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OF I TALIAN JEW

mong the precious artifacts included in the Jewish

Museum’s exhibition on Italian-Jewish life is a
work of singular importance. It is a lexicon of rabbinic
literature called the Arukh, written by Nathan ben
Jehiel of Rome (1035—c. 1110) at the beginning of the
twelfth century (cat. no. 61). Why so modest a work,
a mere dictionary of words and phrases, should elicit
special attention requires some elucidation.

Nathan headed the Talmudic academy of Rome, a
post he held with his two brothers and one that had
carlier been held by his father, who died in 1070.
Nathan apparently belonged to the well-known Anau
(Anav) family, an ancient clan that, according to its
tradition, descended from one of four aristocratic fami-
lies that Titus brought from Jerusalem to Rome after
the destruction of the Temple in 70 c.E. That his fam-
ily were no mere newcomers to the glorious city of the
popes but claimed an ancestry that even predated the
emergence of Rome as the center of Western Christen-
dom was not an insignificant fact for cither Nathan’s
coreligionists or his other Italian neighbors. For Jews
it underscored their long-standing and uninterrupted
residence in the first important beachhead of Jewish
scttlement in Europe in the aftermath of Jerusalem’s
defeat at the hands of Rome. For non-Jews it sug-
gested that the longevity of Jewish residency in Italy
for some one thousand years should not be taken for

granted, for it entitled them to a place of honor in the
political and culitural life of their community.

Nathan’s Arukhi was a work of prodigious scholar-
ship, a glossary of encyclopedic proportions. The au-
thor presented both the meaning and etymology of
difficult or unusual terms found in the Talmud and
Midrashim, drawing on his impressive knowledge of
Hebrew, Aramaic, Latin, Greek, Persian, and Arabic.
Nathan’s most significant achievement was his amalga-
mation of the individual exegetical and legal traditions
of his day: first and foremost, that of the Babylon-
ian Talmud and the legal decisions of the gaonate of
Baghdad. He also incorporated the Palestinian Tar-
gum, Tosefta, Midrashim, and Talmud; the rabbinic
commentary of Hananel ben Hushi’el of Kairouan (d.
1055-56), who had quoted extensively from the Pales-
tinian Talmud and compared it with its Babylonian
counterpart; and finally, the emerging rabbinic schol-
arship of northern Europe, especially Germany and
Provence, in particular the commentaries of Rabbenu
Gershom (960-1028) and “the scholars of Mainz.”
Nathan even occasionally consulted the latest books on
mathematics and medicine.

In correlating and fusing all of these diverse tradi-
tions and sources in the pages of his massive compen-
dium, Nathan initiated a creative process that was to
become the most consistent and characteristic feature
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of Italian-Jewish scholarship for centuries to come. It
is no coincidence that one of the most significant prod-
ucts of Italian-Jewish culture in the early modern era
was also a Talmudic encyclopedia, the Pahad Yizhak
of Isaac Lampronti (1679-1756) of Ferrara, written in
the cighteenth century. In their efforts to integrate and
mediate disparate traditions, to reconcile and accom-
modate conflicting legal opinions and religious ideals,
in short, to tolerate, to cultivate, and even to be en-
livened by diversity, a long line of Italian-Jewish
writers from Nathan to Isaac adopted the genre of

the encyclopedia. Accordingly one might argue that
Nathan’s literary undertaking came to represent the
most typical and unique signature of Italian-Jewish
culture.?

One additional facet of the Arukh should be men-
tioned: its publication date. A good indication of its
enduring popularity and usefulness to students of Tal-
mudic and Jewish civilization was the fact that it was
one of the first books to be printed by a Hebrew press,
fittingly in the same city in which it was written, be-
tween 1469 and 1472. From the fifteenth century on,
the work enjoyed wide circulation through numerous
editions. Furthermore a number of authors saw fit to
enlarge and emend the original work. For example,
Menahem de Lonzano (1550-c. 1624) and Benjamin
Mussafia (1606-1675) both published important expan-
sions of the Arukh. Through Nathan’s writing, par-
ticularly in its printed versions, the study of rabbinic
texts, of comparative philology, customs, and legal
traditions has been stimulated in communities outside
Italy until the present day.

