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Jews and Commerce: Modern Fancies and Medieval Realities 

by Michael Toch/Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

One does not need to be an economic historian to associate Jews and commerce. This 

is a joining of terms that comes natural, almost self explanatory. Yet it might do some 

good to have a fresh look, now and then, at the origins and circumstances of historical 

facts held to be self-evident.  

The European history of Jews and commerce begins in the early middle ages and is 

tied to a twin estimation. One is the notion of a Jewish slave trade, an idea that has 

become deeply embedded in our view of the economics of 8th to 11th century 

continental Europe. So pervasive was the idea that such slave traders were even made 

to roam sixth century England.1 The Jewish slave trade became a mainstay of the 

extensive work of Charles Verlinden, the grand master of slavery studies. From his 

numerous writings it has made its way into practically every work dealing with early 

medieval economics and trade, into the textbooks and historical dictionaries as well as 

into the work of specialists. Thus Adriaan Verhulst, in volume II of the New 

Cambridge History of Europe of 1995, only expressed received opinion when he 

remarked: “Among the commercial agents of the (Carolingian) king, the Jews, who 

acted mainly in groups, ..., took a special place. One reason for this is that they were 

dominant, as non-Christians, in the slave trade”.2 Similar statements can be quoted 

from other eminent scholars, for instance Henri Pirenne, Archibald Lewis, Friedrich 

Rörig, Maurice Lombard, Renée Doehaerd, Raymond Latouche, Hermann 

Kellenbenz, Alexander Gieysztor, Armando Citarella, Michel Rouche, and many 

more.3 

Founded or unfounded, one might still regard such notions as marginal to the more 

substantial issues of early medieval economics. However, the idea of a Jewish 

dominance over the slave trade of Christian Europe has become the main prop for a 

much more important economic role attributed to the Jews. Privileged and protected 

by rulers, uniquely equipped by inbred inclination or their Diaspora experience, 

community organisation and family ties, they are believed to have been the only ones 
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capable to bridge the borders between Christianity and Islam. As Alexander Gieysztor 

put it in volume II of the Cambridge Economic History of Europe: “There is no reason 

to doubt that it was the Jews who maintained the economic contacts - via a still 

lethargic Europe - with the other end of the Arab world”.4 Thus they performed a 

highly important economic task. In Charles Verlinden’s words: “Au Xe siècle, ..., les 

marchands juifs présentent la force de rénovation économique la plus considérable 

existant en Europe occidentale.”5 

The whole idea of a Jewish trade monopoly goes back to the 19th century, to the 

influential German economist Wilhelm Roscher as well as to Heinrich Graetz, the 

Jewish author of the first  serious history of the Jews.6 It is firmly rooted in the 19th 

century experience, where historical arguments served to articulate other anxieties and 

preoccupations arising from Jewish emancipation.7 Nevertheless it too was taken up, 

wholly or partly, by a host of distinguished scholars. Of the more recent ones one can 

mention van Werveke, Rolf Sprandel, Roberto Lopez, Peter Johanek, Michael Postan, 

Elijahu Ashtor, to name but a few.8 The problem of the Jewish slave trade is thus 

mixed up in the broader issues of early medieval economic actors and trade relations 

between Europe and the outside world. It has become involved in the ramifications of 

the ongoing debate on the Pirenne thesis. At the same time the slave trade notion 

serves as the prop, conceptual as well as in terms of evidence, for a more 

comprehensive thesis of a Jewish trade monopoly. Neither of them are in accordance 

with early medieval realities. 

In a first step we shall try to demonstrate how the Latin and Arabic prooftexts for a 

Jewish slave trade have been misinterpreted. In a second step internal Jewish sources 

shall be discussed. These Hebrew sources, though available for a long time, have been 

totally ignored by research. In a last step we shall attempt to integrate our reading of 

the sources with an realistic view of Jewish migration, settlement and commerce in 

early medieval Europe. 

