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1 My thanks to Clifford Ando, David Cantor-Echols, Sara Lipton, Consuelo Tovar 
Larrucea, and Sofía Torallas Tovar for their generous counsel on councilors ancient and 
medieval. Readers looking for a fuller treatment of the office may turn to François Foronda’s 
“La privanza dans la Castille du bas Moyen Age. Cadres conceptuels et stratégies de legiti-
mation d’un lien de proximité,” Annexes des Cahiers de linguistique et de civilisation hispan-
iques médiévales 16 (2004): 153–97.

CHAPTER ONE

CHRISTIAN LOVE, JEWISH “PRIVACY,” AND MEDIEVAL KINGSHIP

David Nirenberg

The teachings and writings of William Chester Jordan have touched many 
fields, among them the histories of medieval governance and of medieval 
Judaism. Indeed he himself has done a great deal to bring those two fields 
together: to teach us, that is, that governance in medieval Christian Europe 
was often thought of in terms of Judaism, and that Judaism was also a key 
term of Christian politics. Since sensitivity to that interplay is one of the 
many intellectual gifts he gives his students, an offering of its fruits can 
serve as synecdoche for all the others. In this vein, I propose here to explore 
the relationship between medieval representations of courtiers as hypo-
critical “Jews” and the reality of Jews in medieval courts by focusing on the 
Jewish associations that stalk one Spanish word and the office it came to 
designate. The word is privado, and the office that of administrative confi-
dante, close counselor, intimate minister (compare the English political 
pleonasm “privy secretary”).1

The word itself awakens curiosity, since it was not an innocent entrant 
into medieval political vocabulary. Before it was Spanish (or English) it 
was Latin, privatus, and in that language it had a checkered constitutional 
past. To Romans in the Republic it designated more or less the opposite of 
the political: an individual without magisterial power. As Cicero has it in 
De inventione I.25, “Concerning the fortune of an individual we ask: 
whether slave or free, poor or rich, privatus or with public power (potes-
tate)….” This sense was transmitted by Isidore of Seville in his Etymologies: 
“privatii are foreign to public offices. The name is the opposite of that given 
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2 Cicero, De Inventione, De optimo genere oratorum, Topica (Cambridge, MA, 1949), p. 72 
(my translation). Isidore, Etymologiarum sive originum, ed. W.M. Lindsay (Oxford, 1911), 
9.4.30, “Privati sunt extranei ab officiis publicis. Est enim nomen magistratum habenti con-
trarium, et dicti privati quod sint ab officiis curiae absoluti.” This passage will be cited in 
the definition of Alfonso de Palencia in his Universal vocabulario en latín y en romance 
(Reproducción facsimilar de la edición de Sevilla, 1490), vol. 2 (Madrid, 1967), fol. 384r.

3 Livy’s Ab urbe condita gives many instances of private exercise of public power, some-
times by usurpation, sometimes through legal fictions. For Livy’s Iberian examples, see  
T. Corey Brennan, The Praetorship in the Roman Republic (Oxford, 2000), p. 154. Cicero 
mocks one such legal fiction in Contra rullum 2.29.

4 For the shifting shape of the term in Cicero’s writings see Jean Beranger, “L’Accession 
d’Auguste et l’idéologie de ‘Privatus’,” in idem, Principatus (Geneva, 1973), pp. 243–58.

5 See, e.g., Aristotle, Politics, 1279b.
6 Pacatus, Pan. Lat., 12.12.5 (“Quid tua intererat te principem fieri, qui futurus eras  

in imperatore privatus?”) in Panégyriques Latines, ed. E. Galletier (Paris, 1955), vol. 3,  
pp. 48–52. “Incarnation of the state”: Jean Beranger, “Le privatus dans l’Histoire Auguste et 
dans la tradition historique,” in Bonner Historia-Augusta-Colloquium (1982/83): 21–55, here 
p. 24. I have relied extensively on Beranger’s two studies.

to those who hold magistracy. And they are so called because they are 
released from the offices of the curia.”2

But as with so many key terms of political vocabulary, the matter is not 
so simple. In the Roman Republic privatus also designated one invested 
with—or usurping—magisterial power without formal election.3 In this 
sense the word always carried the potential charge of illegitimacy: a charge 
that Republican political writers like Cicero often exploited in order to 
condemn those they saw as usurping the power to command, but also 
sometimes—as in Cicero’s attempts to justify Augustus’s ascension from 
private citizen to public power—struggled to contain.4

