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Session title (of no more than 20 words) 
“Multiculturalism, Polyglossia & Ethnic Diversity: Conflict, Accommodation & Synthesis in the Pre-
Modern Mediterranean” 
 
Paper Titles: 

1. "Seeking Refuge under the Wings of the Shekhinah": Political and theological lexicons of exile in 
sixteenth-century Sephardi responsa texts [Rebecca Wartell] 

2. The Miraculous Virgin of Lead [Marianne E. Kupin-Lisbin] 
3. Christians, Jews and converts in the island of Majorca around 1400 : spatial segregation, business 

relations and language practices [Ingrid Houssaye Michienzi] 
 
Session abstract  
The Medieval and Early Modern Mediterranean was a dynamic zone of cultural contact, exchange, and 
innovation, the nexus between Europe, Africa, and Asia, and between the Byzantine, Latin, and Islamic 
worlds. It was home to an array of ethnic groups, and an array of vernacular and literary languages. 
Muslims, Christians and Jews of various origins, denominations and persuasions lived throughout the 
region, frequently cohabiting within the same regions, towns, and even households, engaging in dynamics 
of conflict and of collaboration, and exhibiting common identities that frequently crossed religious and 
ethnic lines. Multilingualism, bi-culturalism were common among individuals, and "code-switching" a 
common strategy. This panel brings together three papers that illuminate dynamics of interaction, 
transgression, engagement and conflict involving individuals and groups and the strategies they deployed 
as they navigated this diverse environment. 
 
The session’s papers bridge the late-fourteenth to early-seventeenth centuries, and cross the 
Mediterranean, from the Iberian peninsula to the Ottoman empire. Wartell’s "Seeking Refuge under the 
Wings of the Shekhinah" takes a philological approach to analyze the use of multilingual rabbinical 
responsa to mitigate the trauma of post-1492 diaspora Jewish communities. Kupin-Lisbin show how a 
multiconfessional religious ceremony to delve into the ambiguities and fluidities of religious identity in 
the early Modern Balkans. Houssaye Michienzi focuses on the tensions inherent in inter-ethnic and inter-
communal relations, and the divergence between ideal and practice among the merchant community of 
late Medieval Mallorca. 
 
The three presenters, all women, and including two PhD candidates, one American scholar, one French 
scholar, and one Australian scholar, present a diverse range of backgrounds and perspectives, which will 
enhance the diversity of the AHA Annual Meeting and provide a chance for foreign and junior scholars to 
reach a broad audience of scholarly peers. Through the Mediterranean Seminar Brian Catlos has co-
organized eight successful panels at AHA Annual Meetings since 2010. Based on our experience 
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organizing a panel at the 2019 meeting, we have limited this panel to three papers in order to have 
adequate time for response, and audience participation in the question period. 
 
Short session abstract  
The multi-lingual late medieval/early Modern Mediterranean was a space in which pluri-culturalism and a 
common habitus off-set the divisions inherent in a hierarchical and religiously-defined society. Through 
the analysis of religious and legal texts, common ceremonies and economic engagement, we interrogate 
established notions regarding religious and ethnic identity here. 
 
• Chair  
Núria Silleras-Fernández, Associate Professor of Spanish and Portuguese, University of Colorado 
Boulder 
silleras@colorado.edu  
 
• Comment 
Brian A. Catlos, Professor of Religious Studies, University of Colorado Boulder 
brian.catlos@colorado.edu 
 
• Audiovisual needs 
Projector for laptops 
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Paper #1 - Rebecca Wartell 
• Paper title 

"Seeking Refuge under the Wings of the Shekhinah": Political and theological lexicons of exile in 
sixteenth-century Sephardi responsa texts 

