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Messianic Excitement in 
Hamburg and Livorno

1665–1666

Of all the messianic fi gures who appeared in Jewish life, Shabbatai Zevi 
was the most notorious and the most widely acclaimed. Hundreds of 

thousands of Jews, both the cultured and the masses, accepted him as the 
long-awaited savior and redeemer of Israel. Th e times were ripe for him: cen-
tral Europe and its Jewry with it had been devastated by the Th irty Years’ War; 
east European Jewry had been decimated by a series of massacres beginning 
in . In such periods of suff ering, Jews oft en longed with special intensity 
for a return to Palestine where a free Jewish state would be established that 
would serve as a refuge and a restoration of glorious days from the past. 

Kabbalists reckoned  as the messianic year; Christian mystics thought 
it would be . Th us when Shabbatai Zevi was proclaimed messiah, fi rst 
by Nathan of Gaza and, not long aft er, by frenzied followers and other 
astute propagandists, he found a ready, wildly enthusiastic reception. His 
charming personality, his fi ne appearance, his pleasant singing voice, and 
his kabbalistic learning all made him the idol and the hope of a crushed and 
yearning people. 

Zevi probably had no original mystical philosophy of his own; he was a 
follower of the Lurianic school of mystical thought. Aft er his death, some of 
his immediate followers created a secret Muslim-Jewish sect (the Dönmeh) 
and conceived of him as God incarnate, thereby crossing beyond the periph-
ery of Judaism. Th e Frankists, another Sabbatian group, also ultimately left  
the faith (Chapter ). However, there remained within the fold of Judaism 
even until the nineteenth century some outstanding individuals in central 
Europe who apparently retained sympathies for Sabbatian Messianism. 
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644 · Internal Dynamics: Inner Life

Th e most dramatic events of the movement occurred in the Islamic 
Ott oman Empire, and their sources are therefore beyond the scope of this 
collection. Th e passages here focus on att itudes and behavior of Jewish 
communities in Europe, specifi cally Hamburg and Livorno. Th e fi rst two 
texts are taken from Tsitsat Novel Tsevi (“Th e Fading Flower of Zevi,” cf. Isa. 

: ), writt en by Rabbi Jacob Sasportas. Th e fi rst selection describes his own 
community of Hamburg at a time when messianic excitement was booming 
in early  in response to lett ers about Zevi’s relocation to his home com-
munity of Izmir, where he had quickly won over the support of the majority 
of Jews (cowing the others into submission). Th e reactions reported in Ham-
burg were dramatic celebrations within the synagogue in anticipation of the 
imminent beginning of the messianic era, much to the dismay of Sasportas. 

Th e second passage is taken from a long lett er writt en by Rabbi Joseph 
ha-Levi of Livorno, like Sasportas an opponent of the movement. It presents 
a fascinating account of reactions to the news of the “messiah’s” apostasy, 
documenting the ways in which believers can accommodate to reports of 
events that appear unambiguously to refute their beliefs. 

Th e third text is taken from the Memoir of Glückel of Hameln (see Chap-
ter ); though writt en a generation later, it presents vivid memories of the 
events from the perspective not of learned rabbis but of a rather sophisticated 
woman. 

As Gershom Scholem has demonstrated, such reactions to reports of an 
apostate messiah may also elucidate reactions to the reports of a crucifi ed 
messiah more than  years earlier. 

.   Reactions in Hamburg to Reports about the Turkish 
“Messiah”

Th at week lett ers proclaiming that the “king” [Shabbatai Zevi] who they claim 
had begun to reign had left  Jerusalem and was now in Izmir, behaving like 
a royal ruler, with the entire city abuzz. Also the Prophet [Nathan] himself 
had left  the city and gone to encounter the descendants of Reuben and of 
Gad, who would come [to join their Jewish brethren] before the rest of the 
ten [“lost”] tribes. Th e sound of trepidation had descended upon the camp 
of the Hebrews, peace, without terror.1 Every Jew came with drums and 
other instruments to the synagogue, dancing with the Torah scrolls. Th e 