As Augustus’s example suggests, the emperor was not exempt from the 
word’s suggestion of political illegitimacy. Yet the term came to designate 
the emperor, not as quasi-sacred incarnation of the state, but in his person 
as private citizen. When Pacatus called Theodosius privatus in a panegyric 
of 389 ce, it was a compliment. There is a potential for paradox here, espe-
cially if we remember that in Hellenistic political thought the line between 
private and public benefit delimited the difference between tyrant and 
legitimate ruler.5 In the Roman Empire that line and that difference were 
also marked in administrative structures and vocabulary. The Aerarium 
privatum (or fiscus privatus), as opposed to the aerarium publicum, came 
to designate the exchequer and officers of the emperor as private figures as 
opposed to the public treasury and its agents. The term res privata emerged 
in administrative practice circa 200 ce to refer to the emperor’s personal 
property. By the fourth century we find officials with titles like comes rei 
privatae, magister rei privatae, and privatianus.6
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7 Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology 
(Princeton, 1957), p. 173.

8 F.W. Maitland and F. Pollock, History of English Law before the Time of Edward I, 2 vols. 
(Cambridge, 1952), 1: 472–3.

Medieval thinkers inherited fragments of this complex legal legacy, 
interpreted those fragments in new ways, and applied them to their con-
texts and projects. One such project, famously explored by Ernst 
Kantorowicz, was the articulation of a difference (and a relationship) 
between the king’s private and mortal body, and his immortal person as 
hypostatization of justice and the public good. In some of Kantorowicz’s 
examples we can see ancient fiscal distinctions doing new kinds of work, 
as when Henry of Bracton writes that “A thing quasi sacred is a thing fiscal, 
which cannot be given away or sold or transferred upon another person by 
the Prince…; those things make the Crown what it is, and they regard to 
common utility such as peace and justice.”7

But the differences and interrelations between the prince’s private and 
public “bodies”—whether physical or fiscal—were anything but clear in 
Bracton’s thirteenth century, creating fertile ground for controversy over 
the proper powers of princes, powers that were themselves constantly 
changing. That controversy sometimes focused on the status of the Jews 
and the prince’s relationship to them. Kantorowicz might have noted that 
for Bracton, as for earlier lawyers in the reigns of King John or Henry I, the 
Jews were the supreme example of a res privata: “The Jew can truly not 
have any property of his own, for whatever he acquires is not acquired by 
him but by the king, for the Jew does not live for himself but for another, 
and thus the other acquires, and not the Jew himself.”8

How do the king’s Jewish “private things” relate to the common good 
and the res publica? This became a conflictual question in England, con-
tributing to two great baronial rebellions (against John I and Henry III) 
and leaving its traces in foundational “constitutional” documents such as 
the Magna Carta. The question was pan-European, but my focus here is on 
the dense political vocabulary of the private in Castile. My claim will be 
that, in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Castile (as elsewhere in medi-
eval Europe), basic tensions between the private and the public; between 
self-interest and the common good, tyranny and legitimate rule; between 
a politics oriented toward the appetites of mortal flesh and a politics  
oriented toward salvation and the soul; all these were enacted and  
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  9 Lucas of Tuy uses it in his Chronicon mundi, ed. E. Falque Rey, CCCM 74 (Turnhout, 
2002) lib.1, par. 115, p. 104. But Lucas wrote when the word was already in Spanish usage. For 
an earlier English example see John of Salisbury, Policraticus, ed. K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, 
CCCM 118 (Turnhout, 1993), IV.8.

10 Sendebar, ed. María Jesús Lacarra (Madrid, 1989), p. 75; Bernard Darbord, “Le conseil 
donné au roi dans le Sendebar (1253): étude de sémantique et de pragmatique,” e-Spania 
[on line], December 2011, http://e-spania.revues.org/20607.

11 Juan Manuel’s Conde Lucanor, e.g. Tale 1. For Sancho IV see below.
12 Libro de Alexandre, ed. Jesús Cañas (Madrid, 1988), pp. 215, 548. The word is also 

applied to biblical courts. Daniel governs Babylonia as Nebuchadnezzar’s “privado” in  
La Fazienda de Ultra Mar. Biblia Romanceada et Itinéraire Biblique en prose castillane du 
XII-ème siècle, ed. Moshé Lazar (Salamanca, 1965), pp. 175–6. Joseph is Pharaoh’s privado  
in Alfonso X’s General estoria, ed. Pedro Sánchez Prieto-Borja (Alcalá de Henares, 2002), 
Ch. 7.

represented by associating the privado with Judaism, or to put it in an 
explicitly Pauline Christian vocabulary (see Galatians 2.14), by “Judaizing” 
the privado.

