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Preface 

In Yeshiva University Museum's thirty-five year history, 

there have been times when an exhibition catalogue was 

delayed for almost a year But the appearance of this publi­

cation, twelve years after the original exhibition opened, 
can on ly be deemed a small miracle. 

In October 1996, during the last few weeks of the 

exhibi t ion's run, in what might be termed a photo finish, the 

Museu m received a generous grant from Peter and George 

Sacerdote, which enabled us to photograph the objects in 
the show and assemble a catalogue. A respected universi ty 
press accepted the completed manuscript, and we looked 

forward to its publication within the year 

However, a series of unexpected events kept delaying 

publication-events that were totally out of our control­

so that it was not until 2007 that we too k bac k the 

manuscript We then proceeded with all possible speed to 

fulfill our obligations to our mission as a museum 

dedicated to illuminating th e jewish past and present, and 

to the patient and forbeari ng donors, to whom we owe 

immeasurab le gratitude. 

The first major settlement of jews in Piedmont began in 

the fourteenth century, when emigres from France (and, 

to a lesser extent, from Germany) settled in the territories 

of the Du chy of Savoy, which extended into Piedmon t, 

on the Italian side of the Alps. Some of these commun iti es 

maintained thei r medieval French and Ashkenazic identity 

th rough their synagogue liturgy, their ceremonia l objects, 

and what the late Primo Levi called a "curious j udeo-

Pied montese speech ." 

From 1500 onward the Piedmontese jewish popu lation, 

as wel l as its cultural mix, was enriched by the ar ri val of 

native Italian jews (italiani or lo'azim), German jews primar­

i Iy from the Veneto, and, most sign ificant ly, Span ish and 

Portu guese jews who had been expelled from Iberia . 

Others subsequently came from the Kingdom of Nap les. 

The dukes of Savoy actively encou raged jew ish immigra­

tion into Piedmont, because of th e economic advantage 

this pop ulace provided In the subsequent centuries th e 

jewish population was marked by many vicissitudes. 

Demographically, by the late nineteenth century many 

of the small er, rural jewish communities of Piedmont 
numbered no more than several hundred people. Larger 

com muniti es, such as Turin, remained vib rant World War II, 

however, further reduced their numbers. 

In The Periodic Table Levi compared Piedmontese jews 

to those gases that have been termed by chemis ts nob le, 
inert, and rare. In an interesti ng paral lel, these adjectives 
can also be said to describe the ceremo nial objects that 

we gathered together for the exhibition. It is our hope that 

this catalogue, with its essays and images, has captured 

and preserved the sign ificance of the ebrei piemontesi and 

the ir distinctive trad it ions, t rad it ions that now "belong to 

the ages" 

Sylvia Axelrod Herskowitz 

Director; Yeshiva University Museum 
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The Jews of Piedmont 
from the Later Middle Ages to 1796 
Geoff rey Symcox 

Political Geography: Piedmont and the Savoyard State 

Let us begin by defining the geographic area of our study. 

Piedmont (from the Latin, Pedemontium) denotes the 

zon e of no rth western Italy bordering on France, ce nte rin g 

around its present-day capital, Turin . lt is a self-defined 

reg ion co mpr isin g the upper bas in of the rive r Po, encircled 

to the north and west by th e Alps, to the south by the 

Ligurian Apenn in es, and to th e east by the hill country of 

Monferrato, wh ich merges imperce pti bly in to the plai n 

of Lombardy Th roughout th e period unde r study here, 

Piedmont-with the duchy of Savoy and the cou nty 

of Nice- form ed part of a group of territories ruled by 

the House of Savoy, w hich t oge th er we will call t he 

Savoyard state.' 

In the later Middle Ages, when our study beg in s, 

Pi edmon t was a regio n of small and midd lin g citi es, eac h 

rulin g the coun t ryside immediate ly arou nd it Th ese citi es 

had eme rged as se lf-governing communes in t he elev­

ent h and twe lfth centuries, but t hey remai ned relatively 

small, never growing into powerful city-sta tes li ke those 

in Lombardy and Tuscany Although Piedmont served 

as th e conduit for t rade between Lo mbardy and France 

across the AI pine passes, its towns-apart f rom Asti and 

Ve rce lli-never developed as importan t foci of trade 

and man ufacturin g; for th e most part t hey functioned 

as markets and administrati ve centers for t heir agrarian 

hinterlands.' Piedmont's fundamentally rural character 

would profound ly affect the patte rn of jew ish settl ement. 

In stead of be ing grouped in large urban co mmunities­

apart f ro m Tur in-as t hey we re elsewhe re in Italy, t he jews 

in Pi edm ont would be scattered across the region 's little 

market tow ns and se mirural manufacturin g cen ters. 

Medieval Piedm ont was a patch wo rk of compet ing 

urban centers, none of which proved strong enough to 

subdu e its riva ls an d dominate t he reg ion. But in th e thir­

teenth cen tury t he coun ts- later dukes-of Savoy began 

to exten d th eir overlordship across the region, fo rging an 

incip ient un ity. Fro m its dynastic cradl e on the French side 

of the Alps, the House of Savoy slowly pieced toge ther a 

do main in Piedmon t, as one by one t he cities and loca l 

feudato ries became its vassals. Th is t rend acce lerated 

du rin g the social and political upheavals that followed th e 

great plag ue epid emics of the mi d-fourteenth century, so 

th at by th e beginnin g of the fiftee nth cen tu ry the dukes 

of Savoy had co me to co ntrol a group of te rritories on 

th e Italian side of the Alps, whic h became known as th e 

Prin cipality of Piedm on P 

But despite its name, th e Princ ipality of Pi ed mont was 

by no means a cent rali zed pol itical unit. The counci ls of 

loca l notabl es that rul ed th e Citi es, and th e nobil ity in their 

rural fie fs accep ted th e dukes of Savoy's overl ordship, bu t 

they remained deeply attached to th eir trad it io nal auton ­

omy and contested t he at tempts to extend authority over 

them. Th e creation of an effec t ive ce ntral ad mini strati on 

by the dukes was thus destined to be a slow, tortuous 

process. In it the jewish comm uni t ies wo uld come to playa 

signi fi cant-though som etim es unw illing- role. As we shal l 

see, their fate and that of the ir rul ers we re close ly inter­

tw ined, and wo ul d re main so un ti l th e French Revo lu tio n 

rent them asun der. 

From the Origins to the Mid-16th Century 
j ews had li ve d in Pi edm ont at least sin ce th e eleven th 

century, and by the later t hi rtee nth ce ntury j ewish co mm u­

nities were to be found in a number of th e reg ions' cit ies. 

In the later fou rteenth centu ry a fres h t ri ckl e of jewish 

immi grants began to set t le in Piedmont; judgin g by their 

topony mics, they came f rom across the Alps, from Savoy 

itse lf, and from eas tern and southern France. ' Th ey fi rst 

estab li shed t hemse lves in Savigliano, an importan t rural 

market cente r and a seat of the Savoyard admini st ra ti on, 

and th en in other tow ns. A few we re physicians, but most 

see m to have bee n money len ders who set up " loan-banks," 

advan cin g money in retu rn fo r pledges. The dukes of 
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Savoy encouraged the spread of jewish loan-banking as 

a so urce of capital to quicken economic development in 

their domains. Thus in 1424 we find the city council of Turin 

permitting a small group, consisting of ElyaAlamandi, 

his family, and Amedeo de Foya, to settle in the city and 

operate a loan-ban kS Th is was the modest or igin of what 

would later become Piedmont's most im portant jewish 

commun ity Over the next decades other little groups, many 

of them apparently recent immigrants, appeared here and 

there in othe r towns. Besides loan-bankin g, they seem also 

to have traded in grain and agricultural produce 

The gradual establishment of jewish communities was 

conducted in the teeth of opposition from the local city 
counc il s, and was only made possible through the active 

support of the Savoyard ru lers 6 1n 1403 Duke Amadeus VIII 

(reigned 1397-1434) issued an edict placing the jews under 

his special protection He worked systematical ly to extend 

his authority over the towns and vassa ls in his territories. 

As part of this strategy, in 1430 he promulgated a compre­
hens ive new law-code, or Statute, whose aim was to codify 

existing laws and procedures and to provide a single legal 

framework for all his domains Among its multifarious 

provisions was a series of clauses pertaining to the jewish 

commun ities, which defi ned their statu s and regulated 
their re lations with the Christian populationlThe inclu­

sion of these clauses was by no means acc idental, but was 

a deliberate act of ducal policy. The Statute affirmed that 

the jews were under the dukes' protection. They formed 

a useful instrument for expanding ducal authority at the 

expense of local centers of power by protecting the Jewish 

communities against the local tow n councils, the dukes 

could underm in e th e latter's autonomy. 

The Statute declared that the jews were not to be 

subj ected to violence, "especially dur in g their festivi t ies 

and celebrations." Nor could they be converted by force, 

although special provisions dealt with jews who converted 

voluntarily; converts were not to associate with their 
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former core ligionists, and could not be denied property or 

inheritances. The Chr istian and jewish populations were 

to remain separate. jews were to wear badges identifying 

them as such; their Christian servants or nurses were not 

to live under the same roof with them; jews were to occupy 

a specially designated area (a "judeasymus") in the town s 

where they resided. Particular attention was devoted to the 

preservation of Christian orthodoxy The Statute decreed 

that jews must not own heretical books; they were not to 

blaspheme the Chr istian dei ty or saints; they co uld not 

hand le or purchase Christian sacramental vessels except 

in the presence of reputable witnesses; during Easter week 

they were to rema in indoors; their religious services were 
to be conducted unobtrusively; they were not perm itted 

to build new synagogues. Finally, th e statute express ly 

forbade jews from practicing usury, but without defining it 

The Statute formed a kind of charte r for Piedmont's 

jews, and came to con stitute the basis of all subsequent 

legislation dealing with th e Jewish popu lation down to the 
French Revolution. Its provisions-the intent to segregate, 

the issue of convers ion, the concern for the purity of the 

Christian faith-recall similar legislation covering other 

jewish communities in Italy at this tim e. But how far they 

were applied in pract ice is difficult to est imate. Frequent 

repet ition of many of the regulations suggests that they 

were often flouted. Moreover, enforcement seems to 

have been se lective. The ban on usury, for instance, was 

obvious ly open to a wide variety of interpretations, and 

seems to have been enforced only sporadica lly, for puni ­

tive purposes. Enforcement was also negotiable again and 

again the dukes waived observance of the law in return for 

cash. So the legal posi t ion of Pied mont's jews was fraught 

with am bi guity Evidence suggests, for instance, that the 

req uirement for them to wear badges and li ve in designated 

quarters was not observed. Such was the case-one among 

several-at Turin, where the jews do not seem to have 

resided in a specific area despite repeated orders to do SO B 



For a long t im e, in fact, residence of the jews in Piedmont 

seems to have been largely unregu lated, in contrast to the 

conditions prevailing elsewhere in Italy As we shall see, 

ghettoization was not instituted unti l the late seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries 9 

Besides the relevant clauses in the Statute, the 

legal status of Piedmont's jews was defined by another 

fundamental document the condotta. This was a grant 

of privileges in the form of a contract between the j ewish 

community and the dukes. By the later fifteenth centu ry 

it was becoming a regular institution, renewed at fixed 

intervals. It reaffi rmed the spec ial protection extended by 

the dukes to their jewish subjects and detailed the ac ti vi­

ties in which they were permitted to engage But it was 

also a fiscal device: for each renewa l of the (ondotta a duke 

demanded a substantial payment'° And in addition to this 

fee, the dukes also levied a personal tax, the censiva, on the 

jews in their domainsll Ducal protection came at a price, 

and the dukes fos tered the jewish community not merely as 

an in strument for develop ing the state's economy but also 

as a significant source of revenue. 

The cond ition of Piedmont's jews was always precari­

ous, for it depended on the dukes' ability to shield them 

from the hostility of the local authorities. In the later 

fifteenth century, as ducal authority was weakened by a 

sequence of short reigns and regencies, the position of 

Piedmont's j ews deteriorated. The waning of ducal power 

made it possible for some town councils to persecute 

and even expel thei r jewish communities. In so me cases 

this enm ity may have stemmed from the desire of local 

merchants to eliminate commerc ial ri vals; in other cases it 

was a manifestation of lower-class hatred of jewish money­

lenders, whipped up by the preaching of the Mendicant 

friars. To combat what they denounced as jewish usury the 

fr iars established Christian pawnshops, the monti di pieta, 
to undercut jewish moneylending. But although these 

foundations spread rapidly through Central and Northern 

Ita ly, they did not take root in Piedmont until late r. A monte 
di pieta was set up at Turin in 1519, but soon co llapsed and 

was not revived until the end of the century'2 

The deteriorating situation of Piedmont's jews forms 

one small part of the torrent of persecution that descended 

on European jewry at the close of the Middle Ages'3 But 

the situation in Piedmont was aggravated by a specifi-

cally local factor the half century of warfare that engulfed 

Italy following the French invasion of 1494 Because of its 

strategic position as the gateway to Italy, Piedmont became 

a batt leground for th e foreign powers contending for domi ­

nance in the pen in sula. In 1536 the principality was invaded 

by French and Spanish armies and effectively partit ioned 

between them. Law and order broke down. Duke Charles II 

(reigned 1504-1553) was reduced to ru ling a small enclave 

of his former territories. Piedmont's jewish com muni-

ties were left to the caprice of foreign mi litary governors. 

Foreign occupation lasted until 1559, when the Treaty 

of Cateau-Cambresis restored Duke Emmanuel Philibert 

(reigned 1553-1580) to hi s ancestral domains. A formi dable 

task of reconstruction awaited him. 

Restoration and Growth, 1559-1679 

As part of this work of reconstruction, in 1562 Emman uel 

Philibert shifted his capital from Chambery in the duchy 

of Savoy across the Alps to Turin; Piedmont, ri cher and 

more populous than the Savoyard lands west of the 

Alps, now became th e state's center of gravity From this 

moment Turin grew very rapidly, soo n dwarfi ng the other 

Pi edmo ntese towns. Correspondingly, its jewish commu nity 

became far and away the largest in the Savoyard territor ies. 

But expansion lay in the future; in the mid-s ixt eenth century 

Pied mont's jew ish community was far from flourishing 

Decades of war and civi l str ife had reduced its numbers and 

undermined its cohesion. The return of peace and ord erly 

administration now permitted recovery, which was actively 

seconded by the duke. 
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In 1551 Charles II had granted a condotta embodying a 

significant innovation the appointment of a high govern­

ment official as conservatore of the jewish community, 

whose function was to mediate its relations with the 

Christian population and the government1 4 Emmanuel 

Philibert maintained this new institution and bui lt upon it. 

The new condotta he granted in 1565 constituted another 

important innovation, by endowi ng the jewish commu-

nity with a new organizational structure, the universita, 
destined to last throughout the Old Regime 1 SThis new insti­

tution-which probably gave legal recognition to a system 

of self-government already in existence- endowed the 

jewish community with Jur idical, fiscal, and administrative 
autonomy. The universita was headed by three eietti, who 

were to be elected from among the leading bankers, each 

from a different local community (How they were chosen 

is not clear) The eletti were responsible for maintaining 

order in the community, for apportioning taxation-always 

a contentious issue-and for admitting new members. The 

duke however kept economic authority in his own hands. 

He reserved the right to decide the number and location of 

jewish loan-banks with in his territories and to regulate the 

rate of in terest they could charge 

Emmanuel Philibert's outlook was that of a mercan­

tilist prince, willing to accord toleration in return for 

economic gain. Like his predecessors, he regarded the jews 

as an economic asset and therefore encou raged them to 

immigrate into the Savoyard state. In 1569 he invited the 
jews recently expelled from the Papal territories of Av ignon 

and the Comtat Venaiss in to settle in his domains, and four 

years later issued a similar invitat ion to jews and Marranos 

from Iberia and the Ottoman Empire. He hoped in this way 

to att ract wealthy bankers and merchants with far-flung 

contacts in the Levant, with the part icular aim of expand­

ing traffic through his port of Nice-Villefranche1 6 In 1572 

he issued a spec ial condotta for these new immigrants, 

specifically granting immun ity from prosecution to former 
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converts who had relapsed from Christianity and guaran­

teeing the safety of the jews and any foreign merchants, 

Moorish, Persian, Turkish, or Armenian, who might come 

to trade with them." The duke was careful to bolster this 

grant of privileges with references to similar decrees by 

popes Paulill and julius III and various Italian princes, but it 

nonetheless incurred the ire of Pope Gregory XIII and Philip 

II of Spain, both deeply hostile to any sign of toleration for 

Iberian jews and Marranos18 To appease them Emmanuel 

Ph ili bert took refuge in amb iguity. He ordered the new 

immigrants to leave his territor ies, but then failed to 

enfo rce the order. Shortly afterward he issued another set 
of privileges permitting the Marranos to remain 19 

The arrival of these immigrants started an influx of 

jewish immigrants from the Levant, North Af ri ca, and other 

parts of Europe, which would co ntinue through the next 

century'O It altered the composition of Piedmont's jewish 

community and set up tensions within it. The ascendancy 

of the original elite of loan-bankers was undercut by the 

growing presence of wealthy merchants and manufactur­

ers, and by a swe lling population of artisans and poor labor­

ers Many of the new arriva ls did not become members of 

the universita, but formed a transient popu lation that-it 

was al leged-failed to pay its share of taxes. These changes 

were reflected in the structure of the universita the author­

ity to apportion taxation passed from the orig inal eletti of 

loan-bankers to an assembly of delegates 21 Division was 

exacerbated by the dukes' granting of special privileges to 

favored individuals, whom they freed from all ob ligations 

to the universita .'2 As time passed the community became 

increas in gly factionalized, with older members pitted 

against new arrivals, rich against poor So, for example, in 

1642 we find the leaders of the universita complaining to 

the authorities about various "ebrei vagabond i e di mala 

vita" who had recently arrived in Turin Such complaints 

were constantly repeated; a century later the universita was 

st ill seeking to have certa in jews it defined as "vagabond s" 



banished fro m th e state2] Within the commu nity, pu blic 

order was a problem we know of recu rri ng in stances of 

homicide and brawling, of theft and fraud. Gambl in g too 

was rife.24 

The re lationship between the universita and the dukes 

now became in stitu tionalized through the regular renewal 

of the condotta, wh ich had evo lved in to a lengthy and 

comprehensive document Emmanue l Phi libert's condotta 
of 1576 formed the bas is for the one issued by hi s son 
Char les Emmanuel I in 1603, which in turn became th e 

standard form followed for most of the next century 2S But 

whil e the condotta assured the legal and political stabili ty 

of the jew ish comm unity, it could not guarantee prosper­

ity in a fast-deteriorat ing economic climate. Like the rest 

of Italy, Piedmont suffered from a severe agricul tural and 

commerc ial depression that began in the early seve nteen th 

century and reached its nadir at midcentury, aggravated by 

outbreaks of plague, notably that of 1630, and by constant 

warfare to 1659 In 1639-40 Turin was besieged and sacked; 
its jewish com munity suffered severe ly 26 Piedm ont's 

towns and villages, beset by these di sasters and by crush­

ing taxation, accum ulated a mountain of debt th ey were 

unable to pay. Much of it was owed to jewish bankers, 

who consequently were unable to meet their financial 

ob ligations or pay th eir taxes '7 The tensions brought on 

by war, pestilence, and economic depression seem to have 

heightened anti-Semitic fee li ngs among the population The 

govern ment again and again reissued its orde r forbiddi ng 

vio lence against th e jews; significantly, the order iss ued 

in 1653 noted that the violence was not sole ly the work of 

yo uths and ne'er-do-we ll s but also of adults and individual s 

of stand i ng28 

The Era of the Ghettoes, 1679-1796 

In 1679 Turin's jews were ordered to take up res idence in a 

district of the city spec ial ly set aside for them. This marked 

the first stage in a process of ghetto iza ti on that would 

later ex tend to the rest of th e state. The second stage came 

after 1713, when the other jewish com muniti es in Piedmon t 

were ghettoized one by one. Final ly, in 1733, the last open 

community of sign ifican ce in the Savoyard state, that of 
Nice, was confi ned to a ghetto, completing the process 

It wo uld be tempt in g to regard this movement as the 

consequence of a wave of ant i-Semit ism, attributable 

perhaps to socia l tensions sharpened by th e economic 

depress ion There is some ev idence for such a hard en ing of 
attitudes. Th e government was more alert than before to 

prevent the mingling of Christian and jewish popu lat ions 

in 1667 jewish doctors we re forbidden to treat Chr ist ian 

patients, and in 1673 jews were no longer permitted to 

keep Christian nurses and se rvants in their households, as 

had been customary fo r the past cen tu ry. This order was 

enforced through the vigilance of a powerful rel igious 

brotherhood, the ubiquitous Compagnia di San Paol029 

We may perhaps discern another sign of rising ten sion in 
the apparent increase of conversions to Christianity after 

midcentu ry30 Th ese conversion s we re encouraged by the 

clergy, who as ever played a leading part in fomenting 

te nsion and who pressed the Savoyard rulers to segregate 

the jewi sh population, in conform ity wi th the pract ice in 

th e res t of Italy31 But it would probably be incor rect to att ri­

bute th e ghetto izati on of Piedmont's jews to clerical pres­

sure, as has been argued; th e iss ue is rath er more complex 32 

First we must bear in mind that the Piedmontese 

Church considered the jews less of a danger than the local 

Pro testant minority, the Wal densians, who occ up ied an 

enclave in the Alps above Turin 3] Alone among Italian rul ers, 

the Savoyard dukes had to contend with a Protes tant pres­

ence in si de their borders. They regarded th e Waldensians as 

a far more serious threat than the jews, because they were 

more numerous and concen t rated in one place, rather than 

be in g di spersed in little groups. Th e Wal densians could also 

call upon support from the Protestant powers of Europe; 

the jews had no such external protectors. In 1561, 1655, 
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and agai n in 1686 the dukes tried unsuccessfu lly to destroy 

their Protestant subjects by military fo rce. Piedmont's jews, 

by contrast, were never subjected to mil itary repression. 

In between these brutal episodes the dukes dispatch ed 

Catholic missionaries into th e Wa ld ensians' territory and 

sponsored other effo rts to convert them. Prominent among 

the latter was the work of the Ospizio dei Catecumeni at 

Turin, established in 1652 as an offshoot of a pious co nfra­

tern ity fou nded by Ignatiu s Loyola at Rome in 1540 for the 

purpose of evangeliz in g non-Catholi cs. Elsewhere in Italy 

its efforts were directed at the jews, but in Piedmont its 

primary target was the Protestants34 

Hostility to th e Jews in Piedmont was thus partially 

eclipsed by hatred of the Waldens ian s. Moreover, the 

dukes' mercantilist policies were now promoting increased 

symbiosis between the jew ish communi ty and the state 

Th e leading members of the commu nity by now functio ned 

al most as "cou rt jews," lendi ng mon ey to the crown, pu rvey­

ing luxu ry goods and jewel s to th e cou rt, farmi ng state 

taxes, supplying the troop s, an d even conducting secret 

missions for the d u kes3s Such ev idence does not suggest 

that ghettoization was the resul t of mount ing tension 

between the Savoyard ru lers and the jewish community. 

The principa l cause of ghettoization is probably to be 

found in t he administrative reform s undertaken by succes­

sive Savoyard rul ers at this tim e, with the aim of construct­

ing a centralized, abso lut ist state To this end they set out to 

impose a un iform adm inistrat ive st ructure on all the diver­

gent social grou ps and reg ional entities in their domains36 

The order for Turin's jews to reside in a ghetto was part of 

this process It was issued by the Duchess-Regent Maria 

Giovanna Battista (regent 1675-1684) in 1679 as part of her 

adm ini strative reorgan izat ion of the capital city, fol low-

i ng the add ition of a new resident ial dis tric t a few years 

earli er37 She in tended to make Turin a model of the "we ll ­

admini stered city" beloved by abso lutist sovereigns, with 

each group of the population occupyin g a specific place in 
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its urban fabric. So she decreed that the jews were to res ide 

in one block of the new extens ion; at the same time she 

ordered the construction nearby of a vast new poorhouse 

to house the city's paupers, a hosp ital for the sick and aged, 

and a hostel for Protestant converts. In this way the ext ra­

neous elemen ts in the city's population were to be catego­

rized, isolated, and brought under control. 

Turin's jews moved into th e new ghetto at the end of 

Se ptember 168038 Th e encl os ure occupied a sin gle city block 

in Turin's gridiron plan The bui ldin gs in wh ich the jews 

lived were the property of the city poorhou se, and th e rent 

they paid provided much of its incom e. Over the next few 

years shops were built in the ghetto, and a kosher butcher 

was added 39 Th ere was also a tavern 40 Unti l th e arrival of 

the French revolutionary armies over a ce ntury later, Turin's 

jews wou ld occupy this restr icted space With th e passage 

of time its population grew stead ily the 772 so ul s in 1702 

doubled by the end of the ce ntury.41 Despite th e addition 

of another small city block to the original ghetto vecchio, 
demographic expansion meant that by the la ter eighteenth 

century the jewish quarter was uncomfortab ly crowded. 

Shortage of space could be overcome by adding extra 

stories to exist in g houses, but this was at best a parti al so lu­

t ion.4> Wealthy Jews with conn ections at court did not have 

to suffer in these cramped conditions, however; th ey cou ld 

obtain permi ss ion to li ve outside, with their own places of 

worship in th eir dwel lings.4) 

We mu st remember that the order of 1679 affected 

on ly the jews in th e capi tal city, who numbered less than 

a quarte r of Piedmont's tota l jewish popu lation. The other 

com mu nities we re not confined until a generation later, 

whe n Duke (later Kin g) Victor Amadeus II (reigned 1684-

1730) embarked on a renewed program of reforms follow­

in g th e end of the War of the Spanish Succession in 1713 

As befo re ghettoi zat ion should be seen as one component 

in a series of reforms intend ed to reduce all th e Savoyard 

territories to administrative uniformity. But another motive 



may also have played a part Victor Amadeus II was invo lved 

at the tim e in a bit te r dispute with the Papacy, and the 

restrictions he placed on Piedmont's jews may have been 

intended to score points in this confl ict by showi ng off his 

orth odoxy.44 The ghettoizat ion that ensued was a gradual, 

piecemeal process span ning th e years from 1713 to 1731 By 

the t ime it was comp lete, no fewer than eigh teen ghettos 

were scattered across Piedmont Th e orders to establish 

ghettos frequently met with opposition from town council s, 

sin ce they had to bear the cost of leasi ng or construct ing a 
suitab le enc losed space to house their jewish comm unities 

And in small towns and villages where only a handful of 

jews lived, ghetto ization was not deemed practical. There 

the jews still li ved free from formal res tricti ons.4S 

In 1707, during the War of the Spanish Success ion, 

Victo r Amadeus II occup ied th e neighboring province of 

Monferrato and the city of Alessand ri a. Their jew ish popu­

lations included two substantial co mmuniti es in Casale 

Monferrato and in Alessandria itse lf. The juridical pOSition 

the se co mmuniti es had enj oyed under their fo rmer rule rs, 

the Gonzaga dukes of Mantua and the Spanish crown, 

differed marked Iy from that of Piedmont's jews 46 The jews 

of Monferrato formed a separate universita, whic h Victor 

Amadeus II set out to merge with the jews of hi s own state 

Hi s des ire to integrate the two co mmuniti es formed the 

guiding principle beh in d the sections that dealt with 

the jews in th e new law-code he issued in 1723 and reissued 

in 1729 

Th e new law-code, the Reg ie Cos t ituzion i, formed a 

cent ral element in Victor Amadeus's program of absol utist 

reforms, aimed at standard izin g legal procedure through­

out the state. To thi s end its provisions concerning the jews 

attempted to bri ng the communities of Monferrato in to 

line with those of Piedmon t Th is it did not fully ach ieve; 

important dif ferences remained . Its ultimate effect, 

however, was a distinct worsening in the legal and soc ial 

positions of both co mmunities. Thi s deterio rat ion can 

perhaps be viewed in the broader perspective of a rise in 

po pular anti -Semitism, encouraged by the clergy, which 

led to the forced baptisms of a number of jewish chi ldren.47 

The Regie Costituzion i af fec ted the pos it ion of th e jews in 

several sign ificant ways They were now required to wear 

distinguishing badges at all t imes; the or iginal provision in 

the Statute of 1430 was now enforced. Th e office of conser­
va tore, which had ac ted as a buffer protecting the jewish 

co mmunity, was abo li shed, placing it under the jur isdiction 

of the sta te courts, whi ch were less sympathetic to its inter­

ests. The legal loopholes that had allowed jews a limited 

measure of landownership were closed, and they were 

express ly barred from owning real property And whereas 

th e 1723 law-code had mere ly suggested that ghetto ization 

be undertaken where prac t icable, the 1729 vers ion ex plicit ly 

required it.48 

Ghettoization and the tighter jur idical regi me imposed 

by the Regie Costi tuzioni determ in ed the social and 

political environ ment in whi ch Pi ed mont's jews wo uld 

live during the Age of Enlightenment. Its radiance did not, 

however, illuminate the ir ghettos. Instead, a trad it ional 

way of life was maintained there under increasingly bleak 

conditions, marked by internal tensio ns and external pres­

sures. The steady tr ickle of co nve rsions during thi s pe riod 

may be interpreted as an indicator of soc ial malaise. The 

overwhe lming predominance of young males among th e 

co nverts suggests that they were seeking to escape familial 

res trictions; in some cases conversio n was the resul t of 

quarrels over the division of the family inheri tance.49 A 

further sign of in ternal tension was the recurring co nflict 

over the apportionment of taxes by th e universita. A new 

system of assessment was introduced in 1708, based on 

cap ital assets. Its purpose was to reduce fraud, but it proved 

ineffec ti ve; evas ion remained rampant despite subsequent 

efforts to improve th e system So 

Th e tax reform of 1708 had specifically exemp ted the 

poor who were suppo rted by charity from th e community, 
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suggest in g that the jewi sh population was now clearly 

stratified along economic lin es. The old eli te of loan­

bankers had been ec lipsed by a new elite of manufacturers 

and merchants, who dealt in gra in, si lk, and text il es and 

contracted with the state to collect taxes or provision 

the army As before the government encouraged jewis h 

entrepre neurs to settl e in the state, further bui lding up 

this economic eliteS1 The elite enjoyed a comfortable, even 

opulent, way of life. Regulations tried-with little apparent 

success-to curb th e luxury of banqu ets and ce leb ration s, 

to limi t the amount of jewelry that could be worn, and to 

prohibit gamb li ngs2 Such ostentation was, however, beyond 

the means of mos t of t he j ew ish popu lati on, w ho lived as 

petty craf tsmen and traders, many in seco nd-hand goods. 

They eked out a margina l existence and sank into poverty 

when t imes were bad s3 A number were reduced to beggary, 

especially forei gn jews who passed through Piedmont, 

making a living as best they could s4 

Tens ions persisted between th e jewish commun ity 

and th e Christian popu lation Piedmont's predominantly 

agrarian economy, beset by recurrent cyc les of depres­

sion, offered only limi ted possibilities for profit jew ish 

arti sans and merchants were pitted aga in st their Catholi c 

counte rparts, who sought to restrict their ability to trade 

or pract ice th eir craft Past privileges guaranteeing the 

jews freedom to engage in any trade were hard to en force 

against the tenacious opposi tion of the guilds, deter­

mined to minimize jewish competition. Thu s in 1738-a 

year of severe economic cr isis-the gove rnm ent had to 

remind the saddlers' and tailors' guilds that they cou ld 

not exc lude j ews from their respective craftsss Tailoring 

was of parti cular importance, sin ce many jews, male and 

female, made the ir living by this trade. Again and again we 

can find evidence of the jewish universita having appealed 

to the crown to uphold its freedom to practice any trades6 

Th e frequent repetition of these appeals suggests that the 

privi leges were not being honored. 
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But firm governm ent con trol always prevented the 

tension between jews an d Christ ians from escalating­

apart from a few isolated instances-beyond eco nomic 

riva lry into outri ght vio lence. Si nce the fiftee nth cent ury 

the crown had guaranteed the Piedmontese jews' juridical 

and po li t ica l statu s, in return for the fiscal and economic 

benefits they brou ght it This meant that throughout the 

Old Regime the fate of Piedmont's jewish community had 

been closely intertwined wi th that of th e Savoyard dynasty. 

By overthrowing the Old Regime, th e French Revolution 

would create an entire ly new situation for Piedmont's jews 

Whe n Napo leon Bonaparte burst into Piedmont in the 

sp ring of 1796 at t he head of a victor ious French army, shat­

ter in g the Savoyard state and hum bling its ru lin g dynasty, 

he destroyed the juridical and pol it ical foundation that had 

susta ined the jewish community up to that moment Th e 

roya l privileges that had defined its posit ion as a separate 

comm uni ty were swept away to be replaced by an enti rely 

new co nce pt, the equa li ty of all citizens, enshrined in the 

"Declaration of the Rights of Man" of 1789 Th e next year, as 

the French Revolution conso lidated its hold in Piedmont, 

the walls of the ghettos came down, and the j ews were 

declared to be cit izens w ith full civi l rights. Th ey we re no 

longer a separate universita dependent on the privi leges 

accorded th em by the monarch, but citizens called upon 

to part icipate in the new political order. A new era was 

dawning for them, full of promise yet fraught with danger 

and uncertainty. 
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the 1603 condotta. Also ju ly 6-11, 1766, in Duboin and Duboin, Racco/ta per 

ordine, vol. 2, pp. 429-35, 438, 444-46 
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Piedmont Judaism after Emancipation 
Gadi Luzzatto Voghera 

Trans lated by Renee Tannenbaum 

In 1908 Guglie lm o Lattes publ is hed in Casale Monferrato 

a book of Hebrew readings fo r chi ldren entit led Cuore 

d'israele (The Heart of Israel), clear ly inspired by the 

co ntemporaneous Cuore (Heart) by Ed mondo De Amicis. 