I 

Most of the Latin and Arabic prooftexts had already been assembled by 1905, in that 

strange encyclopaedia entry by Joseph Jacobs mentioned before.9 From there, it 

appears, they were taken in their entirety into the work of Charles Verlinden, to be 

augmented by a few more texts. Persistently reiterated from 1935 to 1995, these 
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sources provide the factual basis for the complete Jewish slave trade thesis developed 

by Verlinden in two heavy volumes and at least twelve articles.10 Let us look at these 

sources, eighteen altogether spanning the period from 826 to 1090. The two most 

famous pieces are Arabic of the 9th and 10th century respectively, Ibn-Khordadhbeh on 

the Radhanite merchants11 and Ibrahim ibn Ya’kub on Prague where merchants 

meet.12 Both have been used to demonstrate that European Jews were moving 

Slavonic and other European slaves to the realm of Islam. However, the Jews 

mentioned in both sources are not European but Oriental ones. As amply 

demonstrated in recent studies, the Radhanites most probably stem from modern 

Iraq.13 The merchants congregating in Prague are said by the author himself to have 

come from Turkish lands, a statement supported by recent research.14 Interesting as 

they are as forerunners to the wide ranging trade ventures, from India to the 

Mediterranean, of the Cairo Genizah merchants15, the two texts have no bearing 

whatsoever on European Jews. On a methodological level, this is but one more 

instance of the unwarranted mixing together of sources belonging to different parts of 

the Jewish world. 

Yet another principal text, the veritable linch-pin of the slave-trade theory, does not 

mention Jews at all. This is Liudprand of Cremona and his slave merchants of Verdun, 

who are reported to make a fortune out of castrating slaves and shipping them to 

Muslim Spain.16 The text, to stress it once more, does not mention Jews. Nevertheless 

Verdun is made out to be “une véritable manufacture d'eunuques” manned by Jews.17 

In a widely used textbook, translated into English and German, it is placed on a map 

of Jewish slaving routes and marked with big scissors.18 To solve the difficulty of the 

lacking Jewishness of the Verdun merchants, yet another Arabic source, Ibn Hauqal 

(10th century), is brought in: “Tous les Saqaliba (eunuques Slaves) qui se trouvent sur 

la surface de la terre proviennent d’Espagne. On leur fait subir la castration près de ce 

pays: l’opération est faite par des commerçants juifs.”19 However, Verdun lies at a 

distance of roughly 800 km from the Pyrenees mountains, 1200 km from Madrid and 

1500 km from Cordoba, all distances as the crow flies. It makes more sense to identify 

Ibn Hauqal’s “près de ce pays” as referring to the Maghreb rather than to France, of 

which the author had no knowledge at all. Again quoting Ibn Hauqal, the same Jewish 

slave traders are even said to have moved their merchandise in the opposite direction, 
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from the Spain in the extreme west to the other end of the world, “jusq’au Chorasan, 

c’est a dire la zone entre l’Amou Darja et l’Hindoukouch dans le Turkestan russe 

actuel”.20 This notion, with its impossible geography, has been convincingly refuted 

on historical, philological and recently also on archaeological grounds.21 

Yet another example of arbitrary association concerns two sources from Eastern 

Germany. One speaks in general of Slavs enslaved in the border wars of the German 

king Henry I (918-936), without mentioning any Jews whatsoever.22 The other one of 

965 speaks in the future tense of Jews and other merchants to be subject to the 

archbishop of Magdeburg, once his see will eventually be set up.23 Here too there is 

no evidence for actual Jews, as in the whole of Eastern Germany for centuries to 

come.24 Nevertheless, the two sources are combined to lead to the firm conclusion: 

