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Dangerous Liaisons in Castoria

Yaron Ben-Naeh
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

The subject of this article is an episode in the city of Castoria (present-day Kostur)
whose main protagonist was an energetic, violent woman who fostered relationships
with non-Jews, including Janissaries, devised a plan to dispossess her husband of
all his possessions, and even tried to murder him. In addition to being an interesting
episode of the 1680s, the story hints at several significant aspects of Jewish life in the
Ottoman Balkans as well as in other parts of the empire.

The Jewish community in Castoria was among the most important in the southern
Balkans, alongside Skopje, Monastir (Bitolj), Belgrade, Sarajevo, and others. Situated
on the shore of a lake and on an important commercial crossroads not far from some of
the renowned Balkan fairs, it was an important commercial center during the Ottoman
period. Among the merchandise that passed through its markets were lumber, furs,
wool, wax, and wheat. A Jewish community existed there continuously from the
sixteenth to the twentieth centuries. Like many other communities, it still awaits an
adequate study, and the little information we have is sorely lacking. Noteworthy is the
monograph written by Michael Molho.! Castoria’s location on a Balkan commercial
crossroads attracted many people, migrants as well as emissaries—some who came
on their own behalf and others to collect funds for communities in the Holy Land.
Therefore, it comes as no surprise that we find in our story an emissary from the Holy

1 For the Jewish community of Castoria, see, for the present, Michael Molho, Histoire
des Israelites de Castoria, Salonica 1938; Maren M. Frejdenberg, Jewish Life in the
Balkans (15th to 17th Centuries), Tel Aviv, 1999, pp. 89-90. For statistics of the Castoria
community and others, based on Ottoman tax censuses, during the sixteenth century, see
Mark A Epstein, The Ottoman Jewish Communities and Their Role in the Fifteenth and
Sixteenth Centuries, Freiburg 1980.
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Dangerous Liaisons in Castoria

Land who is visiting the city and becomes involved in finding a compromise between
the woman and her husband.

During the last quarter of the seventeenth century, many Sabbatean emissaries
passed through Castoria on their way to spread news and information among groups
ofbelievers in Balkan cities, from where they continued to communities of Sabbateans
in Italy. Nathan of Gaza, who prophesied that Shabbetai Zevi was the next messiah but
was forced to leave Salonica, resided in Castoria for seven years, from 1669 to 1676.
He then returned to Salonica, from where he moved onto Sofia. Toward the end of his
life he came to Skopje, where he passed away and was buried in 1680. During his stay
in Castoria, he set out on several missions at the command of his messiah, the convert
to Islam Shabbetai Zevi, such as the one to Yumirgina in 1672.2 Benayahu'’s study,
based on a careful reading of the sources, points to constant travel between Balkan
communities as well as family ties in this region, such as connections with Arnavut
Belgradi—Berat in present-day Albania.

Castoria was also administratively connected to Salonica, which lies to its east.
An edict of A.H. 1087 (1676) decreed the collection of the cizye tax from all Jews
in the Salonica sanjak, which also included Castoria and many other cities, such as
Veria, Istip, Yeni”ehir, Trikala, Seres, Monastir, and Belgrade.3 Castoria’s location
led to its Jews maintaining close ties with the community of Salonica, the largest and
most important in the Balkans and a leading center of Torah study. It is not surprising,
therefore, that a question concerning this case was sentto R. Aharon haCohen Perahya
of Salonica, probably due to his role as one of the chief rabbis (rabbanim kolelim) of
that community, whose authority was respected and accepted by rabbis in all Balkan
Jewish communities.

2 Meir Benayahu The Sabbatean Movement in Greece (=Sefunot, 14), Jerusalem 1973, pp.
227-30, 234-45, and more [in Hebrew]. See also in the index.

3 StefanAndreev (ed.), Ottoman Documents on Balkan Jews, XVIth-XVIIth Centuries, Sofia,
1990, Doc. 14. For the close relations between these two communities, see also Daniel
Estrousa, Magen Gibborim, Salonica 1754, 840, fol. 63a [in Hebrew].
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The Details of the Episode
The wife of Moshe haCohen, a wealthy man of Castoria, was a bad wife, disobedient

Moshe haCohen had a wicked wife who continuously misbehaved and was
disobedient. He married another woman in order to restore the first one to the
right path, but this was in vain. Moreover, she stole his property and hid it in
houses of her non-Jewish acquaintances in town.

and unchaste, with close relations (social and sexual) with non-Jews intown, including
Janissaries from the local garrison. In order to change her ways, he married a second
wife. This was invain, and her reaction harsh and violent: she caused the death of the
second wife, probably by poison; and seized the possessions of her husband, which
she hid in the houses of her non-Jewish acquaintances in town. Surprisingly, even
though the woman was continuing with her intimate relations, he still wanted his
wife with him. A compromise negotiation that was conducted by an emissary from
Jerusalem was of no avail. Relations between the couple deteriorated, and the peak
came when one night she hit him with a heavy stick, causing him severe injuries. The
fellow fled to Monastir with a few of his possessions where he married again (with a
license from the local rabbi) after a five month period. He was still trying to appease
his first wife, but she answered his letters with curses and menace. Later, he wanted
to returnto Castoria to visit his children and try to mediate a conflict that raged within
the community. His wife heard about his intentions and ordered his murder by the
Janissaries; he was now living in constant fear. It was then that the question arose as
to whether he had broken his oath and breached his commitment to the emissary from
the Holy Land—not to marry an additional wife—a breach that entailed paying a high
fine and another compensation to his wife; or perhaps this was not the case because
he had done so under duress and had committed himself conditionally, hoping that his
wife would come back to him while also trying to save his assets.