Through the assumed ancestry of its author, the
Arukh testifies to the longevity of Italian Jewry’s resi-
dency on the European continent. Moreover, as a
mediator and harmonizer of disparate and even con-
flicting traditions and values, it embodies the charac-
teristic mode of Italian-Jewish civilization, at least until
the threshold of the modern era. And finally, it under-
scores the importance of Italy as a nerve center, as a
conduit, and as a critical disseminator of knowledge to
Jewish communities throughout the continent and be-
yond. In exemplifying thesc three major themes of
Jewish cultural history in Italy, Nathan’s Arukh offers
a fitting introduction to the subject of this essay.

The Modest Beginnings of
Italian-Jewish Culture in the Roman Empire

Among the stereotyped Latin and Greek epitaphs of
the Jewish catacombs of Rome is the personalized
poem of a husband to his wife:

Here lies Regina, covered by such a tomb, which her hus-
band set up as fitting to his love. After twice ten years she
spent with him one year, four months, and eight days more.
She will live again, return to the light again, for she can hope
that she will rise to the life promised, as is our true faith, to
the worthy and the pious, in that she has deserved to possess
an abode in the hallowed land. This your piety has assured
you, this your chaste life, this your love for your people, this
your observance of the Law, your devotion to your wed-
lock, the glory of which was dear to you. For all these deeds
your hope of the future is assured. In this your sorrowing
husband seeks his comfort.?

The poem to Regina provides one of the few indi-
vidual portraits of Jews who lived in the environs of
Rome during the period of the empire. Her husband,
in recalling the more than twenty years of marriage
to his beloved wife, is confident of her immortality in
light of her good deeds, her love of her people, and
her faithful observance of Jewish law. Beneath the
pleasant pieties of the husband’s verse emerges the
faint sense of a Jewish woman devoted to her reli-
gious heritage and her community and deserving of
life after death in the estimation of her loved one. But
the stamp of her individuality remains all too faint,
and since this epitaph has been called the longest and
most elaborate inscription found in the Roman Jewish
catacombs,? the promise other inscriptions hold for re-
constructing Italian-Jewish life in the period of the em-
pire is disappointingly limited. More typical of the
hundreds of epitaphs is the standard phrase: “Be of
good courage; no onc is immortal.”

In the absence of more concrete documentation of
Jewish life in ancient Italy, only the bare outlines are
discernible.® As early as the Hasmoneon era in the sec-
ond century B.C.E., Jewish delegations from Palestine
visited Rome, and perhaps some individuals remained
to settle there. A more substantial presence of Jews in
Rome and southern Italy is visible in the middle dec-
ades of the next century, consisting primarily of slaves
deposited in Rome and probably also of merchants
from the East. Jews flourished under the protection
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Fig. 3. Sarcophagus Cover of Faustina with Theatrical
Masks and Funerary Inscription, Rome, second half of the third
century C.E., Museo Nazionale Romano, Rome (cat. no. 14)

of Julius Caesar and Augustus, who allowed them to
practice their ancestral laws. Despite occasional disrup-
tions and murmurings of certain intellectuals and pub-
lic figures, Jewish life was generally unmolested during
the first Christian centuries.

A large number of Jewish prisoners were deported
to Rome after the failure of the revolt in Judaea. The
majestic Arch of Titus in Rome still bears the sculpted
record of Roman triumph and Jewish humiliation. De-
spite the continued insurrections of Jews throughout
the empire, culminating in the defeat of Bar Kochba in
Palestine in 135 c.E., the emperors generally treated
their Jewish subjects in Italy benevolently. Even with
the adoption of Christianity as the official religion of
the empire by the fourth century, the passage of dis-
criminatory legislation in the name of Theodosius and
Justinian in the fifth and sixth centuries, and periodic
expressions of public hostility by individual church
leaders, Jewish life in Italy apparently remained sur-
prisingly stable, to the extent that it is known. In
Rome itself many Jews were engaged in humble occu-
pations and hardly attained prominence economically
or socially.