“Nous constatons que partout oש ont passé les armes germaniques, les marchands juifs 

suivent peu de temps après”.25 

A third example of relating the unrelated can be found in a fanciful construction 

linking a custom ordinance from Raffelstetten (Austria, early 10th century)26 first to 

another custom list from Walenstadt (Switzerland, around 1050)27 and then to a series 

of dubious 12th century references to Judendörfer, rural places in Austria bearing the 

name Jew or Jewish.28 The first Austrian custom list does indeed mention Jews, not so 

the second Swiss one. None of the Austrian place names can be linked to merchants, 

not to speak of slave traders. The inclusion of the Swiss source of ca. 1050 is justified 

by recourse to yet another text more than two hundred years older. This is a charter of 

protection granted sometimes between 822 and 827 by emperor Louis the Pious to one 

Jew and his grandson.29 It is addressed, amongst others, to clusarii, officials in charge 

of frontier stations and possibly also of the Swiss Alpine crossings Great and Small St. 

Bernhard and Septimer.30 These passes are located eighty kilometres and more (as the 

crow flies!) from Walenstadt, near enough to warrant its inclusion as a location of 

Jewish slave trade. By this tortuous construction spanning four centuries, a slave trail 

is postulated, leading from the Austrian to the Swiss Alps and then to Venice.31 One 

hopes that slavers supplying the Venice market had better sense of geography than 

haul their caravans around in circles.32  

The Raffelstetten ordinance thus has nothing to do with Switzerland or the 

problematic 12th century Austrian place names, and the transport system constructed 
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on strength of their association cannot stand. Still, the document speaks of Jewish and 

other merchants supposed to pay customs on slaves.33 So does another custom 

ordinance from Koblenz on the confluence of the rivers Rhine and Mosel, apparently 

from the mid-10th century.34 Both ordinances are similar in form and content. In both 

the Jewish paragraph is placed at the end and phrased in general terms, possibly 

referring back to past circumstances not in force anymore, while other paragraphs 

dealing with non-Jewish merchants are much more detailed. However, the 

Raffelstetten document as yet another linch-pin of the slave trade thesis35 must be 

rejected on other grounds. The document needs to be read as a whole, rather than 

singling out the Jewish clause. Other paragraphs of the text speak of the slaves of 

Bavarian and Slavonic merchants, in association with beasts of burden (horses or 

oxen) and transport gear.36 As already pointed out by Ganshof37, these slaves of other 

masters are to be understood not as merchandise, but rather as a servile working force. 

The same interpretation must be applied to the Jewish paragraph with its “slaves and 

other things”. The Koblenz document too associates slaves and beasts of burden38, and 

should thus too be understood to speak of Jewish merchants and their transport 

personnel. Indeed, slaves employed in merchant ventures of their Jewish masters are 

also found in the Hebrew sources of the period.39 They are a most common occurrence 

in the Genizah material.40 Functionally, the custom duties levied in the two medieval 

documents do not differ from the ones raised from agents and servants of early 

modern Jewish visitors to German fairs.41 

II 

A second group of sources poses more difficult problems of interpretation. It starts 

with the church council of Meaux (845), repeating resolutions of Merovingian synods 

that forbade Jews and others to buy and sell Christian slaves.42 The secular counterfoil 

to the ecclesiastical prohibition are some imperial privileges, three of the 9th and one 

the 11th century. They allow the Jewish recipients to buy, sell and retain pagan slaves 

while forbidding Christian ones.43 Yet other ecclesiastical sources of the period, some 

lives of saints, extol their heroes for redeeming prisoners and slaves from Jewish 

captivity.44 In 1009 the German emperor is reported to have rebuked an east-German 

noble for selling serfs to Jews.45  
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All these sources have been read as straightforward proof for a regular Jewish 

commerce in slaves. We believe there is a simpler way of understanding them. All 

they provide is yet more evidence for a fact well known: namely that during this 

period Jews, many of which were of considerable social and economic status, did 

indeed possess slaves. This is borne out in full by a sizeable number of Jewish legal 

sources extant in Hebrew since the early 11th century.46 The only slaves mentioned 

there are household slaves, male and female. Indeed their functions, as female workers 

in the home and male business agents employed outside, were the same as of the many 

slaves encountered for Middle Eastern Jews in the Genizah material from the 10th to 