The man involved, as noted, was R. Moshe haCohen, and the emissary alluded to,
who mediated between him and his wife, was R. Abraham, son of R. Moshe Galante, an
emissary of the Jerusalem community.4 Apparently Moshe did return to Castoria, where
he lived until his death in 1702. His last will and testament to his sons has survived.}

4 Avraham Yaari, Emissariesfrom Eretz-Israel, Jerusalem 1951, pp. 301-2 [in Hebrew]
5 NN TD NNND ['MMNT KT 12 NIND KU XTND RNDN 2NIMA" .2"0N NMI00p L[N Nwn Y NNIX
NN 11N N2 'K IR ITAIMA NITY NN TVl 190 Yy Dpl 17X [non 0N DR KnTp
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Dangerous Liaisons in Castoria

N'a% 101 DIN ININAY 1N YT D'WIN NIXK TP 112102 Tyw n2in non Yy Som v" jndn
12T X N2IN IXXNT NP2Y ‘1IN 0N 021NN 90 1IN ININAL AW DNAWDL 1212 NaD N1 DIy
N"N 112 2 INXN DYWL I DWEIRD IND DVI T DY 2'wnl Dl DNIDAE 0110 1 11omi
NN NNNE DN NNNN- 125 DIXN X TN DN 1022002 IRKIE 1YY DRRON DN DX 1D DDA
VYION AN 1PVA DN AT M NN P WRM WRIND UKD MIp T"VY [1wH2 1990 DT NI N VY
HUY0NI NMBIVI YT YTl NWIN T 10I'50Y0N MIP UKD 1T 0T T IR DI ITI0 K1Y [N
D'WI2ON YT ITIN ITI0 'N12NTE 500 YW D'U'WIN 'K YVA 1NW VI DINN WRLIQ 'N WURODIRP INIP YV
["12IND 'NTIN VWIOKR [OPN N2 WITDIN 'R PITNN WX T 'Y NIVA KD IX DT CT IN NIND 1T 10IND
NOWIX 1 1DINP 'N 'K 'WIN'A DIN |'N NUYW'N 1P NP0IA 1Y X TORDIQ DN |'N [KOYW'N D UNIND UND
T ONTND DN 'K 1A1'0 1D WNM'T UKD R CTNTAW N 'NC A0 D WRIIT UKD INCTPNTINA O'N |IN
TIN VUIOR 1A' M DI 'R TIN VUIOR AT MK TN 9 MINA NINN2A MTIDY I0WIK 1TI0 N"0WIN'D
NOIND NIWYN 'VIRD TVW'N ITID ['X 'TIN D'A1 DXM2A N WIAYD wm 1110 12 'K 51N 502 prinn WK
712 N TN DN IDDYN DX IMTTIDWNIN 'Y TN YWION 1ATD MmN NNINA NINNA TTIDW 1I0WIN 1TI0 P
1" TADYWNINR 'K TN VWON IAYD IWINRIE DN URT'D'D 1I0WN 1ITIO ['N V'Y N YT DN 10 V") nwn
ITIO 'K NINUND 'R MM NTNA DD TOWN 1P IKINAT N TIRARD'T 2 1P "N 10 V"1 nwn 1man
1D AOKON P TIN WINA'R WID wInDIN NN'AN 1) 'DIN] DN 1021I'A ‘TN YWION 1'A1D M 1P 10W'N
V' NUN 1A DR WIT I0WIR ITIO YT WI'A'D WIWIRINT WRYD'D Wil ‘TN YN 10DYNN 1IN 1010
TTWNOIX WITWRDIIDIIR I 'TIN D' NEORM2A DX YT WD I DN 102N DR 10212 019D ' KT
VNWIL NWYY TIRD 1WIRI NTIMIPIR P12 [N'WAT IN [N IO MTND IWINIL T NKIX 12 DRNN'OX
MIN2 TV 1'9A0 DY 0p 1010 X'NNA P'N |21 :NINA NITY NNINA |70 0N 102]'NN 121192 T it 9D
"IN RN N DAL D22 N2 NINA NN IDRN DNATA 170 V" Nwn 1Man Dir 19 DAy Mina NIy
I'N ' Sy 115 1"y 0'NN2N DTN 12D DR2YIAL 0112) 121501 12T 1 710 ARIXD YWY NN
DAl D' 1722 DN ' NNIXN NYWA 0N 10NN DY A KD ... ‘7N XMnn 20 Tvn i 92 1RO IND Yyl
NMIVDWRP AT N1 NVIAY RD1 P KD D1INON DRI DXM2A DY2AN 1901 XD DNIXD NYWAY 1120
722 PNX' [T NIAA {01 .0TpI 20NN MY NIV NS DI 1wy Ninw nibo=] "an "n ‘2 or
JUTINON 2PV T 0w DNNAN
Shelomo Amarillo, Kerem Shelomo, Salonica, 1719, Hoshen Mishpat, §71, fol. 198c [in
Hebrew]. The will is further discussed in that volume, §72, fol. 200d-201a
"0 ND2 [AIXY 0D1 XMWT XNON NIVIAIL [2INYD NWR K'Yl 1D IV J2IND D02 ‘A 1D 10 2py!
"IN N [OPN 122 112 NIXDI .. 11X 21PY [IVRY ynw'l NNIX D2'1 'K WK X XD [IVAYY 2py! IR
1272 1A NTINY TV TR TV 12 XD 1'001 92 19 [N'W 1'ANX DX NINDY 121292 NIAWNA 2wn N1d02
I'NN X PY0Y 2WN WK IN2WNNI (0PN 122 NNIYIE NITAT NN 2pY' NINIDIE DYDY 110w 20 1D Kpl
10PN 112 1192 N2 '021 D N R TYYY 1WA 12ND'W 01OWND NIX INTIN NN TR 1WN1On [1vny
INTDI'X DON MW DIN INANIOX ITINA DI NNT INWM 00N 'K O"T1 [Ivaw nyrT 192 A Yl
ITIO 1P 1'"T2IDD DI WINKOVW'X P 'K UM 'K DR'T 'R 1D [IRLAIAND DIT'AX 'K NINp 1Y |'N
10IND 1M'21W MIRI'D ' NN W NTND 10 ' I0INIP 1TI0 P 1T N RO T 'N I'WANI'A PN 10N
10IXIP D TROUD' NN'OOIX 1Y WIK P 1IN T XA MIADN IX NIN 'K NONDD 'K INIp wibam |'X
19270 1'A'T |'N 10IXIP 11D IAKINID 1YW [Ip ITIXVI'ODID NVW'N 12 P WIMIK I'AIX IN 12 I'ANR 1D 1'AT
YIT INYM "WIX NP WINDID 10 [MINUOX 10 'p WA DIY WN [IN ITNINA DX 12 2pyr 21N AT N
AN IUN "T 19 'W 190 IN 'K WD WIATT YT IR0 DD V'MPYIR DK ITRYIDI'N 170 'p D190
WINKAIL 2 10W'NR 1TI0 T 'R INT'DR2WID 1Y INIP '01'N '0INVYNRL I'AIX DX 1D 1T ') D'RN [IvnY
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Yaron Ben-Naeh