The Latin word privatus in our sense is rare in twelfth- and thirteenth-
century texts from the region.9 But in the first half of the latter century—
more or less contemporaneous with Bracton—the words privado and 
privança emerge suddenly into full view. They stand at the center of the 
prose translation projects undertaken by the sons of King Fernando III, 
the future Alfonso X and Prince Fadrique, who competed in translating 
Arabic wisdom literature about counsel and councilors. This project pro-
duced the Calila e Dimna (at the behest of Alfonso in 1251); Barlaam e 
Josafat; and (at the request of the Prince Fadrique in 1253) Sendebar. The 
last instructed and entertained with a tale in which, on seven successive 
nights, a wicked queen and seven privados offer the king competing coun-
sel about whether or not to kill his son and heir (compare, from the 1001 
Nights, “The story of the Seven Viziers”).10 Fernando’s grandsons, Don Juan 
Manuel and Sancho IV, went further, writing (or commissioning) their 
own handbooks about privados and their problems.11

As for Castilian poetry, its very origins are peopled with privados. The 
anonymous author of the Libro de Alexandre, for example, portrays Paris 
abusing Agamemnon’s privança in order to steal Helen away to Troy. The 
Mycenaean court is here portrayed as a medieval one, with its privados, its 
pleitos (suits), and its love-magic. Alexander’s own court is no different. 
There too, the privado is a figure of both trust and treason. Even the trees 
in the poem understand the logic, for the poet has one prophecy to the 
conquering king: “You will be killed by traitors, you will die poisoned 
(apoçonado)… He who has the poison plants is very much your privado.”12
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13 Gonzalo de Berceo, Milagros de Nuestra Señora, ed. A.G. Solalinde (Madrid, 1978), 
Milagro 25, 791b. For another tale about the “envy” occasioned in privados by changes in 
favor see Calila e Dimna, ed. Juan Manuel Cacho Blecua and María Jesús Lacarra (Madrid, 
1993), p. 137.

14 The attractions of Islam could also be (but rarely were) represented in these terms. 
Circa 1400 Alfonso Alvarez de Villasandino attacked Garci Ferrandes de Jerena, claiming 
that by his apostacy the convert gained beards, husbands, and “priuança do demo mayor.” 
See the Cancionero de Juan Alfonso de Baena, ed. Brian Dutton and Joaquín González 
Cuenca (Madrid, 1993), poem 107, lines 9–16, at p. 98.

Poison, treason, hypocrisy: these are the antitheses of the ideals of 
frankness, loyalty, and love. We find a different articulation of this ambiva-
lence in another of the earliest Castilian examples, Gonzalo de Berceo’s 
“Miracles of our Lady.” Miracle XXV tells the story of a bishop’s privado 
named Teófilo, who ran things so smoothly that no business interrupted 
the pontiff ’s prayers. Upon the bishop’s death Teófilo refused the miter  
out of humility, but the new bishop appointed “another vicar in the admin-
istracion” (762d), one who gained even more power than Teófilo and 
attracted more of the peoples’ petitions (pleitos). Enraged, Teófilo turned 
for help to a Jew, a “wicked councilor” to whom people flocked like pigs to 
the trough with their questions and suits. The Jew introduced him to the 
devil, and Teófilo signed a contract offering Satan his soul so that he could 
once again enjoy the bishop’s “amor e gran privança” (as well as many  
payments from the populace). Later repenting, he petitioned the Virgin  
to intercede with her Son, who descended to hell and recovered the 
contract.13

The Theophilus legend is ancient, but spread through Western Europe 
only in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries: a chronological 
coincidence perhaps due to the ways in which the story resonated with 
the period’s new administrative practices, both clerical and lay. The dis-
tinction between the two is not so important: Teófilo is an ecclesiastical 
administrator, but thirst for worldly power brings him low. Retelling the 
story a generation after Berceo, the compilers of King Alfonso X’s Cantigas 
de Santa María visualized that thirst through a Satanic court with all the 
trappings of earthly kingship, a court in which the beckoning Jew repre-
sents the perils of carnal politics.14

