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Shabbetay Ṣevi: The First Transgender Messiah Ever
Eliezer Papo (Be’er Scheva)
Abstract
Eschatological expectations and messianic hopes aroused by the expulsion of Jews from
Spain climaxed in the seventeenth century with the appearance of Shabbetay Ṣevi. In 1666,
Sultan Mehmed IV, eager to halt the uproar without creating a martyr, offered Ṣevi a choice
between conversion to Islam and death. Ṣevi chose life. Although many Jews were
devastated by his apostasy, a nucleus of Shabbetay’s most ardent followers preferred to
understand it as the ultimate tiqqun. The lecture focuses on one of the most intriguing
Sabbatian literary accounts of their Messiah’s apostasy: the internal Sabbatian version of the
romansa “Tarquin and Lucretia”. The choice to represent metaphysical truths and concepts
via a female genre (romansa) in a female tongue (Judeo‐Spanish) was not an invention of
those Sabbatians who followed their Messiah in his apostasy. The first to do so was
Shabbetay himself. ‘Meliselda’, a Spanish oicotype of ‘Melisenda Insomne’, a famous French
ballad from Carolingian period, played a prominent role in Sabbatai’s own weltanschauung
and he singled it out as the most central liturgical/metaphysical text of the movement, by
performing it during his dramatic selfappointment as Messiah, in Izmir’s synagogue, in the
year 1666. While Sabbatai consecrated “Meliselda” only by reinterpreting the traditional
song, without introducing any changes in the text, the later Sabbatians were more liberal.
They not only altered the accepted meaning of a given text, but often revised the text itself
in order to make it a more fitting vehicle for their theological messages. Thus unique
Sabbatian oikotypes of at least two additional romansas (besides the already mentioned:
“Tarquin and Lucretia”) were created, namely the Sabbatian “Delgadina” and Sabbatian “San
Juanada”. In each of the four Shabbetay is identified with the original main female character,
in addition to the “strange usage” of a “female song”, sung in a “female language”. A careful
reading of Shabbetay’s own, as well as of the literary and linguistic strategy of his
Maminim/”Dönmeh” followers offers a rare glimpse into the transgender self‐consciousness
of the Sabbatian Messiah and into Messiah’s identification as the embodiment of the
Shekhinah (the “female Aspect of the Divinity”), amongst at least one of the
Maminim/”Dönmeh” sects.
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