The following is the episode as it was unfolded in Hebrew in the question sent to
the rabbinical authority in Salonica:

12T 19K ININ MK 19V N2 XK"Y ANNIDWRP 'Y 2win 17X [1oN nwn "0 nian
NOI N XD NNV WY NI MY 90w Ay AUNCIT (TN NN DY) 'Dp DaIX ND T ' any!
70 A NNNNY Ty NINWA DT NWKRIEIMAD DI TI0 52T N'%vN Vi 19N DY X1 0pw
1y 12 12WNI 1NN MINY DN NN YN 1YaY DWn DONN NIYI2 NN NWN XYL
MaWNA NNWY1 K21 19 NVRwa N'NE0IMY INIWRINT] XD INWK TN DT NNNX INNY
NNN D'NXNIN N2V '021 D2 NYTAL VWO NNNLN DY NDOIN NATN D NJNX 12 NNV XD D
V"5 NIUN IMWN M09 D NN ' .0V DMIAIN N2 DNIK ML NNMNANE N2
NN 12T Y NINN DD 1Y NNOY NIYNIN MWNY INX "TAN 0N 19 TAINE [Ny N7

6.0NNI DONNY
NNN2 NN [21IDN71 2" 2N DN YINNTTNA TN NODY NN DWIE XX DY NINT NN
NNYY XY IDI'NNR DY 510NY N XX 921 HTNWNI DNINKD 1DIM2TA 1D VTN Inma
[N]'XAN1 1m0 NOTAW 002N DI MWK 19 2'WNY M1 1010 Nnwn 1"Ni.O NN NYANY 1N 1712
JY 2N) 1AyYIM2'w N'OWN INN0NT AN KDL IRIXIN XD X DIYWA NNy NI YINDI Nown N
N 70 2"2m X wIpnY NNY 1010 NWn 1N AN MY INIMNN NWN XY DIND DRY AT
D'NANINN NIYNA YA' DX NINN WIOW TIVI ,ND0N WX XY' DN D'OWN'D WNA NINA wnn>
N'0IN 112N D NYIY WNNA AN NWON DJONN> AT YV Yaw'wl Dlp NIN2 <N1]
201N YN 1"NEL<DNA NNTERYNY T NIMN WNA DND 01 1NN 03 XY T NN LINWKD
M 92w 0Nl DY 192 101'YTIN 10N 101N DIpnl 'NINN DY Yavay DTipl NI 0TIp
0'001N V'TNNI 2'WNY T2 107N 001N Y9N NDIBN MNMY 1190 DN NIN NNY NWY'Y
TN Nwn 101251 NIMK IVIwaY nywa DAl ‘1N 01pnl NN D'PY Vawal NNaT TN
20N TN X2 DX OYIN N'5VN1 NI 2IWNT D NYNY NN XNY 'RIN DY Vav X
1"N NINI2 NYXN DTN NN .NY0Q XN 1'WIYNL 990 VAW [ND |'X D Nynwl NN XOI
NNIPN NN INWN DX XIp1 D90 D'NIAIN DY DTN AN NI MYX 1D 1070 Nwn