This association of political mediation with Judaism was not restricted 
to Iberia. In a Parisian moralized Bible from ca. 1225, for example, we read 
of “flattering” courtiers (losengiers) who “counsel kings and princes to do 
ill with their power.” The roundel illuminating the commentary portrays a 
money-man with his counting board and a number of figures whispering 
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15 Österreichiche Nationalbibliothek [hereafter ÖNB] Ms. 2554, 19b; ÖNB Ms. 1179, 65c. 
My thanks again to Sara Lipton. Calila e Dimna (p. 169) uses the same word to refer to flat-
tering councilors: loçania.

into the ear of the king, none of them characterized as Jews. But the com-
panion roundel makes the analogy clear, depicting their Jewish counter-
parts in the court of the Antichrist. Another moralized Bible from the 
same time and region skips analogy and directly illuminates its complaint 
that “lying Jews and usurers [or: Jewish usurers] tell princes and prelates 
that they are better than they are.” In subsequent illuminations, Jews and 
princes march together toward Hell.15 Such stories and images, and many 
others, put the devil, princes, Jews, and political councilors in close prox-
imity within the medieval political imagination. The Catalan canon law-
yer Ramon Martí summarized the idea circa 1275:

Fig. 1.1. Teófilo in Satan’s court.
Source: Escorial Ms. T. I, fol. 3r, detail. Image by kind permission of Edilán-Ars Libris.
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16 Ramon Martí, Pugio fidei adversus mauros et judaeos (1687, repr. Farnborough, 1967), 
vol. 2, pp. 24–7, trans. in Jeremy Cohen, Living Letters of the Law: Ideas of the Jew in Medieval 
Christianity (Berkeley, 1999), pp. 348–9.

17 “Deviant politics and Jewish Love: Alfonso VIII and the Jewess of Toledo,” Jewish 
History 21 (2007): 15–41.

18 The first quote is my translation of an excerpt of the Crónica from James Castañeda, 
A Critical Edition of Lope de Vega’s Las paces de los reyes y judía de Toledo (Chapel Hill, 
1962), p. 18. The second is from Castigos e documentos para bien vivir, ed. Agapito Rey 
(Bloomington, 1952), p. 133. On the debate over dating the Castigos, see F. Gutiérrez Baños, 
Las empresas artísticas de Sancho IV el Bravo (Burgos, 1997), pp. 205–6.

What do you think the devil can accomplish through the Jews, who are so 
numerous, almost all educated and most adept at trickery, so well endowed 
with the good life and the usuries allowed them by Christians, so loved by 
our princes on account of the services they provide and the flatteries they 
spew forth, so scattered and dispersed throughout the world, so secretive  
in their deceptions that they display a remarkable appearance of being 
truthful?16

In this accumulation of examples, mapping of the dangers of counsel and 
administrative mediation onto figures of Judaism cannot be explained 
simply in terms of the reality of Jewish political influence. Berceo’s privado 
is not a Jew, nor are the councilors of the Bible moralisée. Their political 
activity is threatened by Judaism and they as political actors are Judaized, 
but they are not “real” Jews. Yet of course we know that, in Iberia espe-
cially, there were living, breathing Jews in royal employ, a few of whom are 
even referred to in our sources as privados. What then is the relationship 
between the representation of courtiers as hypocritical “Jews” and the 
reality of Jews in courts?

The two are in fact very difficult to separate, as I tried to illustrate in an 
article about a story first told in a political advice book compiled for King 
Sancho IV in 1292–3.17 That story told of a long love affair between King 
Alfonso VIII and an anonymous Jewess of Toledo. According to the later 
retelling of the Crónica de Castilla, the affair ended only when the nobles 
of the realm “entered to where the king was, pretending that they wished 
to speak to him. And after all had gone in before the king, while some 
spoke to him the others entered to where the Jewess was and … they cut 
her throat and did the same to the others who were with her.” Because of 
Alfonso’s love for the Jewess, “God punished and beat him in the battle of 
Alarcos (1195), in which he was defeated and fled, and it went badly for 
him and for all the subjects of his realms ….”18

This story is not a recuperation of historical fact about a Jewess  
in Alfonso’s twelfth-century court, but an exemplary representation of 
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19 Sancho’s Castigos do so at p. 201. Don Juan Manuel gives similar advice in the Libro de 
los Estados, ed. R.B. Tate and I.R. Macpherson (Oxford, 1974), ch. 95, p. 199.