Only sixty years had passed since the emanc ipation of 

Piedmont judaism, and the educationa l course suggested 

by Lattes reveals with extreme clarity what should have 

been the cornersto nes of good upbringing for the young 

Pied montese and Italian jews preparing to enter into civ il 

li fe an attachment to their fathers' tradi tion (perhaps light­

ened and "modern ized" in some of its parts) and loya lty 

to the homeland, specifical ly identified w ith t he Savoy 

monarchy, the first in Italy to dec lare March 29, 1848, the 

end of the ghetto reg ime. The first chapter, "Vigilia del capo 

d'anno e venti settembre" ("New Year's Eve and the Eve of 

September 20"), synthesizes these two guiding concepts in 

its title; in it are concentrated what shou ld rep resen t the 

two first moments in the year of a Jewish boy: the Jew ish 

New Year (Rosh Hashanah) and September 20, t he anni­

ve rsary of the entrance of the bersaglieri (Ital ian plume­

bearing infant ry) into Rome (1870) and the moment of Italy's 

unificat ion . The same idea continues through the pages 

of Cuore d'israele in the stories, as well as in the structure 

of the book itself. The children around whom t he stor ies 

revolve are called Elia and Vittorio, their names represent­

ing the essence of Lattes's message: the first has a classic 

jewish name, the seco nd bears the name of the king of Ita ly. 

The dis ti nguished characters that are presented to the 

young reader as an examp le to follow and ho nor are chose n 

invariably from those jews who in the most rece nt past 

sustained a particular adherence to jewish t rad ition, along 

with a determined comm itment to the civ il and po litical 

life of their Ita lian ho meland . Thus are recalled the names 

of Luig i Luzzatti (m inister on several occasions), Tullo 

Massarani (senator of the kingdom and patriot conspirato r 

during the Risorgimento), Isaac Artom (secretary to Cami ll o 

Cavou r), and many others. 

Th e eve nts that had marked t he days of the emanc ipation 

are remem bered wi th t hese words 

In Piedmont the emancipation of the jews was sought by 

the best of the intellectuals and by the people of the nation, 
by the public cry of "Iiberta e Ita lia" [freedom and Italy). 

In other cities the people tore down the ghetto walls with 

tremendous joy, crying· "Long live our jewish brothers l" 

And, through the tears, jews and Christians kissed through 
the streets. Levi, author of Pro feta (The Prophet), stirred the 
people in Turin when speaking of the emancipation of the 

jews. Then, together with Robert O'Azeglio, the Evangelical 

minister Bert, and Chief Rabbi Cantoni, he went before Carlo 

Alberto to obtain the emancipation decree for the Piedmont 

jews Levi invited those of his religion to join the liberation 

ranks of Italy In great numbers they responded to his callI 

In 1848, however, it did not happen exactly in that way, 

although it is signifi cant t hat in the early 1900S patriot ic 

rhetor ic played an important ro le in the educat io n of 

Piedmo ntese jewish yo uth . The emanc ipation process of 

Piedmont j ews was a long and troubled one, and even on 

the eve of Carlo Alberto's decree from the Voghe ra mi li tary 

encampment, there was resistance througho ut the region 

at the most varied levels. The majo rity of bishops were 

opposed to equa liz ing the jews as citizens for all intents 

and purposes, and a certain aversion to the jews remained 

on all social levels. In the region of Piedmont, as in other 

parts of t he Italian peninsula, this often took on t he charac­

ter istics of open an t i-Semitism. 

On the other hand, in numero us Piedmontese jewish 

communities an educat ional program had begun some time 

earlier that was in tended to facilitate the jewish people's 

entrance into bourgeois and modern liberal society. 

Following the revolutionary events of the end of the 

eighteenth century, there was a popular be lief that soc ial 

separation sooner or later wou ld be abo li shed comp lete ly, 
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and that the jews too wo uld be ab le to in tegrate; but in 

order to do so, reeducation and rehabili tation were neces­

sary to make a clean sweep once an d for al l of th e "ghetto 

psycho logy" and its influences. The new generations were 

brought up to love thei r co untry and thei r fellow citizens, 

an d above al l we re educated and directed toward pro fes­

sions that were as far as poss ible from the ghetto economy, 

that is, moneylending and se lli ng objects and used clothing. 

In other words, they were educated as model citizens, who 

remained jewish only in an increasing ly supe rfi cial way 

with respect to the ir traditions and who continued to lose 

even the memory of the cornerstones of jewish cul ture, the 

first be ing the Hebrew language In Turin as early as 1817 

there was a "Charity Ad mi nistrati on" tha t proposed to "aid 
the su ffe ring poor and ... to incite th e poo r ch ildren to 

learn crafts and trades with weekly reconnaissance . . to 

prevent the children of the needy from fa ll ing prey to idl e­

ness or vice for lack of sustenance and supervision .'" Later 

in the Savoy cap ita l, in 1832, there was the institution of a 

"brotherhood for th e reli ef of th e indigent puerpera" and 

then, in 1853, the bi rth of the "society for the encourage­

ment of learni ng crafts and trades."] 

Desp ite the scarcity of documents directly re lated 

to th e life of these individual ins t itutions, it is possible 
to comp ile a li st of the most important ones that were in 

operation in the per iod around 1848 and in the years of the 

so-called second emancipat ion In Tur in, besides the three 

aforementioned institutions, the re was the Co lonna and 

Finzi Co ll ege, which shaped a good part of jew ish yo uth 

from 1854 onward, functioning fo r a few years also as a 

sen ior ins ti tute of rabbinical studies under the direction of 

Lelio Cantoni. Verce lli was home to Foa College-born out 

of a last wish expressed in th e wi ll of the wealthy banker 

Elia Emanuela Foa-which offered classes of every kind 

and levei.' ln Asti there was the Clava Re ligious Insti tute, 

an elementary school that served the entire bas in of small 

co mmu nities of the Langhe and MonferratoS And similar 

[24] PI EDMO NT JUDAISM AFTER EMANCIPATION 

charity and education al inst itutions operated in Casa le 

Monferrato, Acq ui Terme, Cu neo, and Sa luzzo. 

Besides the question of education-an element that 

remained central in the formation of t he newly emanci­

pated jewish citizen of Piedmon t-the reorganization 

of Piedmontese commun ities af fected numerous other 

facto rs. Among th ese, the one that seems to me to be most 

Significant, fo r the conseq uences that it imp lied for jewish 

history on the Italian penins ula, was linked to a pai r of ques­

t ions how can the relationshi p of the co mmuniti es to the 

centra l state and the relationsh ips between individuals and 

the co mmunities themselves be explained?The two ques­

tions can be only summarily synthesized by briefly revisit­
ing the contribution of Cantoni, who from 1834 to 1857 

held the posi t ion of ch ief rabbi of th e jewish Co mmunity of 

Piedmont. There are traces of his abu ndant co mmi tment 

in pleading the cause of the complete emancipation of the 

Piedmont jews through regular contact with Turin's liberals 

in th e years 1846-48 

But above all there is a document essent ial to under­

stand ing the in ternal debate in th e jewish communities 

on the matter of the reorganizat ion of the communi t ies' 

varied circ les of interest. This is a project (never reali zed, 
and it wi ll become immed iately clear why not) know n as 
Nuovo ordinamento del culto israelitico nei regi stati 

(The New System of Jewish Faith in the Royal States)6 With 

this work, commissioned exp ressly by the heads of the 

universita of Turin (the forma l organizati on of th e city's 

jews) at the request of the govern ment, Cantoni entered the 

debate on the reorganization of the Piedmontese commu­

niti es, whi ch in 1857 resulted in the issue of a specific law 

(wh ich rema ined valid until 1930) known as the Rattazzi law. 

His theory stemmed fro m clear assumptions emancipa­

tio n was a done deed; the jews we re citizens li ke the rest; 

freedom of re ligion was al ready a reali ty sanctioned by the 

Albertino Statute of 1848 It was necessary to base the new 

foundations of a centralized organization of communities 



on th ese certainties, on the model of the Fren ch cons isto ry, 

wh ich wou ld regu late all aspects of l ife of the ind ivi dual 

communities, f rom taxation to char ity to the educational 

system. The project requested ex pli cit ly- as for the 

Wal densian ministers-that th e state wou ld prov ide for th e 

main tenance of rabbis, thus t ransforming th em into govern­

ment officials, str ipping them of chronic financial depen­

dence, and in practice plac ing them on the same plane as 

the com munity leade rs. Other important innovations were 

al so foreseen in the plan in particu lar a hi ghly premature 

case of un iversal suf f rage to supplant th e electo ral right 

li mited by weal th . Seco ndly, an eleme ntary and advanced 

jew ish edu catio nal system shaped on th e model of the 

Lombardy-Ve neto kingdom would be instituted, creating 

a rabbini cal col lege as a way of ensuring control over the 

va lidity of th e rab bi . And, above all, Cantoni expressed his 

inc lination to make the rabbi of a community ir re movab le, 

t hat is, not subject to dism issal? 

This plan remains the most detailed ninetee nth-century 

attempt to take the power of runnin g the indivi dual 

comm uniti es away from notab le, local famili es in favor 

of a more democratic system. Perhaps it is super fl uous 

to articu late that th e plan rema ined nearly comp let ely 

unreal ized. Af ter eigh t years of debate, so me heated, 

the law rem ai ned unchanged, keeping th e pr ivileges of 

administrative auto nomy w ithin the individual co mmun i­

ties . Cantoni's independent attempt to creat e a rabb inical 

institute in Turi n had only minimal res ults, and the unitary 

organization of the jewish educat io nal system remained 

a nice plan wi th no co ncrete ou t come. There was a certain 

discuss ion w hose traces can be fo und on the pages of the 

Verce lli monthly Educatore israe/ita Uewish Educator) in the 

years 1855- 57 In reading between the lines of t end entious 

news express in g a false spirit of harmony and reconci l ia­

ti on, rather than th e actual tone of the discussion at hand, 

one can find an organi zationa l effort that clearly me t wi th 

in surmountable res istance. The focal event was a meeti ng 

in Verce ll i in Decem ber 1855, coordinated by the ed ito rs of 

the Educatore, to exam ine the term s of the prelimin ary bill. 

But it was actually a secondary event to which on ly a few 

represe ntatives of only a part of the interested co mmun i­

ties part icipated. After all, the Rattazz i law disregarded all 

of Canton i's appeals for democracy, confirmed suffrage 

based on weal th, and left fu ll autonomy to t he individual 

commun ities wi th ou t givin g directives of any kind. Thus 

the law clinched the liberal reg im e's belief in a necessary 

separation between affairs of state and religion, w hi ch was 

taking shape under Cavour Despite th e rig id admin ist rative 

order and in spi te of th e decided direction undertaken by 

his educational apparatus (tha t we could synthesize in the 

formul a "jud aism and hom eland"), to all appearances large 

margins of development and act ivity we re no t granted to 

Piedmont j ud aism; in reality the proposed model end ed, 

becoming instead the driving force in the more general 

circle of Italian j udaism 

From a demographic point of view, Piedmont could 

co unt a fair number of medium and large communI-

ti es. Tu ri n had more than 2,000 jews; Verce ll i, Casale, and 

Alessandria amp ly exceeded the 500 mark. The hi storical 

communities of Cu neo, Asti, Acqui, Fossano, Moncalvo, 

Saluzzo, an d Chieri, plus other smal l ones, eac h numbered 

several dozens of families For a lon g tim e, unti l th e middl e 

of the 1900S, each cou ld allow itse lf the luxury of a rabbi and 

an active synagogue. Th is si tuation - w hich rapid ly changed 

due to the natural process of the jews concentrating in 

major ci ti es- al lowed a consis tent leve l of jew ish soc ial and 

cultura l activity In part icular, in 1853 an important period of 

Italian jewish journalism began in Piedmont, contributing 

definit ive ly- for better or worse- to the cultural life of the 

jews From 1853 to 1875 the "Educatore israelita, a paper for 

jew ish fami lies edited by Professors Levi Giu sep pe and Esd ra 

Pontremol i" in Verce lli, acted as an organizational and po liti ­

ca l ce nter, as we ll as an educationa l point o f reference for 

those Ita lian jew ish fami lies of average school ing. 
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The assessment of Attilio Milano-the first to outline a 

comprehensive hi stor ical survey of the jewish community 

in Italy- is in its truth rather harsh 

This publication-writes Milano- by the nature of its 

editors (rabbis and not journalists), cannot resolutely and 

brutally confront the whole system of Italian judaism with 

the problems of contemporary life, and the consequences 

of its straying from the religious field . . Therefore it can 

neither interest nor even less shake up the already idle 

jewish masses. 8 

On the pages of the Educatore, and later in II vessillo 
israelitico (The jewish Banner) of Casa le Monferrato 

(published 1875-1922), we find discuss ions that would 

touch the cultural life of Italian jud aism Addressed were 

the subject of primary educat ion and the teaching of the 

Hebrew language, the debate on religious reform, the 

dispute on the administrative and organizational system 

of Italian jewish universitas, the religious "catechism" 

texts, and the conflicts between the rabbinical institutes of 

Livorno (near mysticism) and Padua (influenced by German 

rationa li sm) 

In these two papers the cultura l lin es that Piedmont 

judaism intended to pursue in the educat ion of the new 

generat ions appeared clear-cut and prec ise. For examp le, 

the direction that was chosen to recover the historical 

awareness of the jewish people seems to be sign ificant 

In introducing an essay on the histo ry of the jews in Italy 

in the Educatore,9 Rabbi Giuseppe Levi Gattinara exp ressed 

the intentions underlying the study of the history of the 

jews of the Italian peninsula 

Italy is the most ancient homeland of the jewish people 

in their dispersion . . . Will we love this dearest land? Our 

ancestors loved it when it was cruel to them, all the more 

should we love it now that it is merciful to us. The love for 
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one's country is a moral instinct, a religious duty And could 

not the knowledge of history make the work of nature and 

religion stronger and more stable? We believe and hope so. 

The study of one's own history then, in a propaedeutic 

sense, is a carrier of love for one's country. Gattinara's work 

moved from the first settlements of jews in Rome in th e 

age of the Repub lic rap idly toward progressive political 

and civi l marginalization, which became decisive w ith the 

beginn in g of the Church's temporal power w hen "the tav of 

civil death was written on the foreheads of all the children 

of IsraeL"'o In exam inin g the salient historical moments of 

the jewish diaspora, f rom abandon in g farming life to the 

imposition of commerc ial professions, from the increase of 

inc idents of anti-jewis h violence to the flourishing of jewish 

cu ltu re in So uthern Italy, the Educatore prudently cut the 

contributing wri ter's text off at the year 1492, the dawn of 

the modern age marked by burnings, expulsions, and forced 

confineme nts; it would hardly have been compatib le w ith 

the declaration of intention s in Gattinara's introduction to 

the study 

An even more signi ficant example is offered by another 

work, written by Flamin io Servi, who-although of Tuscan 

ori gin - as editor of II vessillo in 1875 was for more than a 

quarter of a century one of the principal voices of Piedmont 

judaism H is book Gli israeliti d'Europa nella civilta (The jews 

of Europe in Civilization) was a decidedly popular work that 

"had nothing then to do with the other jewish histories 

that were published in France and Germany."llin this work 

Serv i synthes ized anecdotal and statist ical history in order 

to provide a progressive course of actio n that would unite 

jews and Christians in the build in g of a mod ern European 

civilization . In order to do this he did not stop even at 

distorting history 

This book was proposed because it speaks of noble deeds, 

of acts of brotherly love; acts of intolerance we must silence 



or barely mention. By now the time of fanatics and madmen 

is past. If there are some exceptions, we must not be afraid; 

it cannot last long It will not lasU' 

A kind of a priori denial of the ex istence of forces 

opposing the integration of jews in Italian soc iety had 

significant impact and ce rtainly did not help those jews 

w ho in the fall o f 1938 sudde nly found themselves w ithout 

bas ic civ il ri ghts. The majority of them, who had read on 

the pages of "vessillo and euore d'israele for over a 

generation that there was no anti -Sem iti sm in Italy, found 

themselves cultura lly unprepared to face the unexpected 

laws imposed by the co untry's anti-Semitism and rat ified 

without much difficulty by the same House of Savoy that in 

1848 had been chosen by the jews as divine instrument of 

wor ldly redemption 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, changes 

w ithin Piedmont judai sm in physical location, ways of life, 

and adherence to jewish tradition s were al so important In 

severa l Piedmont cities, not unlike elsewhere on the Ita lian 

peninsu la and in Europe, the old synagogues that had 

been carved out of the ghetto we re abandoned alon g w ith 

ghetto life. Exce pt in Casale Monferrato, where there was 

already a large Baroque synagogue that co ntinued to be 

th e center of community life, large synagogues were bu il t 

in oth er sizable centers like Alessandria, Ve rce lli, Asti, and 

Turin . Th eirvisi bility should have co ntr ibu ted, co ncretely, 

to the idea of a complete and definitive emancipation of 

th e jews and the ir visible integration into th e fabric of th e 

city In fact, in Turin the very symbo l of th e city, the Mole 

Anton elliana, began as a proj ect co mm iss ioned by the 

capital ci ty's j ewish community The tremendous cost o f the 

work forced the leaders of the co mmunity to abandon the 

project and to make do with building the synagogue in the 

Moorish sty le. (It too, however, is of cons id erable size and 

today makes a fine showing in the city cente r'l) 

Th e educational direction undertaken in th e 1800s 

also had repercu ss ions in jewish ritua l. It is known that 

the jewish Reform movement, w hich arose in Germany 

at the beginning of the nineteenth century and later 

spread espec ially in the United States, was never officially 

recognized in Italy. Until today, in ef fect, jewis h co mmuni­

ties on the Italian pen insula declare themselves officially 

Orthodox. And it is likewise known, on the other hand, that 

in li ght of this o ffi cial declaration, the ad here nce to the 

mitzvo th, or precepts, by the majority of Ita lian j ews had 

rapid ly decreased since th e second half of th is century 

Furth ermore, in numerous aspects of ritual, severa l detail s 

were introduced with the emancipation that closely reca ll 

the ways of the Refo rmed communities. The so lemn cere­

mony in synagogue of the bar mitzvah fo r males at thirteen 

years of age and of the bat mitzvah fo r girl s at twel ve years 

was introduced; also introduced was th e use of the organ 

in synagogues; photographs and sculp ted images were 

permitted on the tombs of th e deceased. 

In Pi edmont, in part icul ar, th ere was one event that 

hi sto rians remem ber as the most important attempt to 

introduce a co ncrete element of j ewish Reform in Italy14 1n 

1865 Sa lomo ne Olper published hi s decis ion to reduce the 

prescr ibed first period of mourning from seve n to three 

days. Olper was a Venet ian rabbi and stud ent of th e co llege 

of Padua, who courageously fought for Danie le Manin's 

short-l ived Veneti an Repub lic in 1848, later se rved as rabbi 

of Florence and of Casale Monferrato, and fi nally ended 

up on the rabbinate of Piedmont co mmunit ies in Turin, 

succeed in g Canton i. His was a li mited but reaso ned re form, 

whi ch Olper based on three deci ded ly innovat ive princ ipl es. 

In th e first place he cons idered j ud ais m to be a religion 

based on intangible principle s, and the mitzvoth so lely a 

means of protecting those same principles, susce pt ible 

then to possible changes. Secondly, he openly criticized th e 

oral law and its autho rs, who in his opinion we ighed down 

the pure religion w ith unnecessary tinsel. He proposed 

fina lly th e elimination of those custo ms that dist ingu ished 
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the jew from the non-jew For example, Olper granted 

permission to men in mourning (by rule obliged to let their 

beard grow for one month) to shave after the seventh day, 

so as not to appear unkempt. 

As Menachem Emanuele Artom emphasized accu­

rately, this proposal created a unique controversy of some 

importance within the context of the reforms that took 

place within Italian judaism in the 1800s. Olper's decision in 

fact opened an intense debate near ly all the major Italian 

rabbis exp ressed opinions and criticisms on the pages of 

the Educatore israel ita and the Carriere israelitico Uewish 

Post), the latter the impo rtant jewish Italian newspaper of 

Trieste. Essentially two fronts were created : from one side a 

letter was published written on the initiative of the rabbis 

of Livorno (in cluding Elia Benamozegh) and signed by four­

teen rabbis, condemning without appeal Olper's decision 

as contrary to the law. On the opposite side were another 

seven rabbis (out of which the hgure of Marco Mortara 

stands out), who as we ll as declaring themse lves in favor of 

the spirit of reform, bound this to a collective decision that 

would involve all the Italian rabbis in order to avoid divi­

sions and conflic t s Yet only Rabbi Levi of Biella expressed 

hi s opinion as decidedly in favor of Olper's reform 

If at the level of religious, cultural, and administrative 

institutions, Piedmont judaism after emancipation seemed 

on the road toward a dehnite and full integration and 

assimilation, making both traditional and renewed j ew ish 

ties more and more marginal and secondary, one should 

not be surpr ised that in Piedmont itself there was an 

increased number of individual s, th e chi Idren of Piedmont 

judaism, who con tributed to Italian history in a determina­

tive way Even if it may be futile to compile lists of names, 

it is undoubtedly useful to give an idea of the intensity 

with which a community that was all in all small contrib­

uted to several varied aspects of civic life in unihed Italy. 

Thi s participation was an increasingly characteristic 

quality of Piedmont judaism, as opposed to other Italian 
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jewish commun iti es, such as Rome's, which maintained a 

certain mistrustful closed ness for many decades following 

emanci pation 

Therefore, I believe, it is not fruitless to ca ll to mind, 

hrst of al l, the names of the most signihcan t hgures who 

distinguished themsel ves in the held of jewish studies 

and rabbinical teaching from Lelio Della Torre (for nearly 

hfty years teacher at the rabbinical college of Padua with 

Samuel David Luzzato) to Beniamino Artom (from Asti, rabbi 

of the Sephard ic co ngregation of London); from Sabbato 

Graziadio Treves (rabbi in Turin and later Tri este and father 

of the founders of the histori c publishing house Treves, 

today Garzanti) to Marco Tedeschi (also from Asti, rabbi 

of Trieste and Italian editor of the Preghiere d'un cuore 

israelita [Prayers of a jewish Heart], the most widesp read 

jewish catechism of the 1800s) 

And in the broader held of intellectual activ ity, the 

names that stand out are Salvatore Debenedetti (Hebraist 

and teacher at the University of Pisa), David Levi (patriot, 

entrepreneur, and poet of th e Risorgimento), Giacomo 

Dina (pupil o f Rabbi (antoni, subsequent ly principal 

figure in liberal journalism and founder of the daily paper 

L'opinione), Felice Momigliano (philosopher and champion 

of Jewish Reformism), and Arnaldo Momigliano (great histo­

rian of antiquity, forced into exile by Fascist racism) 

Naturally, in continuing with this li st, we run the ri sk 

of leaving out some important names along the way, each 

deserving of mention . To conclude let's ju st say that the 

recognizable feature of Piedmont judaism after emancipa­

tion was a constant, individual commitment in th e ongoing 

construction of the fabric of civil society, a course of action 

that underwent a traumatic interruption with the racial 

laws of 1938. Howeve r, even on that extreme occasion, this 

purpose found in itself the resources to continue. The active 

participation of a significant body of the Piedmontese 

jewi sh intellectuals in the anti-Fascist battle and in the war 

of liberation attests to this and is the most recen t example 



of th e co nstant Jew ish prese nce in Piedmont soc iety. That 

presence leads to the co nclusion-paraphrasing Primo 

Levi- that if th e Jews had not been there, Piedmont and its 

history would have been different 
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Synagogue interior, Alessand ria (opened 1871). The sanctuary is notable for its stained-glass windows and 

rich, eclectic decoration, part neo-Gothic and part Rococo 



The Jews of Piedmont and the Holocaust 
Susan Zuccotti 

A first look at the Holocaust in Piedmont evokes no sense 

that the ni ghtmare was any different there than elsewhere 

in Northern and Central Italy. Further examination indicates 

shades of variation, however, not so much in the events 

themselves as in the nature of individual responses The 

actual persecution did not differ in intensity Neither were 

the rac ial laws of 1938 and 1939 enforced more or less 

severely, nor were th e internments of foreign jews in 1940 
more thorough than elsewhere. German and Fascist round­

ups in 1943 and 1944 were not more brutal, and Resistance 
fi ght ing was not fiercer in Piedmont. But the responses of 

Piedmontese jews themselves to these and other wartime 

horrors often seem more intense, comprehensive, and 

immediate. They seem, one might even say, more dramatic 

and extreme. 

Startlingly large numbers of Piedmontese jews are 

remembered for their personal responses to the persecu­

tion. They seem to represent a larger percentage of the 

Piedmontese jewish population from which th ey came than 

was true of the Italian jewish populat ion as a who le. To 

some extent, this is the case because so many Piedmontese 

jews wrote, wrote earl y, and wrote beautifully of their 

wartime experiences One thinks above all, of course, of 

Primo Levi, bu t there were many others, as will be seen. 

But Piedmontese jews are also rem embered because they 

were proportionately more Fascist, more Royali st, more 

anti -Fascist, more Resistant, or simply more politically 

invo lved than jews elsewhere. Th e story of the Ho locaust 

in Piedmont then beco mes the story of extreme and we ll­

articulated individual responses This paper wi ll examine 

that phenomenon. 

It is useful to begi n by sett in g the broad framework 

of events. The chronology of the Holocaust was simi lar 

throughout Italy Rea l persecution of the highly integrated 

and widely accepted Italian jewish community did not 

begin until the autumn of 1938, when Benito Mussolini, 

eager to ingratiate himself with Adolf Hitl er and so lidify 

an alliance, issued a series of anti -jewish laws.' The laws 

decreed that, among other things, jews coul d no longer 

marry non-jews; attend the public schoo ls; work in the 

public service, including the mili ta ry; pract ice law, medi­
cine, and accounting with non-jews; and own property 

and businesses above a certain value. Th ese laws were a 

tremendous shock to their unsuspecting victims, and were 

thoroughly enforced.' With regard specifica lly to Piedmont, 
there is much ev idence that local bureaucrats, especial ly 

in the schoo ls, took real initiati ves to pin point individuals 

with poss ibl e jew ish nam es or backgrounds an d insure 

that they lost their positions.lThis is not to say that most 

Italian non-jews were host ile to the ir jewish friends and 

colleagues. On the contrary, most were quiet ly sympathet ic. 

In an authoritari an state in wh ich dissent was harshly 

repressed, however, a handful of zealous bureaucrats and 

hostile Fascists in every school, business, and town could do 

much damage. In Piedmont, as elsewhere, most of the five 

thousand jews in the region lost the ir jobs and properties 
over a given va lue. Their children we re without except ion 

obliged to attend specia lly created jew ish schoo ls. 

After the anti-jewish laws were created, little changed 

for jews until Italy declared war on the side of Germany in 

june 1940, as the Battle of France was drawing to an end. 

Even then, changes were slight for most. Foreign jews 

throughout the country were interned or placed in super­

vised residence in specified areas.4 Some native jews with 

just a wh iff of an ant i-Fascist record were also arrested and 

interned. A mild bu t hum il iating, ob li gato ry labo r se rvice 

was instituted for a t im e, but enforced without much 

convict ionS Finally, anti-Semitism intensified in the press 

and among Fasc ist fanatics, and sporadic incidents 

of vio lence occurred . In Piedmont vicious, anti-Semi tic 

graffiti appeared overnight on wal ls and buildings in Turin, 

Casale Monferrato, and elsewhere. Fascist thugs attempted 

to burn the main synagogue in Turin on October 14, 1941 

But no jews were deported from Italy unti l the German 
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occupation in the autumn of 1943 This was very late, 

cons iderin g that massive deportations to Auschwitz began 

early in the summer of 1942 from France, Belgium, and the 

Netherlands, to speak only of Western Eu rope. 

The dramatic, overwhelm ing change in Ita ly came 

immediately after September 8,1943, when General 

Dwi ght David Eisenhower announced to the world that 

Italy had signed an armistice with the All ies and was 

withdrawing from the war. Itali an jews and non-jews alike 

re joiced, but the German army wait ing on the frontier 

fo r exactly such an event imm ed iate ly invaded and 

occupied the country. Arres ts and deportations of jews 

promptly followed. The first arrests occurred along Italy's 
northern frontier, so that Piedmontese jews were very 

much involved. Twen ty-four Italian jews were arrested in 

a house to house roundup in Cuneo on September 286 On 

the same day the Germans destroyed the synagogue in 

Vercell i and arrested several jews in nearby Novara, on the 
Piedmontese-Lombardian border? 

Ten days befo re these incidents, a terrifyin g se ri es of 

incid ents had occu rred in Borgo San Dalmazzo, near Cuneo 

and the mountainous border wi th France. Since November 

1942 the Italian army had occupied part of so utheastern 
France, while the Germans had occup ied the rest of the 
country. During that period Italian diplomatic and military 

personnel had protected and assisted the thousands of 

jews who found themselves in their zone of occupation. 

When the arm istice was announ ced, at least a thousand 

jews, rea lizing that the Germans would immediately seize 

the Italian zo ne, joined Italian so ldiers in a harrowing trek 

across the Alps into Piedmont As th ey came ou t of the 

mountain s into the li ttle Piedmontese towns of Entracque 

and Valdieri, they found the Germans there as wel l. Posters 

soon appeared order in g jewish refugees to turn themselves 

in under pain of death for them and for any Italians who 

sheltered them. Deprived of all resources, with winter 

comi ng on and exhausted from years of elu din g the Nazis, 
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some 349 foreign jewish refu gees either surrend ered or 

were caught Th ese poor people were held in a barrack 

in Borgo San Dalmazzo until November 1943, when 328 

of them were deported, first back to France and th en to 

Auschwitz. Only 10 of the 328 su rvived 8 

In early October 1943 in Turin, where some 4,000 of 

the region's 5,000 jews lived, a frightening and nauseating 

pub lic burning by local Fascists of books from the jew ish 

Community Library se rved as a warn ing of thin gs to come. 

In part for that reason, a German and Fasc ist attempt at a 

large-scale round up on Octobe r 16 failed. Most Turinese 

jews had already gone into hiding, much earli er than wo uld 
occur farthe r sou th . According to one source, only two 
elderly women were caught in their homes 9 Large, coord i­

nated roundups that same day in Milan and Rome trapped 

many more victims-some 200 in Milan, and an appall-

ing 1,259 in Rome10 But during the twenty-month period 

of terror before liberation, many more jews in Tu rin and 
elsewhere in Piedmont were caught, usual ly as the resu lt 

of inform ers. They numbered about 761 in the entire region. 

They co nsisted of 48 arrested in the province of Alessandria, 

19 in Aosta, 45 in Asti, 383 in Cuneo (a number that included 
the 328 refugees in Borgo San Dalmazzo), 246 in Tur in, and 

20 in Vercelli ll These numbers represent about 15 percent 
of the jewish population in the region, a percentage roughly 

equivalent to the number nationwide. 

How, briefly, di d other jews su rvive;> Many were ab le to 

flee to Switzerlan d, much closer to Pi edmon t than to most 

of the rest of Ita ly1' Indeed, rescue networks, often staffed 

by pr iests and Catholi c laypersons cooperating with them, 

frequently focused more on escorting jews across the 

frontie r than on finding them long-term hiding places in 

Piedmont or Lombardy. Elsewhere in Italy, si milar rescuers 
more often tried to place fugitives in monasteries, convents, 

and other religious and secular institutions. Bu t rescue 

netwo rks usual ly focused on foreign jewish refugees, 

especially those who had so rece ntly arr ived from so uthern 



France. Exhausted, impove ri shed, fri end less, and wi th no 

ab ili ty to speak Ital ian, refugees were co mpletely helpl ess 

and vulnerable. On th e other hand, many Piedmon tese 

jews survived more or less on their ow n w ith the hel p of 

two o r t hree personal friends and contacts. In t his co ntext 

the close t ies betwee n city and cou ntrysi de and between 

jews and non-jews that had existed hi stori ca lly in Pied mont 

we re of eno rm ous help. jews fo und frie nds who he lped 

them change res ide nces, find places in hospitals, schools, or 

iso lated farmhouses, secure false iden t ificat ion pape rs and 

ra ti on boo ks, and purchase food. Such things were essential 

to surviva l. 

