystery plays, in particular, were to become the preserve of bands of travelling players, who would criss-cross the countryside, drawing vast audiences with scripts that had enjoyed little ecclesiastical scrutiny. 

It was the passion plays that gave the most prominence to Judas, since many of those twenty-two gospel references fall in the build-up to Jesus’ death on the cross. Hyam Maccoby accuses them of the worst crimes against the Jews. ‘It was undoubtedly the passion plays’, he writes, ‘that contributed most to the development of the Judas-image and its potency as an instrument of anti-Semitic indoctrination.’21

The earliest passion plays came in the tenth century, when they would take place in churches alongside Holy Week and Easter services. A celebrated example was put on by the Benedictines of Saint Gall in Switzerland. The gospel would be read, augmented by music and short re-enactments. As it evolved, though, it became a spectacle in its own right. By the late thirteenth century, the Saint Gall Passion had Judas dying at the end of a rope and then flamboyantly using it to cascade down into hell. 

It was standard, as Maccoby suggests, for the passion plays to indulge in ever more extreme and incendiary depictions of Jews. The early sixteenth-century text of the Alsfeld Passion Play from central Germany, for example, adds the nasty twist that the thirty pieces of silver were not even silver. The Jewish chief priests are so untrustworthy that they trick Judas out of his already paltry reward with counterfeits.22 Later, in the same text, Jews are seen holding a council of war with Satan, ready to do his bidding. They are creatures of the devil, just like his earthly representative, Judas.

The mystery plays, too, routinely took all sorts of liberties with the authorised version of Judas. The travelling players who performed them had spotted in Judas a potential crowd-puller. Every inch the Jewish caricature with his long beard and yellow robes, he carried his money-bag as if it was an extra limb. Annette Weber describes in her essay, The Hanged Judas of Freiburg Cathedral, how the actor playing the traitorous apostle would don absurdly elaborate padding under his yellow robes, so as to include sheep’s intestines and even, on occasion, a live blackbird. At the moment of Judas’ death, the actor would release a strap in the padding and his insides would split open on stage, in a cascade of bloody goo, as the devil’s bird would fly out to gasps of astonishment from the audience.23

This absurd portrait of a bloated, poisoned Judas owed an obvious debt to Papias’ description of him. It might have been penned at the end of the second century, but his Expositions of the Sayings of the Lord – with its graphic, repulsive image of a pus- and worm-infested Judas ‘bursting asunder’ – remained in circulation throughout the late medieval period. From Papias, too, arose another popular medieval staple about Judas, namely that he had his own distinctive and unpleasant smell. It is seen, most graphically, in a fifteenth-century engraving of the Last Supper, by the Dutch master known only by his initials as IAM of Zwolle. In a chaotic scene round the table, Judas is clearly identified – as ever – by his money-bag, while the apostle sitting next to him is holding his nose to shut out the smell. He might as well be putting a peg on it.

On stage, and in life, that same ‘Judas odour’ was also attributed to the Jews. The foetor iudaicus was said only to disappear when a Jew converted to Christianity, thereby purging him or her of the stench of infestation by the devil (who was himself reputed to reek of sulphur). Because he could never escape hell, or receive God’s forgiveness, Judas’ pong was the most pungent of all. 

The medieval obsession with Judas’ bodily functions knew no limits, and no reason, as can be seen in the Church of Saint-Sébastien de Plampinet in Névache in the Hautes-Alpes area of southeast France. In a work dated to around 1530, a hanging Judas gives birth to an infant at precisely the moment he is dying, with a demon acting as midwife. The newborn is to be carried off, it is implied, to continue Judas’ treachery into the next generation. No matter that men don’t give birth to children. Or that dying by strangulation is incompatible with labour. The church’s disdain for science served it well when demonising the traitor.

The Saint-Sébastien de Plampinet Judas is, however, a model of restraint compared with another depiction to be found 100 miles away in La Brigue in the Alpes-Maritimes area, close to the Italian border. At the ancient French Catholic shrine of Notre-Dame des Fontaines, site of a spring where the allegedly miraculous powers of the water have been drawing in pilgrims since the twelfth century, a fresco cycle of the Passion was painted in primitive style in the 1490s by Giovanni Canavesio. His hanging Judas looks plain deranged, eyes flashing madly, half in fear, half in threat, his hair a spiky mop. As he breathes his last, a miniature adult – with a shadow of a beard – spills out of his open stomach, along with a stream of sweet-potato-like entrails. A golden-winged monkey/demon is on hand to catch the child. The total effect is startling, utterly revolting and utterly fascinating at the same time, when seen through twenty-first-century eyes. For an earlier generation of pilgrims who came here to honour their God and protector, it would not be easily forgotten.
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The ‘deranged’ Judas by Giovanni Canavesio from the shrine of Notre-Dame des Fontaines at La Brigue. (© De Agostini/Getty Images)