20 The Poridat de las poridades (“secret of secrets,” or even “private of privates”) sug-
gested ca. 1250 that princes should be fickle: “it is not recommendable that the privado be 
secure, nor that the non-privado have no hope.” See Libro de los buenos proverbios que dije-
ron los filósofos y sabios antiguos, ed. Harlan Sturm (Lexington, 1970), pp. 81–2.

21 Three enemies: Castigos, p. 35. Sometimes both: Castigos, p. 127: “Otrosi non deues en 
afazimiento llegar el tu rostro a la cara de la judia, que es de aquella generaçion de los que 
escupieron a Jesu Cristo, tu sennor, en la faz.”

22 Berceo characterizes Mary as “consejo e madrina” (816b) of sinners, giving “consejo 
derecho” (833b). Teófilo’s prayers are “peticiones” and “pleitos” (824a, 823c, 832b). Mary is 
his “procurador” (842).

thirteenth- and fourteenth-century political practices and their dangers. 
The dangers are those of love: amor and privança form a formulaic pair not 
only in Berceo’s Teófilo, but in much of the period’s wisdom literature, 
which often advised love and intimacy as the prerequisite for privados.19 
Privança is an intimate relation in which the love is meant to guarantee 
the politics. But love too has its dangers. In Berceo, the danger was jeal-
ousy and envy: the bishop’s love of another “converted Abel into Cain.”20 
The Castigos are pointing to a deeper danger, the danger that love too is 
ambivalent, that it can seduce in the direction of the world as well as that 
of the spirit, and cannot therefore provide sufficient guarantee of truly 
Christian politics.

King Sancho’s ghostwriters understood the danger. The enemies of 
good Christian kingship, they explained, are the temptations of the devil, 
the world, and the flesh. Over and over they tried to give these dangers a 
recognizable and rejectable face, representing them in terms of the attrac-
tions of women, of Jews, and sometimes of the two combined: “you should 
not in intimacy bring your face close to that of the Jewess, for she is of the 
lineage of those who spat in the face of Jesus Christ, your Lord.”21

Already in Berceo, this political theology suspends both kings and 
privados like a compass needle between two exemplary poles: that of a 
Satanic court with Jewish councilors brokering illegitimate worldly power, 
and that of Christ’s kingdom, with Mary as “procurator” and giver of 
“straight council.”22 A century later another poet, Juan Ruiz, exploited this 
parallel between earthly and heavenly privados when he explained,  
perhaps with tongue in cheek, that God’s ability to reward prayer with 
miracle (the suspension of laws of nature) is just like the king’s ability to 
pardon traitors through the special pleading of privados. Yet another cen-
tury later, in the 1450s, the theologian Alonso de Cartagena (doubtless 
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23 Juan Ruiz, Libro de Buen Amor, stanzas 140–50. Alfonso de Cartagena, El Oracional, 
ed. Silvia González-Quevedo Alonso (Valencia, 1983), pp. 186–7.

24 “Onde dice sant Crisóstomo: ‘Cualquier que deseare en la tierra ser privado, será con-
fondido en el cielo, nin será contado entre los siervos de Jesucristo el que peleare por ser 
privado en la tierra…’.” See Benedict XIII, Libro de las Consolaciones de la vida humana, ed. 
Juan B. Simo Castillo (Castellón, 1988), p. 92; See Alfonso’s Vida de San Isidoro, ed. Manuel 
Ambrosio Sánchez (Salamanca, 1999), pp. 79–80. For Martín Pérez’ confession manual see 
Libro de las confesiones. Una radiografía de la sociedad medieval española. Edición crítica, 
introducción y notas, ed. António García y García (Madrid, 2002), pp. 463–5: “a ellos son 
tales amigos commo fue Judas e Satanas a Jesuchristo.”

25 Libro del cavallero Cifar, Ch. XVI. The book has advice for privados as well: see, e.g.,  
ch. VI.

more earnestly) used the example of royal privados as a metaphor for the 
intercessionary role of saints in Christian prayer.23