Our focus now turns to the indiv iduals co nce rn ed-to 

indiv idual Pied montese jews, w ho have been described 

as j ust a l it tle di fferent from jews elsew here in Ita ly. How 

we re th ey different? Again, the appropriate wo rd seems 

to be "more." They were, fi rst of al l, probably even more 

in tegrated into the broader comm un ity t han other Italian 

jews Th ey sup ported the king and the roya l fam ily wi th 

even more loya lty and fervo r. The kin g, after al l, was himself 

Piedmontese, res ident in Turin long before Ita li an un ifi ca­

tio n and the emanc ipato r of the jews in Piedmont in 

1848, well before un ificat ion and ge neral emancipation 

elsew here in Italy As an extreme examp le of jewis h 

pro-monarc hist senti ment, t he weal t hy Tu rinese jew ish 

banking fam ily Ovazza enjoyed an intim acy w it h t he roya l 

family that was probably not exceeded among Italian jews 

Ovazzas we re frequ ent ly invited to court For example, 

Ettore Ovazza and his wi fe, Nell a, whose appa lling fates 

w ill be descri bed below, we re invited to the wedding of the 

prince of Savoy in 1928 Ettore's brother we nt to military 

academy, itse lf a step ind icat ing a high degree of integra­

tio n, with two neph ews of t he king, w ho frequen tly visited 

the Ovazza home' ) Such re lati ons hips we re alm ost in co n­

ce ivable in Rome, where monarchist social circles were 

large ly aristocrat ic and had no place for an up per-middle­

class jewish bank ing fam ily 

After Musso li n i's ri se to power in 1922, many j ews in 

Piedmont became members of t he Fascist Party. Th ey we re 

not uni que in thi s. Throughout Italy more than ten thou­

sand jews belonged t o the party betwee n 1922 and 1938 '4 

Th ey Jo in ed the party in percentages comparab le t o t he 

no n-jew ish pop ulation Abo ut 10 percen t of Ita lian jews 

joined th e Fascist Party, along wi th abou t 10 perce nt of 

Ita li an non-jews j ews Jo ined for the same eco nomi c, soci al, 

poli t ical, and pu rely expedi ent reaso ns as non-jews Their 

joining is one clear in dicat ion of the lack of an ant i-Se miti c 

dimension in Ita lian Fascism befo re 1938 

Wh il e not uni que, so me Piedmontese jew ish Fasc ists 

nevertheless seem to have been mo re fe rve nt in th eir 

devot ion t o the cause. They disp layed a vocal and te na­

cious devotion to Musso li n i t hat see med t o exceed that 

of Fasc ist jews elsewhere in Ita ly, and that end ured we ll 

into t he period foll ow in g the anti -jew ish laws. The above­

mentioned Ettore Ovazza was t he leadin g spokes man of 

th is grou p Ovazza was joined most no tably by General 

Gui do Li uzzi, head of Italy's prin cipa l mil itary co ll ege-a 

high Iy atypica l posi t ion for a jew and again symptomat ic 

of t he exce ptional integrat ion of jews in Piedmont Liuzzi 

was also president of th e jew ish Co mmun ity of Tu rin. ln 

1934 Ovazza, Li uzzi, and other Piedmo ntese jews founded 

a jewish Fasc ist newspape r, La nostra bandiera, in Tur in 

that loudly professed jewish loya lties to th e Du ce and to 

Fasc ism and merci less ly condemned jewish Zio ni sts and 

anti-Fascists. The tone of La nostra bandiera became more 

desperate bu t no less str ident, as Italian anti-jew ish laws 

and poli cies emerged in t he second half of 1938 Indeed, 

its attacks on Italian Zioni st s became more vicio us than 

eve r, for Zionists we re blamed for th e rise of anti -Se miti sm 

itse lp5 Again, Ovazza and his group were not unique in Italy 

They we re simp ly "more"-more arti cul at e, more pu blic, 

more dramatic, and more ext reme. 

Ovazza's patri ot ism and Fasc ism were not eno ugh 

to save him. On October 11,1943, in th e early days of t he 
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German occupation, Ovazza, hi s wife, and his fifteen ­

yea r-old daughter Elena were caught by the German SS in 

Gressoney, in the prov ince of Aosta, just west of Piedmont 

and so uth of the Swiss bo rder. In one of the most gruesome 

atrocities of the Holocaust in Italy, they were shot and th eir 

bodies were chopped into pieces and burned in the furnace 

of a sc hool. Their twen ty-year-old son Riccardo had already 

been apprehended and shot elsew here. The Du ce and the 

cause that Ovazza never betrayed in fact betrayed him, in 

th e most bruta l and ho rrib le way16 

Lest it be thought that Piedmontese j ews as a w hol e 

were more pro-Fascist than jews elsewhere, it must be 

quickly added that th ey also parti cipated in so me of the 

earliest manifestations of non-Marxist anti-Fascism in Italy 

before the war. Indeed, there were so many jews from all 

over Italy, but especially from Piedmo nt, in the famou s anti­

Fascist movement Giusti zia e Liberta in th e 1930S that som e 

members cons id ered it a problem Vittori o Foa, for exampl e, 

a Pi edm ontese jew and leadi ng member of Giustizi a e 

Liberta, once told Carlo Lev i, also a Piedmontese j ew and a 

member of the organization but best known today as the 

author of Christ Stopped at Eboli. The Story of a Year, that 

Sion Segre Amar, also Pi edmon tese and jewish, wanted 

to join. Levi looked distressed and replied, "Alas, another 

jewl"'7 The obvious concern here was to avoid creating 

any impression of a connect ion between anti-Fascism and 

jews in particular Such a co nn ectio n surely did not exist 

elsewhere in Italy, but in Piedm on t it probably was a reality. 

It certa inly appeared so in March 1934, when police at 

Ponte Tresa, on the Italian-Swi ss border, ap prehended an 

automobile fil led with anti-Fasc ist literature. Th e owne r 

of the ca r was the above-mentioned Segre Amar, a new 

member of Giustizia e Liberta w ho had been directed by 

that organizati on to smuggle anti-Fasci st pamphlets in to 

Italy. Accompanying Segre Amar was Mario Levi (no rela­

t ion to Carlo Lev i), the so n of a prominent Turinese jewish 

professor of anatomy and medicine, Giuseppe Levi (an d, 
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in cid enta lly, the broth er of the not yet prom inent w riter 

Natalia Levi Ginzburg) In the police inves ti gation followin g 

the incid ent, seventeen people were arrested and detained, 

of w hom eleven were jews, mostly from Piedmo nt. Amo ng 

those held were Segre Amar; Mario Lev i's father and broth er 

(Mario himself had escaped back across the Swiss border); 

Carlo Lev i; and Leone Ginzburg, a brilliant Russian jewis h 

immi gran t to Turin, linguist, literary scholar, future hu sband 

of Natalia Levi Ginzburg, and future Resistant, w ho was 

tortured to death in Reg ina Coel i prison in Rome by Nazis 

and thei r Fasci st sympath ize rs in 194418 

Perhaps the best known Piedm ontese jew ish Resistant 

is Primo Levi. Levi is remembe red above all as the author of 

a perso nal memoir o f deportation and concentration-camp 

life entitl ed Survival in Auschwitz19 This brilliant and beau ti ­

fully crafted wo rk first appeared in Italian in 1947 under th e 

tit le Se questo e un uomo, and in En glish in 1960 as If Th is Is 

a Man. It is genera lly regarded as one of the four or five clas­

sics o f Ho locaust literature in any language. Levi later w rote 

The Rea wakening, about his liberation f ro m Auschw itz and 

hi s long trip home, as we ll as many other co llections of 

essays and several nove ls.'o 

Primo Levi was born in Turin in 1919 Many of his child­

hood ex periences, as described so beaut iful ly in hi s essays, 

were typica l of Pied montese j ews Like so many others, he 

had relat ives in small towns and vi llages throughout th e 

region, whom he visi ted often. Piedmontese jews had li ved 

and wo rked as silk manufac turers, small-town bankers, 

or agricu ltural estate managers in and around towns li ke 

Cuneo, Asti, Ivrea, Casale Monferrato, Moncalvo, Saluzzo, 

and Alessandria as late as the end of the ninetee nth 

centu ry. Many of them had close ti es to the land and agri ­

cu ltu ral life-a condition unu sual among jews in Western 

Europe. Many of th e jews in Turin had moved to the big city 

rather recently. Th ey were not purely urban sophisticates, 

for they retained solid perso nal co ntacts an d sym pathy 

wi th everyday Italians in smal l towns and rural areas. These 



contacts were meanin gful to th em, and deep ly en hanced 

their sense of belonging to th e fabric of the nation . Th ey 

also helped greatly in find ing help and shelter during the 

German occupatio n. 

Primo Levi, trained as a chem ist, joined Giustizia e 

Liberta before the war. After the German occupation he 

participated in the armed mili tary Resistance in the hills 

around Turin, where he was captured in 1944. Aware that 

captu red partisans we re often shot, and quite unaware of 

what was happening to jews in depo rtation, he inform ed 

hi s captors that he was jewish He th ought that hi s chances 

of survival wou ld be better as a jew than as a partisan 

In some of his most moving pages in Survival at 

Auschwitz, Levi described how his friendship with a 

non-jewish Italian prisoner and his ability to recite long 

passages of Dante's Inferno from memory helped him retain 

his humanity and strength to fight for surv iva l. He was, in 

the full est poss ibl e way, a citizen of Italy and a product of 

Italian civil ization. 

Discuss ion of all we ll -known Piedm ontese j ewish 

Resistants is impossible in a short essay.'l Only a few 

individuals can be mentioned bri efly here. Th e name of 

Carlo Lev i, medical doctor, talented painter, famous autho r, 

and military Resistant after 1943. w ho fought primaril y in 

Tu scany, has already appeared . Carlo was not a relat ive of 

Primo Levi . His book Christ Stopped at Eboli describes his 

prewar experiences in supervised residence in So uthern 

Italy, where he was forced to l ive in the 1930S as punishme nt 

for hi s anti-Fascis t activities in Turin. The book offers bril­

liant in sights into the characte rs and li ves of the Southern 

Italian peasants he met-uneducated, impover ished, long­

neg lected men and women so very different from himself 

and from anyone he had ever met before. It reveals not only 

his innate sympathy for the universal human conditi on, 

but also th e extent to wh ich he, like Primo Levi, was rooted 

in the Italian national fabric22 In 1963 Carlo Levi became 

a se nator from Lucania in So uthern Italy. In that capacity 

and as an activist in wo rki ng-c lass organization s, he, an 

integrated Northern Italian jew, se rved the needs of the 

Southern non-jewish underdogs he had come to know so 

we ll after Mu sso lini sent him into confinement. 

There were many oth er Piedmontese jewis h Resistants. 

Vitto rio Foa, ayoung lawyer from Turin, was active wi th 

Giustizia e Liberta, imprisoned for an ti-Fascist act ivities 

in 1935, released by Marshal Pietro Badoglio in 1943, and 

active in national Resistan ce coord inating commi ttees 

dur in g the occ upation. Foa became a well-known parlia­

mentary deputy and labor leader after the war.'3 Adriano 

Oli ve tt i made hi s family's Olivetti Typewriter Company 

in Ivrea, in northern Pi edmont, a cen ter of anti-Fascist 

activities throughout th e 1930S and the war years .24 More 

tragic than the others was the young Emanuele Artom, 

a univers ity stud ent in 1938 when the anti-jewish laws 

were decreed . Because Artom was already enrolled in the 

university, he was perm itted to remain, but he could not use 

the library or other sc hool facilities because he was jew ish 

He comp leted hi s studies and, like Primo Levi, joined the 

partisans fi ghting in the hill s around Turin in 1943 In 1944 

he was captured and tortu red horribly by the Germans until 

he died. He is es pec ially remembered, among many others 

who fought and died, because of the poignant and sensit ive 

diary he wrote between january 1940 and February 1944 It 

was pub li shed posthumously in 1966.25 

Th e link between action, authorshi p, and memory is 

critical, and there are many other Pied montese j ews w hom 

we rem ember at least in part because of what th ey wrote. 

There is, of course, Natalia Levi Ginzburg, one of Italy's fin est 

twentieth-century authors. Born Natalia Levi in 1917, she 

was raised in Turin in a family close ly t ied to loca l intel lec­

tual circles. As mention ed above, Levi witnessed the arrests 

for anti-Fascist activities of her father and broth er in 1934 

She subsequ ently married Leone Ginzburg and, after his 

arrest in November 1943. li ved in hiding w ith her children 

until libera tion. She moved permanently to Rome after 
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the war, became a member of Parliam ent, and w rote many 

nove ls and short stories set in t he capital In her poignant 

memoirs, Family Sayings, however, she return ed to th e city 

of her birth and created a beautiful portrait of Piedmon tese 

jewish family li fe.'6 

Also to be mentioned in thi s category is Rita Levi­

Montalcini, winner of the Nobel Prize in 1986 for her work 

in neurobio logy In 1988 Lev i-Mon talcini pub li shed her 

memoirs in a book address ing in particul ar her medical 

achievements and experi ences as a wo man in sc ience. It 

begins, however, w ith movin g chapters abo ut her child­

hood, family life, and education in Turin .'7 

Less we ll known in th e United State s, in part because 

his boo k has not been tran slated into En glish, is a 

Piedmontese rabbi f rom Casale Mon ferrato named Augusto 

Segre. Rabbi Segre's memoirs also cove r much more than 

the war years, but th ey con ta in fascinat ing descriptio ns 

of his early l ife as an observant jew and son of a rabbi in a 

small Piedmontese city. The author relates his experiences 

du rin g th e period of the anti-j ewis h laws, his fli ght to the 

countryside during the German occu pat ion, and hi s surv iva l 

in hiding wi th the help of loca l peasants.'8 Hi s is another 

example of the close relationships that Piedmon tese jews 

often enjoyed w ith non-jews in rural as well as urban areas. 

Tho se con tacts saved hi s life. 

Dan Vittorio Segre is perhaps better known in th e 

United States, since his memoirs have been publi shed in 

English. Segre (no relation to Augusto Segre) describes 

his famil y's lon g history in Piedmont. As we ll as any other 

w rite r, he conveys Piedmontese jews' profou nd se nse of 

be long in g to th eir co untry Segre's pare nts, grandparen ts, 

and great grand paren t s had been landowners and had 

estab lished long-s tandin g relation ships of trust and respect 

w ith their tenants. His father was also th e loca l mayor 

Aga in th e theme of close in teraction between urban and 

rural life beco mes apparent. Du ring the period of th e anti­

j ewish laws, Segre's rural neighbo rs co uld not understand 
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how th ei r acquaintances of generations could suddenly 

be declared stran ge rs and enemi es. During the German 

occupation, Segre's grandm oth er was too old to di sgui se 

her identi ty an d go in to hiding. She remained quietly bu t 

open ly in th e vill age w here she had always li ved, and where 

everyone knew her. No one ever informed.'9 

This was an extraordinary community Of course, not 

all Pi edmo ntese j ews were excep tional Most, like peo ple 

everywhe re, li ved qui et, nonpolitical lives. However, in no 

other sect ion of Italy did proportionately so many jews step 

forward to make publ ic stat ements, take political action, 

and make themse lves remembered t hrough the ir acts and 

words. There were certainly memorab le and outstand­

ing j ewish citi ze ns throu ghout th e country Many were 

rabb is, l ike Ri ccardo Pacifici in Genoa, who refu sed to leave 

his people and was arrested and deported w ith them to 

Auschw itz, w here he died lo Anoth er exceptionally coura­

geo us rab bi was Nathan Cassuto in Florence, who was 

able to organize a rescue network with the help o f many 

non-jews, before he was caught and deported to hi s death 

at Ausc hw itzl 1 And th ere were many others, rabbis and 

laype rsons al ike. Among Resistance fighters, there were, 

of course, thousands. One of the best known pe rh aps is 

Carlo Rosse lli from Florence, among the first organ ize rs of 

Giustizia e Libert.3. and himse lf murdered w ith his brother 

Nello by Fasc ist sympathizers in France in 1937 Also vivid ly 

remembered is Enzo Seren i from Rome, a fervent Zio ni st 

who returned from a kibbutz in Palestine to Join the mi li tary 

Res istance in Italy, was captured and de ported, and di ed 

at Dachau in 19443 2 Among jews who wrote war-related 

memoirs and even fiction before th e late 1980s, w hen 

memoir wri tin g became mu ch more frequent, one thinks of 

Giorgio Bassan i of Ferrara, Gi ancarlo Sacerdoti of Bo logna, 

Enzo Lev i of Modena, Fabio Della Seta o f Rom e, Memo 

Bemporad of Flore nce, an d Carlo Modig lian i of Milan-and 

there we re many others )3 But nowhere were there so many 

in such a co ncentrat ed area as Piedmont. 



Piedmontese jews cons ti tuted an excep ti onal co mmu­

nity of outstanding peop le highly intelligent, edu cated, 

art ic ulate, politically active, resolute, and se lf-conscious. 

They exhibited no alienatio n or isolation. They seem to have 

taken it for granted that they shoul d parti cipate inti mately 

in nati onal l ife. Th ere was never anything even remote ly 

passive about them. They were determ in ed to innuence 

events, not to wait for events to develo p and inn uence 

them. They were secure in the ir sense of se lf and their sense 

of be longing. They were not to be, co uld not be, uprooted, 

much less eradi cated, by another Italian minority, the 

ext rem e Fasci st s. Th ey we re firmly roo ted in the Italian soi l, 

and it seems never to have occurred to th em that it could 

be oth erwise. 

In all thi s, of course, th ey rese mbled other Itali an jews 

throughout the country, but aga in, it seems that th ey were 

"more so." So the final questio n remains, why?Three general 

explanati ons might be considered . 

First, jews in Piedmont were emancipated and made 

free and equal cit izens a half generat io n befo re jews else­

w here in Italy and twenty-two years before jews in Rome. 

The dates here are 1848 for Piedmont, about 1860 for much 

of the rest of Italy, and 1870 for Rome. The time difference 

is ad mitted ly not great, but in the co ntr ibuti on it made to 

emerging se lf-con fid ence and a se nse of belonging, it is 

relevant j ews in Piedmont were emancipated first, an d they 

never forgot it 

Seco nd, and perhaps more important, at least in the 

eyes of the Piedmontese, Italian unification occurred under 

th e leadership of King Vic tor Emman uel II and the House 

of Savoy, rulers of Piedmont for hundreds of years. Newly 

emanc ipated jews in Turin con tr ibuted heavily to the elec­

ti on cam paigns of Camil lo Cavour, th e Piedmontese diplo­

mat w ho was the maste rmind of unification, and they gave 

both money and personal service to Giuseppe Gariba ldi's 

military expedition to Sicily, which brought Southern Italy 

into the newly enlarged kingdom in 1860. Pi edmon tese jews 

were th ere from the begi nnin g. How cou ld they not have 

fel t even more Italian than the Romans, who joined the 

unified nation only in 1870? How could they or anyo ne else 

have questioned their right to be long? 

Finally, the explanat ion for the activism of Piedmontese 

jews may lie deep w ithin the geog raphy and histori-

cal nature of their region . Piedmont was a small, rath er 

isolated, mountainous kingdom, saddled between great 

nations but never ruled by outside rs. With relatively good 

interior lines of communication and comfortable relations 

between city and country, it was largely se lf-co ntained. 

Its people demonstrated a stu rdy, serious se lf-s uffi ciency, 

inde pend ence of spirit, and lack of materiali sm. Without 

easy co ntacts with ou tsiders, they were receptive to th e 

new po li tical ideas and con cepts of the ninetee nth century 

but not prone to radica li sm. 

jewish emancipation came with the political ideas 

of the French Revolution and with the constitutional 

monarchy established in 1848 The Piedmontese kingdom, 

howeve r, remain ed esse ntially conservative. It cannot be 

described as liberal in qu ite the same way as Lombardy. 

Ideas in Piedmont, unlike its neighbor to the eas t, mattered 

more than business and commerce. Lombardy led the 

nation in in dus tri al izat ion, sc ienti fic agriculture, and 

general modernization. Pi edmont was known as th e regio n 

that produced priests, professors, politicians, and genera ls. 

Piedmontese jews renected these characteristics. 

Po litical speculation and political act ion were highly pri zed. 

Political invo lvement in the affairs of the day, w hether pro­

Fasc ist or anti-Fascist, was taken for granted. Indifference 

was not an alternative. 
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Rabbinic Culture in 15th-Century Piedmont 
jef frey R. Woolf 

The cul tural hi story of Piedmontese jewry' up until th e 

sixteenth cen tury' begins with the large-sca le migration 

of jewish loan-bankers from Savoy into Pied monP These 

indiv idual s, who were overwhelmingly French in origin: 

required the services of teachers for their chi ldren and of 

legal scholars to adjudicate their problems and disputes 

It was these scholars, migrating with their patrons to the 

cities and towns of Pi edmont, together with bankers who 

themselves possessed sc holarly credential s, who created 

rabbinic cu lture in the areaS Unfortunately, with th e 
prominent exception of the writings of Rabb i Joseph Colon 

Trabotto (also known as Maharik, 1420- 1480 or 1484) and his 

students,6 surviving literary works from this era are some­

what sparse? However, if we combine these together with 

th ose other sources presently available, a fairly coherent 

picture of the identity and activity of these scholars begins 

to emerge. 

We know, for example, of the activity of Rabbi Yehie l 

Raphae l Bellin (ca 1375-1450) Most of his adult life was 

spe nt fi rst in Sav iglian08 and then in Nice9 Hi s scholarsh ip 

is attested to by Maharik himself, who refers to him as the 

"li ght of the exile."'o He appears to have autho red many 

responsa, wh ich have not survived, and was considered by 

many the elder statesman of Piedmontese jewry in the first 

half of the centuryll 

Other scholars who were active in the region are known 

to us by name alone. The archival record s12 list a number 

of individuals with the title of magister or rab bi1l Gedalia 

ibn Yahya in his Shalshelet ha-kabbalah '4 Ii sts no fewer 

than thirty-one scholars of note who lived in Piedmont in 

the course of the fifteenth centurylSThese scholars in turn 

attracted students from all over Italy, Savoy, and Germany. 

Sources confirm that large numbers of students traveled 

to Savig liano in order to study in the Yeshiva Maharik16 1n 

addition, there are a number of contemporary references 

to gatherings of the "great ones of the Piedmont" and to 

students traveling to study there17 The picture that emerges 

then is one of a significant center of rabbinic sc holarship 

arising in Pi edmont wi thin a generation of the major jewish 

influx to the region 1B 

jewish intellectual activity was centered upon the 

study of the Talmud and oth er works of jewish law,'9 but 

with a flavor all its own due to its largely French origins.'o 

This is important to note, because there is a definite 

tendency in scho larly literature to homogenize French and 

German jews under the general head in g of As hkenazim." 

Of course, there we re numerous pOints of contact between 

the two groups, in light of the commo n origins and symbi­

ot ic growth of the two communities over the centur iesn In 

fact, in terms of the reference made to the Franco-German 

literary tradition, which dated from before the turn of th e 

fourteenth century, the two communities are almost indis­

tinguishab le. Nevertheless, deeper examination reveals that 

French scholars in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen turi es 

maintained a legal trad it ion significantly distinct from that 

of the ir German brethren .'l 

If we take Maharik as an exem plar of the French 

schoo l,'4 one discovers in his respo nsa a se nse of his isola­

tion from contemporary German jewish tradition and 

from German rabbinic scholars. Colon was not aware of 

otherwise we ll-know n German jewish customs.'5 Even more 

striking is the absence of any sign ifi cant reference in his 

responsa to the writings or opinions of the great German 

scho lars of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centu­

ries, such as rabb is Alexand er Susskind, Isaac of Dura, Israel 

Krems, Shalom of Neustadt, jacob Moeli n, and jacob Wei 1,'6 

whose wr itin gs form the backbone of mid-fifteenth-century 
German halakhah .'7 

On the other hand, Mahari k's responsa, and those of his 

students, are replete with references to specifica lly French 

legal practices, which they try to protect'BTheir writings 

are marked by heavy re liance upon the Sefer Mitzvot Gadol 

of Rabbi Moses of Coucy and the Sefer Mitzvot Katan of 

Rabbi Isaac of Corbeille, along with the glosses of Rabbi 
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Peretz to th e latter. 29 Those works were viewed as th e 

summae of French legal tradition.lO Moreover, there were 

fundamental methodological differences between French 

and German rabbi s. Fren ch responsa, for example, contain 

more casuistic legal analysis than those of conte mporary 
German rabbi s.l1 

Alongside the Talmud, French Piedmontese sc hol -

ars devoted significant tim e to the careful study of 

Maimonides's code, the Mishneh Torah.32 Maharik, for 

examp le, in his writ in gs invested extensive efforts in th e 

elucidation of this work, re lied upon it for actual decisions, 

and gave a regular lecture in his yeshiva, which was ded i­

cated to its study.l3 Colon's studen t Rabbi Ben Zion Denoit 

(1435-ca 1504) went even further and based his entire legal 
code on the Mishneh Torah, with appropriate adaptations 
to the spec ifics of the French jewish halakhic tradition.l4 

Wh ile the primary fo cus of jewish intellectual activity 

was on the Talmud and its related literatures, other disci ­

plines were culti vated as we ll . The study of the Bibl e, per se, 

was co mmon.l5 Maharik, in hi s wr itin gs, demonstrates total 

mastery of the entire biblical corpus, a req uirement for 

th e type of highly allusive, intricately co nstru cted, rhymed 

prose with which hi s respon sa were often prefaced.l6 He 

made use of and taught in hi s yeshiva the commentaries of 

Rashi, Nahmanides, and David Kimhi, as wel l as extensive 

portions of midrashic li terature.37 Ce rtain allusions in his 

responsa and those of other writers indi cate that there was 

more than a smattering of interest in Hebrew grammar and 

sty le in the Piedmontese scho larly co mmunity.l8 

Of significant interest are ind ications that both philoso­

phy and Kabbalah were cu ltivated in the circles of the 

French emi gre scholars. One major indication of the former 

is provided by the anonymous moralizing tract, Orhot 

Zaddikim (The Paths of the Righteous),39 which was almost 
certain ly authored by a French scholar, most likely in the 
first half of the fifteenth century'O Th e massive influence 

of rabbi s Sa'ad iah Gaon, So lomon ibn Gabirol, Bahya ibn 
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Pakudah, and Maimonid es upon hi s wo rk suggests 

the familiarity of both wr iter and au dience wi th the medi­

eval jewish philoso ph ical tradition ." At the same t ime, the 

cultivat ion of the study of Kabbalah among the French 

em igres of Savoy/Piedmont is confirmed by a wo rk on the 

mystical names of God that was authored by Maharik's own 

father, Rabbi So lomon Trabotto, himse lf a noted scholar at 

the turn of the fifteenth century." 

More suggestive evidence of meta-halakhic study by 

Pi ed montese jews is to be found in a small manuscript 

legal code authored by Maharik's discip le Rabbi Denoit43 

In th e first two entries" the author presents a rationale 

for the jewish dietary laws. The initial discussion is based 
upon the kabbalistic tract Maarekhet ha-Elohut.45 The rest 

of the discussion, covering some nine folio pages, is based 

both impli citly and explicitly upon Maimonides's Guide for 

the Perplexed.4Qhe author heav ily endorses the study of 

phi losophy (w hich he declares to be the "revealed" se nse 

of the Torah) as an effective method of enhancin g personal 

sp irituality and observance'7 However, at the same time, 
the author makes it quite clear that the study of Kabba lah 

is superi or to that of philoso phy, whi ch hence remains an 

esoteric lo re.48 That philosophy was actively studied by initi­

ates, though, is beyond question 49 

We would be amiss, however, if we were to conclud e 
this su rvey without a brief description of th e schoo ls 

wherei n this cultura l life flouri shed, namely the yes hivot 

As it is Maharik's yes hiva that is best known and best 

documented, our remarks mu st perforce be based there­

upon. However, from other so urces it is clear that Colon's 

academy was typical of those maintained by other scholars. 

We have already noted that in Piedmont most scholars 

served as teachers for the loan-bankers, who formed the 

communities, and their children . Maharik was no exception. 

Elementary teachin g was the mainstay of his economic 

ex istence. In an early responsum he complains bitterly of 

hi s fate "I awake to th e vo ice of the bird, a thin crust of frost 



on my neck, and ice at night. Sleep wanders from my eyes 

due to the task that is before menso The resul t, he concludes, 

is that he has neither the time nor the compos ure to 

respo nd proper ly to the co mpli cated legal questions sent 

to himsl 

By the 1450S Maharik began to attract older students 

and some rabbinic contemporaries, who form ed the 

nucleus of his yeshivas2 Those w ho gathered around Colon 

to study with him traveled from Pi edmon t, Savoy, Central 

and Eastern Italy, and eve n Germany; hi s reputation was 

evidently quite w idespread s3 Th ese were of three types. 

There were older colleagues w ho formed an inner circ le 

arou nd MaharikS4 and whom he consulted when writin g his 

responsasSThen there were somew hat younger stude nts 

who came to study und er Co lon's tutelage. Finally, there 

came wanderi ng scholars who would spend relatively short 

periods w ith Colon, before moving on to the academy of yet 

another promin ent scholars6 

In the early 1460s Maharik's yeshiva was located in one 

of the severa l synagogues of Savigliano, and it is about thi s 

school that we possess the most detai led information s7 The 

day was divid ed into two parts. Th e mornin g was dedicated 

to a daily lesso n given by Maharik in either the Talmud or a 

code such as th e Se fer Mitzvot Gadol or the Mishneh Torah s8 

Preparation for thi s lecture took up a significant portion 

of Maharik's time, for he constantly complains of being 

busy w ith "teaching in the yeshivah of the scholars, the 

Haverim,S9 may G-d protect them."60 Afternoons were spent 

in private study w it h the children of his var ious patrons61 

Thi s yearly curriculum was divided into half-year 

semesters. In the first Colon and his students co ncentrated 

upon the text of a given talmudic tractate, together w ith 

the commentary of Rashi . Acco rdin g to the t estimony 

of later sc holars,62 in th is way they attained a clear under­

standing of the text at hand and the issues presented 

therein . Only in the secon d half of the year were th e 

students in troduced to the casuist ic glosses of the To safi sts 

dealing w ith the material covered in the first semester63 

It was probably after the daily lesso n in the synagogue 

that Maharik was available to answer questions of law, for 

not only did people w rite to solicit his opinion, local jews 

seem to have brought their question s to him in person 64 

As people came in and presented their problems, Maharik 

would consult hi s students, turning practical decision 

mak ing into a pedagogical exercise6s 

This schedule wo uld hold true for the entire week, 

except for Friday and the Sabbath . On th e former day Colon 

gave hi s students an informal class on the portion of the 

Pentateuch to be read in the synagogue the next morning66 

In this class, a rough record of which has been prese rved 

in th e notes of his students,67 Maharik would care full y 

analyze the biblical portion, co nce ntrating on its refraction 

throu gh the commentary of Rashi 68 He might clarify the 

proper ve rsio n of the text of Rashi 's comments,69 explain the 

meaning of Rashi's comments,?o and point out what in the 

text or context of the Bible caused Rashi to comment as he 

did.71 OccaS ionally, Colon would also add his own comments 

or alternative explanations to issues rai sed by Rashi n 

Maharik's relationship w ith his students and former 

students tran scend ed the narrow bound s of intellectual 

exc hange. He was actively involved in their personal lives 

and carried on intensive correspondence and long-distance 

guidance for them, even after they had physically departed 

hi s academy7l Such co ntinued relation s only further served 

to strengthen the ti es betwee n master, di sci pl e, and the 

unique tradition s imparted by him to them. 

What emerges from our survey of Piedmontese jewry is 

a picture of a vibrant cultural center maintaining its native 

legal traditions, while expanding its intellectual horizo ns 

into the Bible, philoso phy, and mysticism . Small wonder 

that the academy of Maharik and others turned the region 

into a mecca of jew ish scho larship, until persecution and 

expul sion brought it to an un t im ely end ?4 
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Notes 

1. Up until the presen t t ime, scholarly attention has been focused upon the 

political, social, communal, and economic history of Piedmontese jewry. The 

scholarly consensus has been in agreement with the declaration of Renata 

Segre: "The jewish community which, for close to seventy years, had devel­

oped in the Italian domains of Savoy has not provided us with testimony 

about its internal life Only. the voice of Rabbi josef Colon has reached us 

through his Response" (R Segre, "In troduction," The jews in Piedmont, 

vol. 1, 1297-1582 (Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities; 

Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 1986), p. xl ii i. My brief arti cle demonstrates that 

through the use of Rabbi Colon's responsa and co llatera l sources that have 

since come to light, it is poss ib le to present a clearer picture of parameters 

of jewish culture in Piedmont than has hitherto been thought possible. A 

full presentation of the state of fifteenth-century Piedmontese life will be 

included in a book on Rabbi Colon that I am preparing. 

2. At this point political instability, persecution, and expulsion brought a 

break in jewish settlement that was not renewed until the second half of 

the sixteenth century. See Segre, "Introduction," pp. xlv- Ixiv; and H. Beinart, 

"jewish Settlement in the Duchy of Savoy in the Wake of the Privilegium 

of 1572," in D. Carpi et aI., eds., Scritti in memoria di Leone Carpi (jerusalem, 

1967), pp. 72- 118 (in Hebrew) 

J While long an integral part of the duchy, Piedmont was in the midst of a 

period of expansion under the active encouragement of dukes Amadeus 

VIII and Louis I, for whom Piedmont provided the only avenue for territorial 

expansion, since Savoy was blocked to the west by France, to the north 

by the Swiss Confederation, and to the south by the Mediterranean. See 

C. Dufayard, Historie de Savoie (Paris, 1914), pp. 128fl.; S. Foa, "Bianchi e 

banchiereri ebrei nel Piemonte dei secoli scorsi," Rassegna mensile d'israel 

31 (1955), pp. 41-42; A. Luzzatto, "The Entry and Settlement of the jews in 

the Piedmont in the Fifteenth Century," Proceedings of the Sixth World 

Congress of jewish Studies, vol. 2 (jerusalem, 1972), PP.159-60 (in Hebrew); 

M. Ruggerio, Storia del Piemonte (Turin, 1982), pp. 215- 24, 237- 38; and Segre, 

"Introduction," p. x. For more recent sou rces, see also 1 Barde ll e,juden 

in einem Transit- und Bruckenland: Studien zur Geschichte der juden in 

Savoyen-Piemont bis zum Ende der Herrschaft Amadeus VIII (Hannover: 

Hahnsche Buchhandlung, 1998); and M. Anfossi, Gli ebrei in Piemonte.· 

Loro condizioni giuridico-sociali dal1430 all'emancipazione (Bologna: 

A Forni, 2001). 

4. ln the wake of the final expulsion of the jews from France in 1394, jews 

moved in large numbers into the Duchy of Savoy, whiCh, whi le technically 

part of the Holy Roman Empire, was French in language and cultural orienta­

tion. See Luzzatto, "Entry and Settlement of the jews," pp. 160-61; and 
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R. Bonfil, "The Settlement of Wandering jews in Italy in the Late Middle Ages," 

in A Sh inan, ed., Emigration and Settlement in jewish and General History 

(jerusalem: Merkaz Shazar, 1982), pp. 139-41 (in Hebrew). 

