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The legend of Ahasuerus, the  Wander ing 
A Jew, doomed to wander the  e a r t h  u n t i l  the Judg- 

ment Day because h e  h a d  refused h i s  house as  
a r e s t i n g  p lace  f o r  the  s u f f e r i n g  Chr is t ,  i s  

.L 

fami  l i a r  today. I t  was f i r s t  made genera l l y  
known to Europe i n  a n  anonymous pamphlet  
p r i n t e d  i n  German i n  1602, Kurzer Bextmibung 
und Erzehlung von einern Juden rnit Narnen 
Ahasverus.. I t  was s a i d  to be  p r i n t e d  a t  Leiden 
b y  Cr is to f f  Crutzer ,  who i s  unknown to h i s t o r i -  

u 
ans. ' A l a t e r  vers ion,  wh ich  appeared in  1613, 
Neue Zeitung von einem Juden von Jerusalem, 
Ahasuerus genannt, welcher die Creutzignung 
unsers Herrn Jhesu Christi gesehen, und noch am 
leben ist, aus Dantzig an einern guten Freund 
geschrieben, ascr ibed au tho rsh ip  to one - Chrysostomus Dudulaeus of Westph l i a ,  o f  whom 5 n o t h i n g  f u r t h e r  i s  known e i the r .  These t re-  
a t ises  bo th  r e l a t e  how Pau lus  von Eizen, Bishop 
of Schleswig, met a man in  Hamburg i n  1547 who 
c a l l e d  himself  Ahasuerus. He s a i d  t h a t  h e  was 
a Jew, a shoemaker, a n d  t h a t  h e  h a d  been 

v present  a t  C h r i s t ' s  c r u c i f i x i o n .  He t o l d  the  
b ishop t h a t  when Chr i s t  was pass ing  h i s  door, 
burdened w i t h  the heavy cross, he  wanted to 
res t  aga ins t  the w a l l  a l i t t l e  wh i le .  Enraged, 
Ahasuerus ordered C h r i s t  to move on. Jesus then 
f i x e d  h i s  gaze upon h i m  a n d  said,  " I  w i l l  s tand  

* here  a n d  rest ,  b u t  thou s h a l t  move u n t i l  the 
l a s t  day! '13 T h e  G e r m a n t a l e  goes on to  re-  
count  the Jew's wander ings,  h i s  p ie t y ,  a n d  h i s  



learning,  without, however, g i v i n g  h im any 
specif ic epithet. 4 

Prototypes of Ahasuerus a r e  found i n  two w 
ea r l i e r  legendary f igures.  In 1228, a bishop 
from Armenia v i s i ted  the Abbey of St. Albans in 
Hertfordshire, England. When the monks i nqu i r ed  
of h im whether he had  knowledge of the man 
ca l  led Joseph who had  been present a t  Ch r i s t ' s  
c ruc i f i x ion ,  and who yet l ived,  the bishop .I 

related that  Car taph i  lus, P i  l a t e ' s  doorkeeper, 
was then l i v i n g  a ho ly  l i f e  among the Armenian 
c lergy.  When Jesus was be ing led from the judg-  
ment h a l l ,  Car taph i lus  had  s t ruck him, u r g i n g  
h im to go faster, to which Jesus had  repl ied,  C- 

" I  w i l l  go, bu t  thou sha l t  remain wa i t i ng  u n t i l  - 
I come." La te r  Car taph i lus  was bapt ized b y  
Ananias, and g iven the name of Joseph. Th is  
ta le  i s  preserved i n  the Flores His tor iarum of  
Roger of Wendover, and  i s  repeated b y  Matthew 
Par i s  i n  h i s  cont inuat ion of Roger's h is tory .5  
Subject of a s im i l a r  story cu r ren t  i n  th i r teenth- w 
century l t a l y  was the a l  Iegedl y long- l ived 
Giovanni Buttadeo, " s t r i ke r  of God." Buttadeo 
was reputed to be the o f f icer  who smote Chr i s t  
i n  the h i g h  p r i e s t ' s  presence.6 Both C a r t a p h i  l us  
and Buttadeo were Romans, not Jews; fu r the r -  
more, they a re  s ta t ionary  f igures ra the r  than  v 
wanderers. 