 
• Abstract  
The sixteenth century was a prolific period for the writing and publishing of responsa texts throughout 
the Mediterranean region. Leading Sephardi rabbis were inundated with questions related to the forced 
conversion, expulsion, and relocation of Spanish Jewry in the aftermath of the Iberian Inquisition. The 
halakhic discourse on exile and forced migration from Iberia in 1492 reveals a constructed geography 
that encouraged Jews to live with an Islamic, rather than Christian, context. Rabbinic perceptions of 
Roman and Ottoman empires were couched in theological and political rhetoric that portrayed a 
benevolent Sultan and a tolerant society in the Ottoman east, while Latin Christendom held a “bitter, evil 
Pope” and the cruel sword of the Inquisition. Drawing on a vocabulary that ranges from biblical Hebrew 
to Talmudic Aramaic to Ottoman Greek and Turkish, early modern Sephardic responsa are a valuable 
source for understanding the post-Expulsion experience. The mélange of cultural and linguistic 
references in the texts reveals the variety of influences upon the rabbis, including biblical notions of 
Europe as eretz Edom, the biblical enemy of the Jews as well as kabbalistic concepts of the Shekhinah, 
the imminent, feminine aspect of God dwelling in Turkey. This paper will consider the multilingual, 
multicultural lexicon shared among the network of early modern rabbinic leadership in the 
Mediterranean and how they used this rhetoric to appeal to the emerging Sephardic diaspora 
 
• Short abstract  

In an attempt to mitigate the trauma of inquisition, expulsion, and forced conversion of Iberian Jews, 
sixteenth-century Sephardic rabbis drew upon a shared multilingual, multicultural lexicon in their 
responsa that guided the emerging diaspora to seek refuge in Ottoman, rather than European empires. 
 
• Biographical paragraph  
Rebecca Wartell researches Sephardic Jews in the early modern period, with a particular interest in 
issues of refugees and migration after the Spanish Expulsion. She is interested in the economic and 
social dynamics between established Jewish communities, religious authority, and exiles. In her 
teaching, Rebecca specializes in Jewish/Christian and Jewish/Muslim historical interactions, with a 
particular interest in the Roman Inquisition of the sixteenth century. She teaches courses in Jewish 
culture and history, and enjoys helping students build their critical thinking and analytic skills. Rebecca 
has a Master's degree in Theological Studies from Harvard University and will receive her PhD in 
History in 2019 from Monash University in Melbourne, Australia. She is currently an Instructor in the 
Program in Jewish Studies at the University of Colorado, Boulder. 
 
• Correct e-mail address  
rebecca.wartell@colorado.edu 
 
• Affiliation, city, state, and country  
Jewish Studies, University of Colorado, Boulder, Boulder CO USA 
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Paper #2 - Marianne E. Kupin-Lisbin 
• Paper title 

“The Miraculous Virgin of Lead” 
 
• Abstract  

“The Miraculous Virgin of Lead” explores the Church's encouragement of the multi-confessional worship 
of a miraculous image of the Virgin found in the small town of Olovo, some forty kilometers northeast of 
Sarajevo from its initial mention in 1581 up through 1630.  Apostolic visitors traveling through Bosnia 
first noted with shock that Catholics, Orthodox Christians, and Muslims were participating in the Feast of 
the Assumption.  Overtime the shock, and initial admonishment of the multi-confessional worship of the 
image (including the image’s fame to perform miracles for anyone), shifted to awe and encouragement of 
the local clergy, the Bosnian Franciscans, to continue such practices.  The reputation of the image’s 
miraculous generosity reached the ears of Ferdinand II who sent a spy to both prove the voracity of the 
accounts and see how easily it might be for the emperor to steal the image.  Exploring both these accounts 
and this shared sacred festival from the perspective of the multi-confessional community this paper aims 
to parse out the many nuanced factors that created a world where sacred sharing was continually present.  
Comprised of locals from the town of Olovo and pilgrims from across the Balkans, this continual sharing 
of the miraculous images continued throughout the seventeenth century.  Taking the approach of Marc 
Forester and Rafael-Dorian Chelaru, I argue that the shared practices were due to the multi-confessional 
nature of the Ottoman Balkans, the encouragement of the practice by Bosnian Franciscans, and, 
tangentially, Rome.  Together, they created a climate of “confessional fluidity,” one that was able to 
continue within the city of Olovo throughout the seventeenth century. 
 
• Short abstract  

he Miraculous Virgin of Lead is a microhistorical account of the multi-confessional worship of Santa 
Maria di Piombo in Olovo, Bosnia.  Utilizing various accounts from apostolic visitors, lay travelers and 
Ferdinand II’s imperial spy, The Miraculous Virgin of Lead explores the nature of multi-confessional 
worship through the lens of clerical encouragement, lay astonishment, and imperial desire. 
 