5. See M. GOdemann, Geschichte des Erziehungswesens und der Ku/tur der 

abendlandischen juden wahrend des Mittelalters (Warsaw: S. Friedberg, 

1899), p 187 (in Hebrew); and my article, "New Light on the Life and Times of 

Rabbi joseph Colon Trabotto (Maharik)," in R. Bonfil, ed., Professor Giuseppe 

Sermonetta Memorial Volume (jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1998) (italia 13-14)' 

PP.151-80. See also ShuT Maharik (Venice, 1519), shoresh 72 (end), where 

Maharik describes himself (not unconflictedly) as a teacher of little children. 

6. See be low His life is discussed in j. Booksbaum, "The Biography of Rabbi 

joseph Colon and His Legal Method," in Shut u 'Piske Maharik ha-Hadashim: 

ed. E. D. Pines (jerusalem: Machon Yerushalayim, 1984), PP.19-48 (in Hebrew); 

and J woolf, "The Life and Responsa of Rabbi joseph Colon b. Solomon 

Trabotto (Maharik)," PhD. diss, Harvard University, 1991, pp 1-66. 

7 Examinations I carried out at the Institute for Microfilmed Manuscripts of 

the jewish National and University Library at Hebrew University, jerusalem, 

promise that there is much material waiting to be discovered concerning 

this topic 

8. The documents published by Segre Uews in Piedmont, nos. 19, 142, 200-01, 

227) describe Be llin as one of the leading householders in Savigl iano, as 

evidenced by his payment of the annual Easter tax to the Duchy of Savoy. 

9 Gedalia ibn Yahya, Shalshelet HaKabbalah (Venice, 1587), p. 28b. The fact 

that our writer describes a get as having been returned to Maharik from Nice 

by his father lends further credence to the identification suggested here. 

10. Shoresh 162 (Venice, 1519). 

11. The responsa are cited by Maharik (ibid) See also Woolf, "New Light," 

passim. 

12. Segre,jews in Piedmont, nos. 106, 108, 142, 203, 281, 324, 527 

13. Not all of those listed as magister, though, were necessarily rabbis. The 

title cou ld equal ly be used for physicians. (Cf Segre,jews in Piedmont, 

nos. 45, 46) 

14. Ibn Yahya, Shalshelet HaKabbalah, p. 28b. 

15. lbn Yahya himself admits a certain amount of inaccuracy in his dating. 

See ibid. 

16. Woolf, "Life and Responsa," pp. 20- 21. 

171. Sonne, "The General Council in Italy: Forerunner of the Council of Four 

Lands in Po land," HaTequfah 8 (1948), pp. 642- 44 (in Hebrew). 



18. Maharik departed Piedmont in the early 1460s. Hence the reports concern­

ing his academy all relate to within thirty years of the major Savoyard 

migration. 

19. See M. A Shulwass, "The Study of the Torah by Italian Jewry in the 

Renaissance," Horeh 10 (1948), pp 106-08 (in Hebrew); and his The jews in the 

World of the Renaissance, trans. Elvin L Kose (Lei den: Brill, 1973), pp. 267- 76. 

20. Piedmontese Jewry also had its own unique liturgical tradition, min hag 

APaM (an acronym for Asti, Fossano, and Moncalvo), which was derived from 

that of medieval Northern France. See D. Goldschmidt, "Gleanings from 

Mahzor APaM," Studies in Liturgy and Liturgical Poetry (Jerusalem, 1979), 

pp. 80- 121 (in Hebrew). (See also the essay in this collection by Yom Tov Assis) 

21. See the discussion in Woo lf, "New Light." 

22. For the general contours of the relationship between the two communi­

ties, see H. Soloveitchik, "Three Themes in Sefer Hasidim," Association for 

jewish Studies Review 1 (1976), part 3; and A Grossman, The Earliest Sages of 

France (Jerusalem, 1995), pp. 539-86. 

23. Bontil, "Settlement of Wandering Jews," pp.162- 63. 

24 As he certainly saw himself to be and was in turn perceived. ct., e.g., 

shoresh 37. 

25· Shorashim 21,41,79,92. 

26. When Maharik cites any of these write rs, it is generally in response to 

their mention by others, eg , shorashim 38 (Agudah), 16 (R Jacob Weil), and 

Hadashim, nos. 3 (R. Israellsserlein) and 14 (R. Jacob Wei I). (In these notes 

Hadashim refers to Shut u 'Piske Maharik ha-Hadashim: ed. E. D. Pines 

(J erusalem: Machon Yerushalayim, 1984; in Hebrew)). Such occasional refer­

ences, as opposed to the massive use that he makes of classical French 

writers, only underscore their marginality in his thought. 

The highly circumscribed use of German writings is also characteristic of 

R. Azriel Diena in his Responsa, ed. Y Boksenboim, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: University of 

Tel Aviv, 1977), pp. 592-93; and R. Ben Zion Denoit, the author of JTS Ms. Rabb 

1087 See Y Yudeliv, "Who Was the 'Italian Scholar and Legist'?" Italia 10 (1993), 

pp. 9-16 (in Hebrew); and my article, "Phi losophy in Late Medieval Ashkenaz 

New Evidence," Oa'at 42 (1999), pp. 63-86 (in Hebrew) 

27 See Y. Dinari, The Rabbis of Germany and Austria at the Close of the Middle 

Ages (Jerusalem, 1984), PP.169- 79 (in Hebrew). 

28. Shorashim 19, 30, 32, 37, 40, 56, 92, 114 In Hadashim, no. 46 (end), Maharik 

accentuates the existence of parallel legal traditions between French and 

German Jews, when attempting to adjudicate a situation in which these came 

into connict. See also Diena, Responsa 1, nos. 5, 30, 73, 82, 107. 

29. A search conducted on the Bar lIan Responsa Project CD documented the 

massive use made by Maharik of these two works. 

30. Cf. R. Bonfil, Rabbis and Jewish Communities in Renaissance Italy (Oxford 

Oxford University Press, 1993). 

31. This conclusion is my impression based upon a comparison of Colon's and 

Diena's responsa with those of R. Judah Mintz and R. Meir of Padua (died 1565). 

32. This is true of Colon, his teachers, and his students. In this they were 

simply continuing a long-standi ng French penchant for the work. See 

J. Woolf, "Maimonides Revised The Case of the Sefer Misvot Gadol," Harvard 

Theological Review 90 (1997), pp. 275-303, and Woolf, "Philosophy in Late 

Medieval Ashkenaz." I present a full discussion of this issue in my study 

"Admiratio n and Apathy: Maimonides' Mishneh Torah in High and Late 

Medieval Ashkenaz," in J. R. Harris, ed, Be'erot Yitzhak. Studies in Memory of 

Isadore Twersky (Cambridge, Mass .. Harvard University Press, 2005), pp. 427-53. 

33. See Maharik's Hiddushe u-Ferushe Maharik ha-Hadashim, ed. E. D. Pines 

(Jerusalem: Machon Yerushalayim, 1984), part 2. For our purposes here, I have 

relied totally on the material published by Pines. Al l references in these notes 

are thus to material found therein. In large part Pine's material overlaps that 

which is contained in Bartenura's commentary and, from both a qualitative 

as well as a methodological point of view, is identical to it. 

34. Woolf, "Philosophy in Late Medieval Ashkenaz," n. 38 

35. S. Simonsohn, "Jewish Education in Italy in the Renaissance," in Educational 

Encyclopedia, vol. 4, ed. M. Buber et al. (Jerusalem, 1964), pp. 364-81 (i n Hebrew) 

361n this Colon was not atypical. See Shulwass, "Study of the Torah," p 118. 

37 This emerges both from his responsa (ct. shorashim 37, 52, 63, 88, 158, 169) 

and from the notes of his students reproduced in Hiddushe, part 1. 

38. ln Ms. Budapest-Kaufman 150A, p. 202. See, e.g., shoresh 162; and the 

discussion in Woolf, "New Light," passim. Maharik did see the need for gram­

matical consistency in the writing of gittin. The same concern was evinced by 

R. Samson Bellin in Ms. Vat-Ebr, 429/18, p. 58b. 

39 Sefer Orhot Zaddiqqim HaShalaim, ed. G. Zeloshinsky (Jerusalem, 1988) 

40. See M. Breuer, "The Ashkenazic Yeshivah at the Close of the Middle Ages:' 

Ph.D. diss, Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 1967, pp. 86ff. (in Hebrew); and 

J. Woolf, "When Was the Book 'Orhot Zaddiqqim' Written?" Qiryat Sefer63, no. 

192 (1993), pp. 321- 22. 

41. This arises from the listing of sources in the above noted edition 

(pp. 250-60). The work also reveals a significant reliance on the literature of 

Hasside Ashkenaz, which in light of the above description requires further 

study. See GUdemann, Geschichte der Erziehungswesens, pp. 172ff 
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42 The manuscript is entitled AI Nun-Dalet Shmot HaKadosh Baruch Hu 

(Concerning the Fifty-Four Names 01 the Holy One, Blessed Be He; Ms. Bodeley 

19433). The work is based on the writ ings of the thirteenth-century Spanish 

kabbalist joseph ibn Gikiti ll ia. (The authenticity of the attribution of th is 

manuscript to Maharik's father was provided by Professor Moshe IdeL) Colon's 

grandson, R. Abraham B. Gershon Treves (himse lf t he scion of a prominent 

French fami ly), also authored mys t ica l wo rks that were heavily based upon 

the work of ibn Gikiti ll ia. See G. Nepi and M. Ghirondi, Toldot G'dolei Yisrael 

B'/talyah (Trieste, 1853), p. 8, no. 32. 

43 It is l isted as JTS Ms. Rabb.1087 and is entitled Halakot by a Student 01 

Yosel Colon, Italy, fifteenth century. 

44 Fols. 1b-9a (Tel Aviv, 1976); M. Idel, Kabbalah. New Perspectives (New Haven, 

1988), pp. 260-64 

45. Ferrara, 1558. 

46 Fols. 4b and 9b 

47 FoL 4b. 

48 Fol. 4a of Woolf, "Philosophy in Late Medieval Ashkenaz." Interestingly, the 

author of the contemporary Ashkenazic moralist t ract Seier Mardea takes his 

German brethren to task for neglecting the inner meaning of the command­

ments, which may be obtained by studying both philosophy and kabbalah . 

See Ta Shema, "New In fo rmati on Concerning Tosalot Gornish," Alei SeIer, no. 1 

(1975-76), pp. 86-87 (in Hebrew) 

49 This finding is not necessarily dependent upon the ongo ing scholarly 

debate concerning the extent of phi losoph ical and kabbal istic act ivity in late 

Ashkenaz generally. First because there are enough indicat ions that French 

jews brought these areas of interest With them into Piedmont, one can easily 

argue that texts such as that of R. Deno it express ongoing traditions (espe­

cially in light of the heavi ly Maimonidean t int of French halakhic culture) 

However, even if t h is point is considered moot, one may easi ly see the 

penetration of these discip lines into Piedmont as an inevitable result of its 

prOX imity to Ital ian jewry, wh ich we know cultivated them. Cf. Bonlil, Rabbis 

and jewish Communities, chapter 5. 

50. Shoresh 72 (end) 

51. On the life of the scho lar as a ch il dren's tutor, see A. Marx, "R. joseph of 

Aries as Teacher and Rosh Yeshivah in Siena," in Louis Ginzbergjubilee Volume 

(New York, 1946), pp. 271-79 (in Hebrew) 

52. The estab lishment of a place for older students to learn was a preroga­

tive of rabbinic ord ination and was encouraged by the patrons of rabb in ic 

scho lars as lend ing them prestige. See Breuer, "As hke naz ic Yesh ivah," p. 9ff.; 

and Bonfil, Rabbis and jewish Communities, chap ter 2. 
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53 Booksbaum, "Biography of Rabbi joseph Colon," p. xlv. The impetus to 

study wi th Co lon was, no doubt, enhanced by the decline of the intellectual 

cente r in Chambery in the 1450s. See Segre, "Introduction," p. xxxvi 

54 Maharik often cites his teach ing responsibi l ities toward these students, 

usually to explain delay or brevity in responding to ques t ion s. See, e.g., 

shorashim, 88, 90, 93, 102, 132, 149, and Hadashim, no. 7 Such gatherings 

of older students into a sort of advanced institute was the ru le in Italy, as 

pointed out by Breuer, "Ashkenazic Yeshivah," p. 23 

55. Cf., for example, shoresh, 171. Such consultation was not unusual. 

See A Fox, "Two conceptions of the Herem Ha Ylshuv," Zion 37 (1972), p. 192 

(in Hebrew) 

56. A perfect example of such a peripatet ic studen t was jacob B. Moses, who 

wandered allover Germany and Northern Italy. See j . Fre imann, Leket Yosher, 

2, pp vii-ix. 

On the general phenomenon of wandering rabb inic scholars, see H. H. 

Ben-Sasson, "The Social Teachings of R. Yohannan Lu ria," Zion 21 (1962), p. 177 

(in Hebrew); Breuer, "Ashkenazic Yesh ivah," p. 7; and Breuer, "The Wanderings 

of Students and Scholars: A Prolegomenon to a Chapter in the History of the 

Yeshivot," in Culture and SOCiety in Medieval jewry Studies Dedicated to the 

Memory 01 Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson, ed. M. Ben-Sasson et al. (j erusalem, 1989), 

pp. 445-68 (in Hebrew) 

57 JTS Ms. Rabb. 1087 That Savigl iano had more than one synagogue is 

attes ted to by Segre, "Introduction," p. xxxiii Cf A Sacerdot i and A. Tedeschi 

Falco, Piemonte. /tinerari ebraici, i luoghi, la storia, I'arte (Venice: Marsi li o; 

Turi n: Regione Piemonte, 1994), PP.133-34. 

58 I assume that Colon's school funct ioned in a fashio n not unlike that of 

his contemporary R. judah Mintz. See Eli jah Capsal i, Venetian Chronic/e, 

ed. A Shmuelewitz et aL (je rusalem: The Israe l Academy of Sc iences and 

Human ities, 1977; in Hebrew). 

There is, at the same time, some question as to whethe r the As hkenazic 

glosses on Maimonides's Mishneh Torah, known as Haggahot Maimuniut, 

were part of the curricu lum in Colon's yeshiva. We know- fo r example, from 

the test imony of both R. David Messer Leon (Seier Kavod Ha khamim, ed. S. 

Bernfeld [jerusalem, 1971], pp. 79-80, 101-02) and the anonymous au thor 

of Seier Alilot Devarim (see R. Bonfi l, "Seier Alilot Devarim: A Chapter in the 

History of jewish Thought in the Fourteenth Century," [shel Beer Sheva 2 

[1980], pp. 241-44 [ in Hebrew])- that these glosses played a central role 

in the course of study in German academies. Bonfil, in Rabbis and jewish 

Communities, concludes that the fo rmer's remarks may be taken to pertain 

equally to Maharik's circ le. 

59 That is, those who had not yet been fu lly ordained as rabbis 



60. Shoresh 90 

61. Breuer, "Ashkenazic Yesh ivah," p. 12. 

62. See R. Hillel b. Naftali, Bet Hillel (ad Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah), sec. 242, 

subpar. 5. 

63. This was in marked con trast to the contemporary German practice, which 

heavily emphasized the study of the Tosafot. See D. Rappel, The Debate over 

Pilpul (jerusalem, 1979), pp. 78-99 (in Hebrew). 

64 E.g., shorashim 5, 49, 58, and Hadashim, no. 6. 

65. Cf. Breuer, "Ash ken azic Yeshivah," pp.l0ff. These oral rulings would then be 

written down and preserved by the studen ts. 

66. Ibid , pp. 60-61. 

67 A large number of these student recordings of Colon's comments were 

published by Pines in Hiddushe, part 1. Other extracts, some duplicating the 

material published by Pines, are to be found in the Bible commentary attrib­

uted to R. Obadiah Yare of Bartenura entitled Omer Naka (jerusalem, 1983). 

68. The overwhelming majority of comments that are clearly cited as being 

by Maharik deal with Rashi. In this Maharik falls within a strong movement 

of supercommentaries on Rashi created in the period. See A. H. Freimann, 

"Manuscript Supercommentaries on Rashi 's Commentary on th e Pentateuch," 

in Rashi Anniversary Volume (New York, 1941), pp. 73-109 (in Hebrew) 

69. E.g., Gen. 1:2, 2:14, 8:22, 10:10, and 12:6; Exod. J19 and 9:9. At the same t ime 

it is quite clear that Colon's text of Rashi often diverged from the standard, 

published text. Cf., e.g., Exod. 284 and 28:26. The examples given are intended 

to be illustrative and not exhaustive. 

70. E.g., Gen.ll:14, 18:1, 20:20, 33:4, and 25:20; Exod. 3:18; and Num. 201. 

71. Gen. l:l, 4:16, 37:33, and 40:1; Exod. 28:27; and Num. 2:2. Maharik also 

carefully compares and contrasts comments of Rashi in different portions 

of the Pentateuch, ever aware of possible contradictions between them. In 

such case he would offer his own resolution of the difficulty. Cf, eg , Gen. 8:3, 

12:2,131, and 41:42; Exod. ln5; and Num. l :49. Only once does he summarily 

dismiss a comment of Rashi as "forced" (Num. 7:1), though he often carefu lly 

notes that Rashi's remarks do not reflect the "sim ple meaning of the text" 

("peshuto shel mikra"). Cf. Gen. 481 and Exod.ln 

72. E.g., Gen. 1:12, 2:7, 11:10, and 481; Exod. 28:26; Num. 26:9; and Deut.l:1l. 

As Breuer ("Ashkenazic Yeshivah," p. 63) has noted, this approach to the study 

of the Bible, which emphasizes a careful, almost pedantic study of Rashi's 

commentary rather than a fresh reinterpretation of the Bible, may be seen as 

the application of the method of analysis known as pilpul to the Bible. 

73. See Woolf, "Life and Responsa," chapter 5. 

74 Subsequent to the submiss ion of this article, I published a number of 

stud ies that elaborate upon them es first raised here. Among these are: "The 

Au thority of Custom (Minhag) in the Responsa of R. Joseph Colon, Dine Yisrael 

19 (1997-98), pp. 143-n "Between Law and Society," Association for jewish 

Studies Review 25, no. 1 (2000-01), pp. 45-70; and "Between Diffidence and 

Initiative: Ashkenazic Legal Decising in the Late Middle Ages (1350-1500)," 

journal for jewish Studies 52, no. 1 (2001), pp. 85-97. 
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Nusah APaM: A Medieval Liturgical Survivor 
Yom Tov Assis 

As the centers of learning in the east, in Israel and Babylon, 

lost th eir promin ence in the jewish world, two new centers 

of jew ish sc holarsh ip began to emerge from the middle of 

the tenth cen tury onward Se pharad an d Zarfat-As hkenaz1 

Fran co-Germ an jewry, with its small er branches in England, 

Bo hemi a, and Moravia, is often conceived as one branch 

of jew ry under th e te rm Ashkenaz in co ntrast to Sepharad 

Althou gh this is generally true, this co ncept lacks the preci­

sion that any generalizat ion does. For unlike the small er 

branches, French jewry enjoyed a more or less equal 

statu s to that of Ashkenaz. In severa l fie lds it surpassed 

As hkenazi c jewry. Des pite the great affini ty between the 

two, th e jews of France were not As hkenazim. They had 

the ir own customs and trad itions, ord inances and liturgy. 

What happed to French jew ry? Why do we not come 

across "Zarfatic" jews, as we do As hkenazic or Sep hardic 

jews? What happened to their customs and liturgy? 

The fate of French jew ry was determined in the fourtee nth 

ce ntury, when it was subjec ted to a very harsh royal poli cy 

There we re at least two expu lsions of jews from France, 

at the beginning and at th e end of th e fo urteenth century, 

in 1306 and 1394 In 1306 French jewry suffered a ve ry 

heavy blow when Phi lip Ie Be l decided to expe l all th e jews 

fro m hi s real m. Many jews found refuge in t he German 

territories and Provence,> whi le some were admitted to the 

Hispanic kin gdoms3 

Foll ow in g the expul sion of 1306 French jews settled in 

the western parts of German lands.4 The French refugees 

joined Ashke naz ic communities, with which they had 

great affinity It was easy for them to assimi late wi thin 

com muni t ies so much akin. Many new communities that 

appeared in western Germany in th e fourtee nth ce ntury 

seem to confirm the extent of French jewish emigration 

to GermanyS Since the litu rgy of both commu ni ties was 

mu ch al ike, it was not difficult for French jews to adopt the 

Ash kenazi ritual soone r or later. So me of the prayer books 

that they brought from France we re "co rrected" and were 

th us adapted to the Ashkenazi rite.6 ln other circumstan ces 

and condit ions, French jews acted differently when th eir 

numbers all owed th em to do so. In Barcelona French jews 

established a synagogue of thei r own, th e sinagoga dels 

francesos or scola gal/arum? Th ere has been no research on 

the fate of th e French liturgy in Catalonia or elsewhere in 

the Iber ian peninsu la, and the question how long this tradi­

t ion co ntinu ed its independent existence must remain for 

the time bein g unanswe red. The expulsion of 1394 left even 

less impact of Franco-Jewish influence upon neighboring 

land s due to the ir small num bers. 

In 1394 the majo rity of French jewry, an already 

reduced population, moved to Provence, Savoy, and 

eve ntually Piedmon t, which came under the rule of th e 

duke of Savoy Prove nce expelled its jews in 1 511 By then 

no jew ish community re mained in weste rn Europe, except 

in the Comtat Venaissin area, which was un der papal ru le. 

Sep hardic and As hkenazic jews moved on th e who le east­

ward, where they estab li shed the ir own communities and 

often exerc ised their hegemony over ex isting commu niti es. 

French and P rove n ~al jews we re not numerou s enough to 

form communiti es of their own, and where they di d manage 

to do so, th ese groups did not last long. Th ey merged wi th 

oth er jews, as di d their traditions and litu rgy Th e old French 

ritual, howeve r, survived in the small communit ies of 

Piedmont, where its vestiges remained until th e twentieth 

ce ntury in three local ities Asti, Fossano, and Moncalvo. 

These three co mmunities that prese rved th e ancient liturgy 

of medieval French jewry gave their name to th e spec ial 

liturgical trad ition that is now known as nusah APaM, an 

acronym formed from the first letters of the three co mmu­

nities' names. Other French jews li ved in oth er loca lities in 

Piedmont. While th ey we re not numerous enough to form 

the ir own com muniti es and retain their own liturgy, they 

mu st have had some infl uence in shap ing minhag Torino, 

wh ich is a special Ashken az i nusah B 

Samuel David Luzzatto was apparently th e first to 
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describe nusah APaM According to Luzzatto, t he th ree 

co mmu nities prayed accord ing to the As hkenaz i ritu al 

th roughout the year except for Rosh Has hanah and Yom 

Kippur. In fact, they used the above-mentioned special 

ri tual ofTurin. Obviously, the differences betwee n the 

As hkenazi and French, or Zarfati, rituals were too minor 

dur ing the year to warrant the product ion of special prayer 

books for th e three French co mmuni t ies of Pied mont. They 

were not large en ough to eve r have th ei r mahzorim for the 

Hi gh Holi days printed As fa r as we know nusah APaM has 

been preserved in manu script only. Luzzatto's descri ption 

of th e circum stances that made the three Piedmontese 

jewish comm unities t he so le ho ld ers of a li t urgy that has 
otherwise disappeared is st il l as va lid today as it was in 

1841 Lu zzatto was informed abou t minhag APaM by his 

student the chief rabbi of Piedm ont jew ry, Rabbi Hill el 

Barukh Shalom (anton i, who headed the beth din in Turi n 

Th e rabbi se nt some manuscri pts to Luzzatto, who was abl e 

to stu dy the ritual of APaM and describe it for the first t ime 

in t he jew ish world. 

On the basis of a man uscr ipt of the Yo m Ki ppur mahzor 

of the three co mmunit ies, Lu zzatto desc ribed t he unique 

Piyyut fo r the Kippu r seder ha'Avodah Ata Konanta Olam 

Berov Hesed, which is fou nd only in the French nusah 9 1n a 

lette r that he wro te to Gab riel Falk, who had it publ ished, 

Lu zzatto expl ained the histo rical circumstances that led 

the co mmun ities of Ast i, Fossano, and Moncalvo to retai n 

the French nusah. Meanwhile, other jews of French ori gi n 

mostly adop ted th e Ashke nazi ritual, an d so me accepted 

the Sep hardi or oth er ri tuals10 Else where Luzzatto exp lains 

furth er th e French ori gin of nusah APaM and blesses the 

jews of the th ree commu nit ies, who prese rved in manu­

scri pt the Piyyutim of Ras hi, and oth er medieval French 

jews Had it not been fo r them, all the Piyyutim of medieval 

French jewry would have been lost foreve rll 

The simi larity betwee n th e Ge rm an and French rituals 

was so great that th e three Piedmon tese comm uni ties did 
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not fee l th e need to have th eir own prayer boo ks for any 

occasion excep t Ros h Hashanah and Yom Kippu r. Hence 

all t he manu scripts, of all the types that will be discussed 

below, belon g to th ese two solemn days. The main di ffer­

ences be tween th e French and the Ge rm an mahzorim are 

found in th e Piyyutim. Those that are found in nusah APaM 

are th e ori ginal Fren ch li turgica l poems that are not found 

elsewhere. Isaac Markon became acquain ted with th e 

Piedmontese French nusah in t he late 1920S, when he came 

across an incomplete manuscr ipt in Be rli n, which led him 

to two other ful l manuscr ipts in Frankfu rt. On th e basis of 

th ese two manu scr ipts Markon wrote an artic le in whi ch 

he inc luded a fu ll list of all th e Piyyutim for Rosh Hashanah 

and Yom Ki pp ur acco rd ing to the APaM ritual12 On the 

tit le page of one of th e manu scr ipts we fi nd the fo llowing 

passage 

May He who hears prayers, hear our prayers, as we come 

through His gates with the words on ou r lips, and instead 

of our sacrifices we offer our tears; may He gather us soon 

in our land where we may behave as we are commended 

Enter through His gates with thanksgiving and into his 

courts wi th praise. Seek the Lord and His Strength, look 

always for His coun tenance. Book and mahzo r for the High 

Holidays according to the Fren ch ritual and tha t of the 

jewish Community of Asti'3 

Th e Piyyutim in th e mahzorim of APaM are the 

outstan di ng characterist ic of the ancient French ritual that 

has been preserved in manuscr ipt in Pi edmont. These li tur­

gica l poe ms refl ect th e love and perseve rance of th e jewish 

refugees fro m France and the ir descendants who refused 

to abandon thei r customs in favor of th e Ashkenaz i mahzor, 

which was adopted by other refugees. Th ese poems were 

publ ished by A. Rau and S Bernstein 1 4 So me of th ese poe ms 

were wri tte n by well -kno wn Franco-Jewish poets; others 

are anonymous. 



As explained above, the three communities were not 

large enough to print their mahzorim, which have therefore 

rema ined in manuscript1SThe number of manuscripts that 

we know of is not large. D. Goldschmidt divided them into 

three categories full mahzorim primarily for the use of the 

hazan, abridged mahzorim for congregants and hazanim, 

and booklets only for the pub lic16 The first category 

co ntain ed the full prayers, the Piyyutim and selihot, and 

were most likely wr itten for use by the hazan. They are 

usually folio size17 The second category, quarto size, co ntain 

the prayers of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur that we re 

recited by the hazan with a loud voice's Such books were 

used in conjunction with other mahzorim accord in g to the 
Ashkenazi minhag, which were easily available in north­

western Italy. In these books the afternoon and evening 

prayers, as well as the zemirot (or Pesukei de-Zimra) and th e 

silent 'amidot are omitted. Th e last category contained only 

the parts that were recited accord ing to nusah APaM and 

natural ly could have only been used by the congregants 

who were equ ipped with mahzorim of Ashke naz19 

The main differences between nusah APaM and that of 

Ashke naz are as fo llows The Piyyutim in the first benedic­

tion of the 'Amidah; several verses in the Piyyutim, called 

qerovot, are like Italian ritual; the qerovah "Agan HaSahar" 

in musaf of the secon d day of Rosh Hashanah; a different 

version of kol nidre; different selihot on the eve of Kippur; 

differences in Seder ha'Avodah; differences in the Piyyutim 

of the minhah and neilah; different selihot for neilah .'o 

Nusah APaM canno t be identi fied fully with th e 

medi eval French ritual. It is certa inly the latter's heir, but 

it was also influenced probably by three other rituals 

Ashkenazi, Sephard i, and Provenc;al. The Ashkenaz i influ­

ence has been referred to It, in fact, replaced the old French 

ritual throughout the year because of the great similarity 

between the two. The Sephardi and Provenc;al influences 

are less obvious, bu t have contributed to the formation of 

nusah APaM as a variant of the French rituaL" Even Piyyutim 

that are fou nd in nusah APaM and the As h kenazi mahzor 

are not comp letely identical. The differences reflect the 

French and As hkenazi versions and therefore deserve th e 

expert's attention. The most authoritative description 
of nusah APaM is Goldschmidt's artic le, where all the 

differences and var iants are given. H is study is based on 

three manuscripts at the jewish National and University 

Library in jerusalem, while my own research is based on 

the two manuscripts from Yale University, particularly 

Hebrew Ms. 52." 
Th ere are several noteworthy features in the Hebrew 

Ms. 52 in Yale, some of which characterize nusah APaM The 

prayers that the hazanim recite be fore Barukh she-Amar on 

the morning of Rosh Hashanah are especially beautiful in 
their contents and form. Many of th e variants are intro­

duced by the words "Bene Tsarfat nohagim/' that is, "French 

jews [literally, th e chil dren of France] have the custom to." 

In some instances a different or additional psalm is inserted 

in acco rd ance with Fren ch usage. Thus in the Pesukei de­

Zimra after Barukh she-AmarI psa lms 34 and 17 are given in 

two columns under the fo ll owing information "The custom 

of French jews is to say this psalm [Tefilah leOavid, Ps XVII ] 

before LeOavid Beshanoto (Ps XXXIV) on the day of Rosh 

Hashanah because it is written in it, 'Let my judgment come 

forth from you.'" On Kippur after Hodu, psalms 32 and 33 

appear in two columns with the instruction that the former 

is recited by French jews before the latter 

The same mahzor, which is vocalized, contains numer­

ous mistakes. Some of the mistakes are due to the scr ibe's 

ignorance of Hebrew grammatical rul es.2J The most note­

worthy mistake is the confusion between the kamats and 

patah .24 This suggests that the pronunciation of Hebrew 

was in flu enced by Sephardic jews Another characteristic 

of many of the APaM manuscripts is the use of the form 

Elokenu, a form usually used in speech at times other than 

prayers and designed to refrain from pronouncing the 

divine name. 

NUSAH APAM : A MEDIEVAL LITURGICAL SURVIVOR [51] 



In the nineteenth century, following innovat ions in 

other European com muniti es, so me changes we re intro­

duced in many synagogues in Piedmont, inc luding Ast i, 

Fossano, and Moncalvo, in the form and, to a lesser degree, 

con tent of th e prayers Unl ike the tradit ional po lar st ru c­

tu re of the Ital ian synagogues, where the bimah and Aron 

ha-Kodesh are adjacent to the western and eastern wal ls, 

respect ively, the Piedmont synagogues had the bimah in 

the cen ter, in the fashion of the Ashkenazic and Sephardi c 

synagogues In modern tim es in many synagogues in 

Piedmont the bimah was moved next to Aron ha-Kodesh. 

Thi s happened also in the synagogues that fo llowed nusah 

APaM, as one can see today in the synagogue of Ast i. Th e 

order of se rvice, however, was not se ri ously affected 

At their peak the com muniti es of As t i, Fossano, and 

Moncalvo numbered seve ral hundred peop le'SThe number 

of jews in each of these towns decreased co ntinual ly in 

mod ern tim es In 1925 there were twe lve Jews in Fossano 
an d sixteen in Moncalvo. Eight years later six Jews were 

left in Fo ssano, and eight in Moncalvo. In the largest of th e 

three, Asti, th ere were ninety jews in 1933 Wo rld War II put 

an end to a trad it ion that had been brought from France to 

Pied mont in th e fourteenth ce ntury. For more than half a 
mil lennium three co mmuniti es in Pi ed mont prese rved so me 

of the esse ntial parts of th e med ieva l French liturgi cal tradi ­

ti on, which had di sappeared elsewhere in the jewish wor ld . 
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Synagogue interior, Vercelli (opened 1878, no longer in use). The synagogue was designed by Marco Treves, a Vercelli native. 



Hebrew Manuscript Decoration in Piedmont 

from the Late 16th to the Early 19th Centuries 
Shalom Sabar 

Introduction 
Long after the invent ion of printing, the jews of Europe 

continued to produce richly decorated Heb rew manu­

scripts. Th is is especially remarkable in the case of Ita ly. 

Although this country had been the lead in g center of 

Hebrew book prin tin g, produc in g num erous attracti ve 

illustrated books du ring th e sixtee nth and seven t een th 

centuries, t he art of Hebrew manuscr ipt illumination flour­

ished among Italian jews uninterruptedly, a lm ost un t il th e 

latter part of the nineteenth century. Thus w hen the artistic 

ge nre of manuscript i ll umination was losing its past glory in 

th e ge neral society, some of the most important exampl es 

we re prod uced on Italian soil by or for jews Thi s somewhat 

anac hroni st ic phenomenon stems in part f rom the ce ntral­

ity of the wr itten word in jewish li fe, coup led with the 

halakhic req uirement to create manuscripts for daily, li tur­

gica l usage (e.g., Torah scrolls, tefil li n, and mezuzot) Beyond 

this need, howeve r, the desi re of Ita lian jews t o surround 

themselves w ith objets d'arts pertaining to the concept 

Hiddur Mitzvah, or the "beautification of the com mand­

ment/' gave rise to th e creation of many decorated liturg i­

ca l codices and single pages, such as Passover Haggado t, 

Esther scrolls, ke t ubbot, Omer ca lendars, an d mizrah and 

sukkah tab lets. 