 1 A play on 1 Sam. 4:6 and a reversal of Jer. 30: 5, which says “terror, without peace.”
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noise of their dancing and their instruments, the sound of the “messengers” 
proclaiming good news despite the pain and the pangs of exile, the public 
laughter of the fools [cf. Eccl. : ], increased until the synagogue was fi lled 
with gentiles astonished at what they were hearing and seeing. Most of them 
said nothing, because everything seemed to them to be a matt er worthy of 
mockery and derision. On the contrary, they themselves added to the noise, 
writing and printing, diminishing and enhancing what they heard in order to 
make fun of the Jews. Th e humble of our people were thinking that this was 
the result of the hand of God, with our enemies themselves proclaiming and 
publicizing our good fortune. Th ere was one who preached publicly that this 
was the “great shofar” mentioned in the verse, “On that day the great shofar 
will be sounded” (Isa. : ). Th ere is no shofar greater than this, so no one 
should cast doubt upon this messiah and this prophet. 

I in my misery certainly saw that those bringing joy to the people were 
beguiling and suppressing the speech of the unbelievers, calling them total 
heretics. My authority was undermined, so that I could not speak, as there 
were so few who supported my position that a child could list their names. 
And those few were unable to speak aloud, but kept to themselves. Th e 
masses became more powerful with their leaders, and no one could win 
them back. Many times they sought to place a ban on the “unbelievers,” and 
they might have done so had they not seen that I was with the “unbelievers,” 
strengthening their hearts so that they would not fear any ban, which would 
be like declaring a ban upon the sea. Th ey [the “believers”] implored me to 
preach publicly on this matt er, [and I did so,] but I did not want to speak 
disparagingly about their messiah and their prophet, so I said, “If all that we 
have heard is indeed true, then your messiah is close to you, and we are close 
to being able to say, ‘My beloved is like a gazelle [tsvi]. . . standing behind 
the wall, etc.’” (Song : ).2 

Aft er I completed my sermon, one of the scholars stood up and made an 
accusation against me, saying, “Have you heard what he said at the beginning 
of his speech, speaking as if he doubted whether all we have heard is true. I say 
that it is indeed the case, for if it is not true, why should we cite this biblical 
verse and make it into a fraud?”

About two weeks later, I went to a meeting of scholars in the house of Rab-

 2 Th is verse was used in a messianic context already in rabbinic texts (e.g. Midrash Shir 
ha-Shirim, Pesiqta de-Rav Kahanah), but it was especially useful to the Sabbatians because 
the Hebrew word for gazelle or deer was Shabbatai’s family name. 
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bi Isaac Señor de Texeira.3 Th e conversation was about Nathan their prophet 
having revealed the messianic date found in the Zohar, based on the verse “In 
this year of jubilee, each of you shall return to his holding” (Lev. : ). Th us 
it is the jubilee of the word “this,” ha-zot, meaning that eight years (equivalent 
to the zayin and aleph of ha-zot) shall pass from this fi ft y-year period, and 
then the redemption will begin to appear. Th ey interpreted it to mean that 
fi ve thousand (signifi ed by the lett er heh of ha-zot) and four hundred (the taf 
of ha-zot) years of fi ft y-year jubilee cycles would pass, and then eight years of 
the following jubilee cycle (  = ), and that is the precisely year when 
the messiah Shabbatai Zevi began to display his messianic work in Izmir.4 
Within the remainder of this fi ft y year period [ –  = – ], 

“each of you shall return to his holding.” Now Nathan the Prophet has said 
that there remains only one year and a few months. . . . 5 

Concerning this, the rabbi and preacher of this community [Rabbi Moses 
Israel] gave the following homiletical interpretation: “Your neck is like the 
Tower of David, built to hold weapons [le-talpiyot], hung with a thousand 
shields, all the quivers of warriors” (Song : ). “Your neck is like the Tower 
of David” refers to Shabbatai Zevi, the messiah descendant of David, who 
will build the Temple, which will be built in the year [ ]  [the numerical 
equivalent of the Hebrew tal, or the secular year ], like the prophecies 
(piyot) of Nathan. . . . 

He preached many such matt ers publicly, and the entire congregation was 
overjoyed, saying, “Behold ancient things from the mouth of an elder who 
has acquired wisdom.” 

.   Reactions in Livorno to Reports of the “Messiah’s” 
Apostasy

I did not want to respond immediately before ships would arrive from Izmir 
and confi rm the rumor that the evil Shabbatai Zevi (may his name and 
memory be blott ed out) had indeed apostatized. Th ree months had passed 

 3 One of the wealthiest Jews in Hamburg, whose father had been agent in Hamburg for the 
Queen of Sweden (Scholem, Sabbatai Șevi, 573).