P UD AT ON [P WINKNID 100N 'WANR 'RYID T MOIND'T 1IN X'DND W T YD 1D R [Ip
'R 1917'0 T IT'W URID T DR P19 ITI0 2pyt 1N MTRD 10 1'ATT AN IRI'OWIY NITT
STV 9"219 .7y 9”19 .2py! |'IN NTIN=] X'N .1MIKDDM 1Y ITIV T ITIN 'OYIN
6 | have dwelt elsewhere on poisoning as a simple and easily available means of getting rid
of someone, less problematic as a criminal offense. | refer the reader to what | wrote in
Yaron Ben-Naeh, “An Adultery Scandal in Istanbul: Responsa Literature as a Source for
Jewish Life in the Ottoman City”, Mi-Mizrah umi-Macarav 8 (2008), pp. 40-41 n. 11 [in
Hebrew]; see also C. Imber, “Why You Should Poison Your Husband: A Note on Liability

in Hanafi Law in the Ottoman Period”, Islamic Law and Society 1 (1994), pp. 206-16.
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2V INIAN' |9 DMIANNA XN A0 D NIWYY AN YTIE DM RDT NI WA 127p2 Nyl
N2V INIX NAYIN NN XY 1D 19N NWIY NN NYYNY DD MNIK DY AN 921 INWN 12T
10VIPNAI NSHOVI NININ DTN NWPA 'N DI D NNYWI NYTA 2 Dow=12"dW Ty DIYN NDHpPI
1D IWNT VP D TY TNA NNIXY NN WX DY NDVAY INDN1'N YY NNpY N'oyn yina Nl
NIXN2 'Y N NN2Y D70 Awn 1" N2IAE.DAN INONN Y ININ ANND AN NN 9d
NINIXY NDNN TN 'NE 12 NNY 1119 NN D AYAN 190 'K DYONE DD [IWX NH'HN
NOITA TNDI NN'NX 11970 1212 N9 |INND 19 1 XY N0 NNIANT D'YXD N IWRY D) D
'Y 12 ON1TA X2NN 1'0211 Wi LYN NPYIIN'T D'XITNIED'DI2IN DA D'NIAINMN
aNI=| 2"1IBYNI NNIYAL DT W WX 1M Mpnl IWIDT Y2 INWAI N'00IN=I 1''owniIn
N'DYT ATYNI INAI'IYNA ATAN DXY MXY 2NN 1Y NYY 1'M'0WRIINA DY INIMA 1D 'D DY
IDI"9N'N2 19 NN 2'WN XN YN XYY IND DN IN'AY TN 210 10 D9p2Ipnn
N'DIDNII N1ON NDIYA V'ONI N2 TN DN WNNA IX D'WIN NN DY Nl 1011l
12 719'01 'Y DIN 1199 90 NNNAILA NPTNN NATIV NATNE N2 NN NOW NIKIDILNTY |'an
MYX X ["TANL " T'YN ANNIOWRP 1Y "TNM Dnmn 'K QN2 19 XN nOXN 0N 22
INTI2 'TIN DINN 12 NN TN 101270 101'M2TA NINMN 12 YT TR N2 00N 100N N7
MY 11D OW NNWI 1970 DN 'D HY NINK NWN N'WND NI 12 [N DTN XD 1T DN
MaN 21 ANTIOWRP PP TR 2 1991 NIANNN 11N AYn 'R yne any Nl .nxnni
NNMIDWRP 1'W2 DY DTNIVD 172 NN NN NINNIY DAL IDTON NIYMA=1 0"A ¥ nann
NYYNN MYX NYT'WII .12 NN NINIDEDNANN |21 DTN0 2 DDW N IX DWY on
NOY1Y 1IAN'W T 0NY NINY NN 722 0'A0 [DIMIAIND DX N12T D290 1WA NHYA XY
IAIND D'XNW D"A7N TNOA NXINA XX' K21 'NIA N2 XN NIFY 1270 nwn 1" ol
NNYI.VEINN MWK 19 QWIVY NN NI2Y DXL Y W XD 92D NN AT 92 YT TWNDI
DIIX NI [V' 710D XIN ON 1270 DIpnl NYIAWNN INDNNY NNIDY W' ON 197N NN 1N ONY
ATNN N'AW NN DY 1292 MNY DAl XY TN NN DX DAIND NN YAWIY IN'VIAWDI 1INA
nVIAWN NONINT BIAN DAINI (AN DN W' 1D [DIND ,NVIAY NIN NVIAWNY IND ONI 2005
1271 930 HY .0Ipn YNDY 2N NIV NNIPNA NYIAWAY NN IX DVIAY [N |'NI N'OND

7.10Mwn N 2193 NOWIST N"NOWIE RN YY1 T DY IpTXY NN 121201 1IN

Translation:

7

The rich and honorable Moshe haCohen, resident of the city Castoria may God
protect it, says as follows: he has been given a bad wife, and that during their
marital life he has not lived in peace and quiet due to her ceaseless wicked actions