The production and decorat ion of Heb rew codices in 

t he region of Piedmont follows, more or less, thi s tradition . 

Thus despite its part icular liturgical tradition, Piedmont is 

not much different from other regions in Northern Italy. 

Pied montese Hebrew manuscript decoratio n from the late 

sixteenth centu ry on, shares many of t he characteristics 

that typify Italian judaica in general. In face in many cases it 

wo uld be di fficult to di st inguish between the decorati ons in 

Piedmontese manuscripts and those occur r ing in examp les 

from other Italian reg ions. At the same time every reg ion 

in Italy, and so me of the towns with major j ew ish commu­

nities (eg, Ve nice, Ferrara, Mantua, Ancona, and Romet 

developed loca l designs and types. Acco rdingly, as we shall 

see, one may talk to a certain extent of the sty le of Heb rew 

manuscr ipt decoration in Piedmont-a sty le w ith local 

features, common ly mixed with th ose "imported" from the 

neighbor ing Ita lian regio ns. 

The Casale Pilgrim 
An early dated manuscript t hat positive ly emanates 

from Piedmont is the so-called Casale Pilgrim, w hi ch was 

produced in the city of Casale Monfe rrato (in Alessandria 

province) in the year 1598' Thi s codex is a typ ical example 

of th e discussio n above. Although the late Cecil Roth 

prese nted the codex as an orig inal wo rk, both text and 

illu st ratio ns were apparently copied from earlier sources. 

The text of this manuscript is an iti nerary to holy sites in 

the land of Israe l, accompanied by i llu st rations of the main 

monuments in th ese si tes (s uch as the Tem ple Mo unt, the 

Towe r of Dav id, and the Mount of Olives for jerusa lem) Roth 

t r ied to show that a sixteenth-cen tury Piedmontese jew had 

actual ly trave led to the Holy Land, and upon returning to 

Ita ly composed this text and illustrated the ac tual monu­

ments he had vis ited. Howeve r, the t ext is clear ly based on 

the travelogue of an anony mou s w riter who completed his 

now lost manuscript in Safed in 1537 Th e lost codex became 

known by Uri ben Simeon of Biala/ and versions of his copy 

were publ ished in six t een th -ce ntury Italy. And t hough Roth 

was aware of th is source, he cla im ed that the Casale Pilgrim 

modified the orig inal text based on his find s in th e land of 

Israel. However, as already shown by two lead i ng ex perts of 

th e time, th e histo rian of jewish art Mordec hai Narkiss and 

th e archaeologist Eliezer L. Sukenik? the text is copied word 

for word from the orig inal com pOSi t ion, and the modifica­

ti ons simp ly resu lt from the eli mination of passages not 

re levant to an abbreviat ed, ill ustrated edit ion. Moreover, 

so me mi stakes in t he text clear ly show that our scr ibe did 

not always co mprehend the text before him. 

Si milar probl ems concern t he cycle of illustration s. 

In fact, severa l illu strated itinerary manuscripts, some of 
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wh ich antedate th e Casale codex, have been preserved ' It is 

important to note that whi le the unusual scroll format was 

adopted for the other manuscripts, the Casale example is 

in the shape of a little book. Evidently, our folk artist used 

the ill ustrations in such a scroll as his source. This may 

be deduced from the naive, stereotyped illustrations that 

clear ly follow the conventions of this little-known genre 

of travelogues to holy sites, and also from the expression 

"and this is its design," which precedes every ill ustrat ion. 

These words, which usually appear at t he end of a para­

graph above the accompanying illustration, are at tim es not 

followed by an image on the same page but ra th er on the 
next one-implying that the Casale artist had to break the 

natural, continuous order of the scro ll to fit the page format 

of a codexs 

A good exam pie of the charming illustrations in the 

Casale codex is the opening one, depicting the town of 

jericho surrounded by seve n circular wa lls in the shape 

of a maze. This peculiar des ign is based on a midrashic 

tradition, the source of which is lost, which apparent ly 

comb ined the verse "Now jericho was straitly shut up . 

none went out and none came in" (Joshua 6:1) with the 

seven-fo ld encom passment of the city by the Israelites 

(615). The image created in this manner is known from 

Christian manuscripts dated from the ninth century on, and 

from two medieval Hebrew codices, one German (1294), and 

one Sephardic (The Farhi Bible, 1366)6 The itinerary manu­

scripts carry this tradit ion to the Renaissance and Baroq ue 

per iods; an examp le from the nineteenth centu ry is kn own 

as wel1.7 Also common in this context is the house of Rahab 

the harlot at left, appropriate ly shown with a scarl et ribbon 

hanging from the left window. Why is jericho the first town 

depicted in these manuscripts? As these are hagiographic 
itineraries, they follow the route of the ancient Israelites 

and "enter" the Holy Land in the footsteps of joshua 

To sum up, though the fo lk art ist of the Casale Pilgrim 

did not attempt to create an ori ginal work, his codex opens 

[ 56] HEBREW MANUSCR I PT DECORATION IN PIEDMONT 

a window to th e spiri tua l world of Piedmontese jews in this 

period, depi ctin g in words and pictures their sin cere desire 

to fami liari ze themselves with the holy sites in Eretz Israe l. 

Other Manuscripts 

The specia l liturgy of Piedmont jews, known as nusah APaM, 

is preserved in handwritten copies of their prayer book8 

Most of these extant manuscripts date from the eightee nth 

to the nineteenth centu ries. As figurative illustration in 

Italian praye r books was not com mon in thi s period, the 

artist ic enhancement of these codices is li mited to noral 

and architectural decorations. By and large, th e t itl e page 
would be the only section that the scribes se lected to deco­

rate. Ornamental title pages were the norm at the time in 

both manuscripts and printed books. The Piedmont scribes 

thus employed easily accessib le and we ll-known pictorial 

conventions in decorating the ti t le pages of the prayer 

books they copied 

A typical examp le is a prayer book from Moncalvo 

(1799; plate 9) Mon ca lvo is indeed one of the three APaM 

communities, and the text is primarily compr ised of the 

specia l Piyyutim chanted on the High Holy Days "according 

to the French [APaM) rite." This information, plus the name 

of the patron and the date "to the count of the children of 

Israe l," is set in a familiar, decorative frame, drawn in the 

same ink as the text Twisted columns support noral vases, 

which nank a crowned Decalogue. The motif of the tw isted 

co lu mns, whether painted or in the round, was ex tremely 

popular in jewish art of Piedmont Twisted co lumns nank, 

for examp le, the Ho ly Ark of the synagogues of Biella, 

Cherasco, and Mondovi, and su pport the baldac hi n-s haped 

bimah in the Carmagno la, Cherasco, an d Chie ri syna­

gogues9 The popularity of this motif is generally explained 

in the sacred context of the twis ted co lumn in Renaissance 

art, associating it with the Temple of Solomon Io The title 

page of the book thus serves as a "gateway" to a higher, 

hol ier sphere, espec ial ly befitting the realm of prayer. The 



gateway image in other Piedmontese manu scri pts, such as 

one from Casale dated 1702, is in scribed w ith the fo llowing, 

appropriate ve rses "Ope n th e gates of ri ghteousness for 

me" (Psa lms 11819), and "O pen the gates and let a righteo us 

nation enter" (Isaiah 262)11 

The influence of the images in the printed book can 

be exempli fi ed in another man uscript This is a Haggadah 

from Ivrea (1806), simply illustrated by j oseph Isaac Bella. 

Fo lio 32aopens w ith the ini t ial word Ha(stand ing for"Ha 

lahma'anya," or "This bread of affli ct io n"), set in a decorative 

shi eld w ith an ange l hovering above (plate 10) This des ign 

had ap peared on the t it le page of a Bib le published by Gad 

Foa in Pisa ju st th ree years earl ier, in 180312 The fo l k art ist 

did not have a copyr ight problem, and apparently was 

co nten t in usi ng th e new, attractive des ign. Moreover, he 

even t ran scr ibed the same verse from Psa lms 9213 in th e 

ribbon flutter in g around the sh iel d. 

Other types of manuscr ipt i ll um ination that came 

from Pi ed mont fall und er estab li shed catego ri es of Ita lian 

judaica, such as Esther scroll s, sukkah tablets, and Omer 

calendars and boo ks. It is not always poss ible to determin e 

definitively that a given manuscrip t belonging to th ese 

catego ri es was created in Piedmon t, w hi ch makes the 

se lection of examples ext remely difficult Although jewish 

and non-j ew ish craftsmen in No rt hern Italy produ ced some 

of the most attract ive Esther scrol ls extan t, they usually 

did not indicate the ir own names and place of production 

A rare example that does contai n a co lophon is a megil-

lah from eightee nth-century Moncalvo, prod uced by Elia 

joshu a, member of the noted Piedmontese fam ily Segre 

(plate 4)"3 Each column of the text is set in a r ich flora l 

decoration, w hich though familiar f rom other reg ions in 

Northern Italy, was especia lly favored by the arti sts who 

decorated ketub bot in Piedmont 

In some other cases we may rely on ora l tradit ion in t he 

attribution of a manuscrip t to Piedmo nt An Omer calendar 

book produ ced around the turn of the nineteenth century is 

in the possess ion of a descend ant of a Piedmo ntese family. 

En closed in a si lver binding, the miniature book con tains 

the ca lendar for the forty-n in e days co unted betwee n 

Passover and Shavuot Two facing pages are ded icated to 

each day, and each page is decorated wi th a si mpl e arc hi­

tectural frame-the one on t he right conta ins the text fo r 

the said day, w hile the facing page features mot ifs such as a 

Menorah. Severa l oth er Italian Omer books are known; they 

feature naive ly painted bib li cal sce nes." The reasons for the 

select ion of the bibl ical miniatures and th e other motifs, 

and th eir relation to the cou ntin g of the Omer, has yet to be 

invest igated. 

Less puzz lin g are the sukkah tab lets. Though th e 

custom of decoratin g th e sukkah has been popular in many 

co mmunit ies, not many ol d examp les survive. In fact, most 

of the early extant exam pies date from seventeenth- to 

ninetee nth-century Italy-attesti ng to t he great popu larity 

of thi s type of Hiddur Mitzvah amo ng Ita lian jews" 5 So me of 

the Italian pane ls are richly illustrat ed w ith subjects related 

to the holiday, as we ll as bibli ca l hero es and sce nes, w hile 

most others fo ll ow the pattern presented in our examples 

a decorative frame surrounds re levant calli graphic phrases, 

blessings, and short poetic texts Some were spec ifi ca lly 

co mposed and w ritten fo r the table t in qu estion" 6 As the 

tab lets are often in scribed with small numbers (in Hebrew 

letters) and the poems form a co ntinuous text, it is clear 

that such pane ls were created as se ri es to be placed next to 

each other in a given sukkah. 

Piedmontese Ketubbot 

The most im portant con tributi on of Pied mont jewry to 

the field of Heb rew manuscript i llustration in the seven­

teenth and eighteenth centuries co ncern s undoubted ly 

th e decorat ion of the ketubbah . Thou gh also here the in flu ­

ence of other regions in Northern Italy is strongly felt, th e 

lav ish Pied montese ketubbot exhib it some special char­

acte ri sti cs that typify a sty le of ketubbah ornamentation 
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th at ap parently developed loca lly and, by and large, is no t 

known from other jewish communities. Moreover, this sty le 

is not limited to the majo r commun ities in the region, but 

is found also in some of the small localities with only a few 

jewish families '7 

The text of Piedmontese ketubbot perhaps retains 

some of th e medieval French Ashkenazic characteristics. 

As a rule, on ly a single co lumn of text is inscribed in 

calligraphic, square Hebrew letters. Unlike the Italian 

Sephardim (e.g., in Ve nice or Livorno) or other local co mmu­

nities (e.g., Ancona), no Tenaim (s pecial conditio ns) are 

includ ed in the ketubbot of Piedmont (In the aforemen­

tioned towns they appear either in a separate column on 

th e le ft or below the main text) As Ashkenazi ketubbo t 

do not includ e Tena im as we ll, this feature may have its 

roots in the medieval practice, but it may also reflect the 

con temporary in fluence of other Italian regions (e.g., Em ilia) 

where the Tenaim are al so lac kin g. Moreover, the amounts 
of the dowry and Tosefet (voluntary increment of the 

bridegroom) are not standard ized at 50 (or 100) zuz of pure 

si lver-as has been common among the As hkenazi m si nce 

the early Midd Ie Ages. Standard amou nts, usually of 20 litrin 

of pure si lver for the two financial ob li gations, are used in 

some town s, but in th e same comm uni t ies (e.g., Acqui and 

Fossano) Piedmontese coinage appears as well. The rest 

of the text clearly follows accepted Italian norms, and one 

may not trace other characteristics that wou ld be described 

as spec ific to the APaM rite. 

Piedmontese ketubbot are written, as was the custom 
el sewhere in Italy, on a large piece of parchment However, 

unlike in other Northern Ital ian region s, th e parchment is 

often shaped as a decorat ive shield . Thu s it is not the upper 

sec ti on of the parchment that is given a decorative con tour, 

but its lowe r part (The shaped area is usually the section 

of th e an imal's sk in that is near the neck) This feature is 

rem ini scen t of the ketubbot from Rome. However, while 

in Rome the bottom section is customarily pointed, in 
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Piedmont it may be semicircular or pointed or given 

another deco rative form at '8 In si milarly shaped, non­

jew ish Italian parchm ents the pointed bottom has a ribbon 

attached, wh ich is used to t ie the document in the form 

of a scrol l, rolled from top to bottom '9 Roman ketubbot 

general ly attest to thi s funct ion as we ll, but in Piedmont the 

ribbon (o r signs of its ex istence) is not com monly found and 

appears mainly in late examples'o It is clear therefore that it 

was not function that primarily motivated the Piedmontese 

artists and their patron s in the se lection of th is des ign, but 

rather th e pleas ing and attractive appearance of the shie ld­

shaped parchment 

A typical feature of the shield-shaped ketubbot is a 

wid e border, which follows the contour of the parchment 

and is fil led with rich, floral decorations. While in other 

reg ions the flowers are common as we ll, in Piedmontese 

ketubbot, es pecially those of Turin, Ve rcelli, and Casale, they 

are more naturalistically painted, and the artists even may 
have used illustrated botanical guides, which were popular 

in th e period The crowd ed floral frame is at t imes embed­

ded with micrographic in scriptionsH 

Not al l Piedmontese ketubbot are shie ld-shaped and 

decorated with floral motifs. Th ere are specimens that 

were apparently prepared elsewhere, and the text was later 

filled in in Piedmont An obvious case is a ketubbah at the 

Library of th e jewish Theological Sem inary, New York OTS), 

record ing a wedd ing in Chieri in 1706 The attractive and 

daring border, depicting large nude figures of Adam and 
Eve at the top, and even the image of God in so me Creation 

scenes, was printed from a copper engraving plate Th is 

unusual border, which was most probably created by a 

Ch ri stian art ist in Italy, decorates the border of four other 

known ketubbot, th e earli est of whi ch is from Mantua (1689; 

jTS) " The Chieri example is the latest in the group, and is 

enhanced by color painted over the pr int 

Th e non-Piedmontese orig in can be traced also when 

th e parchment is illu st rated rather than prin ted An 



exam ple is a ketubbah from Casa le (1671; j NU L no 147), 

which emp loys a most compl icated decorat ive program, 

comp rised of many miniatures depicting the symbo ls 

of the twelve tribes, zodiac signs, seasons, senses, the 

fou r elements, Heavenly jeru sa lem, parad ise, and other 

mot ifs-all combined in a carefully plann ed arrangement 

to envision a perfect jewish cosmologica l picture of the 

world2l Thi s ingeni ous program was most probably created 

in Venice just a few years before th e weddi ng in Casa le. 
Ev idence that it was not produced loca lly co mes also from 

th e fact that the Casale scr ibe used both arches for the text 

of the ketubbah proper, rather than using the left arch for 

the Tenaim as was the custom in Venice. Bu t the fac t that 

loca l jews used this border early on is sign ificant, attest ing 

to th eir w ill to adopt the most recent achievements in the 

fie ld of ketubbah il lustrati on, just as it was done in other 

leading communities in Northern Italy. 

Th e contacts between Venice and Casale can be demon­

strated in anoth er ear ly examp le, dated 1675 (formerly in 
the Fr iedenberg Co ll ection) Thi s t im e, however, it is not 

an "imported," ready-made parchment fi ll ed in loca lly, but 

one that employs popular Venetian designs and mot ifs in 

an independent manner The artist used many times, for 

example, the mot if of the labyr inth familiar from earl ier 

(and later) Venetian ketubbot. The labyrin th, an endless 

kn ot with no beginning and end, is symbo lic of love that 

ends with marriage (the expression "tying the knot" is 

also used in Italian)-a motif approp ri ate for a marriage 

co ntrac t. The bibl ical scenes that appear betwee n the knots 

are likewise fam il iar from Venetian examples. The on ly 

puzzle that remains is the empty heraldic shields, implying 

that this border was also created in advance." But since 

thi s program is not known from the many contem porary 

Venetian ketub bot that have survived, we may assume it 

was created by a wo rks hop in Casale. 

Lastly, we should briefly mention so me of the excep­

t ional, capt ivating ketubbot of Piedmont, of which no para l-

lei examp les are known, apparent ly representi ng th e single 

achievement of loca l art ists. One such example is a magn ifi­

cen t ketubbah (1782; New York Public Library) from the 

little-known co mmu nity of Nice-Monferrato. Two impressive 

bib li cal scenes fl ank the text jacob's Dream (right) and the 

Bindi ng of Isaac (left) Though the groom's name is Abraham 

Ottolenghi, the two scenes may have been selected to 

represent the three patriarchs at their most pious moments. 

Also noteworthy is the rep rese ntat ion of the place fou nded 

by jacob Beth-EI ("House of God"), shown as a Piedmontese 
palazzo of the eigh teenth ce ntury 

Notable in thi s category are also the ketubbot of Casale, 

proving the major place that thi s communi ty occup ied in 

the cul tu rallife of Piedmont jewry For examp le, a large 

and attractive Casa le ketubbah of 1773 is entirely executed 

in micrograp hy, in cluding twisted pillars and the image of 

jerusalem at top center In an earlier exam pl e, dated 1675, 

the elaborate architectural and floral border resemb les 

Piedmontese Holy Arks.'s 

Seco nd to Casa le was only Turin . Some of its eightee nth­

century ketubbot include unusual bibl ical episodes, not 

known from other Italian contracts. A Tor inese example 

of 1731 (Skirball Muse um, Cincinnati), features the first 

meeti ng between Isaac and Re becca dep icted on an 

elabora te architectural background, which was apparently 

influ enced by an actual Torinese monument.'6 Natu rally, the 

scene is suggestive of marriage, as Rebecca was brought as 

a bride to Isaac. The more co mm on way was to dep ict bibli­

cal heroes wi th the names of the marri ed co uple. However, 

in an un usual Torinese ketubbah of 1775, the se lec ted 

bibl ical scenes, appearing in the two monumental niches 

flanking the text, are in honor of the fathers of the groom 

and the bride.'7 Thus on the left David, mou nted on a horse 

and carrying Go liath's head, honors David Todros, th e fathe r 

of Menahem, th e brid eg ro om. The scene at the rig ht is for 

Leah Grego's father, joseph, and shows Pharaoh appointing 

jacob's favorite son to a high position in Egypt. A curious 
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fea ture is the embl em of th e Freemaso ns above each scene, 

show in g th e new trend s among Torin ese jews at the tim e. 

Finally, a glim pse into t he marriage ce remony in 

Piedmo nt is prov ided in a uniqu e ketubbah from Ve rce ll i 

(1776; Th e jew ish Mu seum, New York), w hi ch records th e 

wedding between two of th e foremost jewish famili es 

in the regio n Treves and Seg re2B The w ide bord er of thi s 

ketubbah empl oys a standard compos ition, bu t instead 

of plac in g biblical fi gures in the nic hes, th e ent ire space 

around the t ext is r ichly i ll ustra ted w ith contemporary 

fig ures and live ly ge nre epi sod es of musician s and co urt­

ing and lov in g coupl es-all dressed as eighteen th -ce ntury 

Italian nobl es. Th e illu st rati ons in t he ketubbot and th e 

oth er manu scripts thu s open a w in dow to th e life, beli efs, 

and artis ti c views of Pi ed montese jews in bygone t im es 

Notes 
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Synagogue interior, Vercelli (opened 1878, no longer in use) Th e synagogue has a large nave, high vault ing, and prominent pulpit inspired by Italian church arch itecture 



The Synagogues of Piedmont 
Samuel D. Gruber 

The prospe rou s Pied montese jewish com munity bu il t 

numerous synagog ues over a period of four centur ies. 

Many of these, such as those at Alessand ria, Asti, Biella, 

Carmagnola, Casa le Monferrato, Cherasco, Cuneo, Ivrea, 

Mondovi, Saluzzo, and Verce ll i still su rvive. Others, 

including those of Acqui Terme, Chieri, Fossano, Moncalvo, 

and Trini, have been dismantled, but many of their furnish ­

ings were saved-moved to other synagogues in Italy or 

to Israel I 

Nothing is known of early synagog ues in Piedmont, 

though there must certainly have been prayer rooms 

available to the jewish communities that were formed or 

expanded in the fourteenth century following the expu l­

sion of jews from France. Synagogues were probably single 
rooms in the private houses of the wea lthiest members of 

each community. This arrangement was common through­

out Italy and elsewhere in Eu rope. These private house 

synagogues were the forerunners of the more elaborate 

ghetto synagogues that su rvive th roughout the regio n from 

the period of the early eighteenth centu ry-when ghettos 

were formally estab lish ed in many towns, includingAcqui, 

Carmagno la, Casa le Monferrato, Ch ieri, Moncalvo, Saluzzo, 

and Vercell i. These ghettos were usually formed around a 

large central courtyard from wh ich most or all jewish 

occupied buildings were entered, including the synagogue 
This arrangement can still be seen at Chieri, Saluzzo, 

and elsewhere. 

The known synagogues of Piedmont fall into two 

main groups Th e first consists of small er synagogues 

that date from before the emancipation of the jews of the 

Kingdom of Savoy in 1848 Th ese sy nagogues are usually 

unobtrusive- unmarked on the street and occupying 

resi dential-type bui ldings in the old ghettos. The sanctuar­

ies are usually on upper fioors, allowing greate r secu rity 

but also better lighting. While nondescript on the exterior, 

the sanctuaries are often ornate ly decorated within. Many 

are particularly notable for their richly carved Baroque 

and Rococo Arks and tevahs, often incorporating twisted 

colu mns, a popu lar device from contem porary church archi­

tecture (made famous by Bernini's baldachin in Saint Peter's 

in Rome), but adapted by synagogue designers to a new 

context Bernini's columns were modeled after a much older 

set of twisted columns in the church, which had previously 

marked the area reputedly over Saint Peter's grave. From at 

least the Middle Ages these columns were believed to have 

come from Solomon's Temple, and this be li ef may explain 

their popularity in synagogue des ign.' 

Perhaps the most typical of the older synagogues is 

that of Cherasco, because of its locat ion, approach, articu la­

tion, and decoration 3 1t is one of a series of small, upper­

fioor, square-plan sanctuaries with ornate, centrally placed 

tevahs. The Cherasco Synagogue is on the third fioor of a 

building en tered through the ghetto courtyard of the small 

town. From a small staircase landing one enters directly 

into the sanctuary-marked by a dedication plaque from 

Nathan and Abraham Benedetto. Th e inscription, dated 

1797, reads, "I wi ll wash my hands with purity. I wil l enci rcle 

your Altar. 0 Most Hi ghl " (Psalms 266) Below the inscrip­

tion is a sink to allow the ritua l purification before entering. 

On th e wall to the right is the Ark, with finely carved gilded 

doors, upon which are inscribed the Ten Commandments. 
Th e Ark is impressive in its use of the twisted co lumn s, 

which appear in three sizes: small colonettes fianking the 

Ark doors, slightly larger columns supporting an inscribed 

entab lature, an d large columns that fian k the cabinet 

proper and su ppo rt an ornate Baroque broken segmented 

pediment, in the center of wh ich is set a small ova l wi ndow, 

surmounted by a crown. Th e whole framing arrangement is 

similar to contemporary chu rch altars. On the walls, instead 

of the common biblical ve rses in Hebrew, one finds in 

Hebrew the names of the people who li ved in the ghetto. 

The synagogue of Carmagnola is entered from the 

street, and one immediately ascends a steep sta irway giving 

entry into a smal l vestibule, which in turn leads directly into 
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the prayer hall or, via another stair, to th e women's ga ll ery ' 

Th e hall is a ri chly deco rated eighteenth-ce ntury space, 

simil ar to Christ ian co nfrate rnit ies, elegant but not ove r­

done. Th e al most squ are room (85 x 10 meters) is open an d 

airy Benches line t he wall s except in fron t of th e entrance 

door and the Ark, w hi ch is set In the mi ddl e of th e wa ll, to 

the lef t of the entrance. The Ark is ri chly decorated the 

doors are deco rated ins id e wi th gil ded reli efs of Templ e 

moti fs . The Ark is surmou nted by a Deca logue, crow n, and 

canopy (a baldac hin) 

Eac h of the other wa lls has three ve rt ical w indows, 

closed by wood en shu t ters and surmounted by decora-

ti ve stucco. On the walls between the w indows are stucco 

carto uches w ith bibli cal ve rses in Hebrew. These would 

once have bee n richly gilded Th e wo men's ga ll ery is 

above th e atrium, and is se parated from the main hall by a 

wooden balu st rade. In the ce nte r o f t he space is an octago­

nal tevah (dated 1766; similar to th at from Chieri, di sman­

t led in 1937 and now in stall ed in Tu rin) w ith an elabora te, 

carved, open cano py su ppo rted by eight tw isted column s 

su rmounted by Corinthian capital s, festoons, and garlands. 

At the t op of each col umn is a candl e bracke t. Al l the deco ra­

tio n was gil ded. 

Simil ar in form, though of later date, was the syna­

gogue of Moncalvo, w hi ch was closed before Wo rd War II, 

di smantl ed, and partially reconstruc ted in Israel in the 

1950s5 Like Carmagnola, th e plan was alm os t squ are, but 

the deco rati on refl ected the more sober Neoc lass ical 

tastes of th e mid-ninetee nth ce ntury, the peri od w hen t he 

synagogue was res tored . Entrance to the sanctuary was 

throu gh doubl e doo rs from an atri um, above w hich was 

situated t he wo men's sect io n, here more fu Ily screened 

fro m th e men by means of a solid wall pi erced by square 

w indows covered w ith grill es. The ce nte r of th e space, l ike 

that at Carmagnola, was occupied by an octago nal tevah, 
th ough here th ere were no co lumns and no superstru cture. 

Again, as at Carmag nola, th e Ark was situ ated on the wall 
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to the lef t of t he en trance. Th e arched Ark door was flan ked 

by two proper Corinthian co lumns surmounted by a co rrec t 

architrave and entablature, over w hich was mounted a 

small Deca logue. The wall s we re deco rat ed w ith fu ll -height, 

Ioni c, appli ed pilas ters between each w in dow. 

Th e synagogue of Fossano had Baroqu e furni shings 

ve ry similar to those of Chi eri . They were taken to Tur in, but 

were destroyed duri ng th e wa r. Th e buildin g that hou sed 

th e synagogue was des troyed in 19606 

Th e synagogue of Mondovi7 was bu ilt in th e late 

eightee nth ce ntu ry in an apartm ent prev iou sly occupi ed 

by Jew ish famili es. Here too one enters from the street and 

ascen ds three leve ls of stairs, enterin g a small, squ are room 

dominated by an ornat e, octago nal tevah in th e ce nter 

Th e tevah con sists of a lower enclos ure of rectan gular 

panels separated by short pilasters, w hi ch are surmou nted 

by Cori nthi an col umn s w ith gilded capitals A short, open 

balus t rade tops the enc losure wa ll between each co lumn . 

Five crystal chandelie rs illum inate the space, which is 

enclosed by prayer benches that run along the wall s. The 

eightee nth-ce ntury Ark co nsist s o f an arched centra l door, 

deco rated wi th a large rai sed reli ef of a menorah filling 

both wooden door panels Th ese doors are fl anked by the 

ubiquitou s tw ist ed co lumn s. A small Decalogue surmounts 

th e Ark. Th e sanc tuary lead s to a small bal cony, w hich in 

turn leads to a tiny space reserved for wom en, separated 

from the main sanctuary by two wi nd ows. 

Th e mos t impress ive of th e early sanctuari es is the 

Ge rm an-ri te synagogue of Casale Monfe rrato, built in 1595 

in th e cen ter o f t he o ld ghetto, but subsequ ently replanned 

and redecorated in th e eig htee nth century in a rich Rococo 

sty le. The synagogue was completely restored in 1969 by 

t he So printend enza ai Monum enti della Reg ione Pi emonte, 

w hich declared it a nat ional mon um ent and opened it as a 

Jew ish mu seum s 

Originally, t he wors hipper first ente red from the stree t 

thro ugh a narrow passage to a courtyard and th en through 



a covered vestibu le-corridor to the door at the west, oppo­

site the Ark. The men's area was about 165 meters long 

and less than half that in width. The door, bimah, and Ark 

lay along its short axis. From the start the sy nagogue had 

a wo men's ga llery, a separate space on the so uth and west 

that rested on the wall s of th e gro und-floor offices and 

vest ibule-corridor-subseq uent ly a common arrangement 

in many synagogues that were set up in exist ing bui ldin gs. 

Ancillary spaces serv ing a multitude o f functions 

surrounded th e cour tyard in an irregular and asymmetri­

cal mann er Community offices, we ll, ritual bath, school, 

and storage room s al l were within easy reach. The rabbi 's 

apartm en t was connected to the school, and the wo men's 

section cou ld be ente red directly from jewish-occup ied 

houses around the courtyard, as well as from th e syna­

gogue vest i bu Ie. 

The synagogue was en larged in 1662, and th e configu­

ration of the interior was substantially transformed in the 

eigh t een th century A massive pulpiC added in 1765, proJ­

ects from the side wall on long curved brackets above the 

heads of the worshippers-clear ly an element in sp ired by 

co ntemporary church architecture. A new Ark, instal led in 

1787, consists of three sections. Fluted Corinthian co lumns 

frame the protruding centra l section, and support an elabo­

rately carved frieze and cornice. The Ark's sid e pane ls and 

attic section were added in 1866. 

Between 1853 and 1866 th e building was further 

changed, in part reflecting new postemancipation att itud es 

and desires. Th e tevah, cei li ng, and seating arrangement 

were transformed, and a new entran ce was made closer 

to the st reet, beneath the women's gallery The old south 

hall was eliminated to lengthen the synagogue on the 

south side. The Ark was then moved to the south wall, and 

the long, north -south ax is-now four bays long instead of 

three- became the dominant spatia l organizer. Thus the 

more traditiona l plan-squarer, with entry on the west­

became longitudinal and therefore much closer to the 

basil ica arrangement favored after emanci pation. The Ark 

was set above three steps, and the tevah was moved imm e­

diately in fronc compress in g both elements into a single 

foca l point at the end of the long axis The area in front 

of this new, combined l iturgical area rese mbles a church 

sanctuary, separated from the main prayer hall by an ornate 

w rought-iron grille and gates. It occupies about one-quarter 

of the space of th e hall, wh ich w hen lengthened measured 

9.5 x 19 meters. 

Congregation leaders expl ained that since the site was 

oriented southeast, the new ar ran gement did not interfere 

w ith the tradition al placement of the Ark on the wall facing 

jerusalem . Th ey made no commen t concerning the confla­

tion of Ark and tevah, an innovat ion that was becom in g 

increasingly common in new synagogue arch itecture north 

of the Alps. In Casale the combinat ion of elements appears 

to be more one of spatial practicality than of Reform 

tendencies. Seating, wh ich previously had resem bled 

arran ge ments at Carm agnola and elsew here, w ith benches 

lining the walls, was rearranged so that parallel rows of 

be nch es faced the Ark. This also allowed th e abolition 

of separate seating for the poor (men)-who previous ly 

had been re legated to an upper level above that rese rved 

for wo men. 

The wome n's gallery had been expanded in 1720 and 

given de licate, gilded, latticework screens; Hebrew in scrip­

tions on the wa ll s in Rococo-style cartouches; and Hebrew 

letters in a painted sky on the elaborately decorated cei lin g. 

All rem ind the visitor that thi s is a jewish place of worship, 

worthy o f one of the inscriptions that is based on Haggai 29 

"The later sp lendo r of thi s house shall be greater than the 

former."The marble floor, the gift of Baron Giuseppe Raffae l 

Vitta, was laid in 1823 

Shortly thereafter another Piedmontese synagogue 

was remodeled in a costly manner. In 1832 a gift by 

Mordechai Segre enabled the rebuilding of the synagogue 

of Saluzzo, located on the top floor of a house off the large 
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cour t of the ghetto The rebuil t synagogue was inaugurated 

by Rabbi Yaakov Dav id Foa9 

A small entrance leads through a gi lded wooden 

door in to the sanctuary proper. The experience is extraor­

dinary- as one moves through the small opening into 

a surprisin gly vast space, intended to hold up to three 

hundred worshippers. This effect is accomplished by the 

height of the room, which is spanned by a shallow plaster 

vaU lt, wh ich in 2001 was discovered to be decorated with 

trompe l'oe il f rescoes The entire space, lit by eight large 

windows, is ope n and unencumbered. At the entrance end 

of the hall four simp le Tu scan columns support a wo men's 

balcony, separated from the main space by an elaborate 

grille, which has a slightly semicircu lar, projecting bay in 

its center (on line with the Ark below) Th e top of the grille 

conforms to the contour of t he vaUlt, creat ing a visua l 

tension between thi s upper curve and the austere straight­

ness of the sup porting columns an d their connect in g entab­

lature. Crysta l chande liers helped illuminate the sanctuary, 

whi ch was furn ished with textil es and woodwo rk. 