 4 Th e year 1648 was well known in Jewish messianic speculation, but it turned out to be 
disastrous for the Jews of Poland (Chapter 37). For the beginning of Zevi’s public career in 
that year, see Scholem, Sabbatai Șevi, 136, 139–41.

 5 Nathan mentions “a year and a few months” in an important lett er to Raphael Joseph of 
Aleppo (Scholem, Sabbatai Șevi, 272)

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 13:08:25 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



Messianic Excitement in Hamburg and Livorno · 647

without the arrival of a single ship [in Italy], because of the great delay caused 
by the Sultan’s decision to seize all Christian ships and send them to Crete.6 
Because of this delay, the foolish believers began to speak rebelliously against 
God and His messiah, once again insisting that Shabbatai Zevi was the true 
messiah. Th e people were divided into several diff erent groups.

Th e fi rst claims that he had never apostatized, that the report was a lie. 
What had happened was that the Sultan, upon seeing Shabbatai, embraced 
him and kissed him and placed the royal crown on his head and a green turban 
upon his cap, so that those who saw him thought that he had accepted Islam. 
Th is is the belief of the empty-headed; chief among them is Abraham Pereira, 
one of the wealthiest Jews in Amsterdam, who is currently in Venice, from 
which he is writing lett ers of mischief and vanity to the fools who are here. 
Th ey have also writt en similarly from Verona, and other places.7 

A second group claims that if perhaps he did apostatize there is a deep 
subterfuge in this act, which is to learn the secrets of the Turkish Sultan at 
their sources, so that later, when his own sovereignty is established, he will 
be expert in all of the tactics of royal rule. 

A third group claims that his apostasy has no end of mysteries, brought 
about by God, for it was necessary for him to enter into the realm of the 
husks (kelippot) in order to subdue them, and that is why he clothed himself 
with them.8 Th e most distinguished person who held this view was Rabbi 
Raphael Supino; in his house there gathered a group of descendants of the 
associates of Jephthah,9 and he would preach and stir them up in this manner. 
I responded to them that what had happened to Shabbatai Zevi was like the 
camel who went to demand horns, and they cut off  his ears,10 for the husks 
had already subdued him, and he had become inseparably mixed up with 
them. Supino also made songs (shirim) – or sources of pain (tsirim) – for his 
king, may the pangs of childbirth (tsirim) come upon both of them. I called 

 6 War had broken out between Turkey and Venice over the island of Crete.
 7 On Pereira, see Scholem, Sabbatai Șevi, 529–30.
 8 Th is explanation is based on Lurianic Kabbalah: the husks (kelippot) were the source of evil 

energized by sparks of divine holiness imprisoned with them, and it was necessary for the 
messiah to descend into the realm of evil in order to liberate the sparks.

 9 Cf. Judg. 11:3: “Men of low character gathered around Jephthah”; the Talmud uses this verse 
to exemplify a general principle that individuals with problems att ract unsavory companions: 
b. Bava Qamma 92b. Supino was a distinguished scholar in Livorno. 

 10 Th e statement (in Aramaic) is taken from b. Sanhedrin 106a and applied to Shabbatai Zevi. 
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him a “steaming pot” (sir nafu’aĥ: Jer. : ). R. Isaac Nahar was also drawn 
aft er him, but he really belongs to the fi rst group.11

A fourth group claims that if he perhaps [appeared to have] apostatized, 
it was not really him, but rather a hologram of him, while he himself ascend-
ed to the heavens and has disappeared from sight.12 Jokingly I said that the 
following talmudic statement should apply, “According to Rav, meat that has 
disappeared from sight is forbidden.”13 

A fi ft h group claims that he did not apostatize and that he is still a Jew, but 
that he apologized to the Sultan that the “prophet” of Gaza had given such 
prophecies, and the Sultan had sent aft er Nathan, and one way or another, 
they returned him to the fortress of Gallipoli.

All these are the words of ignorant fools. And now the masters of false-
hood have roused themselves to write new lett ers, claiming that the Turkish 
Sultan has made Shabbatai into an offi  cer of his army and sent him with two 
hundred thousand soldiers to Poland in order to fulfi l the prophecy of “Satan 
Ashkenazi” in Gaza,14 saying that the messiah would wreak vengeance for the 
Jews that were slaughtered in Poland, and it is affi  rmed that he has performed 
countless wonders and miracles. But the believers in the Torah of truth have 
not turned to arrogant and foolish lies; they know that what has come from 
Izmir in writing about the apostasy is the truth, and the writings from Istanbul 
and Adrianople to Venice confi rm the matt er. 