12th century.47 In the European texts as in the Genizah there is not one single 

occurrence of slaves as merchandise. The leave given by secular authorities to buy and 

sell slaves caters to a recognised need of the affluent Jewish household. Paying heed 

to ecclesiastical censure against Jews in position of command over Christians, 

Carolingian and Salian rulers restricted such licence to pagan slaves. By the early 12th 

century, when eastern Europe was christianised and the supply of pagan slaves came 

to an end, Jews ceased to employ slaves.48 Wielding to market forces and increasing 

ecclesiastical pressure, they had instead recourse to paid labour. Their man-servants 

and maid-servants were certainly free persons, yet by some anachronism Jewish 

sources go on calling them by the old Hebrew appellation for slave. 

The clergy employed the same anachronism. Even though in practice slavery of Jews 

had come to an end, popes, bishops, councils, and most forcefully, teachers of canon 

law, kept fuming against Jews lording it over Christian slaves.49 This ongoing, indeed 

growing agitation over something out of existence needs explanation. Such 

prohibitions stem from theological considerations going back to patristic times. They 

echo a central part of Christian-Jewish polemics, the need to demonstrate time and 

again St. Augustine’s notion of the elder (Synagoga) becoming hand-maid and slave 

of the younger, triumphant Ecclesia. The thread of agitation over Christian slaves and 

Jewish slave-owners, running for over a millennium, from late antiquity right into the 

late middle ages, should be understood as a rhetorical device designed to demonstrate 

the right order of subordination. This manner of speaking spawned off a secondary 

rhetorical device, the stereotypical reproach put into the mouth of saints by their 

hagiographs, blasting their flock for all sorts of alleged sins. One such stock offence is 
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selling Christians to the Jews, a powerful analogy for reversing the right order of 

things. Tales of saints redeeming Christians served a double purpose: posing a moral 

example by accentuating its counterimage, restating the right order by pointing out its 

subversion. But even if we ignore the obvious polemical and hagiographic clothing of 

such accounts and take them at face value, they do not speak of slave trade. All they 

actually say is that Jews bought slaves. This does not make the purchaser into a 

professional slave trader.  

Our last remaining proof-text is a letter by Agobard, archbishop of Lyon in the first 

part of the 9th century, complaining about a Jew of his town who sold Christians to 

Spain into Muslim slavery.50 This testimony is conveniently placed on the highroad 

from Verdun to the Mediterranean seaboard and onwards to Muslim Spain, and can be 

nicely combined with the Radhanites supposed to stem from the Rhône river. Thus it 

could serve as yet another chief witness for the slave-trade theory.51 However, as 

already demonstrated, the Radhanite connection cannot be accepted. Secondly, 

Agobard’s complaint should not be taken out of its context, which is a series of 

epistles of the archbishop aimed at the imputed influence of Jews at the imperial 

court. There is a double thrust to his arguments. On one hand they were yet another 

exercise in polemics, employing ready elements of a mature polemical tradition 

reaching back to late antiquity.52 On the other hand his series of epistles was a move 

in a larger game over Carolingian politics.53 As pointed out in a recent study, his real 

aim was the recuperation of confiscated church property.54 

Paying close attention to our sources and their context, we must come to the 

conclusion that there is no textual basis for the slave-trade thesis. Some of the sources 

are wholly irrelevant, others can be more convincingly read as evidence for the 

purchasing, keeping and selling of household slaves. Such a conclusion fully accords 

with more general considerations on the economic pursuits and spatial organisation of 

8th to 11th century European Jews.   