In many ways Saluzzo represents a transit ional stage 

between the small, square-p lan eighteenth-century 

synagogues and the large, basilical-plan synagogues of 

the postemancipation period. Here, as in the remodeled 

eighteenth-century interior at Casale Monferrato, the 

benches are arranged in parallel rows facing the Ark, as 

wou ld become the norm in later synagogue design Directly 

facing the entrance wall, again as in later synagogues, is the 

Ark. While the locat ion and exte rio r o f th e synagogue-on 

the top fl oor of a ghetto cou rtyard building-were tradi ­

ti ona l, the who le in terior arrangement would have recalled 

to the congregants the disposition of a Christ ian church. 

Synagogues in the Age of Emancipation 
The second group of synagogues (referred to in Italy as 

temples) consists of a seri es of large, some even enormous, 

freestanding urban structures built after emancipation 
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These are pub lic monum ents, signalin g a jewish desire to 

be accepted within the mainstream of Piedmontese soc iety, 

and also aggress ive ly expressing a jewish belief in equality 

of re ligious status. 

Trends noticeable at Casale Monferrato and Saluzzo 

take a more regular form in the (recently restored) syna­

gogue of Ivrea. This sanctuary, built in 1863, is a long, barrel­

vau lted hall that can seat up to ninety people Over the 

entrance end is the women's section, w hi ch was entered 

from an exterior stai rcase. It is separated from t he main hall 

only by a low parapet. The side wa lls are articu lated with 

tall, Ionic, app lied pi lasters (s imilar to Mondavi's) At the far 

end, opposite the entrance, is a raised platform for the Ark. 

Immediately in front of the Ark is the tevah. Two columns 

on the sides of the Ark conceal two unusual boxes, which 

were probably reserved for a choir. A small, raised pulpit is 

set into the corne r of the sanctuary to the right of the Ark. 

The wal ls we re all painted to imi tate marble revetment. 

Nowhere was the new spirit of excessive celebration 

more clearly expressed than in Tu rin, where in 1859 the 

jews of th e city embarked on a massive building project 

that eventually threatened to bankrupt the community 

The res ul t, the towering structure now known as the 

Mo le Antonelliana after its engineer-architect Alessandro 

An tone ll i (1798-1888), was sold by the community to the city 

in 1877 before its completion Hence it never functioned as 

a synagogue or served a jewish use lO 

Today, the Mole is a symbol of Turin, much as the 

co nte mpo rary Eif fe l Tower is of Paris. All th ese late­

nineteenth-cen tury Piedmont synagogues are part of a 

Europe-wide movement. They emulate church building in 

many ways (espec ially, for examp le, at Ve rce lli ), but almost 

all contain distinctive arch itectural or decorative details 

that pronounce their jewish iden tity. 

Following the sale of the Mole Antonell iana, the Main 

Synagogue (or Tem pio) o f Tu rin was begun in 1880 and 

inaugurated on February 16, 1884 The design competition 



of 1879 makes clear the needs of a postemancipation Jewish 

commun ity in a major city- it speci fi ed room for 1,000 

men, wi th 700 seats, a women's gallery for 400, an organ, a 

choir area, a pulpit, a bimah, and an Ark. In add ition, offices 

and annexes were needed . Engin ee r Enrico Petiti wo n th e 

com petition over Giuseppe Locarni, w ho had designed the 

synagogu e in Verce lli. 

Carol Krinsky notes that Petiti's design for the multi­

towered, neo-Moorish-style Tempio abandoned the 

Renaissance sty le of the Mole, in stead usin g Islamic motifs, 

which link the building to many new synagog ues of si milar 

size being erected in countries north of the Alps. German 

and Austrian publications may have played a rol e in thi s, 

though the exampl e at Flo rence, the largest new Ital ian 

synagogu e, was also at handll 

New elements, howeve r, such as the Mamluk-inspired 

parapets and the four rectangular co rner towers w ith 

bulbou s domes, are in evidence. The synagogue is se riou s 

but not somber. No doubt in a react ion to th e excess ive 

height of the Mole, the new building was only 38 meters 

high to the top of its domes. Interior lighting is not very 

good because the galleries interfere with the ligh t from th e 

windows. Gas and elect ric featu res were an afterthought. 

Th e Tem pio was heavily damaged by bombing on 

November 29, 1942. It was reinfo rced in 1945 and rebuilt in 

1949 Today the main sanctuary is used only on festival days, 

and two small synagogues, located in the basement of the 

main stru cture, are the place of daily wors hip These were 

designed in 1972 The first small synagogue is in the form of 

an amphitheater an d incorpo rates the Baroque pulpit and 

Ark from the synagogue in Chi er i. The second small syna­

gogue houses an Ark constructed in the 1700S for a German­

rite synagogue that was located in Turin's Ghetto Nuovo. 

Di sc uss ion leadin g to th e erec t io n of the great Tempio 

of Vercel li began as ear ly as 1864 in the paper L'educatore 

israelita, when members of the co mmunity broached 

th e subject of building a synagogue better adapted to 

th e growing comm unity (then abou t six hundred people) 

and the prestige of the city The architect Marco Treves 

(1814-1898) was invi ted to study the project. A presti giou s 

architect and a native of Verce lli, Treves had designed the 

class ical -s ty le synagogu e in Pisa, which opened in 1863 He 

was subsequently active in Florence, w here he had partici ­

pated in the construction of its great Tempio (1874-1882), 

and he also se rved as superintendent of the Louvre in Paris. 

Treves's project was grandiose, but the community dec ided 

to expend even more than he projected. Ten years later, 

in 1874, the co mmunity invited engineer Giu seppe Locarni 

to carry out an expanded project. 

A prayer room had exist ed in the ghetto of Ve rcelli from 

at least 1601, when Pope Clement VIII prohibited co nstruc­

tion of a new synagogue. In 1630 a property be longing to 

the monks of Sant'Agata was outfitted as a synagogue In 

the eighteenth century the synagogue was located in a 

house be long in g to the friars of San Fran cesco 12 lt was thi s 

synagogue that was repl aced following a decision to build 

in 1863 Occupyi ng the locat ion of the prev iou s oratory, 

the synagogue was desi gned in the Moorish style. Because 

of the size and cost of the project, work went slowly. 

Demo liti on of the earlier build ing and new construction 

did not begin until 1874, and the building was completed 

in 1878 To ce lebrate the occasion, the Jew ish community 

struck a bronze commemorative medal in the tradition of 

Italy 's Renaissance princes and popes 

The t ri partite fa~ade is influenced by synagogues 

erected in Central Europe in th e mid-nineteenth century 

such as the Tempel gasse Synagogue in Vienna (1853-1858)'3 

and the Choral Temple in Bu charest (1864-1866)/4 w hich 

had a similar arrangeme nt of a hi gher central bay and four 

small turrets. Th e Verce lli fa~ade is only slightly less ornate 

than that in Vienna, employing a pattern of w hite and gray 

hori zontal striping. This recall s th e striping of the Rumbach 

Street Synagogue in Budapest, designed by Otto Wagner 

(1869-1872)/5 and many other synagogues, but also call s to 
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mind many famous Italian cathedral s such as Orvieto and 

Siena, as we ll as scores of other churches built from the 

Middle Ages to modern times. 

Inside, however, the sty le is more traditionally classi­

cal in the Italian manner, consi st ing of a long central nave, 

flanked by aisles se parated by arcades carried on columns. 

Th ese aisles in turn suppo rt galleries under three high 

barre l vau lts set perpendicular to the main nave, recalling 

the immense arches of the Basilica of Maxentius in the 

Roman Forum in Rome. The barrel vau lts of the centra l bay 

help support and buttress a dome that rise s on penden­

t ives from the middle of the synagogue nave. The gallery 

wa lls are pierced by tall, round-headed windows in the 

end bays and by large, round windows in the centra l bay 

under the dome. The fa~ade also has a large, round window 

prom in ently placed in its center. The nave terminates in a 

massive apse-open the full height of the building. Ark and 

bimah are comb ined w ithin the apse and are rai sed several 

steps above th e floor leve l of the rest of the synagogue, 

reminiscent of the altar arrangement in Roman Catholic 

churches. Halfway down the nave a large wooden pulpit 

is wrapped around a supporting pier-similar to what is 

found in typical mendicant churches throughout Italy. Only 

the decorat ion sets the building apart from contemporary 

Christian structures. It incorporates an odd mix of classica l 

and Moorish elements. Hebrew inscriptions run the length 

of the nave arcade. 

As much as does the Mole Antonelliana in Turin, the 

Verce ll i synagogue speaks to the (perhaps overblown) asp i­

ration s of the emancipated Italian jewish commun ity. Th e 

fact that the synagogue stands si lent today, in desperate 

need of repair, is moving testimony to just how misguided 

those aspirations were The Piedmontese jewish com muni­

ties had always been small, and with emancipation came 

migration and ass imilation, reducing their membership 

even more. Even without the effect of the Holocaust, it is 

unlikely that a city l ike Verce ll i (which had a jewi sh popula-
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tion of on ly 275 in 1931) could have maintained a jew ish 

commun ity large enough to need and strong enough to 

support a building thi s size. 

There are more synagogues in Piedmont than in any 

other Italian region. Varying greatly in size, plan, and 

decoration, together they represent the many possibilities 

available to jews at different periods of Piedmont's history. 

Although jews were ghettoized in Piedmont-unlike in 

so me other regions, particu larly the Papal States-they 

were al lowed to fo ll ow a range of eco nomic and cultural 

pursuits. The Piedmont communities were forced to li ve 

together cohesive ly, but f requently interacted w ith their 

Christ ian neighbors. This combination of strong jewish 

identity and receptivity to artistic trends from the majority 

Christian cultu re is evident in the Piedmont synagogues 

Ties to jew ish history and worship are evident especially 

in those ghetto synagogues where there are abundant 

symbolic and textual refe rences to the jerusalem Temple, 

as wel l as numerous Hebrew in scriptions of scriptura l 

passages. The use of both symbols and Hebrew, however, 

is greatly reduced in the nineteenth-century synagogues. 

Overall they are more monumental architecturally,yet 

simpler and more sterile in their lack of recognizable, tradi­

tional jewish elements. This change reflects the assimila­

tion of Piedmont's jews, or at least of those who had the 

means to influence synagogue design Simultaneously, the 

synagogue buildings became more visible, even prominent, 

in their broader urban contexts, so that jews and their 

houses of wors hip were further integrated in to th eir large r 

civic spaces 

Today another transformat ion is und er way in 

Piedmont's jewish communities, and again synagogues are 

reflecting this change. While the number of co mmunities 

is smaller, those that remain are becoming more retrospec­

tive, recogn izi ng the va lue of their history in their own iden­

tity, as we ll as its importance in Italian cu lture overall. That 

interest in history can be seen in the effo rts to preserve and 



protect th e old synagogues th at have survived. Th e Ital ian 

government has we lcomed th e Jewi sh pas t in Pi edmont as 

part of th e national patrim ony. Indeed, in th e pas t decad e 

th ere have been many collaborative efforts to res tore th e 

synagogues described above. While few of these beautifu l 

reli gious spaces will ever se rve again as houses of praye r 

or study, th ey wil l survive as a test im ony to th e rich Jew ish 
past of Piedmont. 
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Synagogue interior, Biella (p redates emancipation, remodeled 1893). View of Baroque-style Ark. 



The Cuisine of the Piedmontese Jewry 
Edd a Servi Machlin 

Before delvin g into th e eatin g habi ts of a people, it is neces­

sary to take at least a cursory look at their hi story and w hat 

might have brou ght abou t th ose habits. 

Since the destructi on of the second Templ e and unt il 

ve ry recen t ly, diaspora jews have lived as guests in their 

own coun tries, eve n w hen th ey had been born and had 

li ved there al l th eir l ives. Th e wel l-being of their existence 

did not depend so much on the ir ind us triou sness and 

good behav ior, as it did on the benevo lence or, more often, 

hostility of those w ho were in power, often the two se nti ­

ments altern ative ly acted upon by the same individ ual. As 

a rule, pe riod s of acceptance and tolerance we re quickly 

replac ed by per iods o f persecutions and expulsions, w hich 

compe lled the jews either to abj ure the ir fai t h or seek 

refuge elsewhere. 

Whereas it is known that jews were found who were 

we ll es tab lished in the south of Rome sin ce an ti qu ity, and 

in Rome proper at least as early as the seco nd ce ntury BCE, it 

is not certain w hen they began to appear in the no rth. Some 

bel ieve that t here were already jewish families, as in Ast i, 

Piedmont, toward the middle of the ninth centu ry. For sure 

we know th at during the up heavals of t he fourteenth and 

fifteen th centur ies an d thereafter, the map of the jewish 

presence in Piedmont is quite extensive and has remained 

unin t errupted ly so to th e present We find nu clei in several 

towns, smal ler cente rs, and, of cou rse, in Pi ed mont's capital, 

Turin. Th ese communit ies were large ly formed by refu-

gees w ho trickl ed down t hrough the Alps at va ri ous times, 

nee ing from the persecutions of, or being expe ll ed from, 

th e South of France. However, after the total expu lsion from 

th e Spanish territories of th e Inqui sit io n, w hich includ ed 

Sicily and Sard in ia, jews f rom the south also began to sett le 

in Piedmont Later they came from Centra l Italy as wel l to 

escape the rigors of li fe in the Papal States or to seek high er 

education and be tter opportun it ies, as was the case of my 

namesake and distant relative, Rabbi Flaminio Se rvi, who 

moved there f rom his (and my) native Pitig liano. 

When groups of jews were compe lled to move from one 

place in order to es tabli sh the mse lves in a more fri endly 

and t o lerant env iro nment, not only did th ey bring w ith 

them the ir customs and tradition s, enrichin g their new 

su rroundings, but in evi tably t hey also did, in t ime, adopt 

some of th e customs and usages of t he host commun ity, 

estab li shing for t hemse lves tho se subtl e pecu liari ti es that 

di stinguished t hem f rom jews res id ing in other regions 

Enjoying rel ative freedo m and prosperity under the ru le of 

th e Savoy dynasty, during the seco nd half of the nineteenth 

century, the j ews of Pied mon t had better opportunities 

than in oth er parts of Italy to ameliorate th ei r li ving condi­

ti ons. Th is accou nts in part for their hav ing deve loped a 

so phisticated and rich cuisine in t his region in particu lar 

However, anoth er co nsideration must be factored into 

the equation of their food, that is, cl imate. Piedmont, at the 

fo ot of the highest peaks of the Al pi ne ranges, is one of the 

col dest reg ions on the Ita lian penin sula The eating hab its 

of t he Piedmontese ren ect this fact by their usage of a 

fatty cui sine, strong navo rs, and robu st wi nes and li queurs 

The Piedmontese jews, in add iti on to hav in g brought w ith 

them their Ashke naz ic (from France) and Se phard ic (from 

Southern Italy) eating hab its, incorporated in their cuisine 

some of the typical fare t hat one assoc iates with the dishes 

created in thi s co ld clim ate. 

Accordi ng to Cecil Roth, whom I met in New York so me 

forty years ago, the jews of Piedmont we re fond of goose, 

one of t he fattest among th e permitted animals. Altho ugh 

goose was ve ry much part of w hat was se rved in my 

grandparents' ho useho ld in Pitig l iano, I was su rpr ised to 

read in Memorie di vita ebraica. Casale Monferrato) Roma) 

Gerusalemme, 1918-1960 by Augusto Segre "Kosher goose 

salami was a specialty of Casale, known and apprec iated 

througho ut Ita ly."l (In my first book I describe the prepara­

tion of goose salam i, one of the many de li cacies that my 

grandmother Deborah Lattes mad e wi th goose.) 

As young peop le) my brothers, my siste r, and I often 
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debated whether our Lattes branch of the fam ily came 

originally from Spa in (Latis) or from th e small village Lattes, 

near Montpell ier, in the South of France. The fact that 

kos her goose salami was originally a spec ialty of Casale 

in Piedmont leads me to speculate that our Lattes ances­

tors had indeed come there from Lattes, France, and some 

had conceivably brought this love of goose from there to 

Pitig liano, thus resolv in g for me our long-stand in g dispu te 

Kosher w ines that are st i ll made in Piedmont are 

moscato d'Asti, barbera, cortese, pinot brut, Asti Spumante, 

do/cetto, and gavi 

Wines and liqueurs are used not on ly as drinks, bu t also 

to enhance the flavor of many sauces and main cou rses (a 

French influence) as we ll as in some Italian desserts, the 

most typical of which iszabaione or sambajon, as it is called 

in Piedmontese dialect 

Native to Piedmont, besi des the noccio/e or haze lnu ts, 

used toge th er wi th chocolate to make a kosher pareve 

cream ca lled nocella, and chestnuts, which jews use as an 

in gredient to make the Charoset for Passove r, are many 

other fruits an d vegetables, w hich are also found in other 

reg ions of Italy. Other foods w idely used in Piedmont-by 

jews and non-jews al ike-are butter, eggs, cheeses, r ice, and 

truffles, the famous white tartuh d'A /ba . 

To counterac t the harmful effects of all the fatty foods 

and th e alco holic beverages, the Piedmontese make great 

use of raw vegetables and garli c, th e latter believed since 

antiq uity to have powerful curative effects. Wh ite truffles 

enj oy great favor on th e Piedmontese table t o mitigate (or 

perhaps mask) the sometim es too strong fl avo r of garl ic. 

It was not until after the end of Wo rld War II, when I 

attended a jewish summer camp in the central Alps, that I 

came in contact for the first ti me w ith some Piedmontese 

j ews. For th e most part they were intellectuals (who went 

on to become writers, philosophers, university professors, 

one music critic and composer, and the like) with a definite 

flair for good humor and good food . And it was not until 
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then that I heard ot and had an oppo rtunity to taste, the 

famous sauce ca lled in Piedmo ntese dia lect bagna caoda. 

Bagna caoda (literally, "hot bath") is a simp le sauce 

made by slow ly melting fillets of sal ted anchovies in oi l and 

butter, with lots of garlic and a touch of truffl e. It is so me­

times finis hed by adding a ge nerous portion of fresh butter, 

a cup of heavy cream, or a glass of dry red wine 

Another of the Piedmontese dishes I enjoyed as a yo un g 

woman at the same jewi sh camp, was fondua (obv iou sly 

from the French fondu, mean in g "melted") The fondua I 

tasted then was a ve ry prim itive, unsop histi cated ve rsio n 

of the dish. A large w hee l of fontina cheese was cut in half, 

and the cut part was held very near the fl ame of a camp­

fire. When it dropped the first /acrima (tear), the person 

holding it wo uld scrape the melted part with the dull side 

of the blade of a large knife over a few sli ces of toasted 

bread, then start the heatin g and scraping allove r again. 

Of co urse, this was the simp lest an d probably oldest of the 

many vers ions of thi s class ic of the Piedmontese cui sine. I 

have chosen to includ e in thi s work the one I consider to be 

somewhere at th e center of the spect rum . However, si nce 

fontina is no longer considered kosher, I subs titute it with 

part-s kim mozzarella and cream cheese. Th e resu It is amaz­

ingly close to the rea l thing. 

My ow n cookbooks, The Classic Cuisine of the Italian 

j ews, in two vo lum es (GiRo Press), include so me of the 

reg ion's typical dishes. In vol um e 1 on page 88 is Sa/ame 

d'Oca; on pages 154-55 are Fritto misto and th e two batters 

needed for it; on page 226 Orecchie di Aman; on page 243 

of vol ume 2 is Savoiardi. From my upco ming publication 

of an all -desse rts jew ish cookbook, I ext racted the most 

typical of the Piedmontese jewish desserts, zabaione; 

and final ly, through my two bro thers who live in Italy, I 

was introd uced t o a few jewish ladie s, and to the jewish 

Community ofTurin, who kind ly se nt me fo ur more recipes 

(written in Italian and with ve ry little in the way of measure­

ments) In translating them I made sure to include accurate 



t emperatures and meas urements, so that t hey wo uld be 

easy to fo llow by th e American user. Th eir four rec ipes are 

Bruscadella, Charoset, Quaietta d'pito, and Minestra daienu. 

When it is kn own, I have indicated in wh ich hol iday 

a rec ipe is more l ike ly to be used. To furt her fac il itate t he 

cho ice of a given dish to be served at a part icular dinn er, I 

have indi cated und er the t itle of the recipes, w it h t he lett ers 

in parentheses (M, 0, P) w hether a di sh is based on meat or 

on da iry or is pareve (suited fo r mea ls th at are either meat 

or dairy or ne ithe r) 

Here then are th e dozen jewish Piedmontese rec ipes 

I have been ab le t o gather, w hi ch I hope w ill enrich the 

coo kin g repertoi re of the readers of thi s book. 

BAGNACAODA 

Hot Bath 

(P or 0) 

Bagna caoda, a characteristic fare of t he cui sine of 

Pi edm ont, is ind eed its mos t typica l of sauces, ge ner-

al ly used for an ti pasto Being stri ct ly kosher, it has been 

adop t ed by the jews of t hat reg ion w ho can make it pareve 

or dairy, accord in g to whet her butter and cream are 

used or not It is se rved hot in a fo ndu e dish wi th a fl ame 

underneath it at an hors d'oe uvres tabl e, w here eac h perso n 

can dip in i t sti cks o f vegetables, such as ce lery and peppers 

'12 pound fi llets o f anchov ies, coa rse ly cut up 

'12 cu p butte r (opti onal) 

2 cups olive oil 

6 cloves garlic, sl iced ve ry t h in ly 

1 cup heavy cream (op t io nal) 

1 cup dry red w ine, such as barbera 

1 tablespoo n thin ly sli ced w hite truffl e 

3 large green peppers, was hed, cored, and cut into strips 

6 ce lery stalks, cleaned and cu t in to 7-inch sectio ns 

6 cardoo n stalks, cleaned and cut into 7- in ch sectio ns 

If you opt for a dairy sauce, place t he anchovies in a heavy­

bottomed saucepan w ith If4 cup butter an d 1'12 cups oi l. (For 

a pareve dish use only th e 2 cups of o iL) Ad d th e garli c an d 

place over mode rate heat St ir for 10 minutes or until ancho­

vies are melted, makin g sure that th e sol ut ion neve r co mes 

to a bo il, and t hat th e garli c does not brow n. To fin ish ei th er 

ad d t he remain in g butter or the heavy cream for a dairy 

sauce, or Ju st a cup o f wi ne. Last ly add t he t ruf fl es. Pour th e 

sauce in to an earthenware fondue dis h wi th a fla me und er­

neath it, and se rve w ith th e crud ites. 

Serves 6 to 12 

FONDUA TORINESE 

Turin Style Fondue 

(O) 
When I fi rs t arrived in New York as a tourist some forty 

yea rs ago, fondue was th e rage o f th e ti me at dinn er part ies 

and other gatherin gs. When I got marri ed and sett led in t he 

New York area for good, one of the fi rst pieces o f kitchen 

equipm ent I bought was a sty l is h fondue pot and twe lve 

co lor-coded fon du e forks. Rememberin g with a t inge of 

nos talgia the fi rst, primiti ve fondua I had tas ted at a j ew ish 

cam p devoted to t he food o f t he Adamello range (I was one 

of t he handful of campers to climb to the highest point 

at 3,554 metersl)' I began to exper imen t wi th t he intent of 

maki ng t his fun d ish more elaborate, as t hey make it in 

Turin, and kosher. In place of fon t in a, w hi ch is no longer 

co nsid ered kos her, I use part-ski m mozzarella and cream 

cheese. 

2 tablespoo ns fl ou r 

2 tablespoo ns butter 

3f.cup warm mi lk 

'12 pound cream cheese at roo m te mperature 

1 po un d part-s kim mozzarella cheese, cut in to 

small cubes 

4 egg yo lks 

1 tabl espoo n th inly sl iced w hi te truffl es, or 

1 tab lespoo n crum bled dried porcini mu shroo ms 

1 '12 po unds Ital ian bread, cut in to chun ks and 
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sl ightly toasted 

Pl ace the flour and butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan 

over moderate heat, and when butter is melted, add 

the milk al l at once, stirring to prevent lumps from forming. 

Add the cream cheese. When this is melted, add the mozza­

rella and keep on stirring until this is melted. Add the egg 

yo lks and stir for an addi tional 3 minutes to give a chance 

for the yo lks to coo k, but not for th e cream to cu rd . Spread 

the truffle slices (or porcini crumbs) ove r the surface and 

remove from heat. Pour into an earth enware fondue dish 

with a flam e underneath it, and se rve wi th co lor-coded 

fondue forks. Encourage each guest to pick morsels of 

bread with their forks and dip them into the fondue dish 

while the sauce is still hot. 

Serves 6 

FRITTO MISTO ALLA PIEMONTESE 

Mixed Fried Meats and Vegetables 

{M} 

This is only an indication of what fritto misto is like. Th e 

kind of meats and vegetables to be used depend s on indi­

vidua l preferences and on the availability of the products 

It is a dish favo red in every region of Italy, but in Piedmont 

is characterized by the addition of sweets, such as apple 

fritters and amaretti. 

112 pound vea l scallopini 

112 pou nd calf's liver 

112 pound bon eless skinl ess chicken breast 
1/2 pound baby lamb ribs 

3 medium artichokes 

3 1emons 

Batter for frying meats (recipe follows) 

Olive oil for frying 

1 small cauliflower, florettes separated 

1 pound small zucchini, was hed, trimmed, and cut into 

smal l sticks 

Batter for frying vege tables (rec ipe foll ows) 
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1 egg, sl ightly beaten 

2 tabl espoons sugar 

12 amaretti or pieces of any pareve sta le cake 

3 large app les, peeled, cored, and chopped 
Thoroughly wash the meats. Cut the veal sca llopini, liver, 

and chicken breast into strips and dry with paper towel. 

Trim the artichokes so that the remainin g leaves are all 

edib le and the stems are scraped of their bitter skin. Cu t 

in half and remove the choke if there is any, then cut each 
half into 4 pi eces and keep them in a bath of water with 

the juice of one lemon until ready to fry Prepare the batter 

for the meats. Heat the oi l, which should be 1112 to 2 inches 

deep, in a large sk ill et. Dip th e meats in the meat batter 

and fry until crisp and tender for about 12 to 15 minutes. 

Drain and place in aluminum foil in a warm oven. Dip th e 

arti choke pieces (drained and dried wi th paper towel) in the 

meat batter and fry for 5 or 6 minutes. Keep warm Prepare 

the vegetable batter. Dip the cauliflower florettes and 
zucchini sticks in the vege table batter, and fry until tender 
but crisp fo r 5 or 6 minutes. Ad d the egg and sugar to the 

remaining batter. Dip the amarett i or cake pieces into it and 

fry until go lden. Add the chopped apples to the remain-

ing sweetened batter, and mix we ll. Spoon into the hot oil, 

and fry until golden on both sides. Mound the meat at the 

center of a large serving plate, surrounded by vegetable and 

sweets. Garnish with wedges of lemon and serve hot. 

Serves 8 to 12 

PASTELLA PER FRITTI 01 CARNE 

Batter for Frying Meats 

{P} 

11hcups unbleached flour 

1 teaspoon salt 

2/3 cup co ld water 

2 eggs 

2 egg yo lks 

3 tab lespoo ns oli ve oil 



Ground w hite pepper 

Combine fl our, sa lt, and water, and beat to a smooth batter. 

Beat together eggs, egg yo lks, and oi l, an d add to th e 

batter. Add pepper to taste, and mix to co mbine. Use 

as directed . 

Yields about 2 cups 

PASTELLA PER FRITTI 01 VERDURE 

Batter for Frying Vegetables 
{P} 

2 cups flour 

2 teaspoons bak in g powder 

1 teaspoon sa lt 

11/3 cups co ld water 

3 tablespoons olive oil 

Ground wh ite pepper 

Sift together th e first three dry in gredien ts. Gradually add 

t he cold water and the oil, sti rrin g just until a smooth 

batter is formed . Add pepper to taste, and stir to mix. Use 

as direct ed. 

Yields about 2 cups 

BRUSCAOELLA 01 KIPPUR 

To Break the Fast of Yom Kippur 

{P} 

In different parts of Italy people have different ways of 

breaki ng the fast o f Yom Kipp ur. Thi s simpl e yet delicious 

bruscadella is w hat th e Piedmontese Jews use for this 

purpose. 

12 slices of sta le hearty bread 

1 cup sugar, mixed w ith 1 tablespoo n cinnamon 

1 pint barbera or cortese wine 

Toast the slices of bread dark and arrange them in layers 

in a souffle dish, sprinkling each layer abundantly w ith the 

sugar and cinnamon mixture. Pour all the wine over the 

bread, and let rest a few minutes before serving. 

Serves 6 

CHAROSET 

A Mortarlike Paste for the Passover Seder 

{P} 

1 pou nd blanched dried chestnuts 

1 teas poo n sal t 

112 pound unblanched al monds 

112 pound hazelnuts 

6 hard-boiled egg yo lks 

3 large app les, peeled and cored 

1 cup orange ju ice 

Grated rind of 10range 

1 teaspoon cinnamon 

2 regular matzoth, broken in to pi eces 

3 cups sweet w in e, such as dolcetto 

2 cups sugar 

Leave the chestnuts in a saucepan with wate r to cover 

overnight With a sharp knife re move every bit of peel that 

might stil l be inside the crevices. Th en place th e saucepan 

w ith chestnuts and water over th e heat, add th e salt, and 

let gently cook for abo ut 1 hour. Place w ith all the other 

ingredients in a foo d processor and process unt il all is well 

ground . If the paste is too dry, add a little wine, if too loose 

add some matzo meal. 

Serves 20 

QUAI ETTA O'PITO 

Turkey Galantine 
{M} 

Quaietta in Pied montese dialect mean s quail; and pito is 

turkey. The name is give n to this dish because the fin ished 

product resembles a fat quail. 

Turkey, when I lived in Italy, was the very symbol of 

op ulence Few people could afford to buy a whole tu rkey and 

only parts of it were w hat I saw in my parents' household. 

However, in Piedmont wel l-to-do Jews were great users 

of w hole turkey, wh ich they roasted, much as Americans 

do on Thanksgiving. But th ey also made an elegant and 
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deliciou s galantine w ith it. I fi rst tasted it at the beautiful 

Manhattan home of th e movie producer Cesare Civita, w ho 

proudly told me that he him se lf had prepared it. The foll ow­

ing was given to me by th e jewish Community of Turin, but 

if I recall it properly, in Cesare's mixture there we re also 

pistachios and truffles. 

1 small turkey 

Salt and pepper to taste 

Sewing needles threaded with doubled white thread 

3 hard-boi led eggs, shelled and sli ced 

112 pound oi l-cured black olives 

1 small bunch of sca llions, washed, trimmed, and 

cut lengthwise 

1 small bunch of red rad ishes, was hed, trimmed, and 

cut to resembl e littl e roses 

With a sharp kni fe make an incis ion len gthwi se in th e skin 

of the turkey alo ng the backbone. Carefu lly separate the 

skin from th e rest, trying not to tear it too much. Pl ace on a 

work surface, wi th th e in sid e facin g up Separate th e meat 

from the bones. Clean th e meat of fat, gri st le, an d tendons. 

Coarsely gr ind most of the meat, and cu t some of the dark 

meat into str ips Seaso n both abundantly w ith salt and 

pepper Place the ground meat over the skin, and then top 

with the strips lengthwise. With needle and thread, sew th e 

skin closed . Place all the bones in a large stockpot with the 

turkey and water to cover. Add 1 tablespoon sal t and br in g 

to a boil. Lowe r the heat and cook ge ntly for 1112 hours. 

Transfer the "q uail " to a cutting board (reserve th e broth 

for the fo llow ing rec ipe, Minestra daienu), and let coo l to 

room temperature. Remove all th e thread and cut into 

thin sli ces. Se rve garnished wi th sli ces of hard-boiled eggs, 

olives, sca llions, and radishes. 

Serves 12 or more 
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MINESTRA OAIENU 

Oaienu Soup 

{M} 

Thi s delicious Passover soup is called daienu because 

the matzo is dropped into the boiling broth at the time 

when the leade r star ts to read th e daienu chan t from the 

Haggadah during the seder. 

Broth from preceding recipe 

8 regular matzoth, rou ghly cut into pi eces 

4eggyolks 

1 teaspoon cinnamon 

Bring the broth to a boil, then drop the matzo pieces into it 

and cook for 5 minutes. Place the egg yo lks in a tu reen wi th 

the cinnamon, and mix wel l wi th a spatula. Gradually add 

the hot bro th and the cooked matzo, stirring constantly 

Serve immediately. 

Serves 12 

ORECCHIE 01 AMAN 

Purim Hamman's Ears 

{P} 

Even though this Purim dessert is not exc lu sively of the 

Piedmontese jews, w hen I asked a Turin jew to t ell me what 

was the most typical Purim dessert made in Piedmon t, 

the answer was, "Orecchie di Aman, of course J
" There are 

perhaps as many versions of this sweet as there are jewish 

families in Italy. The fol low in g is my ow n, but you can create 

var iations limited only by yo ur own imagination. 