Aharon haCohen Peralya. Parah \D1ter Aharon, 2 vols, Amsterdam 1743, vol. 2, §106,
fol. 146¢-d [in Hebrew].
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and her quarreling nature. Thus, he went and married a second wife, by permission
of the community’s rabbi, both assuming that by seeing that her husband has
another wife she will amend her ways and will become an obedient wife. But
these aspirations did not become true, and the state of things between the couple
only worsened, and she has added crime upon her sins and stole his valuables that
were at home, smuggled them [out] and hid them in houses of fellow citizens,
Muslim Turks and Christians. A while later the second wife died, and Moshe
was told by reliable people that the first wife had sent the second wife a poisoned
foodstuff, of which she died.

After that affair, an emissary from Palestine [=a rabbi who collected money for
one ofthe communities of the four Holy Cities] arrived in the city, and as he was
informed of the case, he made great effort to bring the two to make peace with
each other, but as we will see, he failed. In order to get back his stolen belongings,
Moshe—the husband—reluctantly agreed to return and live with her peacefully,
and he was made to sign a promissory note and swear a severe oath that if he
will marry another wife he will pay the sum of 500 kurush to the endowment
of Jerusalem, and another 300 kurush fine if he will touch the money which is
hidden at home. He also promised his first wife 100 kurush as a present of good
will in order that she will negotiate and conduct some business with the money.
Yet, before swearing and signing the written settlement, Moshe declared before
legally acceptable witnesses that all he is about to agree to is not valid, and is
done just so that she will return his stolen belongings. Moreover, during taking
the oath, he made a condition in his heart according to which the agreement will
be valid only if she will mend her ways and become an obedient and dutiful wife,
otherwise the oath is null.

Later on he saw his wife repeatedly spending time with Turkish Janissaries (under
suspicious circumstances, as she was alone with these men), and he suspected she
was committing adultery with them; jealousy was raging in him like a fire, but
he did not find a solution, as he was afraid that the soldiers would murder him.
Nonetheless, whatever he requested or ordered, she did the opposite, as he was
nothing for her. And her wickedness grew to the degree that one day she found a
false cause and quarreled with him, and then she took a wooden rod and beat his
head with it and broke his skull, in order to murder him. So, he had to flee from
the city at midnight for two reasons: the first was his shameful condition, injured
by his own wife; secondly, he was afraid of the Turks and the janissaries who
were frequenting their home, and could not complain against her. He gathered
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some valuables and escaped to Monastir, leaving behind all his property in her
hands.

From Monastir he wrote his wife a letter, pleading with her to behave properly
and promising that if she will agree, he will return home; or else he will marry
another wife. And she answered in curses and damnations. So he remained [in
Monastir] for about five months, hoping she would repent and cease to live in
such vile a way. And when he finally realized she did not regret and would not
change her bad ways, and had even worsened, he went to the local rabbi and told
him the whole story and showed him a letter from Castorian Jews attesting and
supporting his version, and the rabbi declared her as a rebellious wife and allowed
him to marry another wife. Moshe remained in Monastir a year and a half. Now
he wished to return to his native city for two reasons: he heard that there were
quarrels between some people of the Castorian community and the members of
the local Gemilut Hasadim benevolent society, and as an honorable member he
might try to bring peace between the parties, and secondly he wished to see his
sons who live in Castoria.

So he left on his way, and when his wicked wife heard about his arrival she
hurried to the Janissaries and paid them to murder him. Moshe now had to hide
and did not dare to go outdoors, as he was afraid he would be assassinated by the
Janissaries who were after him, as was well known, and all knew of her behavior
and actions.

Now Moshe comes and asks about his legal status—is his oath still valid so that he
must pay the fines to which he (forcibly) agreed, or is he free of it as he agreed to
it under pressure and while signing made a condition (which she failed to fulfill),
and he also declared its invalidity in advance. Is his oath valid and he must pay
the mentioned fine or is it not valid and he is free—Our Lord the Rabbi would
decide the ruling and the truth, and may he receive his payment from heaven (that
is, from God)”.

Clearly, this is a question sent by Moshe haCohen or someone on his behalf. The
phrasing presents him in a positive light and his wife most negatively, though without
applying the words “adultery”, “prostitution”, or “rebellious”—Kkey terms in halakhic
discussions of such issues. The person submitted the question, while presenting the
facts straightforwardly, carefully walking a tightrope: the woman is a shrew and
commits terrible and unacceptable acts, but this is not the subject of the question.
Surprisingly, the decisor is requested to judge only inthe matter of the oath and the fine
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regarding taking a second wife in marriage. As is common in the responsa literature
the narrative submitted as a halakhic issue presents the man's. It is possible that the
manner in which the facts are presented and interpreted do not reflect the real situation,
at least as experienced by the wife, or even of the couple's social environment.

We shall now examine how this episode illuminates several aspects of life in the
Jewish communities in the Ottoman Empire.

Women and the Family

The relations between the man and his wife, who by her behavior had undermined all
traditionally assumed power relations, even if highly irregular as they certainly were,
deviate from anything we would expect from a traditional Jewish society ina Muslim
country. However, they do teach us that the accepted image of women in Muslim
lands as being weak and passive is mistaken.