III 

This brings us to the notion of a Jewish monopoly or dominance in early medieval 

commerce at large. What sources, other than the ones relating to the slave trade, 

support the idea that Jews were the principal or indeed the only long range merchants 

of 8th to 11th century Europe? For the Carolingian period there is the tale of the mock 
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mouse from the Holy Land, procured on order of Charlemagne by a Jewish merchant 

to publicly humiliate a smug bishop.55 Then there is a bigger animal, the elephant 

Abulabas brought back to Europe by the Jew Isaac, the only survivor of a delegation 

sent by Charlemagne to Baghdad.56 Then there are the Radhanite merchants from Iraq, 

falsely declared as we have seen as residents of the Rhône region. There is a royal 

order for a police operation looking for illegals in the quarters of Jewish and Christian 

merchants in Aix-la-Chapelle.57 Finally, there are three privileges granting Jews 

freedom to sell and exchange their property in the kingdom.58 The recipients are not 

“the” Jews as such, as has been claimed, but individuals, a man and his grandson, two 

Jews of Lyon, and a Jew from Saragossa in Spain. All these sources, even when taken 

at face value, amount to a tiny number of Jewish itinerant merchants in Carolingian 

times. They can hardly be credited with maintaining the whole international trade of 

the kingdom, or indeed of Europe at large. The Jews were but one element, significant 

only for their religious difference, among many more merchants of different creeds 

and nations. All this has been well known for a long time from a whole range of 

sources extensively researched.59 Yet by some strange trick of amnesia, it is forgotten 

the moment one comes to speak of the Jews. 

Let us move us to a slightly later period, Germany of the 10th century Saxon rulers. 

Here too the case for a Jewish trade monopoly cannot stand. It is based on a number of 

sources mentioning ”Iudaei et ceteri mercatores”, “Jews and other merchants”.60  This 

has been understood to mean that in 10th century Germany Jews were the proverbial 

merchants, non-Jews but an insignificant extension. Here too there is a simpler way of 

reading. Both groups of merchants were named for their most notable characteristics. 

For the administrators who wrote these texts, Christian merchants differed from the 

rest of the population by their trade activities and were thus designated as merchants. 

Their Jewish colleagues on the other hand are indicated by their religious identity. The 

only thing these sources do say is that there were both Jewish and non-Jewish 

merchants, and thus, by simple logic, no Jewish trade monopoly. Such conclusion is 

again borne out by the Hebrew sources extant since the early 11th century. Arising 

from the legal deliberations of a community essentially making its living by 

commerce, this body of texts is much more extensive and explicit on trade matters 

than the scant Latin one. It frequently mentions not only Christian customers but also 
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business associates.61 The notion of a Jewish trade monopoly is thus once more 

contradicted.  

In addition, it must be stressed that this notion of a monopoly owes much to an optical 

illusion created by the uneven distribution of sources. Most of the internal Hebrew 

sources documenting extensive trade and commerce were written because of a legal 

and religious problem felt acutely by 10th to 12th century Jews: the taking of interest, 

forbidden by law, from a fellow Jew, a daily occurrence at this early stage of 

commercial life. The regulation of this problem is amongst the earliest issues taken up 

by Jewish sages, thus furnishing us with a wealth of information on commerce and 

finance.62 In contrast, Christian society became aware of the problem later. 

Accordingly, the written discussion sets in later. But once Christians woke up to the 

legal and religious problems of commerce, their world of merchants and financiers too 

becomes illuminated in the sources.63 

Finally, the notion of a trade monopoly, together with the slave trade thesis depending 

on it and supporting it, cannot be reconciled with a realistic appreciation of the extent 

and structure of early Jewish settlement in Europe.64 Apart from a handful of places 

on the Mediterranean seaboard, Rome, maybe Narbonne and Arles, no European 

medieval Jewish community was in unbroken existence from Roman times. Despite a 

host of fanciful theories, there is no evidence of Jews living during the early medieval 

dark ages in Northern France, the Netherlands, Germany, Eastern Europe or 

England.65 In north-western Europe the first Jews, the itinerant merchants mentioned 

above, begin to emerge in minuscule numbers in Carolingian times. They appear to 

have come there from the south, via Lyon and up the Rhône river. Slightly later 

Jewish merchants moved from southern France and Italy into Lotharingia and 

Germany. Their first places of residence, at the end of the 9th century, were Metz and 