2 eggs 

2eggyolks 

1/4 cup sugar 

112 teaspoon salt 

1 teaspoon fres hly grated lemon rind 

3 tabl espoo ns oli ve oi l 

1 teaspoon vani lla extract 

2 tablespoons rum or brandy 

2 112 cups unbleached flour 



1 CUp vegetable oil for frying 

Co nfect ioners'sugar 

Beat the eggs and egg yolks wi th sugar, sa lt, lemon rind, 
van illa extract, and rum. Gradually add enough flour to 
obtain a rather so ft dough. Turn out on to a floured wo rk 
surface and knead 2 or 3 minutes. Roll very thin. With a 

pastry cutter or a ve ry sharp knife, cut into strips 1 inch x 

4-7 inches. Slow ly heat th e oil in a smal l saucepan. Th e oil 

is at the right temperature when a small piece of dough 
dropped into it floats and beg in s to sizz le. Fry a few str ips at 

a t ime, twir lin g them to give them odd shapes, until they are 

li ghtly golden. (Tie th e longer pieces into knots be fore frying 

them.) Drain and place on paper towe l. When all th e ears are 

done, transfer to a large serving plate, sprinkling each layer 

abundantly with con fectioners' sugar 

Yields 2 to 3 dozen 

SAVOIARDI 
Lady Fingers 
{P} 

2 eggs, separated 

1/4 teaspoon cream of tartar 

Dash sa lt 

1/2 cup sugar 

1/4 cu p potato starch 

1/4 cup cake fl our 

1/4 teaspoon lemon ext ract 

1/4 teaspoon vani lla extract 

2 tablespoons nondairy pareve margarine 

In a small bowl beat the egg wh ites wi th cream of tartar 

and sa lt unti l stiff and dry In another small bow l beat 

the yolks with sugar un t il frothy and lemon-colored. Sift 

together the two flours, and gradually add to the beaten 
yolks whi le mixing. Add lemon and vanilla extracts, and mix 

well . Delicately fold in the egg whites. Grease a large piece 

of baking paper with the margarine, and place, greased face 

down, over a bakin g sheet Pour al l the batter into a pastry 

bag with a l/2- inch aperture. Squeeze the bag while twist ing 

the top closed, over the baking sheet to form 3-inch strip s, 

placing them 2 inches apart Place in preheated 375' F oven 

for 10 minutes, or until fin gers are a pale gold. Remove from 
oven, and transfer to a cool in g rack. 
Yields approximately 3 dozen 

ZABAIONE 

{P or O} 

5eggyo lks 
3/4 cu p sugar 

3f4 cup dolcetto wi ne 

2 tables poons rum 
1 teaspoon vanilla extract or 

1 teaspoon cinnamon 

1/2 cup heavy cream (optional) 

1/2 pin t red raspberries (optiona l) 

Beat the egg yo lks with sugar unt il pale lemo n-co lored. 

Gradually add the dolcetto and rum, and keep beating until 
smooth. Add vani lla or cinnamon just unti l bl ended. Pour 

in to a heavy-bottom ed pot an d place over a moderately 

hi gh heat Cook, sti rring constantly with a wooden spoon, 

until zabaione coats the spoon evenly Be careful not to 

allow the cream to reach the boi lin g point Pour into flute 

glasses and serve immediately. 

Serves 6 

Note If you want to serve zabaione co ld, let coo l a litt le at 

room temperature, add 1/2 cup heavy cream, mix, and pl ace 

in refri gerator. Ju st be fore serv ing, place a few berri es at the 

bottom of each glass, fi ll wi th zabaione, and top with a 

large berry. 

Note 

1. Augusto Segre, Memorie di vi ta ebraica: Casale Monferrato, Roma, 

Gerusalemme, 1918-1960 (Rome: Bonacci, 1979). 

THE CUISINE OF THE PIEDMONTESE JEWRY [77] 



Synagogue Ark, Mondovi. This elaborately carved and gi Ided Ark enhances a simple sanc tuary establ ished 

in 1724 on the third noor of a ghetto building. 



"The Rabbi's Family," chapter two of Memorie di vita ebraica: 
Casale Monferrato, Roma, Gerusalemme, 1918-1960 
Augusto Segre 

Translated by Steve Siporin 

Augusto Segre's Memories of Jewish Life, the source of 

the following excerpt, offers the reader a rare opportunity 

to witness jewish life in Italy during the first half of the 
twentieth century from the point of view of an articu-

late participant Segre (1915-1986) grew up in the small 

Piedmontese city of Casale Monferrato, went to rabbinical 

school and university in Rome in the 1930S, fought in the 

Italian Resistance during World War II, and, after a career as 

a Zionist leader and educator in Italy, ultimately settled in 

Israel. What makes his memoir unique is that it chronicles 

the piccolo mondo (small world) of traditional Italian 

jewry-the post-ghetto, pre-Holocaust world neglected 

in other works of Italian jewish literature. "The Rabbi's 

Family" evokes this almost mythic world of warm human 

relations in the former ghetto of Casale Monferrato, but 

also reveals the conflicts within a changing jewish society 

and the subtly dehumanizing power of Fascism during the 

1920S. The complete translation of Segre's masterpiece 

will be published as Memories of jewish Li fe From Italy to 

jerusalem, 1918-1960 by the University of Nebraska Press 

in fall 2008. 

How many years have passed since those days that are 

now so long ago:> And why exact ly, when I reflect upon my 

Communi ty, are the first reco llect ions to emerge from th e 

archive of my memories prec isely those that are bound 

to the weeks that precede the great solemni t ies of Rosh 

Hashanah and Kipp ur:> I don't think it's a question of recall­

ing moments of specia l re ligious fervo r. Be ingyoung, we 

ce rtainly we ren't capable of having precise ideas about 

either "s i nil or "repentance." We defin ite ly did have ideas 

about the fast of Kippur, bu t it was a matter of first experi­

ences and something that was strict ly personal - that is 

to say, physical. Nor had our father, the rabbi, ever placed 

any special emphas is on th e guilt of mankind; rather, from 

the time we were chi ldren, he had taught us that judaism 

is an exce llent gu ide to li ving with peace of mind, if one 

lives honestly. And, besides, the yo un g by their nature 

always look to the future; th ey're optimists and always 

hope for great things. 
The reaction-for us youths who belonged to the, let 

us say, less we ll-to-do class - was mu ch simpler and natura l: 

the month of Septem ber and the weeks of the selihot 

meant, though only generically, holidays. Eve n th ough it 

might seem like a contradiction, it real ly was so. September 

was someth in g ali ve that broke throu gh the drowsy 

summer per iod, which for us was without either the sea or 

the mou ntains and very often wi th out even the co untry­

side. Rich on ly in imag ination and hope, we spent our vaca­

tions in the city, immersed day and night in th e sult rin ess 

of the summer heat and the gray, insubstantial, but ever 
prese nt dust of the ceme nt works that gave ou r small city 

the appearance of an in dustrial cente r. In August the sun 

bore down opp ressive ly, and in the even in g there wasn't 

even a breath of air Meanwhi le, mu ltitudes of mosquitoes 

assaulted us relent less ly with their sudden buzzing and, 

even wo rse, with their bites. The signori with their fami li es 

were away-at the sea, th e mountain s, and the country­

side. We even knew exactly where they were because the 

rabbi regularly received picture postcards wi th res pectful 

an d cordial greet ings for him and hi s entire fami ly Papa 

was glad to be remembered, eve n from far away; but for us 

those missives never were part icularly welco me. 

Thus the small city was empt ied, and the Commu nity 

itself seemed swallowed up in th e most si len t abando n­

ment Sometimes, to the great di sap poi ntment of my 

fathe r, a minyan co ul dn't be put together because just one 

of the minianisti' had dese rted, maybe to avoid the heat, 

but also because it was certain that during those weeks no 

productive encoun ter was to be had in th e Hou se of the 

Lord . In an attempt to lessen the heat, we spen t long hours 

under the small arcade of th e temple, read ing or sleeping, 

deluding ourselves that a littl e fresh air was Circulat ing, 

wh il e the summer heat reached us even in the shade of 
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the old co lumn s of the Trin cott0 2 Al l around us was the 

most abso lute si lence, interrupted only by the petulant 

rasp in g of some cicada, which seemed like th e monoton ous 

beat of time pass in g, empty and use less. Toward evening 

I would ride out on a creaky, old bicycle in the direction of 

the public gardens, which were also semideserted. Under 

a great, leafy tree there was a stal l with ice cream and ices 

(and flies), and for a few cents yo u coul d get a grata, a bit of 

ice w ith mint or tamarind. 

Long, slow days, wi thout sensation and without end. 

Papa, on the other hand, was always busy. He still belonged 

to a generation for w hom the problem of summer vacat ions 

had never arisen. He certa inly didn't squander his time. 

By fi ve in the morning he was already in his offi ce gett in g 

through hi s co rrespondence, so he co uld imm erse himself 

in the stu dy of old t exts. Shopp in g at the market was his 

spec ialty, and when prayers began at eight o'clock he had 

already w ritten, studied, gone shop pin g, and wa lked a few 

kil ometers. Th e wal ks, necessary and healthful he would 

say, were hi s greatest diversion in summer and winte r. 

(He never changed his program w ith the changing of th e 

seasons) He wal ked wi th a rapi d, nimble strid e, gr ip pin g 

his then fashionable, si Ive r-hand led cane-the gi ft of an 

old fr iend w ho had left it to him as an inheritance. When he 

went out with Mother, she often remained a ways behind, 

because it wasn't easy to maintain Father's pace Then they 

wou ld repeat their usual banter, Father stressing that when 

"one is you ng" this is how one ought to walk, and mother 

grum bling in reply, " If you want to go for a walk,You don't 

need to run like yo u were about t o miss a train." Sometimes 

we walked alo ng the avenu e that led to the station, the 

su mmer sett in g for the t rad itiona l after dinner, even ing 

stro l l. But often there was some attempt at oppos iti on in 

the family, chie fl y from Mother, because "at ni ght you never 

know where yo u're go in g to end up," as if the city were 

engulfed in darkness, overrun by malefactors, and 

the center of every vice. 
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Long awaited, September fi nally arrived. Th e air became 

coo l and fresh; the grapes matured; people re turned; and 

the Community itself came back to life. During thi s period­

though it happened only rarely-a tri p to the country might 

even materiali ze. 

Once (and it was a historical eve nt worthy of being 

recorded in the annals of our family) Papa and sur3 Ella (and 

it must have bee n an excepti ona l event for him too) orga­

nized-who knows why-a true excurs ion to Manduletta, 

complete w ith a two-horse carriage. Even Mother took 

part in this count ry picnic, because she had prepared the 

lunch and, as she sa id, wanted to prevent who knows what 

trou ble and confu sion. Sur Ella, w ho was busy with the 

car riage and th e coachman, regarded him se lf as if he were 

the commander of a sh ip When we children, alm ost drun k 

wi th thi s extraordinary adve nture, began to sing and make 

a littl e noise-which by pu re chance coinc ided w ith a sli ght 

rearing up of the ho rses- sur Ella removed hi s glasses 

wi th a resolute gestu re, w ithered us w ith a severe glare (in 

wh ich, however, a good dose of fear also showed itself), 

and practically ye lled, "Qu iet, don't you know that horses 

understand everything and do n't want to be annoyed
' 

Woe 

to whoever moves l Do yo u want there to be an accident/ " 

Why an accident should actually result from that one 

excep tional co in ci dence, no one cou ld understand . Father 

sm iled and limited himself to signalin g us with his hand not 

to respo nd and to be a li ttle ca lmer. 

We stopp ed at a ki nd of farmho use, set in the center of 

a th ick forest, t hat se rved as a bar, restaurant, and dance 

hall. There was also a hurdy-gurdy that ran on twenty­

centesimo co in s. When the meal that mothe r had prepared 

was finished, the notes of t he hurdy-gurdy-whi ch never 

stopped playing-became in terwoven w ith th ose of 

the Birkat ha-Mazon (g race after meals) that Father had 

begun to sin g, thou gh in a low voice. Fo r us it was quite 

amu sing, because even though the notes of th e popu lar 

songs almost comp letely drowned out Father's voice, we 



reali zed that one of the other guests-maybe thinking that 

this distinguished gentleman was accompanying those very 

songs with great diligence-had noticed him. This, at least, 

was mother's comment. 
During this month there was no lack of opportunities 

for brief country outings by bicycle either. Not far from the 

city, in the hills, hidden in greenery, there was a cottage 

where an upstanding, middle-class, mercantile jewish 

family-which was considered intellectual (at a university 

leve l) owing to the achievements of one of its members­

came to spend their September holidays. The cottage could 

be reached by bicycle in about an hour. The last stretch, a 

climb, was made on foot, gladly, in anticipation of the ride 

back-all downhill along a road that wound among grape­

vines already filled with clusters of matu re grapes 

Papa would accompany us. He was we lcomed quite 

warmly-up to a certain point. With sur murenu4 the hosts 

started long conversations that were boring and unbear­

able for us. From a distance of many years-recalling some 

witty remarks that by chance I happened to catch on the fly, 

but even more the different attitudes of the speakers-

I have been able to reconstruct (at least in part and maybe 

only approximately) the gist of those September conversa­

tions. From one side came a volley of quest ions, asked with 

a sl ight, iron ic smile by a br illiant university graduate, who 

put them to Papa to see if he would be unnerved. On the 

other side was the murenu, who responded calmly and 
serenely, not al lowing himself to be confused by "science." 

The usual themes of the old and nearly "superseded" tradi­

tio nal jewish world and the new, more broad ly attractive 

horizons of assimilation reemerged in their essence, even 

in those drawing room discussions. My father-I would 

say to his good fortune-did not hClle a university educa­

tio n, bu t rather a so lid, jewish culture o.' rj a faith that no 

phi losophical or scientific theory could evE:. 1 scratch. The 

hosts paraded their learning with an almost ostentatious 

pride and affected language, and they strained to make the 

murenu understand that many jewish religious values were 

being reassessed. Nor was there any lack of allusions, more 

or less veiled, to the pure and simple fact that it was not 
easy to make oneself understood by someone who had not 

left the restricted circle of the jewish camp 

Assimilation and tradition clashed even among the 

grapevines of the Monferrato. Reform judaism, as it was 

born and had developed in Germany in the period imme­

diately following Moses Mendelssohn, had really not had 

the same resonance in Italy that it had in othe r countries, 

notwithstanding some timid attempts There may have 

been many reasons, but probably we should not totally 

exclude the hypothesis that in Italy the slide from eman­

cipation toward assimi lation had been more than suffi­

cient in itse lf, without needi ng recourse to those reforms 

conducted with Teutonic and Judaic diligence. 

In those conversations the hosts talked about the mitz­

voth, at least a good part of them, as already outmoded, 

and about the usual values of the "spirit" in contrast to the 

"letter" of Mosaic teaching-as if the one were not closely 

bound to the other, as if practical, everyday life could 

disregard the powers of the spirit, or as if one need only 

take refuge in abstract va lues, forgetting that ideas are 

realized on ly through action. The Torah, with the mitzvoth, 

taught plainly how ajew ought to live. Papa would listen 

patiently to the same old arguments, smoking his pipe 

and smiling, full of sympathy for anyone who spoke about 

judaism without being more knowledgeable. He responded, 

Citing and commenting informally upon passages from the 

Torah, as one does with children who need to be educated, 

even making use of midrashim (parables), some of which, 

perhaps, were invented by him (quite ably) for his hosts. The 

parlor, with a dainty, nineteenth-centu ry touch-wicker 

chairs, lace spread throughout, and paint ings-opened 

onto a garden. The maid, in a white apron, came in to offer 

coffee and, for us, fruit and country bread. Those people 

spoke with a certainty and a tone that seemed incapable 
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of admitting reasonable replies The truths were those that 

they upheld, and the future wou ld belong only to those 

Jews who at long last knew how to liberate themselves from 

all the dross of the ghetto and to become worthy of the new 

times. Only in this way would we be able to avoid another 
round of painful "surprises." But wasn't it also a tragic 

surprise when the homicidal Nazi hand struck even that 

family with violence and deportations? 

Thus with September-with its coolness and the grape 

and peach harvest-the season of the selihot also returned . 

The small Community revived almost all at once, reawaken­

ing itself from its summer lethargy-hence our anticipation 
and festive joy. My father, on the other hand, thinking about 

the holy days of the New Year and the Day of Atonement, 

would remark very seriously, "We're already close to the 

great maneuvers." This is why those years-with the 

selihot, the morning breakfasts, and the few outings-have 

remained engraved in my memory and seem to me, in their 

totality, like a family photograph, slightly faded and sepia­

toned, bringing back precious and memorable images and 

a period of my youth that was simple and modest, yet also 

basically lighthearted and happy. 
Those years form a precise landmark from which I can 

set out to try to fish out memories of my childhood from 

an even earlier period, and then go forward to the time 

when, having finished the liceo, Ileft Casale to go to Rome 

and from there began my journey in the geographic and 

cultural world that continues todayS If I go backward to 

unearth someth ing from among myoid childhood memo­

ries, I realize that very li ttle remains. The fog is thicker than 

I would have thought But one memory is clear and shines 

like the small, gold Magen David (Star of David) that hung 
suspended from a chain around the neck of my sister Sara. 

I see a su nset in the old cou rtyard and the two of us on the 

balcony that ran along the house, to the right a low wall 

and a tall row of trees Some branches of a fig tree, which 

we considered our private property, reached the balcony. 
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I held her hand tightly, because I was st ill frightened by 

the furious storm that had just ended. A few reddish rays 

of the setting sun pierced the clouds, which were still as 

black as tar, filtered through the branches of the trees, 

and just grazed the leaves of the fig tree. We breathed the 

damp, bracing air A reddish-pink reflection made the Magen 
David, with its inscription "Shaddai" ("Omnipotent"), shine. 

The warm, motherly clasp of the hand of Sara, who was a 

ten-year-old child, made me feel safe, while she showed me 

the wide rifts of intense blue open in g among the clouds 

with the other hand. For many years that memory followed 

me. Sometimes it follows me still the grip of her one hand 
and the other raised toward the sky, as if to mark out a road 

that in a short while Sara would travel. 

The war had brought the deadly Spani sh flu, an 

epidemic that raged cruelly At home everyone was in bed 

with high fevers. Only Mother-although she too had 

been struck by the disease-moved about, laboriously yet 
without respite, to take care of us. Th e medicines were inad­

equate and scarce, and there were few doctors available, 

because they were at the front Ou r family doctor, Fiz, was 

in the war zone too. 

Sara left us late one afternoon at sunset. I even remem­

ber the day that she had first fe lt ill, as she leaned against 

the corner of the smal l sofa in the kitchen, against its 

dark brown, metal back. Having broken off our game-we 

were playing mother and son, and for her I was probably 

a splendid, live doll-she sat on the edge of the sofa and 

vom ited . The hours of anguish and despair when Sara died 

are a memory that has never dimmed. Papa, doubled up in 

a small chair, abandoned himself to inconsolable crying. 

Meanwhile, Mother was making a heroic effort trying to 
comfort him, and I, clinging to his knees, afraid, said to him, 

"Don't act like this. Look at me; I'm here." 

And then in the evening there was the kiss that we 

brothers, led in a line by our parents, gave to the coffin, 

which seemed enormous to me. A little whi le later I was in 



the kitchen, in fro nt of a cup of mil k that I cou ldn't swallow, 

while everyone cr ied. The day after, during the funeral, 

Mother and I stayed home, leaning out the window to 

see the hearse pass. Mother waved a last goodbye to her 
little daughter. We were home alone. It was "infected," and 

certain risks cou ld not be taken under any circumstances, 

even when one might have pretended to bring a little 

comfort to an anguished mother. I even remember that 

wandering around the house I got my head stuck, I don't 

know how, between the iron bars that enclosed mY bed, and 

my mother had quite a difficult job getting me out of that 

uncomfortable position. 

Wartime, the temple, and sitting in the last rows of 

benches-s ilent, disoriented, and maybe even somewhat 

emoti onal-were Austrian jewish soldiers in uniform, pr is­

oners of war, each one packed in next to the other, almost 

as if they wanted to take up the smallest amount of space 

possible, to avoid causing trouble. Their fellow jews-the 

majority at the temp le-ignored them. It was clear that 

they continued to co nside r them enemies of the homeland; 

there was not a wo rd, not a sign of greeting That wasn't all. 

When we children entered the temple, there was always 

someone who felt it his duty to tell us-in a low voice but 
with a cu rtness that brooked no argument and that fil led us 

with fear-"Go straight ahead, mind you Don't dawdle with 

those prisoners for any reason whatsoever l" And others 

would say, "They're prisoners of war; it's strictly forbidden 

to speak with them I" It goes without saying that passing 

by them, we would quicken ou r str ide, frightened, or even 

begin running, if one of them reached out his hand to caress 

or smile at us-thinking maybe of his own chi ldren, jews 

like us, or about his distant family with obvious homesick­

ness. Bu t it was clear that not even in the House of the Lord 

could they find the comfort that they mistakenly believed 

had been given them. They entered on tiptoe, saying hello 

discreetly, and went on, heads bowed, as if they were gui lty 

of who knows what. My father, who at that poi nt did not 

yet occupy the rabb in ical chair, was among the very few 

to go near them inside the temple-to the great scandal 

of his fellow jews Outside the holy enclosure, he tried to 

speak with them, to learn their pressing needs, and, as far as 

poss ible, to help them. Arriving at home, he would grumb le, 
often saying, "Here are the fine fru its of emancipation" 

We frequently heard talk about the war at home. 

It wasn't on ly because news of those who had fallen at 

the front reached us like an endless, steady stream, but 

especially because th is news often dealt with peo pl e we 

knew. The small jewish Community of Casale Monferrato 

made a heavy contribution in war dead. The pain of the 

families, naturally, was great, and the participation of the 

entire jewish Community was intense. One can hardly say 

it, but there was also, openly, a widespread sense, almost, of 

gratification for what was happening, for this finally being 

the great test that would show everyone that the jews were 

now tru Iy equal to everyone else. They were Ital ian sold iers, 

side by side with othe r Ita lian so ldiers, committed to the 

supreme sacrifice in defense of the sacred ideals, and no 

less sacred borders, of the homeland. Although this was not 

the kind of talk that took place in public among fellow jews, 

certain jewish newspapers would nevertheless sli ghtly 
temper the tone and colo r of such declarat ions, at times 

with a veneer of ancient jew ish ideals retrieved for the 

occasion. But sometimes and with the utmost clarity, they 

would exalt this historic event, inviting jews to give their 

lives, as if all the proof given until then was still not enough, 

and on ly death on the fie ld of batt le cou ld place the unique 

seal of authenticity on the certificate of the italianita of 

jews emancipated from the sufferings and abuses borne for 

so many centuries inside and outside the ghettos 

We believe that in times like these our duty as jews) in 

relation to the different civilizations in which the remnants 

of our dispersion live) becomes perfectly clear We ought to 

be) and we instinctually are, the strengtheners of all ideals, 
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the exalters of all greatness. Nothing could be more out of 

keeping with our temperament than mediocrity, quietly 

fitting in, and sluggish, vile feigning during the hours in 
which the future is being created . . . Now is not the time 

to debate the war theoretically, whether it may be good or 

bad; it is the time to live it. But in the moment of living it, 

one must live it as it is. as something great . .. We jews­

who are both the greatest pariahs and the greatest heroes 

in history-have, in our thousands of years, witnessed 
hundreds of wars among all peoples. This is the first time, 

at least on such a vast scale, that instead of witnessing 

as simple, passive spectators-or not rarely as victims of 

illegal violence-we find ourselves, because of our new 
juridical-political position, having to assume an active, 

direct, and personal role in the conflict in all the countries 

in which we are citizens. However tragic this, our destiny, 

may be, we cannot, after having accepted the premises, 

avoid the consequences with complete loyalty And the 

civic loyalty of the jews in all the countries of Europe in this 

terrible test has been above any possible reproach 

But today we feel that with this alone, the duty of 

the jews, has not yet been completely fulfilled Precisely 

because of the countless events of every kind that we have 

witnessed over the centuries and that bear indelible marks 

in our flesh, and precisely because our brothers in ancestry 

and faith, of the past and of the future, are in all the armies 

that today have been unleashed to destroy each other, we 

are, more than anyone else, in a position to resume our 

classical, priestly ministry among the nations in the work 

of praising the greatness of the hour that is transpiring 

It is as if the kohen,6 because of the precepts of our Torah, 

should drive out all the cowardly and the sluggish from the 

combatants' formations. Thus we ought to be the scourgers 

of all the depraved, the envious, and the malcontents who 

belittle the loftiness of the hour 

We must have the courage to proclaim that although 

war may sometimes be a necessity in the life of countries, 
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hate is never necessary, that although war can be great 

and stirring hate is always small and degrading We must 

remind whoever has forgotten that every soldier is a son, 
that every flag is the emblem of an ideal, and that every 

homeland is sacred. War may require out of necessity that 

everyone fight according to his strength, but no one need 

scorn or hate. Everyone should shout, "Viva l" and no one, 

"Down withl" Everyone should praise, and no one curse. Let 

this be our humane motto: that we jews passed the trial by 

fire, and that we saved our judaism intact in the hour of trial 

because it was intact in time of peace. Brothers, we do not 

hate our fellow man? 

In 1915" vessillo israelitico edi to ria lized 

The hour has arrived Our Italy has declared war Let us 

not search for the reasons-they are obvious. For us the 

fait accompli is enough. Italy is at war, and we shall give 

ourselves to Italy completely Every sacrifice will seem 

sweet, every privation a duty We jews will give everything 

to our homeland-our children, our property, our lives. Italy 

has the right to expect everything from us, and we will give 

everything Italy's honor-our honor-is at stake. Our home­

land must win and triumph, even if we fall, even if we die. 

At this moment every debate is, to us, a crime-just as 

every request for compensation is a disgrace. We should give 

without asking for anything because now we want nothing 
for ourselves. The only thing we want is for the Italian flag 

to fly over the unredeemed landsB so that destiny will finally 

be fulfilled. We want civilization to shed its beneficent light 

upon nearby lands-so that our gentle language, and with 

it the immortal principles of liberty and fraternity, may 

spread among foreign regions. We want the Savoy dynasty­

magnificent exemplar of every virtue-to be crowned with 

another wreath of glory We want to win; we must win. We 

must show that the feeling of gratitude is deeply rooted 

in us, and that we are taking our place in this magnificent 



demonstration of harmony that all Italian parties are offer­

ing, with flags flying and with unshakable resolution. 

To work everyone-to war l9 

In one of his sermons, the head rabb i of Turin, G. 

Bo laffio, turning to the passage from Psalms 453, "G ird your 

sword upon your thigh, a warr ior; success to your praise 

and your majesty," said, among other things 

In such a grave and holy moment as this, is there really a 

need for me to instill patriotism in the sons of this mighty 

Piedmont, this Turin-of all the communes of the region or; 

better; of all the cities of the kingdom-the most intrepid, 

the most Italian? It seems superfluous to me, oh brothers, to 

call up the past, to turn one's thoughts to the traditions. The 

noble enthusiasm of grandfathers inspires their grandsons 

forever The glory that this city gained for itself during the 

never to be forgotten wars for national independence shall 

not be betrayed by us in the present hour . We children 

of Israel, we of the lineage of heroes, zealously fought the 

bitterest of struggles against Antiochus, Titus, and Hadrian 

fo r the legitimate defense of our ancient land Although 

it happened long ago we gave valuable, unexpected aid 

to the Ostrogoths in Naples against the army of Belisarius 

(AD 536), to the Moors in their triumphant conquest of 

Spain (AD 711), and to the Turks in the city of Buda against 

the Austrians (1681) The victories that were won in these 

three examples were, to tell the truth, due largely to the 

valor of the jews We of an indomitable ancestry, always 

at the vanguard of every noble initiative, wi/l, with no less 

certainty, have regained the renown we enjoyed for centu­

ries and millennia on this day in which our Italy, after long 
and mature reflection, has entrusted to arms the defense of 

its very honor; the vindication of its most sacred rights. 

A note on this redaction, immed iately follow ing, 

informs us: 

On every Sabbath since the beginning of the war; the Most 

Excellent Rabbi Bolaffio recites an appropriate prayer in 

Hebrew and Italian, pleading for the victory of the Italian 

forces and the attainment of the sacred ideal of our 

oppressed brothers' deliveranceIo 

These are just a few of the many examples we could 

have cited to give at least some idea of the atmosphere 

in wh ich Italian Jews were then immersed. Their spon­

taneity, fervor, ce rtainty, faith, and hope are moving. In 

1938- that is, only twenty-three yea rs later-a tragic 

storm wo uld suddenly sweep aside almost all of those who 

had believed- with such faith and perhaps also a little 

naively-in those ideals. 

In my famil y we also had more immediate worries 

about the war, even though we were far from th e front My 

father's sister, Aun t Fortunata, lived with her family and 

grandchi ldren in Udinell After Caporetto12 they came to 

us, recounting not only the glo ri es but also the miseries 

and horrors of war, the savage abuses of the enemy, the ir 

pillaging, and the Italians' pillaging near their home. "War," 

said the veteran Alpine soldiers, "is beautifu l but uncom­

fortable." How much wisdom is in these simple words - far 

greater than so many speeches l 

A few years had passed Father often received old 

f ri en ds and comrades from the Casale People's Trade Union 

in our sitting room, and with the encouragement of a few 

glasses of barbera, they wou ld entertain each other at 

length. Th ey talked abo ut many things, eve n when we were 

around, cal mly or excited by se rious ideological compari­

sons. The words most often repeated were justice, democ­

racy, peace, and liberty. 

Tho se were the times when yo u often heard people in 

the st reets singing "Su frate lli, / Su com pagni, / Su ven ite 

in fitta sch iera . . " ("Ari se brothers, / Arise comrades, / Arise, 

come in a great host ... ")'3 and "Avanti popolo alia riscossa .. " 

("Forward, people, onward to the uprising . . "). I remember, 
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however, that one day when I was sin ging these so ngs from 

the ba lcony of our house, my fath er took me by the arm, 

brusquely pul led me in side, and told me, "You mustn't sing 

these songs any longer." An d to my, "But why?Yo u sing them 

too," hi s response, accompanied by a di sconsolate shake of 
his head and hands, had been, "Now it's forbid den; to si ng 

them is dangerous. I beg yo u, obey. When yo u're older, 

you' ll understand." 

But I didn't have to wa it that long to understand. A 

few days later, on th e way home, I had begun to sin g "Ari se 

broth ers" in a so ft voice, when a fellow in a black shirt 

appeared right in fron t of me and in a thundering voice 

addressed me curtly. "Hey, you bastard, who do yo u thin k 

you are? Yo u know what? I'm go ing to give you a beatingl" 

He had already reac hed ou t a hand to grab me by the Jacket, 

but I succeeded in freeing mysel f and shou ted, "Helpl Helpl" 

as I fled from him. That fe llow chased me a little ways, but, 

noticing that some people had stopped, he hurriedly quick­

ened hi s pace and we nt about his bus in ess. Thus it was that 

for the first t ime in my life I met, or better, col lided wi th, a 

Fascist, and I was very afraid. Bu t wi th th e pass in g of th e 

years, knowin g them better and better, I got used to these 

kinds of encounters too 

Th e first parades of Blackshirts and vete rans, pennants 

and fasces flyin g in th e wind, the Fascis t hurrahs that we re 

shouted out and were used more and more ofte n-why not 

remember it, even the castor oil? Speaking of which, I was 

to learn that this oil was not only prescr ibed by the doctor 

fo r us child ren or even for adu lts who had indi gestion or 

some other illn ess for which such medicine seemed to be 

the remedy; the Fasc ists vio len tly forced anyone who had 

po li t ical ideas that were different from theirs to swall ow it 

Thu s one day, in the roomy entran ce to the Moderno movie 

theater, I saw so me Blackshi rts gathered around a fellow. 

They had put a funne l in his mou th, an d wh ile some of them 

poured a bo t t le of castor oil in to it, the others tied his hands 

to the seat of his pants. 
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At the Margherita Hos pital in Tur in, where I was bedrid­

den, struck down by anoth er ep idemic, the fru it of th e war 

po lio Oppos ite, a factory occupied by soldiers who shou ted 

du ring the day at the masses of wo rkers who thronged at 

th e gates and, du ri ng quiet moments, sang, among oth er 
thin gs, about th e red fl ags that woul d be raised "over the 

public latrines of the city." Day and ni ght, bomb explosions 

blew up windows and terrorized everyone; we child ren 

would howl-a chorus of desperate cries- wh il e the 

doctors and nurses came and went, runnin g, trying to calm 

us and maybe also tryi ng to calm themse lves. 

I n the garden of the same hospital, seated on a bench 

with my legs in a cast, I'm havi ng fun with my fath er, who 

has come to see me. I'm playing with a "revolver" fill ed wi th 

small paper caps that made very modest bangs. A pol ice­

man who is passi ng by the gate stops, sees thi s "armed" 

boy in a cast, and, shouting, opens the gate and comes in to 

check the weapon. Then he leaves, sayi ng that "w ith some 

thin gs, it's better no t to joke " Thi s is a small example of the 

wid es pread terror of that tim e, in the midst of th e gen era l 

disorder that was increas ingly rampant 

At home Ange li no, from the Casale People's Trade 

Union, now came less fre quently, and when he was with 

us th e conversat ions with Father no longe r took place 

in th e sitt ing room . Both of th em would retire to th e study, 

wi th doors closed, and no one could enter. On e tim e he 

came to us covered with bruises, his arm in a sl in g. I 

later found out that the t rade union had been put to the 

to rch by the Fasc ists-o r "Fac hi sts" as Aunt Albi na would 

say-after th ey'd beaten everyone prese nt with clu bs, 

including Angeli no. 

