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In the Name of the Holy and Undivided Trinity.  When I wished to
make a city out of the village of Speyer, I Rudiger [...]bishop of
Speyer, thought that the glory of our town would be augmented a
thousandfold if I were to bring Jews.

[...]I have accorded them the free right of exchanging gold and
silver and of buying and selling everything they use [...] throughout

the city. 
—Bishop Rudiger of Speyer, Charter, 1084, from Robert Chazan,

Church, State, and Jew in the Middle Ages (New York: Behrman House, 1980)

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

F rom the 8th to the 15th centuries, during the era that later

observers would call the Middle Ages, new centers of civilization

and patterns of life evolved out of the ruins of the ancient world.

During these years, European civilization acquired some of the basic char-

acteristics that have lasted until our time.

Western civilization in this period was divided between the world of

Islam and the world of Christianity. Islam thrived in Spain and part of

southern Italy. Christianity held sway in England, France, Germany, Italy,

Eastern Europe, and, from the late 10th century, in reconquered Spain.

When the Muslims conquered the Iberian peninsula in 714, they

imported there the radiant Arab culture of Baghdad and other capitals of

the East. Islamic civilization in Spain reached its zenith in the 9th and

10th centuries, when the Muslim polity, the Caliphate of Cordoba,

declared its political independence. Iberian Jewry blossomed and enjoyed

what later came to be known as “the Golden Age of Spanish Jewry”—an

era marked by exten-

sive Jewish participa-

tion in public life and a

symbiosis of Arabic and

Jewish culture. This

golden age came to an

end when Spain’s

Umayyad rulers were

usurped by the repres-

sive North African

Almoravid dynasty.

During the 12th and

13th centuries, Spain

gradually returned to

Christian rule, as

Castile and Aragon,the

two preeminent Iberian

Christian states, led the Reconquista (Christian reconquest). Granada, the last

Muslim outpost in Spain, was finally conquered in 1492.

In the early Middle Ages, the sparsely populated territories of Northern

Europe were organized according to the feudal system, in which serfs

farmed the lands of lords in exchange for protection. The Church was an

integral part of daily life. By the 10th century, cities were beginning to grow

in size and importance. Merchants and artisans helped develop a new,

urban economy. Between the 12th and 14th centuries, Europe enjoyed

something of a cultural renaissance. Architectural advances enabled the

construction of magnificent cathedrals. An intellectual revolution took

place as universities were established and scholars, such as Thomas

Aquinas, sought to reconcile the teachings of Christianity with the princi-

ples of classical Greek philosophy.

Local rulers, seeking to promote commerce in the towns and cities,

invited Jewish merchants to settle in their principalities. Eventually, Jews

were viewed as economic competitors by the rising urban class. The

Church, worried that the Jews’ non-acceptance of Christianity would

encourage doubts about Christian doctrine, began preaching anti-Jewish

sermons. Jews became subject to persecution, which ranged from being

forced to wear special costumes and badges to being massacred (especial-

ly during the First Crusade and during the years of the Black Death).When

the state rulers consolidated their power and the Jews’ financial services

were deemed no longer necessary, the Jews were expelled from England,

parts of France and Germany, and Spain.

ACTIVITIES 

MAP

JEWISH POPULATION CENTERS IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

The map that appears on the Student Worksheet depicts the major cities

of Jewish settlement in medieval Europe. Have the students identify the

countries represented by the numbers. Correct answers are: 

(1) England  (2) France  (3) Spain  (4) Italy  (5) Germany

LEARNING ABOUT STEREOTYPES

In feudal society, Jews were excluded from many trades and crafts, and

from most kinds of agriculture. Increasingly, they were forced into the role

of moneylenders, an occupation despised by many Christians. In this activ-

ity, students use information from the program to discuss resentment

towards the Jews in the Middle Ages and the development of stereotypes.
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St. Basil attended by a Jewish physician,
Augsburg, 1487
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. After viewing the program, how would you say stereotypes about the 

Jews developed in Northern Europe during the Middle Ages? 

2. Using examples, explain where and how people learn to see things in 

terms of stereotypes.

3. How has stereotyping affected Jews? Other groups? What can you do to

help combat stereotyping?

4. Compare anti-Judaism in Spain to forms of racism, discrimination, and 

prejudice that exist in the United States today.

USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

SCHOOL CURRICULUM

For Jews, education has served as a force for internal cohesion and, at the

same time, has sometimes provided tools for successful integration into the

larger society. This document deals with a Jewish school curriculum from

medieval Muslim Spain. (See Student Worksheet.) By carefully examining it,

students will see one example of how a minority group was able to main-

tain its distinct cultural identity while living within a larger society.

Students are provided with excerpts from a curriculum for boys from the

highest stratum of Spanish-Jewish society. The curriculum emphasizes

scholarship in both traditional and secular fields of learning through the

study of religious law (Talmud and other sources), as well as through the

study of classical subjects (philosophy, logic, mathematics, and science).

Although curricula of this type were prevalent throughout Europe, the

stress on grammar and poetry was unique to Muslim Spain, reflecting the

great importance of these subjects in Muslim culture.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. How can a minority maintain its own cultural traditions within a dominant

culture? List some of these ways (e.g., music, oral history, language,

literature, dress, names) on the board and describe their use by various

ethnic groups.