There is even less to say about the status of Jewish
cultural and intellectual activity in ancient Italy. With
the exception of the Jewish historian Josephus, who
settled in Rome after the revolt, and the mention of a
Paléstinian rabbi, Mattiah ben Heresh, who lived in
Rome in the second century, one is struck by the sheer
absence of literary activity and intellectual life among
Italian Jews before the ninth century c.E. With the lack
of writings, there remain only synagogue ruins and
tombstone inscriptions offering testimony of Jewish
settlement in Ostia, Naples, Salerno, Bari, Otranto,

Taranto, Venosa, Reggio, and elsewhere, but little
more. More telling is the language of the inscriptions:
either Greek or Latin, interspersed occasionally with
simple Hebrew words (shalom, shalom al Yisrael, etc.),
and decorated with pagan symbols or a simple figure
of a menorah, testifying to a low level of Hebraic liter-
acy and a high degree of assimilation.

In the Orbit of Byzantine
Influence: Jewish Culture in Southern
Italy in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries

From the time of the stoic Latin epitaph “No one is
immortal,” consistently repeated through the seventh
and eighth centuries, to that of the celebratory Hebrew
pronouncement paraphrasing Isaiah 11:3: “For out of
Bari shall go forth the Law, and the word of the Lord
from Otranto,” associated with the ninth century and
beyond, a dramatic transformation in the culture of
Jews residing in southern Italy had obviously taken
place.” The transition can best be gauged by the lan-
guage in which tombstone inscriptions appear from
the beginning of this period until its close. Initially all
the epitaphs, as we have seen, are written in Greek and
Latin; gradually they are mixed with Hebrew ones;
and finally they are all in Hebrew.*

The Hebrew revival of the ninth century reveals the
end product of a long political and cultural develop-
ment that is shrouded in considerable obscurity. The
steady disintegration of the western Roman Empire,
the barbarian incursions into Italy, and the gradual iso-
lation of western Europe as a result of the Muslim
hegemony in the East all play a part in this transition.



The fate of this miniscule Jewish minority in Italy
could not have been unaffected by these larger upheav-~
als. Certainly the apparent arrival of North African
Jews in Italy as a result of the Muslim raids into Italy
may have constituted one important factor in the sub-
sequent rise in Hebrew literacy.

Whatever the precise cause of this mutation, the
small communities of Jews living in southern Italy un-
der Byzantine rule in the ninth century were of a dif-
ferent character than those who had earlier left their
cryptic messages on tombstones in Rome, Venosa,
and elsewhere. Their economic life had not radically
changed, to the extent that it can be reconstructed.
They were artisans and merchants, dyers and silk
weavers, and even landowning farmers. In the sphere
of culture and intellectual creativity, however, they
were profoundly different. Literary sources opaquely
describe the existence of institutions of rabbinic learn-
ing in Rome and Lucca, in Bari, Otranto, Venosa, and
Oria. After a complete absence of Hebrew writings for
centuries, Italian Jewry suddenly and dramatically re-
discovered its link with the language of scripture and
the rabbis.

What is striking about the Hebrew revival of the
ninth and tenth centuries is not only its seeming “cre-
ation out of nothing” but also its variegated and color-
ful nature. While Italian rabbis were presumably en-
gaged in the teaching of Torah in a manner similar to
their counterparts in the centers of Israel, Baghdad,
and North Africa, they left little trace of their scholar-
ship prior to the lexicon of Nathan of Rome. What
remains instead is a small but innovative literary out-
put in such diverse ficlds as ancient and local family
history, liturgical poetry, medicine and science, and
even a faint echo of early Jewish mystical traditions.

Only a small number of works survive, but they
reveal in their totality the existence of a highly com-
plex society, receptive to the strains and influences of
powerful Jewish centers outside Italy and stimulated
by cultural contacts with the non-Jewish world. At
the crossroads between Palestinian and Babylonian
rabbinic spheres of domination, between Eastern and
Western Christendom, and between Christianity and
Islam, these fledgling Jewish communitics could hardly
be immune to intense cultural stimulation, confusion,
and cven conflict,