slightly later Mainz. Only during the second half of the 10th century is there spare 

evidence from Hebrew sources for a more permanent settlement, indicating first 

elements of community structures. By the end of the 11th century there were 

permanent and quite populous communities in the Rhineland and in north-western 

France, although only in a very small number of towns. None of them go back to 

Roman times and late-Roman economic structures.66 These were communities of 

merchants, by then engaged mostly in regional and increasingly also in local 
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commerce. Of the spectacular long range ventures attributed to them in earlier times 

there is some fading reference, they are the exception rather then the rule.67 There can 

be no doubt that the Jewish merchant was becoming a sedentary one. This is also 

borne out by the emergence of a local infrastructure, provided by a sizeable Jewish 

lower class of domestics and religious personnel, in addition to non-Jewish slaves and 

hired workers. 

Such chronology of the Jewish presence in north-western and central Europe leaves no 

room for the fanciful ideas of a slave trade or monopoly in commerce. A mere handful 

of itinerant merchants could not have moved, as has been claimed, thousands of 

Slavonic slaves to Muslim Spain.68 The “Jewish solidarity” of family and community 

ties, constantly invoked to prove such an infrastructure, was still non-existent at this 

stage.69 Significant Jewish communities eventually developed during the 11th century, 

when both the slave trade and international land transport were waning. Even then and 

later, with many more stable communities in existence, contacts between European, 

Iberian and Oriental Jews were much weaker than assumed, and mainly of a cultural 

nature.70 Between them, economic exchanges were the exception, not the rule.71 In the 

Hebrew record of that period, much richer than the handful of Latin texts, there is no 

evidence for either slave trade or indeed for other significant international commerce, 

not to speak of a dominance or monopoly. As with other overstatements of the 

“Jewish factor” in economics, the early medieval one too should finally be put to rest.
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IDEM, Slavery, Slave Trade, in: J. Strayer (ed.), Dictionary of the Middle Ages, XI, 

New York 1988, pp. 334-340, esp. pp. 336-337; IDEM, Les Radaniya: Intermédiaires 

commerciaux entre les mondes Germano-Slave et Gréco-Arabe, in: “Graeco-Arabica” 

6 (1995), pp. 111-124. 

11  Transl. by D. AYALON, On the Eunuchs in Islam, in: Jerusalem Studies in 

Arabic and Islam, I, Jerusalem 1979, pp. 67-124, here pp. 104-105: “What comes 

from the Western sea is the khadam Saqalib and Rumi and Frankish and Lombard 

boy-slaves, and Rumi and Andalusian slave-girls”. 



 13 

                                                                                                                                            
12  Transl. by G. JACOB, Arabische Berichte von Gesandten an germanische 

Fürstenhöfe aus dem 9. und 10. Jahrhundert, Berlin-Leipzig 1927, p. 12: “(Nach 

Prag) kommen aus der Stadt Krakau die R s und die Slawen mit Waaren, und es 

kommen zu ihnen aus den Ländern der Türken Muhammedaner, Juden und Türken 

gleichfalls mit Waaren und gangbaren Münzen und führen von ihnen Sklaven, Zinn 

und verschiedene Felle aus”. 

13  M. GIL, The Radhanite merchants and the land of Radhan, in: “Journal of the 

Economic and Social History of the Orient” 17 (1974), pp. 299-328; idem, In the 

Kingdom of Ishmael. Vol. 1. Studies in Jewish History in Islamic Lands in the Early 

Middle Ages, Tel Aviv 1997, pp. 611-635 (Hebrew); J. JACOBI, Die Radaniya, in: 

“Der Islam” 47 (1971), pp. 252-264; IDEM, Antwort auf einige Fragen über die 

Radaniya, in: “Der Islam” 52 (1975), pp. 226-238; E. ASHTOR, Aperחus sur les 
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