2. Have students read the curriculum on their worksheet.Ask the following

questions and have students support their answers by using references

to the primary source:

a. What were the religious and secular subjects studied by the Jewish 

children?

b. How could study serve as a cohesive factor among the Jews? How 

did it keep religious tradition alive?

c. How did their education also prepare Jews to live within the larger 

Spanish society?

3. Give examples of how minority groups in this country have maintained

their unique cultures through education (e.g., Hebrew schools, Catholic

schools, Ukrainian church schools).

RESEARCH PROJECTS

• Jewish culture was shaped, in part, by its interaction with surrounding 

societies. In Muslim Spain, Jewish culture was influenced by Arabic 

poetry, philosophy, grammar, and lexicology. Explain why the 

influence was so strong and cite examples.

• Write a research report on one of the following Spanish Hebrew poets: 

Judah Halevi, Moses ibn Ezra, Solomon ibn Gabirol. Discuss examples of

the author’s poetry.

• Write a biography of Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides and discuss

his influence on the world at large.

• In 1890, a treasure trove of documents was found in a synagogue in 

Cairo, Egypt. The Cairo genizah (a depository for written material in 

Hebrew containing the word “God,” which, according to Jewish law,

cannot be destroyed) has revealed hitherto unknown facts about Jewish

life in the Middle Ages. Write a report on the “detective” work used by 

archaeologists and scholars to uncover the meaning of these artifacts.

• Research one aspect of the Ashkenazic Jewish culture that developed in

Northern Europe during the Middle Ages and show how it was shaped by

European cultural influences. Possible topics include the Yiddish 

language; customs associated with life-cycle events, such as bar 

mitzvahs and weddings; education; rabbinical scholarship; and common

Jewish occupations.

• Imagine that you are a Jew who has survived an attack by the Crusaders

in 1096. Write an imaginary diary entry recounting the circumstances of

the attack on your community. How did you survive (i.e., hid, fled, accepted

conversion, were wounded and left for dead)? What spiritual impact has

the ordeal had on you? What are your plans for the future?

• Do further research on the role of money lending in the medieval 

economy, focusing on one country (i.e., England, Italy, or France). Explore

some of the following questions: Why was money lending necessary for

the economy? How did it differ from modern banking? How did rulers 

exploit the institution for their own self-interest? 

• What was the motivation for the Spanish Inquisition? What methods 
did it use? How well did it achieve its aims? 
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PREVIEW QUESTIONS

Answer these questions as you watch The Crucible of Europe or as you

explore the accompanying multimedia presentations, historical documents,

and maps.

1. Describe the “Golden Age” in Spain. How did Jews and Muslims interact 

during this period? How did this situation develop?

2. Why were feudal lords in Northern Europe eager for Jews to settle in their

towns in the 10th and 11th centuries?

3. How did increased economic competition and anti-Jewish policies force 

more and more Jews into money lending?

4.Why do you think the call of Pope Urban II for the First Crusade led to hostility

against Jews living in Europe? Did he intend the attacks on Jews to occur?

MAP

JEWISH POPULATION CENTERS IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

This map of medieval Europe depicts what were at the time the major cen-

ters of European and Jewish civilization. On a separate sheet of paper, write

down the names of the countries represented by each number.

USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

Your teacher will help you understand the following documents.

SCHOOL CURRICULUM

This is a curriculum for Jewish boys, ages five to eighteen, in 12th-century

Spain:

• Reading and Writing: [ . . . ] The teacher will begin first with the script,

in order that the children may learn their letters [ . . . ] the use of 

which has been agreed upon by our ancestors. Then he is to teach 

them to write until their script is clear and can be read easily.

• Torah and Hebrew Grammar: Then he is to teach them [ . . . ] the Bible,

with an eye to the vocalization and modulation in order that they may

be able to pronounce the accents correctly [ . . . ] the children are 

then taught the inflections, declensions, and conjugations.

• Poetry: the teacher [ . . . ] should have them recite religious poems and 

whatever else of beauty is found in the different types of poetry.

• Talmud: At fifteen the age is reached for the study of Talmud [ . . . ]

when the Talmud [becomes] so much a part of them that there is 

hardly any chance of its being lost, and they are firmly entrenched 

in the Torah [ . . . ] then the teacher is to impart to them [ . . . ] the 

refutation of the errors of apostates and heretics [ . . . ]

• Logic: [ . . . ] Logic presents the rules which keep the mental powers 

in order, and lead man on the path of clarity and truth [ . . . ]

•Mathematics: [ . . . ] Beginning with arithmetic or geometry [ . . . ] then optics.

• Astronomy: [ . . . ] First, astrology, that is, the science wherein the stars 

point to future events [ . . . ] like the interpretation of dreams, fortune-

telling and similar arts. This science, however, is forbidden by God.

• Music: [ . . . ] how melodies are linked together, and what condition is 

required to make the influence of music most pervasive and effective.

• Medicine: [ . . . ] The art which keeps the human constitution in its 

normal condition, and which brings it back to its proper condition [ . . . ]

Reprinted with permission of UAHC Press, 633 Third Ave., New York, NY 10017; 
uahcpress.com. All rights reserved.
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