Among the most important literary products of this
age was Sefer Josipphon, a historical narrative composed
in Hebrew describing the later biblical period and that
of the Second Temple.” The work is usually dated to
953 c.E. and is attributed to an anonymous author liv-
ing in southern Italy who utilized a Latin manuscript
based on Josephus® Antiquities of the Jews and The Jew-
ish War, called the Hegessippus. Among the interpola-
tions found in the narrative is a description of ancient
Italy and the founding of Rome as well as a listing of
the boundaries of the world more appropriate for the
tenth century than for antiquity. While celebrating the
glorious history of ancient Israel, the work appears to
betray little or no rabbinic cultural influence, especially
that emanating from the Talmudic centers of Baghdad
and North Africa. Throughout the Middle-Ages Sefer
Josipphon enjoyed enormous popularity. Its earliest
printed edition appeared in Mantua around 1480, tes-
tifying to the continued fascination with this book
among Italian-Jewish circles.

A historical work of a different sort is that of the
eleventh-century chronicler Ahimaaz ben Paltiel, gen-
erally called Megillat Ahimaaz." The author, a resi-
dent of Capua and Oria in southern Italy, compiled in
rhymed Hebrew prose a genealogy of his family from
the ninth century on. The author’s ancestors, such as
Amittai, Silano, and Shephatiah, known through the
liturgical poems they also composed, lived colorful
and active lives and engaged in magic and wonder-
working miracles. Given the author’s penchant for tell-
ing fabulous tales of his family heroes, the work has
often been discounted as an unreliable historical source
and perceived as an unsophisticated product of the
early medieval historical imagination. More recently
the imaginative stories of Ahimaaz have been deemed
significant in revealing vividly the transition from the
Palestinian sphere of influence to the Babylonian.
Treating especially the story of the scholar Abu Aaron
of Baghdad, who arrived in Italy, one recent scholar
has attempted to focus on the Palestinian cultural sub-
strate that existed in Italy prior to the introduction of
the Babylonian influence, and then to show how the
latter ultimately engaged and overtook the former in
Italy and eventually throughout Europe."

The Palestinian layer of Italian-Jewish culture is par-
ticularly prominent in the religious poetry composed
during this period. The early liturgical creations of
Silano and Amittai, for example, dwell on the mem-
ory of Isracl’s glorious past and are heavily indebted to



the Palestinian piyyut form and to midrashic materials
centering in the land of Israel. Yet they also reflect
their own ambiance in their use of Latin, Greck, Ital-
ian, and even Arabic words. From the tenth century
on, the writing of poctry extended beyond southern
Italy to Rome and to Lucca in the north. In Rome Sol-
omon ha-Bavli in the late tenth century composed a
number of major poems that entered the hymnology
of the Ashkenazic service. In Lucca members of the
famous Kalonymus family also actively pursued the
writing of liturgical poems for the synagogue.'

The most extraordinary Jewish intellectual figure
of southern Italy in the tenth century was surely Shab-
betai Donnolo, the pharmacist, physician, and com-
mentator on the ancient mystical text the Sefer Yezirah.
Well versed in rabbinic literature, in Greek and Latin
medical and scientific writings, conversant in collo-
quial Italian, and even an occasional poct of Hebrew
verse, Donnolo fully embodied the multifaceted char-
acter of Italian-Jewish culture long before its efflores-
cence in the Renaissance period. Donnolo’s Sefer ha-
Mirkahot (The Book of Remedies), a treatise on
pharmacology, and his commentary constitute his
principal extant works. In interpreting the mystical
cosmology of the Sefer Yezirah within the context
of the scientific knowledge of his day, Donnolo pre-
figured a major preoccupation of later Italian-Jewish
thinkers in correlating and harmonizing potentially
competing and conflicting epistemologies.”

Donnolo’s fascination with a text of mystical specu-
lation underscores the importance of Italy as a point
of origin and dissemination of Jewish mysticism and
pietism throughout Europe. According to a tradition
preserved by the later Ashkenazic pietists, the Kalony-
mus family, who left Lucca for Mainz in the ninth
century, was supposedly well versed in esoteric lore.
In German pietistic circles Abu Aaron, considered to
be the principal representative of Babylonian rabbinic
learning in Megillat Ahimaaz, was also held to be
simultaneously a master of secret names and a progen-
itor of early Jewish mysticism. The contradictory im-
ages of this sage of Baghdad illustrate, at the very
least, how conflicting ideologies and values competed
for legitimization in the fertile soil of early medieval
Ttaly.™