The parallel was problematic, insofar as worldly political mediation is, 
from the Augustinian-inflected point of view of many of these same think-
ers, always in some sense illegitimate, suspected of misplaced attention on 
worldly power, of storing treasure on earth rather than in heaven. Alfonso 
Martínez de Toledo (in 1444) and (anti-)Pope Benedict XIII (in 1417)  
both made the point by citing word-for-word the same authority: “As  
St. Chrysostom says, whoever wishes to be a privado on earth will be con-
founded in heaven, nor will anyone who fights to be a privado on earth be 
counted among the servants of Jesus Christ.” The worry was shared by con-
fessors. In his manual from 1316, for example, Martín Pérez dedicated a 
chapter to the penancing of privados, who were to be carefully examined 
on account of their “Satanic pride” (sobervia de Satanas) and their flattery, 
because of which they offer their lords “the same sort of friendship that 
Judas and Satan gave Jesus.”24

Can the political mediations of earthly courts be purified of this ambiv-
alence and oriented heavenward? Like many other advocates for mon-
archs, Sancho’s ghostwriters answered this fundamental question of 
Christian politics with an emphatic yes, and they did so in part by project-
ing the negative aspects of political mediation onto figures of Judaism. To 
that end there were many—including parliaments, prelates, popes, and 
even princes (like Sancho) themselves—who called for Jews to be barred 
from positions of political mediation. Even chivalric literature could pause 
its adventure stories long enough to advise that “lords should not … put in 
power the pharisaic Jews, who are very subtle in all evil,” “nor take counsel 
from them,” for they have a “natural enmity” toward all Christians.25

In Sancho’s own morality tale, the murder of Alfonso’s Jewess by the 
nobles of the realm represented the successful purging of Judaism from 
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26 “Jewish councilor” in Gutierre Díaz de Games, El Victorial, ed. Rafael Beltran Llavador 
(Salamanca, 1997), pp. 276–7. Díaz de Games is defending the importance of knights over 
courtiers. Elsewhere he writes ominously that the good knight should not become a 
privado because “en los privados hay algunas maneras apartadas e cosas que non son de 
ofiçio de calvallería” (p. 352).

27 Lack of evidence makes the proportionality of the role played by Jewish administra-
tors a matter of irresolvable debate, but to my mind it has been much exaggerated. See 
M.A. Ladero Quesada, Fiscalidad y poder real en Castilla (1252–1369) (Madrid, 1993), and  
F.J. Hernández, Las rentas del rey. Sociedad y fisco en el reino castellano en el siglo XIII, 2 vols. 
(Madrid, 1993). Some see the role of Jews expanding in the reigns of Alfonso XI and Pedro 
I. Maurice Kriegel, Les Juifs à la fin du Moyen Age dans l’europe mediterranéenne (Paris, 
1979), associates the use of Jews by these monarchs with “l’état de finance’ moderne”  
(pp. 59–69).

28 For Lope see J.- M. Nieto Soria, Sancho IV, 1284–1295 (Palencia, 1994), pp. 83–98.  
The Cortes of 1288 complained about Jews in Lope’s administration: Cortes de los antiguos 
reinos de León y de Castilla, vol. 1 (Madrid, 1861), pp. 99–106. Juan de Haro pursued an anti-
Jewish administrative policy, Alvaro Núñez the opposite. In 1329 the Cortes requested 

the Christian court. As a figure she was something of a biblicizing extreme, 
more evocative of the world of Esther and Proverbs than of a late medieval 
court. Perhaps that is why other writers preferred to attribute Alfonso 
VIII’s defeat at Alarcos to the more familiar figure of a “Jewish councilor” 
whose advice had alienated the nobility from the king. But all of these 
writers and many other writers shared the goal of Christianizing politics 
by distancing it from Judaism.26

We know that despite their literary executions and exiles, Jews remained 
employed (to greater or lesser extents) in aspects of royal service until 
their actual expulsion from Spain in 1492. Again we struggle with the ques-
tion of “reality.” To what degree were these efforts at purging Jews from 
privança the result of real Jewish privados, and to what extent were they 
generated by an inescapable structural ambivalence of the office within 
Christian discourses about worldly politics that stigmatized the yearning 
for material wealth and power as “Jewish”? The two phenomena cannot be 
fully separated. But it is clear that the “Jewishness” of privança was not 
necessarily the result of a privado’s religion, and that insofar as anxieties 
about “Jewish power” were produced by ambivalences within Christian 
political thought, they need not correspond to the real.27

Those anxieties produced the assassination of Alfonso VIII’s beloved, 
but often the throats cut were not Jewish. In 1288 Sancho’s own favorite, 
Lope Díaz de Haro, was stabbed to death in court. In 1326 it was Juan de 
Haro who lay dead at the feet of Alfonso XI. His successor, Alvar Núñez 
Osorio, was murdered on the occasion of the same king’s marriage in 1329, 
his body burned.28 Leaping to the end of our period, the privança of Alvaro 
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that Alfonso XI not include Jews in the royal household or grant them “priuanças”:  
Cortes, pp. 415–6. For Alfonso XI I am indebted to the work (forthcoming) of David 
Cantor-Echols.