It was about this time that two rusty old gates (fi shed 

out from who knows where), with a sign bearing th e words, 

"Let's put the Jews bac k in the ghetto," were propped 

again st the wall in front of a cafe that faced the Via Roma 

an d was so mewhat of a den of Fascists. My father, as soon 

as he heard abou t it, took his hat and cane and wen t ou t 



immediately, in sp ite of my mother who in sistently begged 

him not to leave. He told her sim ply, "Don't worry, I'm only 

go in g to see if it's true." I found out later that he had walked 

by those gates three times, going slowly, and that in fact 
he had stopped the first time like someone wanting to read 
a poster at leisure. My father was known to everyone, and 

everyone knew that he was th e rabbi of the Community. 

Thus the Fascists, seated at the small tables or standing 

in front of the entrance to th e cafe, were stupefied And 

then there was a great silence when my father en tered and 

ordered a coffee, wh ich he drank ca lmly, ackn owledging 

the few greetings with a smile; no one dared attack him, not 

even with words. Home again, he had replied, smil in g, to the 

anxious and justifiab le questions of my mother-who had 

feared the worst and asked him how it cou ld possib ly have 

taken so long just to see those two terrible '4 gates-"But 

my dear, it takes time to prepare a coffee, and then it was 

boiling hot and I didn't want to burn my tongue . 

Aunt Albina, my mother's sister, had it in for the 

"Fachists." Although her education was limited to the 

beginning elementary grades, she was a passionate reader 

of books and newspapers. Glancing through the news in 

the daily paper, she would always conclude with, "These 

Fachists-how repulsive l" twisting her mouth in disgust. 

My aunt lived qui te modestly together with 

Grandmoth er Ce leste, who was always dressed in black. 

During the winter, whenever she went out, she wo re a 

black scarf wrapped arou nd her head and tied with a large 

knot under her ch in and a long cloak that came almos t to 

her shoes. Grandmother Celeste was a true community 

institution. There was no occasion among the jewish 

families, happy or sad, at which this energetic an d va lu ed 

adviser, this dear old nonna/ s was not present; she was 

urgently summoned as soon as any necessity outsid e the 

normal cou rse of events arose. It was n't only th e poor who 

had recourse to her; so too did the upstanding, wealthy, 

bourgeois families, who in case of need didn't concern 

themselves any longer with the fact that th e nonna came 

from the commo n people, that she was a poor woman, that 

she lived in difficult circumstances, and that she had often 

endured poverty amid co untl ess hardships. Nonna Celeste 
wo uld ar ri ve at someone's home si lently, find out what was 
happen in g, and immediately take charge of the situati on, 

givi ng advice and orders ca lmly, precisely, and with great 

skill. "Aunt" Celeste '6 was for decades the protagonist of the 

majo r events of jewish fami ly life in Casale. She was t iny, 
with th e whitest hai r, which was parted in the middle and 

gathered in a bun held in place with hairpi ns at the nape 

of her nec k. She had two dark eyes, an intensely jewish face, 

and very beautiful, thin, long hands that were always 

active. From within her ample pockets there always 

appeared a piece of candy or a few cents that she wou ld 

give to me, saying, "P lease, don't buy spagno/ette" (which 

were cigarettes) 

Nonna's house you entered throu gh a wicket door and 

a short, dark stairway, which was always filled with smoke 

and the odor of paint coming from a wo rkshop situated in 

the tiny courtyard. Th ere were two small rooms, plus a blind 

room where Uncle Aristide slept. He was a bac helor, a grum­

bler, good, and generous-even though he was poor-living 

from day to day, doing od d jobs, and also serv in g as a 
minianista. A few glasses of wine-sometimes more than 

necessary-he lped him forget the disappointments of life, 

of which he had no lack. Suffering from hi s feet, he would 

take leng thy footbaths, fa lling asleep promptly He had a 

magnifi ce nt baritone voice, and one of hi s favor ite so ngs­

he was a native of Udine-was "II ponte di Bassano,"'7 wh ich 

we children accompanied in chorus until the imperious 
voice of our nonna imposed silence upon us with, "We're 

hard ly at la Scala." 

But what especially attracted me in that hou se was a 

small fireplace that, for me, had the power of magic Sitting 

nearby, I stared at the crackling logs, the flames that we nt 

up and down, the sparks, the smoke, and the bricks that 
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once were red, but now were blackened and corroded by 

the fire. I played with a shovel that was used for remov-

ing the ashes, for reviving the fire, or for putting potatoes 

among the embers. It was a delight to search for them 

afterward, to fish them out piping hot, and to eat them with 

the ir blackened, crackling skin. I never got t ired of staring 

at that magnificent scene and dreaming of so many things, 

even if my eyes started to water from the smoke, my face 

turned red, and my back got cold . 

Near that fireplace I was to learn many things-not just 

how to te ll the hours, minutes, and seconds from a clock 

with a carillon (which I was al lowed to hear only as a reward) 

but also a bit of jewish Venetian history and the Histories 

of Famous Bandits. My nonna told me, with a richness of 
detail, how the few jews in Udine li ved lB lt's true that there 

was a real VIP, Senator Morpurgo, who was the pride and 

glory of all the local jews; later, at almost ninety, he too was 

deported by the Nazis. But there was no organized jewish 
Community, rabb i, or temple. They observed the seder (the 

Passover meal) both because matzo (un leavened bread) 

could be obtained and because some of them, including 

my nonna especially, knew how to read the traditional text 

of the Haggadah (the book that is read during the seder) 

fluent ly But regarding the rest, an active jewish life essen­
tia lly did not exist, except on the occasion of the autumn 

solemnities. On Kippu r, making a certain financial sacrifice, 

everyone went to the temple at San Daniele del Friuli. 

Nonna continued her story, and I, through the flames of the 

small fireplace, had the impression of seeing the car riage 

and my nonna with her family within it laden with provi­

sions and Hebrew books. "It was always, every time," Nonna 

wou ld conclude in a nostalgic tone, "an unforgettable 

Kippur." And I was convinced of it too. Now, thinking it over, 

I begin to wonder if I con fus ed my nonna's joy at finally 

being able to pray in a temple with the trip in the carriage. 

Then there were the adventures of the famous bandits 

that my aunt wou ld read to me-not all of them, however, 
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because some were "not somethi ng for yo u."'9They mad e 

her eyes shine in such a way that I came to think that some 

of the credit for those adventurous undertakings was 

hers as we ll. It was a ch ildish enthusiasm that I was able 

to understand only later. But when I was a boy the th ing 

always seemed strange to me: these bandits-at least 

according to the stories-almost always ended up helping 

the poor and those oppressed by all sorts of injustices. And 

there was no one better ab le to understand them than the 

poor and the opp ressed- like Aunt Albina, after all. She 

wou ld turn the pages of the book, bringing her big thumb 

to her mouth and wetting it with th e tip of her tongue. She 

read slowly, with a certain style, and it seemed almost as if 
she were acting the different roles. Apprec iative, I followed 

these stories, cu rled up by the fireplace, never takin g 

my eyes off the fl ames, which sometimes seemed to me 

to take on human shapes: faces of bandits, princes, ladies, 

card inal s, and the poor. Naturally, they were pursued merci­
lessly by the carabinieri, who at those moments lost all my 

sympathy, even though I continued to envy th eir magnifi ­

cent, full-dress plumes 

Frequently, the end of the story was a foregone conc lu­

sion: arrest and a life sentence or the firing squad. At this 

pOint would come my aunt's unfailing and stern comment, 

co nn ecting the history of the past with th e present "These, 

yes, these were men, real men, because they stood up for 

the poor," she would say, while she carefully closed the 

book. "And not like these disgusting Fachists who pick fights 
when they're a bunch against a few, against those who can't 
defend themselves. And th ey know how to live, protected, 

off the rich ." When I tried to take part in this commentary, 

asking my aunt if certain people whom I had seen wearing 

black shirts were also these "disgust ing Fachists," she repr i­

manded me seve rely, sayi ng, "Don't chatter so much. Always 
say that it's cooked."lo 

"Always say that it's cooked." Once I was hav in g lunch 

at my nonna's and au nt's, A pot of water with the pasta in 



it was boil ing ove r the flame. My aunt, takin g a pi ece of the 

pasta, hand ed it to me and asked me to taste it to see if it 

was cooked . Remembe ring her teachings, I immediate ly 

said yes. When, however, the steaming pasta was dist rib­

uted on plates and tasted, I realized-from the surpri sed 

faces of everyone present, who had begu n to stare at 

me-that the adjective cooked should be used wi th great 

prudence-especially when deali ng w ith food . 

Fascism continued to assert itsel f more and more 

after it came to power. One evening, Alessandro, my oldest 

brother-who then was ju st ove r twenty-had returned 

home earlier than expected, frightened and upset, because 

he had encountered one of the best-known Fasc ists of 

the ci ty in a cafe. The man had taken him by the lapels of 

his jacket, shaking him and insulting him and all Jews as 

"s ubversives and Freemasons." My fa ther, af ter hav in g tried 

to soothe him-saying to him that no one ever gain ed 

anythin g by losing his composu re-asked in w hich cafe th e 

business had taken place After a quick, "Co me w ith me," 

he left with Sandra (as we called him), go ing direc tly to the 

place in spite of Mother's supp li cat ions. When th ey arri ved 

the re and id en tified the person, my father approached him 

and sai d to him in a loud voice, "Say to me, please, w hat 

you sai d to my son. Certain things are better off discussed 

between adults, don't you think?" 

Suddenly there was a great si len ce in th e cafe. The 

worst was feared-or perhaps hoped . But a ce rtain pan ic 

also spread, because my father, bare ly finished speak in g, 

had moved his hand-was it by chance or was hi s gesture 

intenti onal?-to the back pocket of his pants, out of which, 

after a few seco nd s, he had extracted-and here t here 

was a general sigh of relief-his pipe, which he began to 

pack carefully and studiously, as if he were at home. Th is 

moment of pani c having passed-because panic it was, and 

many had feared the worst-the Fascist approached him, 

smiled, and sai d, "But I beg yo u, signor Rab bi, don't take it 

thi s way. I was jok ing, only jokin g, and your son-who after 

all is still a boy-did n't und erstand the joke." He reached 

out a hand w ith th e intent ion of laying it on Father's shou l­

ders in a fr ie nd ly way. 

Father, however-still seriously occupied w ith hi s 

pipe-said dryly, "Certain jokes are bette r left un spoken" 

He moved aside and was abo ut to add so methin g more, 

when the other fellow-his arm dangli ng in midair­

forestalled him, saying to him w ith stu died affabi li ty, "At 

any rate, forgive me. Let 's not speak of it any longer. Come, 

haveadrink." 

"Than k you," my fa ther res ponded, "but I have things 

to do. Another ti me." He left, followed by my brother and 

ce remoniously accompanied to the door by that fellow. 

Someone even stood up when he wa lked by 

By that time everyone at school was enrolled in the 

ranks of the Balilla or the Avanguardisti,21 dependin g on 

their age I very much li ked the membership ca rd, w hich 

I had seen in the hands of my classmates, and I often 

begged my father to give me the few lire necessary to 

enroll, always receiv in g, however, a fl at "No." One day I 

recounted how the teacher, after having read an anno un ce­

ment to us, exp lained that fram then on we had to change 

our way of salu t ing-that is, no longer raising the hand 

to the forehead, like a kind of military salu te, but rather 

extending the arm forward . Then he sa id to us, "Let's try it 

I' ll go out, come back in, and then you salu te me acco rdin g 

to the new orders." He spoke the word orders emphati­

cally. He went out, came back in, and there we were, ready, 

everyone stand ing wi th arms stretch ed forward . He looked 

at us, sm ilin g, made a kind of small bow, and sa id, "Perfect, 

exact ly so. Ve ry good indeed l" 

My fath er, w ho immediately understood the teacher's 

wo rd s an d attitude, commented on the episode, sayi ng, 

"Do you see? And you want the membership too, the Bali lla 

membership card . Isn't the sa lute that you have to give 

enou gh for yo u?" A w hile afterward I had another go at it, 

but my fa th er cut me short "I don't have money to throw 
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away." Later, however, when he rea li zed that I was griev-

ing more and more over the membership card, he took me 

lovi ngly by the hand and sa id to me, "Come here. You're a 

boy who understands things well, and with you a few words 

are enough Bu t they're words that must remain between 

us, like a secret. Understood?" I nodded yes wi th my head, 

but I di dn't speak because I was still on the verge of cryin g. 

"Well th en, listen. You're ajew, and a jew who respects 

himself doesn't take any kind of Fascist card." My father's 

words were spoken wi th much warmth and love. 

"But whynhere are lots who take it," I pressed. 

"Yes," he responded, "today th ere are a lot, even among 
the jews But whoever feels truly jewish wo n't join those 
people who are against justice and liberty. You already 

know that these things are among the most im portant 

of Jewish teachings. Those people love violence, and 

for centur ies the Jew has pursued justice It's not by chance 

that we've suffered fo r so many centur ies. Those peo ple 
arise from war, and they always want war; the jew wants 

peace And then there are a lot of other thin gs that as t ime 

goes by I'll exp lain to you; bu t I think that this is enough for 

now. And remember, like I told you, this is a sec ret between 

the two of us." 
The fact of having a secret between my fath er and me, 

right then and there, convinced me more than hi s argu­

ments, which were difficult for me to follow and which 

essent ially meant a bi g, fat "no" to the membership card I 

wanted so much. Only much later, through personal experi­
ence, was it possib le for me to understand in depth the 

words of that secret between father and son. 

But even before my own experience, th e actual experi­

ence of my father was to un sett le me. During a particular 

period a few years later, the Fascist Party launched an 

enrol lment drive with a lot of propaganda. The jewish 

Community's council, made up of teachers, lawyers, and 

engineers, al l of whom were enrolled in the party (although 

for a variety of reasons), practically forced my father to 
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enroll. They had pressured him (use less ly) many t imes 

befo re, arguing that it was not possi ble for him to continue 

to hold an im portant of fi ce, especia lly in a smal l jewish 

Community like that of Casale, where everything about 

everyone was known, especially given his questionable past 

and his friendships with certain Socialists. It was a golden 

opportun ity generously offered on a silver plate, an d it 

could not be refused. Nor should he forget that he repre­

sented all the jews of the Community and that therefo re he 

had to und ers tand the attendant responsib ilities too. To be 

jews thus meant, according to the Community authorities, 

to be ever vig ilant an d atten t ive in fol lowin g all the orders 

of the regime, since it would be easier to be heavy-handed 
with us than with others. I still remember when father came 

home, after having received his membership card (which 

immediately ended up in the stove) from the provincial 

party secretary himself; he walked back and forth nervously, 

murmuring, "Look, look at what we've come to l" Th is event, 
and especially those wo rd s, spoken with such bittern ess 
by my father-Ezech iele or jechezqel to hi s friend s­

definitively clar ifi ed for me that secret betwee n father 

and son. 



Translator's Notes 

1 A minianista (plural: minianisti) is one who obliges himself to be part of a 

minyan. Sv. minianista In Umberto Fortis, La par/ata degli ebrei di Venezia (e Ie 

parlate giudeo-italiane) (Florence, 2006) In the Italian communities of this era, 

being a minianista was a role for elderly men, especially those who were poor. 

There was sometimes a slight stipend. Attending the minyan also afforded 

minianistl the opportunity to request alms from the well-to-do members, the 

signori-except when they were all on vacation, as in the text 

2. The old name of the building in which the synagogue of Casale Monferrato 

was built in 1595 

3. Piedmontese dialect form of the Italian signor, a respectful form 

of address. 

4 Murenu is jewish Piedmontese dialect for "our teacher," i.e., the rabbi. 

However, Fortis, La parlata degli ebrei, cites moreno used in Venice and refer­

ences others' citations of moreno employed in Mantua, Modena, and Rome, as 

well as morenu for Piedmont 

5 Augusto Segre immigrated to Israel in 1979 and settled in jerusalem He died 

in 1986 

6. Priest in Hebrew, that is, a member of the priestly lineage and a descendant 

of Aaron. 

7. "The Hour of Trial," in La settimana israelitica, May 28, 1915 (Segre's note). 

8. The original text reads "terre irredenti," literally, "unredeemed lands" 

The phrase refers to areas adjacent to Italy inhabited at least partly by Italians 

but under foreign control (particularly Trieste and Fiume and the borderlands 

with Austria farther north). "Redeeming" these lands (that is, incorporat ing 

them into Italy) WOUld, theoretically, complete the national unification begun 

in the nineteenth century. 

9 II vessillo israelitico 10 (191S; Segre's note) 

10. Ib id. 

11. Udine is in far northeast Italy, near the border of what then was the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire and thus near the front 

12. Caporetto was the site of a disastrous battle in which the Italian front 

facing the Austrians in the northeast collapsed. 

13. Accordi ng to historian and fo lk lorist Sandro Portelli, "Avanti popolo" 

(also known as "Bandiera rossa" ["the Red Flag"]) was "the most important 

fight ing song of the Italian working class." (Avantl Popolo/Forward People: 

Revolutionary Songs of the Italian Working Class, Paredon Records, 1976, 

P-1026, liner notes, p. 6) 

14 Negri (singular negro), the word translated here as "terrible," was one of 

the most widespread term s in jewish Ital ian dialects. There are citations in 

the literature from Piedmont (generally), Moncalvo, Mantua, Modena, Ferrara, 

Trieste, Florence, Livorno, Pitigliano, Rome, and Ven ice. The word evidently 

entered jewish Italian from Spanish (negro: black) and has a generically 

pejorative meaning There is no direct connection in jewish Italian between 

negro and English Negro except in the generally negative associations of the 

color black that are widespread In European folklore. Sv. negro in Forti s, La 

parlata degli ebrei 

l<;ln Italian nonna is both the formal "grandmother" and the informal and 

affectionate "grandma," "granny," or "gram my." Segre clearly has the latter 

sense in mind, yet those words bear speCifically Ame ri can con no tatio ns. Thus 

I have left nonna in Italian. 

16. "Aunt" is used here not in the literal sense but as a term of affection and 

respect; the word can refer to any older, female relative. Segre's text employs 

the Piedmontese word magna, not the Italian zia . 

17 "The Bridge of Bassano." This was a sentimental Worl d War I song about 

a farewell kiss on the bridge of Bassano del Grappa, the site of an important 

Italian stand against Austria during the war 

18. "jewish Venetian history," in the previous sentence, refers to the history of 

the jews not only in the city of Venice but also within the larger territory that 

once was part of the Venetian Republic, including places like Udine and San 

Daniele del Friuli 

19. The original text reads, "No xe cosa par ti." Segre often reported his aunt's 

and mother's comments in Veneto dialect, as in this case. 

20. "Ti no far tante ciacole, di sempre che la xe cotta" is a proverbial phrase 

spoken in Venetian dialect The young Segre's confusion (in the following 

paragraph) came from taking the proverb too l iterally. Cotta, the Italian word 

I have translated here as "cooked," carries the metaphoric meaning (in the 

proverb) of done, finished, or over with. Thus his aunt meant, "Don't chatter so 

much. Always say that it's finished" 

21. These were Italian Fascist youth movements. 

THE RABBI'S FAM ILY [91] 







Plate 1 

Portrait Miniature of Consolina Valobra 

G. Gennaio 

Turin (,), 1897 

Oil on ivory 

Private collection 

The sophisticat ion and acculturation of many nineteenth-century 

Piedmontese Jewish families is suggested by this del icately painted portrait, 

with its careful ly rende red skin tones, clothing, and jewelry. Consolina 

Valobra, born in a small town near Cuneo in 1852, was the mother of Ines 

Cassin Treves, whose se l f-portrait and wedding dress were also inclu ded in 

the exhibition. 



Plate 2 

Self-Portrait 

Ines Cassin Treves 

Turin, ca. 1909 

Oil on canvas 

Private collection 

Ines Cassin Treves studied painting with a well-known artist in Turin . She 

executed this self-portrait before her marriage to Elia Treves. After her 

marriage she stopped painting in oils, but continued to draw The couple lived 

in Turin's ghetto in a home that may have formerly been the residence of the 

Roman Catho lic bishop, which is suggested by the eccles iastical emblem over 

the house's entrance. Treves, like his father, was the treasurer of the Jewish 

Community of Turin. 



Plate 3 

Ketubbah 

Alessand ria, 1709 

Ink and gouache on parchment 
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Zucker Family Collection housed at the Library of the Jewish Theological 

Seminary of America, New York 

This marriage contract is decorated in the distinct Piedmontese style, with 

a shield-shaped frame filled with noral motifs Found at the bottom of the 

ketubbah, the groom's family crest includes hands ra ised for the priestly 

blessing, which shows that the groom was a kohen (priest). The ketubbah 

features erasures and corrections in the dowry specification, indicating that 

the amount of the dowry was changed at the last minute. 

Plate 4 

Esther Scroll 

Scribe: Elia Joshua Segre 

Moncalvo, 17th- 18th centuries 

Ink and gouache on parchment 

Gross Family Collection, Ramat Aviv, Israel 

Esther scrol ls with co lophons specifying the scribe and place of production 

are unusual. In this example, each text column is set within a border richly 

ornamented with noral decoration. This type of decoration is familiar from 

objects made elsewhere in Northern Italy, but was especially favored by 

artists who decorated ketubbot in Piedmont. 



Plate 5 

Ketubbah 

Mondovi,1844 
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Ink and gouache on paper 

Zucker Family Collection housed at the Library of the Jewish Theological 

Semi nary of America, New York 

Thi s ketubbah features micrographic decoration, a Jewish art form that uses 

tiny Hebrew letters to form images or patterns. The micrographic text is 

drawn from "Th e Woman of Valor" in Proverbs 31. 

Plate 6 

Ketubbah 

Asti,1900 

Ink and gouache on paper 

Zucker Family Collection housed at the Library of the Jewish Theologi cal 

Sem inary of America, New York 

The groom's in itials, D.C., appear in the outer frame of this ketubbah. The 

arti st, poss ibly the groo m himself or a member of his fami ly, signed it in the 

lower· right co rn er; the signature appears to be "Cingoli." 



Plate 7 

Portrait of Rabbi Lelio Cantoni 

D. Festa after Petronilla e) 
1834 

Engraving 

Collection of Dr. and Mrs. Giulio Cantoni, Bethesda, Maryland 

Rabbi Lelio Cantoni became the chief rabbi of Turin in 1833. His official 

portrait was engraved shortly after he assumed the post. In it he is depicted 

in an elaborate costume similar to academic attire, with a capelet over his 

shoulders and a toque on his head. Cantoni established the Committee of the 

Jewish Communities of the Kingdom of Sardinia and Piedmont in 1845. 

An 1835 letter to Rabbi Cantoni from the community of Biella was also 

inc luded in the exhibition. 



Plate 8 

Vue d'un des quatre angles de la maison des juifs iIIumineesl 

Veduta d'uno de quattro angoli del ghetto iIIuminato 

(View of One of Four Corners of the Ghetto, Il luminated) 

From La sontuosa illuminazione della citta di Torino, Turin, 1737 

Hand-colored engraving 

Moldovan Family Collection 

The ghetto of Turin, depicted in this image, was formerly a hospital 

for beggars. This engraving was apparently commissioned for a collect ion 

of fourteen views of Turin published in honor of the marriage of Charles 

Emmanuel III, King of Sardinia, and Princess Elizabeth Theresa of Lorraine. 



Plateg 

MahzorAPaM 

Moncalvo, 1799 

Ink on paper 
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Collection of the Manfred and Anne Lehmann Foundation 

The liturgical rite of nusah APaM is a French med ieval tradition that survived 

only in Piedmont. APaM is an acronym for the three cities, Asti, Fossano, and 

Moncalvo, that maintained this trad it ion. Th is manuscript was commiss ioned 

by Michael and Aharon De Benedetti. 



Plate 10 

Haggadah 
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II lustrator:Joseph Isaac Bella 

Ivrea, 1806 

The Co llection of the Library of the Jewish Theological Semi nary of Am er ica, 

New York 

The fron ti sp iece con tai ns a Hebrew colophon that id entiHes th e illu strator 

and explai ns that the text inc lu des a commentary by Raphael Eliezer Olivetti 

from Ivrea. The commentary precedes the Haggadah. 



Plate 11 

Kiddush Goblet and Cover 

Turin, ca. 1800 

Silver: repousse and chased 

Co ll ection of Dr. and Mrs. Rafaele Lattes, Teaneck, New jersey 

The large, covered, chalice-shaped kiddush goblet used in Piedmont was 

unique to this region . The covers of Piedmontese kiddush cups are topped 

with fanciful noral sprays. (The judeo-Piedmontese term for a kiddush cup is 

becher, renecting the innuence of German or Yiddish) 

This cup was used at weddings of the Lattes family until recently. This 

family lived in Saluzzo, before moving to Turin in the early part of the twenti­

eth century. Rafaele Lattes's forebears on both his father's and mother's sides 

became physicians, a profession open to jews after the emancipation. Lattes 

came to the United States after Benito Mussolini imposed the racial laws. 



Plate 12 

Torah Finials 

Tu rin (?), dedicated ISn 

Silver: repousse, chased, cut, and cast 

Reuben and Helene Dennis Museum, Beth Tzedec Congregation, Toronto, 

Canada 

The use of crown-form finia ls was unique to th e Piedmont region . Most Italian 

communities used open, round crowns and tall, tower-shaped fi nials, often 

ornamenting their Torah sil ver with cast Temple implements, as seen on 

these examples. The closed, ribbed forms on this pair are based on Ashkenazic 

(Franco-German) types. 



Plate 13 

Torah Crown 

Alessandria, 1849 

Silver: pierced, repousse, chased, engraved, and parcel gilt 

Collection of the Museo U. Nahon di Arte Ebraica Italiana, Jerusalem, Israel 

This crown was commissioned to commemorate the death of King Carlo 

Alberto, the Risorgimento leader who emancipated Piedmontese Jewry in 

1848. His death was deeply mourned by local Jews Turin's synagogue even 

painted its Torah Ark black as a sign of mourning. The crown is decorated 

with the Alessandria civic emblem and images of cannons and ammunition; 

Alessandria's Jewish community held a memorial service with cannon fusil­

lade in the king's honor. 



Plate 14 

Prayer Book and Cover 

Turin (», 18th century 

Silver: repousse, chased, and engraved 

Collection of Joseph and Karen Levi ne 

The sumptuously bou nd prayer book was probably presented as a betrothal 

gift; prayer books bearing two fam ily crests, represent ing the families of bride 

and groom, are known to have been given on such occasions. Several similar 

Roman bindings are known. Th e book's cover bears the Levite symbol of a 

pouring laver, as well as a second unidentified emblem, probably a family or 

organizational crest. Towers and birds in flight appear in the decoration as 

welL Many Italian families, most notably the Morpurgos, used towers in their 

crests. Some communal organizations also used symbols. The emblem with 

birds in flight resembles that used by the Hevrat Matir Asurim, a confratern ity 

that red eemed Jews from imprisonment. 

Some time after leaving the hands of its origi nal owners, this book was 

acquired by the Lattes fami ly. 



Plate 15 

Torah Staves and Torah Shield 

Turin, 19th century (?) 

Silver: repousse, chased, and engraved; wood 

Comunita Ebraico di Torino 





Piedmontese Jewish parents, like other Italian Jews, tradition­

ally placed silver amulets adjacent to their newborn children's 

cradles. An amulet of this type, known as a Shaddai for the 

divine name inscribed on most examples, was believed to 

protect an infant. They were most frequently crafted in the 

Veneto and Piedmont. Many of the amulets are decorated with 

Temple implements; some contain Hebrew biblical or magical 

texts handwritten on folded or rolled parchment. 

Plate 16 

Amulet Case 

Italy, 18th century 

Silver: repousse and chased 

Private collection 

This amulet case is decorated with attached Temple imple­

ments similar to those found on many examples of Italian 

Torah si lver. 



Plate 17 

Amulet Case 

Piedmont, 19th century 

Silver: repousse and chased 

Collection of Dr and Mrs. Giulio Cantoni, Bethesda, Maryland 

This case was used by the Canto ni family of Turin. 



Plate 18 

Amulet 

Piedmont, 19th-20th centuries 

Silver: repousse and chased 

Private collection 



Plate 19 

Amulet 

Piedmont, 19 th century 

Si lve r: repousse and chased 

Private co llection 



Plate 20 

Amulet 

Piedmont, 19th century 

Silver: repousse and chased 

Collection of Vivian wayne Henderson, New York 

Many amulets are inscribed with the name of God or an angel. This amulet, 

which was formerly owned by the Ottolenghi fam ily of Casale Monferrato, 

bears a divine name on one side and the Tablets of the Law on the other. 



Plate 21 

Torah Shield 
Turin, 19th century (» 

Silver: repousse, chased, and engraved 

(omunita Ebraico di Torino 

Piedmontese Jews used a distinct Northern Italian regional type of Torah 

shie ld. It is composed of three elements a large shield that hangs on the front 

of the Torah scrol l, a smaller shield that hangs on the back of the scrol l, and a 

figure-eight-shaped device placed over the wooden staves of the scroll. 



Plate 22 

Ceremonial Plates 

Turin, 19th century 

Silver: repousse and chased 

Clockwise from upper left: 

1. Private collection; 2. Silversmith: Pacifico Levi, Collection of 

the Jewish Museum, New York; 3. Private collection; 

4. Private collection 

Large, circular, silver di shes were frequently used by 

Piedmontese Jewish families. The shallow, oversize form 

appears to be a uniquely Piedmontese type popular in the 

nineteenth century. It was traditional in some families to use 

dishes of this type at the Passover seder. Dishes of this form 

were also placed beneath the oil lamps lit on the eve of Yom 

Kippur. Some dishes bear images of the blessing hands of the 

kohen (priest) or the pouring jug of the Levite, imagery that 

suggests the dishes may have been used in synagogues as 

basins for ritual washing before the Priestly Blessing. 



Plate 23 

Ceremonial Plate (deta il) 

Silversmith: Pacifico Levi 

Turin, 19th century 

Silver: repousse and chased 

Collection of the jewish Museum, New York 

Depicting jacob's Dream, this detail shows one of the seven 

scenes decorating the object at the upper right of plate 22. 

That the seven biblical characters depicted correlate with the 

ushpizin, the special guests invited to the sukkah, may suggest 

that this plate was used in the synagogue on Sukkot, possibly 

for the washing of hands by the Levites. Pacifico Levi was one 

of twelve jewish silversmiths nominated for membersh ip in 

Turin's guild in 1817-18. He registered his si lversmith's mark 

as a hand holding a pouring pitcher, a symbol of hi s Levite 

heritage. A similar motif is found at the center of this plate. 



Piedmontese Torah mantles, crafted of elegant fabrics, have a distinctive, 

tali, cylindrical silhouette, a back ope ning, and a soft top. A separate under­

mantle is frequently used. These mantles are generally ornamented with 

metallic trim and fringe around their top and bottom edges. 

Plate 24 

Torah Mantle 

Piedmont (,), late 19th century 

Embroidery on canvas 

Comunita Ebraico di Torino 



Plate 25 

Torah Mantle 

Piedmont (?), late 18th century 

Silk embroidered with silk threads 

Comunita Ebraico di Torino 



Plate 26 

Torah Mantle 

Piedmont, 18th century (» 

Silk embroidered with silk and metallic threads 

Comunita Ebraico di Torino 



Plate 27 

Torah Mantle 

Piedmont, ca. 17ss-6S 

Silk brocade 

(omunita Ebraico di Torino 



Plate 28 

Brit Milah Gown and Undergown 

Piedmont, ca. 1889 

Cotton, needle lace, and silk 

Collection of Dr. Lucia Bedarida Servadio 

Plate 29 (facing page) 

Brit Milah Gown and Undergown (deta il) 

It was traditional in many Piedmontese Jewish families to dress a male infant 

in special garments for his circumcision . Many families handed down their 

heirloom text il es of the Baroque era for use by success ive generations. Others 

purchased fash ionable, nne-quality infant clothing resemb ling contemporary 

chris tening gowns. This gown was used for the circumcision ceremony of 

Beniamino Vittorio Bedarida in August 1889. 
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Plate 30 

Textile Element: Dedicatory Inscription 

Tu rin, 1894 

Silk embroidered with silk and metallic threads 

Comunita Ebraico di Torino 



Plate 31 

Textile Element: Dedicatory Inscription 

Turin, 19th century 

Silk embroidered with silk and metallic th reads 

(omunita Ebraico di Torino 



Plate 32 

Tallit 

Turin, late 19th-early 20th cen turies 

Silk embroidered with silk threads 

Collection of Anna Funaro Fubini 

Piedmontese Jews wore decoratively embellished tal/itot. This custom was 

prevalent th roughout Ita ly, but was perhaps espec ially prom inent among 

Piedmont's Jews because of their long-standing commercial involvement in 

the silk and decorative trimmings trade. 

This tal/it, monogrammed w ith the initials A F, may have belonged to the 

paternal grandfather of Anna Funaro Fubini. 



Plate 33 

Sabbath Cloth 
Piedmont, 18th century with 19th-century additions 

Si lk embroidered with silk and metallic threads; velvet with applique, sequins, 

and metall ic lace 

Private collection 

This lavishly decorated cloth was placed beneath the Sabbath candles in 

the home of Perlina Treves in Turin. ln 1861 her husband, Samuele, was head 

of the Treves Bank in Turin . He was also the treasurer of the city's Jewish 

community. 



Plate 34 

Synagogue Textile (detail) 

Piedmont, late 17th century 

Linen and silk embroidered with silk threads 

Comunita Ebraico di Torino 

This synagogue textile, known as a mappah, was probably used as a Torah 

cover It features biblical inscriptions as well as motifs frequently found on 

synagogue textiles, such as the menorah and other Temple implements. 
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