.   Glückel of Hameln on the Excitement over Shabbatai 
Zevi, –

About this time people began to talk of Shabbatai Zevi. But “woe unto us 
that we have sinned” (Lam. : ) and never lived to see what we had heard 
and almost believed. When I think of the “repentance” done by young and 
old, my pen fails me – but the whole world knows of it!

O Lord of all worlds, hoping as we did that You had shown compassion 

 11 Nahar was a leading “believer” in Amsterdam, who travelled to Livorno on his way to meet 
Shabbatai, but was convinced to remain and preach Sabbatian sermons in Livorno.

 12 Th is response is similar to the “Docetist” response to the scandal of the crucifi xion; it was 
deemed to be heretical by the Christian Church but accepted as authoritative in Islam. 
Unlike the kabbalistic interpretation, this view could not be defended for long, as many 
followers would soon be able to see that Shabbatai was not merely a hologram.

 13 b. Bava Metsi’a 24b: the tongue-in-cheek conclusion is that since the real Shabbatai has 
disappeared, he should be forbidden.

 14 A play on the “prophet’s” Hebrew name, Natan Ashkenazi.
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on Israel and redeemed us, we were like a woman in labor suff ering powerful 
birth pangs, thinking that once her suff ering is over she will be blessed with 
a child – yet it was only a “hearkening aft er wind” [cf. Isa. : ]. So, dear 
God and king, it befell us. Th roughout the world, Your servants and children 
racked themselves with “repentance, prayer and charity”;15 for two, even three 
years Your beloved people Israel sat in labor, but there came forth nothing 
but wind. It was not enough that we were unworthy to behold the child for 
whom we had labored and in whom our hope was sure; we were left , in the 
end, abandoned. Still, O Lord my God, Your people Israel do not despair; 
daily they trust that in Your mercy You will redeem them. Th ough redemption 
be deferred, yet every day I hope upon its coming.16 When it shall be Your 
holy will, You will truly remember Your people Israel.

When the lett ers came [from Izmir], our joy was beyond description. 
Most of them were addressed to the Sephardim who, as fast as they came, took 
them to their synagogue and read them aloud. Young and old, the Germans 
also hurried to the Sephardi synagogue.

Th e Sephardi youth came dressed in their best fi nery and decked in broad 
green silk sashes, the color of Shabbatai Zevi. “With timbrels and with dances” 
(Exod. : ) they trooped one and all to the synagogue, and they read the 
lett ers aloud with joy like the “joy of the Feast of Water Drawing.”17

Many sold their houses and lands and all their possessions, for any day 
they hoped to be redeemed. My good father-in-law left  his home in Hameln, 
abandoned his house and lands and all his fi ne furniture, and moved to 
Hildesheim. He sent on to us in Hamburg two enormous casks packed with 
linens and with peas, beans, dried meats, shredded prunes and similar stuff , 
every manner of food that would keep. For the old man expected to sail at 
any moment from Hamburg to the Holy Land.

For more than a year the casks lay in my house. Finally the old folks feared 
the meat and other edibles would rot, and they wrote instructing us to open 
the casks and remove the foodstuff s, in order to save the linens from ruin. For 
three years the casks stood ready, and all this while my father-in-law awaited 
the signal to depart. But the Most High pleased otherwise.

Full well we know the Most High has given His word, and were we not so 

 15 From Untaneh Tokef in the High Holy Day liturgy.
 16 Echoing a popular version of one of Maimonides’ Th irteen Principles of Jewish Faith.
 17 Simĥat Beit ha-Sho’evah, at the end of the Sukkot week, the most festive celebration of the 

year in ancient Israel. 
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wicked, but truly pious from the bott om of our hearts, I am certain that God 
would have mercy on us. If only we kept the commandment, “You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself ” (Lev. : ). But God forgive us for the way we 
keep it: no good can come from the jealousy and groundless hate that rule 
our lives. Nevertheless, what You, Lord God, have promised, You will like a 
gracious king fulfi ll.

With this I will leave the subject and return to my story. 
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