Bodily corruption

It was Papias, too, the original creator of the grotesque Judas, who first suggested Judas’ sexual depravity, highlighting his genitals as ‘more massive and repulsive than anyone else’s’. This description found its way into medieval church paintings as they sought to pin as many unpleasant characteristics onto the Jews as possible. Jerg Ratgeb’s Last Supper (1519), part of the celebrated Herrenberg Altarpiece, once in Stuttgart’s Stiftskirche but now in the city’s museum, has a predictably yellow-clad, red-haired, stereotypically Jewish Judas, but with an unusual addition – an all-too-visible erection poking through his robes. This indictment of blasphemous wantonness, when participating in the first Eucharist, is completed by the cards and dice that are falling from his grasp to the ground under the Last Supper table. He gambles while Jesus is offering the bread of life to future generations.
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Jerg Ratgeb’s sixteenth-century Last Supper, with its wanton Judas. (Staatsgalerie Stuttgart (Inv.Nr: 523 a-e), Jerg Ratgeb Herrenberger Alter 1519, (detail) photo © Staatsgalerie Stuttgart)



And this personification of Judas as a sexual predator – among the gravest of all sins according to traditional church teaching – was taken up with gusto in the mystery plays, where the actor playing the traitor would go for laughs as he displayed his elaborate codpiece. To his long list of negative accomplishments, Judas was now being made the scapegoat for sexual excess and sin.

Another physical detail much emphasised was Judas’ mouth. Here the original source might have been the sixth-century Arabic Infancy Gospel of the Saviour, also still in circulation. In it the child Judas bites his playmate Jesus, and so, in his medieval stage persona, Judas would often bare his terrible teeth, emit a blast of foul-smelling breath to complement his bodily odours, and noisily chomp rather than chew at the bread offered at the Last Supper, all the time smacking his lips. He was carnal and animalistic rather than spiritual. 

The overlap between the stage Judas and the Jewish stereotypes of the medieval age was matched by the extent to which the traitor among the twelve apostles also took on attributes ascribed to the devil himself, so powerful an ogre in the medieval imagination. It was a small step, for example, from the scaly skin often given to the devil to the rough, spotty skin routinely allocated to Judas. In his study of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century French passion plays, the American academic Jeffrey Kahn describes how some would feature demons on stage
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I found myself recently, as part of a newspaper assignment, travelling in a car with Jeffrey Archer, the peer, best-selling novelist and former British Conservative politician. He was once a great favourite of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who appointed him deputy chairman of her party, but he was subsequently jailed for perjury. We were going to visit a long-term prisoner he had befriended while behind bars. On the way home, the subject of Judas Iscariot came up. Archer had, in 2007, published his fictional The Gospel According to Judas. I confessed to being hard at work on a biography of Jesus’ betrayer. 

‘Let me give you a word of advice,’ he offered affably. ‘You won’t make any money out of it. I’d assumed that Judas’ name would sell books, but my book about him was the only one of mine that failed commercially.’ 

So I should start by thanking him for that guidance, which, probably foolishly, I have overlooked. It’s not that I don’t want this book to reach a wide audience. I do. But I believe the best chance of achieving that is to write about a subject that fascinates me and then convey why to readers. And Judas and I go back a long way. 

Our most sustained encounter was in the mid-1990s when I was researching The Devil: A Biography, later televised. They say that, for an author, one book leads naturally to the next, and in reading so much about Judas, so often seen in the medieval imagination as Satan’s tool, I knew then that I wanted one day to write about him. It has just taken me twenty years to get round to it. 

Another nudge in that same direction had come with an earlier encounter in 1993, oddly on a television set in Pinewood Studios, recreating the Last Supper for a British documentary fronted by the novelist, Howard Jacobson. It was called Sorry, Judas, and drew on Hyam Maccoby’s research into Judas’ role in fuelling anti-Semitism. I was sitting round a long table between the popular broadcaster Rabbi Lionel Blue and the religious historian, Karen Armstrong, munching grapes, breaking bread and sounding off. I’m not sure which of the twelve of us was meant to be Judas, but it was a hoot. 

The start of the long road that has finally produced this book, however, lies in my long-ago Catholic childhood. Judas was always the apostle who attracted me most. He was like us. The other eleven seemed unapproachable, too good by half, eminently suitable when I was looking for a confirmation patron saint, but not otherwise. Judas, though, sounded real. I’m not sure what that says about the youthful me, my guilty conscience, or the state of my developing faith. Nothing too damning, I can only assume, since I still try to practise it.

There have been many others attracted by Judas, some in recent times, despite our age routinely being defined as secular, sceptical and scientific. It’s another sign that something more profound, possibly spiritual (though it is a much misused word), is going on beneath the surface of declining church attendance figures and high-profile outbursts by militant atheists. The selection of writers, artists, theologians, theorists and polemicists I have explored in these pages reflects my own judgement as to who has either added to Judas’ biography, or who best illustrates changing opinions about him. Others may favour different texts or paintings or tracts to the ones I have mentioned. It is a mark of Judas’ continuing pull that there are so many to choose from. 

And, since the building blocks of any life of Judas are the gospels, I have, again selfishly, chosen a translation of the Bible that seems to me both to bring it alive in everyday language and remain true to the original. All quotations are from the New Jerusalem Bible, published by Darton, Longman & Todd in 1974. 
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