Scholars have found no reference to an  un- 
d y i n g  Jevv who wanders from place to p lace p r i o r  
to the 1602 and 1613 c r ys ta l l i za t i on  of the 
legend of Ahasuerus i n  German, nor  any specif ic 
medieval references to the "wander ing Jew .'I The - 
German ta le  was soon t rans la ted in to  other 
European languages, and the French vers ion 
p r i n ted  i n  Bordeaux i n  1609, wherein the Jew i s  
ca l led  the "juif er rant , "  i s  c red i ted w i t h  
o r i g i na t i ng  the epithet, "Vi'andering ~ e w . " ~  

Therefore, i t  i s  of great  interest  to note .r 
the h i ther to  overlooked appearance of the phrase 
"er raunt  Jew" i n  the A l l i t e ra t i ve  Morte Arthure,  
a Midd le  Eng l i sh  verse romance composed around 



1360 in the d ia lect  of the West  idl lands.^ The 
reference occurs i n  l i ne  2895, in the context of 
a b r i e f  passage: 

B u t  one J o l y a n  o f  Gene, a  gTaunt f u l l  h i ge ,  
Has j o i n e d  on S i r  Gerard ,  a  j u s t i c e  o f  wales;  
Through a  j e rownde  s h e l d  he j agges  him th rough ,  
And a  fTne gesse raun t  o f  g e n t l e  m a i l e s ;  - - 
J o i n t e r  and gemous he j agges  i n  sonde r !  
On a  jambe s t e e d  t h i s  j o u r n e e  he makes; 
Thus i s  t h e  g;aunt f o r - j o u s t e ,  t h a t  e r r a u n t  Jew, 
And Gera rd  i s  j o c u n d  and j o y e s  h i m  t h e  more. 9  

(2889-2896) 

[ B u t  one J u l i a n  o f  Genoa, a v e r y  huge g i a n t ,  has encoun te red  
S i r  Gerard ,  a  j u s t i c e  o f  Wales; he s t a b s  h im t h r o u g h  a  
gyronny s h i e l d  and a  f i n e ,  n o b l e  c o a t  of  m a i l ;  he s t a b s  
asunder j o i n t  and c l a s p !  On a  s w i f t  s t e e d  he does h i s  d a y ' s  
work; t hus  t h e  g i a n t  i s  o u t j o u s t e d ,  t h a t  wande r ing  Jew, and 
Gerard  i s  j o c u n d  and r e j o i c e s  t h e  more.] 

The passage recounts one episode in the 
ba t t l e  between K ing  A r thu r ' s  men and  the men 
of Westphalia; the "erraunt Jew," w i t h  other 
Genoan soldiers i s  f i g h t i n g  in the Westphalian 
cause (see l ines 2825-2915). That the Jew i s  
sa id  to be from Genoa may ref lect  an  association 
w i th  one of the Wandering Jew's antecedents, the 
I t a l i a n  Buttadeo. More tanta l iz ing,  however, i s  
the Jew's connection w i th  the Westphal i a n  forces, 
inasmuch as the al leged author of the ear l ies t  
known legend of Ahasuerus, a "wandering" Jew, 
i s  a Chrysostomus of Westphalia. Th is  suggests 
that  some version of the Wandering Jew legend 
or ig inated much ea r l i e r  than the seventeenth 
century i n  Germany, possibly i n  Westphal ia, and  
was propagated a t  least as f a r  as the West Mid- 
lands of England as ea r l y  as the fourteenth 
century.  VJe know from the testimony of Roger of 
\\rendover that ,  not f a r  from London i n  the ea r l y  
th i r teenth century,  a bel ief  existed i n  a cer ta in  
"Joseph" who had  witnessed the c r u c i f i x  ion of 
Chr ist  and who was s t i l l  a l ive .  The phrase, 



"er raunt  Jew," employed b y  the anonymous 
Engl ish  poet of the fourteenth-century A l l  i te ra-  
t i v e  Morte Arthure, po in ts  to the existence of - 
such a legend, and places i t s  o ra l  currency 
over two hundred years e a r l i e r  than  the time 
when an  unknown Westphal i a n  author  committed 
the version known to h i m  to w r i t i n g  i n  the e a r l y  
seventeenth century.  
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