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     The finale of Jewish Spain is mirrored in the life of its last great leader, 
Don Yitzchak Abarbanel (1437-1507). His grandfather Shmuel who lived in 
Seville was a wealthy merchant and an important Jewish political figure. 
Unfortunately he was forced to publicly convert to Christianity during the 
riots of 1391. His son Yehudah, the father of Don Yitzchak, was smuggled 
out of Spain and raised as a Jew in Lisbon, Portugal. Yehudah was an 
extremely successful merchant, financier, and diplomat, and he eventually 
became the royal treasurer of King Alfonso of Portugal. His son Yitzchak 
studied in Lisbon under R. Yosef Hayun and was already well known in his 
youth for his prowess in Bible and Talmud. He was also accomplished in 
Latin, Greek, philosophy, astronomy, and mathematics, plus he was also 
able to master the intricacies of finance, banking, and mercantile credit. In 
1471, when Yehudah died, his son Yitzchak succeeded him as royal 
treasurer of Portugal.  
 

     At the same time, Don Yitzchak regularly taught Torah at the main 
synagogue of Lisbon, and he soon developed quite a name for himself in 
the realm of Torah scholarship. His commentary to the Bible, especially 
Devarim, was based on public lectures and classes that he taught at the 
Lisbon synagogue. Don Yitzchak soon became the effective leader of 
Portuguese Jewry. He also had strong contacts in the highest ruling circles 
of Portugal and never hesitated to use them on behalf of his fellow Jews 
and Jewish interests. Don Yitzchak became well known for his involvement 
in arranging the ransom of hundreds of Jewish captives taken by 
Portuguese slave traders who raided Africa and the Mediterranean basin. 
By 1481, he was the most powerful courtier in the court of Alfonso V. 
 

     When King Alfonso died in 1481, the fortunes of Don Yitzchak declined 
precipitously. The new king, Joao II, restricted the rights of the Jews of 
Portugal  and accused Abarbanel of plotting against him. Don Yitzchak 
escaped from Portugal to Spain in 1483 and took up residence in Castille. 
He was bitterly disappointed by the treatment he had received in Portugal 
after so many years of loyal and productive service. He ruefully 
acknowledged that he had perhaps erred in serving an earthly master so 
zealously, and henceforth committed himself to greater efforts in the realms 
of Torah and spirituality. He began writing his commentary to the Prophets, 
and by 1484 had completed the first section of this work, covering Joshua, 
Judges, and Samuel. However, he was not able to continue pursuing his 



spiritual interests. In 1484, with his fame as financier and diplomat 
preceding him, he was enlisted by Ferdinand and Isabella to help finance 
their war against Granada, the last Moslem outpost in Spain. Abarbanel 
and Abraham Senor became the leading tax financiers for Spain, and they 
used their great talents to help it become a world power.  
 

     Following the Expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492, Don Yitzchak 
Abarbanel led the departure of Jews fleeing for their lives. Abarbanel had 
been able to remove some of his wealth and most of his large library of rare 
books, manuscripts, and incunabula. He settled in Naples, Italy where he 
intended to again devote himself exclusively to Torah writings and 
scholarship. But he was foiled in this attempt by the king of Naples, 
Ferrante I who drafted him into his service. Once more Abarbanel found 
himself in the position of royal treasurer. In 1494 the French sacked 
Naples, and Abarbanel’s home and irreplaceable library went up in flames. 
He wandered to Sicily and then to Corfu, finally returning to Naples in 
1496.  
 

     Back in Naples, Abarbanel completed his commentary to Tanach, as 
well as his works on Pirkei Avos, the Pesach Haggadah, and numerous 
philosophical treatises, many of which dealt with messianic themes. In 
these latter works he attempted to modify the purely rationalistic bent of 
Rambam’s philosophical writings. In 1503 he moved to Venice where he 
performed valuable service on behalf of the Doge and the Senate. He 
continued to write extensively in order to strengthen the dejected 
Sephardim following their expulsion, and to encourage them to remain 
steadfast in their new homes. Abarbanel died in Venice and was buried in 
Padua. Unfortunately no trace of his grave remains as the Jewish cemetery 
there was destroyed in 1509.  
 