• Biographical paragraph  

Marianne Kupin-Lisbin is a PhD candidate at the University of Rochester, as well as both a Susan B. 
Anthony Institute and Cornell Prison Education Project Teaching Fellow.  In her fifth year of candidacy, 
she is currently completing the draft of her dissertation, “The Illusion of Dissidence: The Virgin Mary, 
Rome, and Catholicism in Seventeenth Century Bosnia” which is a micro historical study of the shared 
practices of Catholics, Muslims, and Orthodox Christians in seventeenth century Olovo, Bosnia.  
Utilizing a myriad of sources from archives across Southeastern Europe, “The Illusion of Dissidence” 
challenges modern studies which rely on foreign archival sources and neglect engagement with local 
Bosnian scholars and sources available in Bosnian Franciscan Archives.  She is also completing an article 
for the Once and Future Classroom where she provides a guide for incorporating the history of the 
Balkans into a typical Medieval survey. 
 
• Correct e-mail address  

mkupin@ur.rochester.edu 
 
• Affiliation, city, state, and country  

History, University of Rochester, Rochester NY USA 
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Paper #3 - Ingrid Houssaye Michienzi 
• Paper title 
“Christians, Jews and converts in the island of Majorca around 1400 : spatial segregation, business 
relations and language practices” 
 
• Abstract  
On the island of Majorca, around 1400, agents of Francesco Datini's Tuscan business company traded 
closely with Jewish or new Christian merchants and craftsmen in a context of forced conversions and 
spatial segregation that followed the persecutions of 1391. The Datini Company of Majorca left many 
writings. Its agents multiplied the commercial registers and records that were repatriated to Tuscany 
during the very existence of the business company. These sources, particularly accounting sources, 
which are a priori less controversial or ideological in content, reveal the close commercial links between 
individuals belonging to different religious groups. These writings, while testifying to an almost daily 
proximity of business within spatially segmented groups, reveal at the same time a complex linguistic 
reality and situations of diglossia, where the use of languages was directly influenced by the social 
norms in force. In these complex communication conditions, when no one mastered all the languages of 
the actors involved (in this case Italian in its Tuscan form, Majorcan Catalan, Hebrew and Majorcan 
dialectal Arabic), all had to master the language of the majority social group. In this paper, I will present 
the situation of cohabitation between Jews, Christians and converts in Ciutat de Mallorca (the current 
Palma) as it emerges from the normative texts, and as it is actually experienced in the writings of 
everyday business practice. The objective will be to highlight the contradiction between norm and 
practice and to explore the interactions between these different ethnic groups, particularly through 
language practices. 
 
• Short abstract  
The objective of this paper will be to highlight the contradiction between norm and practice through the 
analysis of different kind of sources about the cohabitation of different ethnic/social groups in medieval 
Majorca (Christians, Jews and converts), and to explore their interactions particularly through language 
practices. 

 
• Biographical paragraph  
Ingrid Houssaye Michienzi is a permanent researcher at the French National Center for Scientific 
Research (CNRS, Orient & Méditerranée UMR 8167). She earned her PhD in History and Civilization 
from the European University Institute (Florence, 2010). She is the author of "Datini, Majorque et le 
Maghreb (14e-15e siècles). Réseaux, espaces méditerranées et stratégies marchandes" (Brill, 2013) and 
of several articles published in peer-reviewed journals. Specializing in economic and social history, she 
is currently leading two research projects: one on the Sahara at the end of the Middle Ages, the other on 
textiles in the Middle East and the Mediterranean from Antiquity to the end of the Middle Ages. She is 
also part of a European COST programme, entitled Islamic Legagy, which aims to provide remote 
evidence of trade relations in the Mediterranean in early modern times. Her interests encompass the 
Mediterranean commercial relationships in the Later Middle Ages with a particular focus on 
interreligious trade, merchant networks and strategies, commercial methods and practices, Florentine 
trade companies, and the articulation between economy and social relationships.  

 
• Correct e-mail address  

ingridhoussaye@yahoo.fr 
 
• Affiliation, city, state, and country for each participant 

CNRS (French National Center for Scientific Research), Saint-Maur, Ile-de-France FRA 