29 On Luna as Jew-lover and sodomite see Ben-Zion Netanyahu, The Origins of the 
Inquisition in Fifteenth Century Spain (New York, 1995), pp. 236 and following; Greg 
Hutcheson, “Desperately Seeking Sodom: Queerness in the Chronicles of Alvaro de Luna,” 
in Queer Iberia: Sexualities, Cultures, and Crossings from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, 
ed. Josiah Blackmore and Gregory S. Hutcheson (Durhan, 1999), pp. 222–49. Unfriendly 
chronicler: Alfonso de Palencia, Gesta Hispaniensia, ed. B. Tate and J. Lawrence (Madrid, 
1998), I.1, pp. 3–4. On Enrique IV see L. Suárez Fernandez, Enrique IV de Castilla: la difam-
ación como arma politica (Barcelona, 2001); and Barbara Weissberger, “‘¡A tierra puto!’ 
Alfonso de Palencia’s Discourse of Effeminacy,” in Blackmore, Queer Iberia, pp. 291–324. On 
Pacheco’s survival see Fernando del Pulgar, Claros Varones de Castilla, ed. Robert Brian Tate 
(Oxford, 1971), pp. 29–33.

30 “Libro de Poemas” o “Rimado de Palacio”, ed. M. García, 2 vols. (Madrid, 1978), espe-
cially strophes 234–97, 422–534.

31 For historians see Diego Rodríguez de Almela, who wrote of “la gran priuanca que en 
aquel tiempo tenian los judíos” in Valerio de las historias eclesiásticas y de España (Murcia, 
1487), fol. 20v. For poets, see M. Ciceri, “Las Coplas del Provincial,” Cultura Neolatina 35 
(1975): 39–210; J. Rodríguez Puértolas, ed., Poesía de protesta en la Edad Media castellana 
(Madrid, 1968).

de Luna under Juan II (r. 1405–1454) was denounced as Judaizing and the 
king’s affection for him portrayed as unnatural. Luna lost his head in 1453, 
but not before (according to an unfriendly chronicler) teaching sodomy  
to his protégée Juan Pacheco, who in turn seduced Juan’s son Henry IV  
(r. 1454–74) and became his privado. Accusations of sodomy and Judaizing 
swirled about Henry and Pacheco as well: the fact that the latter died a 
natural death struck at least one chronicler as the most remarkable aspect 
of his career.29 These privados were all in some sense transformed into 
Alfonso’s Jewess, sexualized and Judaized figures of corrupt political love.

The endurance of these Jewish figures for political power is remarkable. 
At the beginning of the fifteenth century Pero López de Ayala’s Rimado de 
Palacio portrayed the Castilian court as a hotbed of intrigue for royal affec-
tion. For López de Ayala, as for Gonzalo de Berceo, it was a Jew who lurked 
near the court waiting with honeyed words to mislead the proper love of 
king and councilor into a carnal and corrupt privança.30 By the end of the 
fifteenth century there were historians who treated Jewish privança as a 
thing of the past, but the figure had not lost its utility. Poets like the anony-
mous author of the “Coplas del Provincial” continued to treat sodomite 
and Jew as standard terms of protest, aimed at magnates and high clergy 
alike.31 And it was in the seventeenth century, under the pressure of Lope 
de Vega’s pen, that “The Jewess of Toledo” took on her most famous form 
as a representation of political love in the Castilian court.
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32 Francisco Prado-Vilar explores how representations of Jews in the Cantigas helped 
Alfonso make this claim in “Iudeus sacer: Life, Law, and Identity in the ‘State of Exception’ 
called ‘Marian Miracle’,” in Judaism and Christian Art: Aesthetic Anxieties from the 
Catacombs to Colonialism, ed. Herbert L. Kessler and David Nirenberg (Philadelphia, 2011), 
pp. 115–42.