We encounter here a woman of strong and independent character who conducts
business by herself. From the agreement drawn up between the two, it is obvious
that she was well off, and her husband even obligated himself to provide her with
an additional significant sum so that she could “negotiate with it”; in other words,
she was a merchant, a partner in an economic undertaking, or a moneylender, and
independent enough to make financial gain. Clearly she managed her own financial
affairs, but this point does not merit special attention. She is a woman who does not
balk at poisoning, acts ofviolence, and even commissioning a murder, this in addition
to her use ofviolent language and behavior that is far from normative.

The wife maintains friendly ties and romantic or even sexual connections with Turks
and with soldiers (Janissaries); in this, as a Jewess, she trespasses the boundaries set
by the community. It transpires, even though she is an extraordinary woman who is far
from representing a common Jewish woman, that at least theoretically the possibility
of significant social mobility is open even to a Jewish woman in a provincial city,
where we would expect to find a much more close-knit and segregated lifestyle.
Thus, this lady, Lidisia, joins a gallery of other strong-willed women mentioned in
passing in the Hebrew sources, mainly the responsa literature. Some of these women
display physical and verbal violence toward their husbands,$ others put the emphasis

8 Avraham De Boton, Lehem Raw Izmir, 1660, 852, fol. 32a-b [in Hebrew].
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on control of possessions and are able to read and write, while yet others maintain
friendly connections and/or sexual relations with non-Jews and exploit their special
standing to threaten their husbands or even communal leaders. Besides crossing
community bounds, she also trespasses gender limits, behaving in a manly manner—
strong character; cunning, fearless behavior; and physical violence.

Another issue raised by this document is the question of bigamy or polygamy.
Among both Muslims and Jews, taking a second or third wife (while being married)
was not a widespread phenomenon, certainly not among the middle class, and not
in western Anatolia and the Balkan provinces, unlike in the Arab ones. The Hebrew
sources relevantto this issue generally deal with permission for a husband who wishes
to marry a second wife; only rarely do they mention the attitude of the first wife. That
she is opposed to her husband marrying another woman is understandable and well
known, but it is rare that we read of her active opposition to this step. In the present
case the wife’s protests were useless, so she simply decided to murder her competitor,
even though it is unclear why and how the second wife was an obstacle to her or
interfered with her mode of life.

This episode is informative about another matter. Taking a second wife is generally
related to barrenness, the wife being unable to function, or the desire of the husband
to marry ayoung and pretty woman. Clearly none of these are relevant in the present
case: Moshe does not want children, since he already has some—as is evident from
his will; nor was taking another wife a carnal matter. Rather, it was away to cope with
the impossibility of living with his first wife and to subdue a woman whose behavior
was improper. The very threat to take another wife is a strategy employed by men
well aware—as is clear from the text—that such an act would anger the first wife and
perhaps cause her to mend her ways and be obedient and modest, traits expected of
her by society.

Several questions remain open in this respect:

a) Why does Moshe swan to go back to llve wiih such a diificult woman" Even after
her licentious affairs and despite the fact that she wounded him physically and took
his possessions, he still wants her and hopes that she will repent. Why does he not
divorce her on the grounds of adultery and being rebellious? The reader is reminded
that a charge of adultery is difficult to prove, and perhaps that is why it was not raised
in the question sent to Rabbi Aharon haCohen Perahya, which centered round the
husband’s oath and the fine he was to pay should he take a second wife. It is hard to
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believe that he was afraid of the monetary implications of a divorce: theoretically he
could divorce her without alimony because she was an adulteress; moreover, he was
wealthy enoughto sustain such an outlay. Could it be that he loved this woman despite
her doings, or perhaps because of them?

b) Why does the wife not put an end to the marriage? Is it because her society would
not accept a Jewess who lives with a non-Jew? Or why does she not convert to Islam
and mobilize Islamic law and the soldiers to further her cause? Could it be that Judaism
afforded her more freedom of action than did Islam?

c) Athird set of questions relates to the families: both those of the husband and the
wife are silent about the case. Perhaps they do not live inthe same city? Are the parents
of the couple still alive? And what about the children, who are only mentioned when
the father wants to visit them from his place of exile: who cared for them all these
past months and years—his parents, or other relatives? A long time passed before the
father mentioned he wished to see them and it might be that were it not for the other
matter—mediation of an internal community dispute—he would have waited even
longer. What does this indicate about parent-children relationships?

Relations with the Majority Society?

I have already noted above the mobility of Moshe’s wife between the Jewish
community and the outside, non-Jewish, environment. This should not be taken for
granted, whether due to her upbringing (the obstacles posed by language and culture)
or to the normative behavior expected of a Jewish woman. How, then, did such a
woman develop, one who could communicate in Turkish with the soldiers and in
Greek with residents of Castoria? How and why was she attracted to this milieu, so far
removed from her own world, her education, and from the values she was expected to
internalize? And once again | raise the question: Why did she choose to remain within

9 | have dwelt on ;icculturation of Jews in Ottoman society, its significance and many
manifestations in my book and several articles. See Yaron Ben-Naeh, Jews in the Realm
ofthe Sultans: Ottoman Jewish Society in the Seventeenth Century, Tubingen, 2008, ch. 9,
esp. pp. 425-33; id., ‘Urban Encounters: The Muslim-Jewish Case in the Ottoman Empire’,
in: Eyal Ginio and Elie Podeh eds., Researching Ottoman History: Studies in Honor of
Profa Amnon Cohen, Brill, Leiden 2014, 177-197.
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the fold of Judaism and not take the final step—conversion to Islam—as did tens of
thousands of Christians in the Ottoman Balkans?!"

