


THE JEWS OF GIRONA

Gerona's Jewish heritage results from the conti-
nuous six hundred year presence of an establishd
community which left a very deep mark on the city's
culture and economy, on the customs of its inhabi-
tants, and on its very urban design. From 890 to
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1492 the Jewish people lived through painful episo-
des of their collective history in the Call, the old sec-
tion of the city of Girona, and wrote from within their
precinct some very significant chapters in the his-
tory of human thought.
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(&) THE JEWISH QUARTER (XIII-XIVth. C.)
(B THE JEWISH QUARTER (XVth.C.)
Qe (D SYNAGOGUE (XII-XIVih.C.)
e (2) SYNAGOGUE (XVth.C.)
(3) BONASTRUC GA PORTA
THE CALL

The history of the earliest Jews of Girona is lost
in the mist of time. From the very beginning, many
survivors of destruction of Jerusalem came to Cata-
lonia and settled here. There were Jewish people in
Girona before the Saracen invasion, but the first
mention of a closeknit settlement dates from the
years 889 and 890, when twenty-five families from
the surrounding environs took over the former hou-
ses of the clergy which had been built alongside the

Cathedral. From these dwellings, located where the
Placa dels Apostols now extends, they spread out
gradually into the areas below the city until they had
formed, bit by bit, the Call, a district which already
carried that name in a document dating from 1160.
During the most glorius period of the Aljama, or
Jewish guarter, the population of he Call reached
mare than three hundred.

The carrer dela Forga, the ancient urban stretch



of the Roman Via Augusta, was the main artery of
the Call and the axis around which the whole quar-
ter formed itself. This street, narrow and dim, rose
from beside the river Onyar to the terrace where the
Pia Almoina stands. To the left, towering darkened
fagades opened up into short cul-de-sacs which
abutted the wall running parallel. To the right ran
streets even darker still, but guite lengthy, and
extraordinarily steep, which lead abruptly to the
upper part of town.

Today one can still see the web of streets and
alleys of the ancient Call crouched in stony sleep at
the feet of the lofty sights which compose historic
Girona. The present buildings do not correspond to
the originals: the lanes to the left have disappeared,
and some of those on the right remain sealed off or,
like the carrer d'Hernandez, await their being reo-
pened to public use as foreseen by the city plan-
ners. Butthe footsteps of the Jews still seem to echo
along the carrer de la Forga, up the steep steps of
carrer de Sant Lloreng and carrer Cundaro, and
inside the houses, the courtyards and the hidden
gardens that proliferate and merge in this urban
maze. From these phantasmagoric nooks and
crannies, which seem to have crystalized in their
own glistening dankness, the Jews exerted tremen-
dous influence and broadcast their teachings to the
farthest horizons.

The life of the Aljama revolved around the Syna-
gogue, which had various locations over the course
of the years.

The one which was sold in 1492 as a result of
the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, included, in
addition to a hospital, and some ritual baths. The
Sinagogue took in all of the community's activities
and was the meetingplace of the Council as well,
but it was dedicated above all else to the practice of
religion. A stone plaque, now preserved in Girona's
Argueclogical Museum, which must have sur-
mounted the entrance to the precinct, speaks elo-
quently of the Synagogues's significance: «The
House of Jacob: come along and follow the light of
Yahweh, God is our refuge; open the gates that a

righteous people who keep the faith might enter.
Would that we could fill ourselves with the good-
ness of our dwelling, with the sanctity of our te-
mples.,

A CITY WITHIN THE CITY

The Aljama of Girona, like all of the other Jewish
communities pertaining to the Crown of Catalonia
and Aragon, was protected by the King in return for

LA FORCA streetis the main artery in the old CALL and the axis
around which the whole Jewish Quarter was erected.



financial tribute. It came under the direct authority
of the Sovereign, who appointed the mayor of the
Aljama the King's representative, who governed
with the help of a varying number of aldermen. The
mayor acted with complete autonomy from the city
government, and was accountable only to the King.
Thus the Aljama was a tiny independent govern-
ment within the heart of Girona, replete with its
complex civil, social, cultural and religious organi-
zation, and the City Fathers of Girona, the Jurats,
had not the least jurisdiction over it. Inevitably, this
system lead to conflicts. The King did not wish to

Nerrow end highly utlevellsd streets suzh as CUNDARO sud-
cenly lead ycu frory LA FORCH up 12 the highes! part of
e city

relinquish the slightest bit of his autherity for, as the
system stood, he could intervene in municipal
affairs. The city, on the other hand, tended to
extend its control over this entity which found itself
geographically enclosed within the city limits. The
Jurats were obligated to protect the Jews from any
harassment, but since they could also adopt mea-
sures to guarantee the peace and guiet of the Chris-
tians, they often took advantage of these measures
to turn them into means of controlling the Jews.

Thus one can see that their very form of govern-
ment would complicate the relations between the
Jews and the other citizens of Girona, relations
which experienced quite a variety of modifications
during six centuries of coexistence. It seems that
good neighbourliness predominated up to the ele-
venth century with the spread of mutual contacts
and frequent intermarriage between Christians and
Jews.

Starting in the eleventh century the first out-
breaks of intolerance occurred, culminating in
attacks on the Jews, their goods, their homes, their
lands and their tombs. There after, periods of pea-
ceful coexistence alternated with times of persecu-
tion to such an extent that the documents evidence
attacks on the Call for the years 1276, 1278, 1285,
1331, 1348, 1391, 1413, and 1418.

At root these attacks were motivated by the
revenge sought by some residents who felt they had
been cheated by Jewish moneylenders or pawn-
brokers, by the envy the Jews' privileges and eco-
nomic power aroused, and by the heightened
religious fanaticism of the clergy, who were the
main ringleaders of some of these disturbances.
Frequently these riots amounted to no more than
throwing stones at the houses of the Call and wrec-
king the vineyards and garden plots their inhabi-
tants maintained outside the walls of the city.
Mevertheless, there were others that were bloodier,
like the attack which occurred on the tenth of
August in 1397, when a mob looted the Call and
slaughtered forty of its residents before the Jurats
took the appropiate steps to protect the neighbour-