33 Peter Linehan, “The Spanish Church Revisited: The Episcopal gravamina of 1279,” in 
Authority and Power: Studies on Medieval Law and Government Presented to Walter Ullmann 
on his Seventieth Birthday, ed. B. Tierney and P. Linehan (Cambridge, 1980), pp. 127–47 at 137 
and 146. On Alfonso’s Jewish administrators and the controversy over Isaac/Çag see Yitzhak 
Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain, 2 vols., trans. Louis Schoffman (Philadelphia, 
1992), 1, pp. 120–37; J.-M. Nieto Soria, “Los judíos de Toledo en sus relaciones financieras con 
la monarquía y la Iglesia (1252–1312),” Sefarad 41 (1981): 301–19; and 42 (1982): 79–102.

As this long life itself suggests, projection did not succeed in protecting 
the love of kings and their councilors from the “Jewishness” that threat-
ened it. Perhaps the best example of this is the career of Alfonso X, in 
whose reign the concept of privado took on its form. Alfonso was well 
aware of the need to choose intimates of high character (Siete Partidas 
III.21.2). He knew the story of Teófilo, which he included in his Cantigas de 
Santa María, a work intended above all to present his court as one mod-
eled on the heavenly kingdom, and himself as Christian sovereign.32 But 
those who resisted his rule represented him differently. Those backing the 
aristocratic uprisings of 1270–1275 complained of royal taxes and of Jewish 
tax collectors. In 1276, after the suppression of the rebellion, Alfonso once 
more assigned important roles in his financial administration to Jews like 
Isaac ibn Zadok (aka Çag de la Maleha), and in 1279 a council of the king-
dom’s bishops repeated the claim that “Jews are put above Christians in 
offices … from which stem many evils, the worst being that the Christians 
are subject to them and are corrupted by their customs and evil habits.” 
Rebellion broke out again, this time led by Alfonso’s own son Sancho, later 
the sponsor of our Castigos. Alfonso ordered the imprisonment of Jewish 
tax farmers, and the hanging of Isaac/Çag. Nevertheless he died in the 
midst of the rebellions, represented by his enemies “as a barely Christian 
tyrant manipulated by Jewish counselors.”33

Alfonso’s Cantiga 235 represents things differently. The dying Alfonso is 
Jesus betrayed. But “the Son of God granted him great vengeance on those 
who were His enemies,” consigning them all to eternal fire, while Alfonso 
is resurrected into eternal life “on the happy day of Easter” by the Virgin, 
who cradles him in her arms just as she had cradled her Son, “who… 
bestows his mercy and grace amidst the perils of the world.” In Alfonso’s 
versified world the king is a figure of Christ, while his critics are placed 
among the murderous Jews.
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34 Floresta de philósophos, ed. R. Foulché-Delbosc, Revue Hispanique 11 (1904): 5–154, 
here p. 110: “El seso del Rey, deve ser su privado, ca quando bive de seso prestado, el que se 
lo presta rreyna.” Compare Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, ch. 23. I do not think it has been 
sufficiently noted that Machiavelli’s chapters on council and councilors (21–23) derive 
heavily from the medieval advice traditions discussed above.

35 William Chester Jordan has explored this later Shakespearean terrain as well, in 
“Approaches to the Court Scene in the Bond Story: Equity and Mercy or Reason and 
Nature,” Shakespeare Quarterly 33 (1982): 49–59.

Of course the Jewishness of Alfonso’s critics was no more “real” than his 
own. Both are the product of a political theology that understands the 
“perils of the world,” that is, the spiritually murderous attractions of the 
letter and the flesh, in terms of Judaism, false love, and pharisaic hypoc-
risy. Insofar as human politics always takes place within that perilous 
world, every politician can be charged with Judaism. It is the utility of that 
potential that produced the many figures of Judaism that peopled medi-
eval politics, including the figure of the Jewish privado.

The problem did not end with the Middle Ages. There were some  
who dreamed of doing away with loving delegation altogether. In the 
words of an aphorism repeated circa 1430, “the king’s own brain must be 
his privado, for when he lives from a borrowed brain, it is the lender who 
rules.”34 But no sovereign is an island: communication and council are 
necessities of political life. Later writers will produce their own figures of 
false political love, such as Shakespeare’s Iago: “Though I do hate him as  
I do hell-pains … I must show out a flag and sign of love” (Othello, I.1.151–4). 
Some, like Machiavelli, will instead attempt to disassociate the concept of 
the political from that of Christian love. Yet even these disassociations will 
not succeed in emancipating politics from Judaism: when Marlowe wants 
to represent the “Machiavel,” the best figure he can think of is the Jew of 
Malta. But that, as they say, is a story for another day.35
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