No matter how extreme this case was, it is still informative about the existence
of relations between Jews and non-Jews. We can learn about such connections and
friendly relations, and even acculturation into the milieu ofthe majority society, from
the regulation issued in Castoria's Jewish community in 1685. Its purpose was to put
an end to the custom of non-Jews participating in Jewish weddings, whether as guests
and thus spectators or as hired musicians. It even notes the possibility that an important
personage in the city might order that musicians be brought to the wedding, probably
as a sign of friendship and fondness, to add to the merry atmosphere. The intention
of those who drafted the ordinance was to erect a barrier between Jews and non-
Jews and protect Jewish society and its members from assimilation and from intimate
relations. Perhaps the date of this regulation also hints at an indirect reaction to the
scandalous affair in question with non-Jews, which was no secret, since it emphasizes
the need to keep Jewish women, who are less careful about covering their faces and
bodies, out of the sight of non-Jews. The sanction to be applied to transgressors was
excommunication and a fine totalling two percent of their property.10

10 Conversionto Islam is discussed in depth by Marc D. Baer, Honored by the Glory oflslam:
Conversion and Conquest in Ottoman Europe, Oxford, 2008.

11 Here is the copy ofthe mentioned communal regulation, dated 1685:
PINY WXL MY2 1Nl V1 YVID 11'RY NINY NIIWAY RX' N7 ... X"V' INMIVORp p"p YW nndon 0oI1u"
TINA T2D 2NY ANNY 2 N2 "2 5"o1 Inn 9" nnnw 97a1 [iww 9D nii'ys nim e wk nivpl
DIWAND INQ'LIT AN IT XD "W MV N2A [T AN DIV 192 NITpIN NIOWIpA D'WIN NIMIY
DITPINI NI AT T DRNIE QYR DRIPD NWN NIANPN D'WIN 92 NIKXNIL 12201 [NNN '2Np DN Yy
TN DN NININ LYND NNBDNN NNWD NINE RN DVR 9D INY' N2APAIL I ['DIXID 1T AT DY r
DYD NN NXIDN DX 1NTA IDYIWNIN 1D1'7T'0N IDITPN DAY 1107 1221 IN'ND DY INYNWY) XOX T'D
D'N2N HVI 12'9V 1192p1 MIYKIN DY INTN ANY Y19 9"V Y19 NX1D1 [T 2021 AN NITAL DI
2" 7"V R"ann TV NMInN NYIAY Yawl 91X YT AXDN WAl INIANKI 210 (IX12 1MNN
1INNNY 9211 DY 51 SN NINWY X5W NN NXI9N 1TAD K'Y 1p1IYRY 'wrTp DrT'on D2 T'VI
NXIPY D'WIND 2V 127D [ 9D DA A MY 1A '™ 921 T 9D 1291242 1010 KDY T VN KD
12727 I'N 'NIN DA .DT'PON NX W' K21 DAIp [IX1 NIWYY DINNYI D'WY D'W) NXIPD D'WAl DIWIND
12'2XX N'INY INN'E KR! NND RNVT 2TV 11712 201V 901 RVIK IAN KVIX 'D'PN 11OXX 1N 1N DRY
NNT DV 1NTA K21 X' NNDW XDT N2 NN D22pY 11'wyna 0'N2In Nl 1A [m 921 nr ' 9
]2 NXINN NXIN XO1 DTAD NWKR TINVA K21 1'Y™N NTINKE [NNN D' 1A DIAN .022pY 19 ninl
YIND 21p2 N'WHY DX D NNTL IPVIE 99D 'MW N2D IK N'W N2 H21ON NINDX 1Al NNIY)
Q1Y 2 YN 122 INHTTWAL DN 21p2 ynwt KO1 XN D21 ... XK pNI' NN XD wliwnn vinnl
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Voluntary Character and Vulnerability of the Community

We know from other sources that the existence ofa Jewish community was dependent
upon the agreement of its members to accept the authority of the elected leadership
and obey its rulings. In the question sent to Rabbi Perahya the passivity of the
community stands out—the communal leadership is powerless when faced with a
member who does not comply to its rules ofbehavior (in contrast to the rhetoric ofthe
regulations issued thatvery year, threatening excommunication and fines, that perhaps
were never implemented), and we see the lack of any ability to oppose intervention
from the outside on the part of the authorities or local powerful personages?? The
inherent weakness of the communal leadership was a result of the dhimmi status
that curtailed the jurisdictional power of the Jewish communities and their ability to
punish delinquents. The question also mentions the tension between the community
leadership and the benevolent society, though it does not specify what was the cause
of this dispute.

