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Foreword

Wills are invaluable historical sources, pertinent to literary and cultural analysis
of Jewish life. This volume furnishes the Hebrew reader with some 600 wills
as well as fragments thereof found in Responsa books, in manuscripts and in
academic literature. These are last testaments of Jews — female and male, learned
and layperson, old and young hailing from Ottoman urban centers from the early
sixteenth through the end of the nineteenth centuries. Many wills are authentic,
quoting the testator in Judeo-Spanish (Ladino) using borrowed words from
Ottoman Turkish and other local languages. Only a few texts are given in Judeo-
Arabic. The rest are in Hebrew — these were either penned by rabbis, or were
rephrased and translated by the rabbinic decisor. The many personal and family
names mentioned will surely attract the attention of genealogists and scholars of
Hebrew naming practices alike.

Most of these wills, no doubt, relate to the partition of property such as
real-estate, personal objects, legal deeds and liquid assets among various
beneficiaries. The personal objects reveal much about the material culture and
consumption habits typical of a class-based society that appreciated status
markers. We get a glimpse of everyday life, including what people owned and
used in their home, and what was considered a valuable status symbol — fancy
clothing and jewelry adorning both sexes as well as embroidered textiles. Tools,
ledgers and books that hint to one’s occupation, and family heirlooms are
mentioned as well.

Relegating property and the politics of inheritance teach us about how an
individual functions in immediate as well as more distant family circles. Feelings
of love, jealousy and anger influencing decisions come through at times. Blood
ties were clearly stronger than marital ones, and yet, the emerging portrait is a
far cry from ideals of family kinship. This suggests accepted notions of parent-
child bonding should be critically revisited. While in some cases children had
their father’s widow (not necessarily their mother) remain financially dependent
on them rather than seek to redeem her Ketubah, in other scenarios they simply
showed her the door. While women were theoretically at a disadvantage in terms
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of religious law, analysis of the material at hand reveals that many husbands
appointed their wives in charge of their estate, though not as legal guardians.
Gender distinctions are also apparent in the effort to marry off daughters, and
while husbands penalized their widows for remarrying by denying them certain
financial rights, wives encouraged their widower to remarry.

Much of what is exposed in these egodocumental texts must be explained
as a clear manifestation of Jewish acculturation within the Ottoman Muslim
culture with which they shared so much: gender accommodating (if not fluid)
notion of individual honor; the desire and preference for male offspring; the use
of the Muslim institution of endowment (wagf) to secure housing for family
members; and the treatment of female slaves within the household, to name a
few. Conflicts arising between Ottoman Muslim or Christian notarial law and
Jewish legal instructions; complications regarding Marranos, cases of bigamy
and conflicting interpretations of the testator’s intentions and priorities are of
particular concern to experts of Hebrew Law.

The no small number of wills that include gifts and religious endowments
allow for a glimpse onto Ottoman Jews’ ethical and religious norms. We
find forms of philanthropic giving stemming from sacred directives such as
Tzedakah for the poor and needy, financing Torah study and assisting Jews in the
Holy Land. All these deeds were deemed beneficial to one’s soul in the afterlife.
A similar effect was ascribed to having a candle burn in one’s synagogue during
the period of mourning. Interestingly, very few left instructions regarding
their death. Only rabbis from 1750 on, and especially from nineteenth-century
Palestine, left detailed wills with moral articles and orders concerning all stages
of death — from the actual dying, the preparation of the body for burial, the
burial and the mourning thereafter, which Avriel Bar-Levav called “ritualization
of death.” These requests, which included magical acts attest to the broadening
influence of the kabbala.

Thus, these wills mirror not only the last wishes of the dying but the realities
and the world of early modern Sephardi Jews in the Middle East.