The Status of the Holy Land vis-a-vis the Community

Alongside the subordination of the Castoria community to the Jewish leadership of
Salonica and the sending of this question to a rabbi of that community, the episode
illuminates the special standing of the Holy Land. Over half a century ago, Avraham
Yaari noted the unique role played by emissaries from the Holy Land for Diaspora
communities through laying down halakhic rulings and solving or mediating

1227 I'N' NI 2 NWYN2 |12 12T 12 12T DY AV R DN 11 WIN R NN NNK DY
NN A'VIawa 120X D20 D DI KID DK XNOY DIRNT NN O KAN WR 1ONAD 19X DO
v 19172021 TNND 1 YU N1 INIMS 112VN YUK DWRD I NNT DYIVR WIRD DNND
N2 INNNWA NN K21 QWITRO1 WrTpd Mwya INIX NN X1 'ID1 MID N9 N5 YXIw' 02w Hon
122 522 DNt 2w T nfanim T1am nleol'naT bw 1990 n'nY na nx Yapdb X1 1YaNa 21vnnd
12 W'Y NN D2 MY WA 1I01 IDIMNN 122'W 10T 19 W'y NN D'wnnn TR 00p N ITINA 9211
N2 IOy IR wio D) tiwn DTINK 1w NI ,0'wnnn TNR=! ' NNt e totwon 19119
TN WINO TNX DI' .2V IN'DY NI N2 (DY 112 yniwl ... 1D Diip [IXY v 5901 'n Snpa
."'TI0 NNdDNN 0DIV 2"V D'pI M2 W KON NXY AN Mwn
Perahya, Parah Matte Aharon, 85, fol. 9a-b.
12 Forthe weakness ofthe Jewish commnnitVi see” for examples Ben-Naehs .Jews in the Realm
ofthe Sultans, p. 241 and elsewhere.
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communal disputes. This case lends support to Yaari’s conclusion. Galante was not
only an authoritative personality, since he represented the Holy Land and Jerusalem,
but also had an undisguised interest in drawing up the agreement, for it included a
substantial fine in favor ofthe Holy Land, and thus would augment his own income?3

Personal Possessions and Consumption

Wealthy persons kept their assets in the form of homes, clothing (especially
embroidered dresses and other textiles), jewellery, household utensils of expensive
materials such as gold and silver, and much cash money. Thus they could use their
wealth for pleasure and luxury, as a display of their economic standing, and as a
manner of investment when there was no developed banking system. Such items
could be easily sold for cash, or transferred to a safe place when threatened by fire,
confiscation, or looting. Spiriting away possessions by a wife to her parents’ home
or to that of non-Jewish friends, out of the reach of her husband, is a well-known
practice.l4

Male Honor

Another subject that appears offhandedly in the question is male honor, which I
have discussed in extenso elsewhere?5 The woman in question exceeds accepted
gender limits, overturning the common power relationship. It is she who threatens
her husband, a respected wealthy man, and it is she who injures him physically and
causes him to flee shamefully. In this case, then, male honor was undermined twice,
both when the wife committed adultery (especially with non-Jews) and when she
physically assaulted and wounded her husband—a total reversal of the gender roles
in this patriarchal society. This woman placed herself outside the body of proper and
chaste wives and women.

13 Yaari, Emissaries, pp. 301-2.

14 See EzraMalki, EnMishpat, Constantinople, 1770, Even hacEzer 82, fol. 54c [in Hebrew].

15 Yaron Ben-Naeh, ““El onor no se merka kon paras” Honor and Its Meaning among
Ottoman Jews”, Jewish Social Studies 11, 2 (2005), pp. 19-50.
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She does this at a time and in a society in which one of the manifestations of male
honor is to maintain the chaste behavior of the women in his household and to provide
for them. Fear of disgrace mandates obedience. Even if society might treat adultery
with some leniency, beating and wounding the husband went too far in the reversal of
gender roles. To this should be added the woman's involvement with the non-Jewish
milieu, her fluency in additional languages, her capacity for maneuvering, her ability to
maintain personal relationships, and the fact that she apparently engaged in commerce.

Privacy

Another noteworthy fact is the lack of privacy within the community owing to
population density and housing conditions, and perhaps to a different mentality.
Unlike the privacy of the body, male or female, which was almost a taboo, and
covering the body with clothes as an important marker, denoting chastity and honor,
there was no possibility of hiding information. The public was aware of what was
going on—>but did not intervene. We see this in both cases—nhere and in the adultery/
fornication scandal in Istanbul.1§ This is attested in dozens of cases, whether in the
adultery scandal in Istanbul or when men cohabited with Christian female slaves.

* k *

A seemingly minor and extraordinary episode in one of the cities in the Balkans is
illuminating concerning a wide range of topics, whether on the community level or in
the realms of culture and society. It undermines accepted images and stereotypes, thus
calling for reassessment of Jewish history as well as some ofthe paradigms in Ottoman
history. It demonstrates how diffusive were the limits of communal life within the city,
how weak the communal leadership was when faced with transgressions of religious
rulings and the breach of social norms (especially by strong, determined people with
close relations to local men of the ruling class), and how deep the gap was between
communal and religious ideals and the realities of daily life. Above all, it teaches us
how much our image ofthe past is in need of revision through careful re-reading with
sensitivity and the lenses of modern discourse.

16 See Note 6 above.
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