The importance of Italy as a conduit of ancient
Jewish mysticism to northern Europe constitutes only
a part of the larger cultural role this Jewish community
was to play in the creation of other European centers

of Jewish culture. The Kalonymus family was also
well known for its rabbinic scholarship and for its
leadership role in the Rhine communities in a later
period.’” The ultimate product of the dialectical en-
counter between Palestinian and Babylonian traditions
in Italy was thus eventually transmitted to the north.
And if a twelfth-century account of the ransoming of
four rabbinic captives to North Africa and Spain can
be seen to reflect the reality of a power shift of Jewish
authority from the East to the West, its casual mention
of Bari as the port of embarcation of the rabbis sug-
gests an Italian cultural role in the transmission of
Jewish culture to the West as well.'* Whatever the case,
the substantial repercussions of the creative processes
of self-definition emerging within the tiny Italian com-
munities of the ninth and tenth centuries were to be
felt far beyond Italy and for centuries to come.

A Shift Northward: The Late Middle Ages

When the Spanish-Jewish traveler Benjamin of Tudela
visited Italy in the 1160s and 1170s, his itinerary was
predominantly towns in southern Italy. He reported
on Jewish communities in Taranto, Capua, Brindisi,
Trani, Naples, and Palermo while referring to only
two important settlements north of Rome: Lucca and
Pisa.”” To all appearances the demographic distribution
of Italian Jews in the twelfth century, notwithstanding
the Norman conquest in the previous century, was not
radically different from that of the Byzantine era. Nor
was the economic life of Italian Jews dissimilar to that
of earlier times. Benjamin reported on Jewish crafts,
especially dyeing and weaving. And well into the thir-
teenth century, Emperor Frederick II, king of Sicily
and Apulia, extended special protection to the Jews

in his rcalm and offered them a virtual monopoly on
their traditional industries related to the manufacture
of silk products.

When the Angevin rulers conquered the region in
1265, there appears to have been a general decline in
Jewish fortunes. The church began to exert more con-
versionist pressure on Jewish residents, a blood libel
against the Jews of Trani endangered the welfare of
Jewish communities in the region, and by the end of
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the century many Jews had either been killed, fled for
their lives, or converted to Christianity. By the four-
teenth century Jewish life in southern Italy, with the
exception of Sicily, was severely depressed and never
regained its former élan and cultural significance de-
spite its thousand-year history. Jewish life was shifting
northward.

The Jewish community of Rome, notwithstanding
periodic setbacks, continued to flourish throughout the
Middle Ages and constitutes the one continuous thread
in Jewish settlement in Europe from antiquity to the
modern era. By the time of Rabbi Nathan ben Jehiel of
Rome, in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries,
Jewish intellectual life was certainly thriving. Benjamin
of Tudela reported on a sizable Jewish community
there later in the twelfth century, and despite certain
setbacks in the thirteenth century, Jewish residence re-
mained constant.

The real change in Jewish settlement took place in
the northern communities. Before the thirteenth cen-
tury only a handful of Jews were allowed to live north
of Rome. The northern Italian communities had ini-
tially prohibited Jewish merchants and artisans from
settling in their neighborhoods out of a fear of eco-
nomic competition. This situation was gradually al-
tered in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries by the
simultaneous rise to prominence of Jewish moneylend-
ing, spurred by the church’s campaign against Chris-
tian usury, and by the burgeoning populations and
economies of the northern Italian communes, which
created an increasing need for capital. With the gradual
decline of Jewish life in the south, and the eventual re-
moval of Jews from trade and the textile industry, in-
creasing numbers of Jews emigrated from the area and
invested in pawnbroking banks in cities throughout
northern and central Italy.'® '

Subject to the vagaries of an agrarian economy and
constantly in need of cash to support their standing
militia and public projects, the petty city-states of
northern and central Italy were predisposed to invite
individual Jewish bankers to settle in their communi-
ties. Usually such Jews were offered a condotta (charter)
by the civic authorities for a limited number of years
with the possibility of extensions of residency. The
arrival of relatively affluent Jews in cities such as An-
cona, Urbino, Perugia, Forli, Padua, Bologna, Milan,
and Ferrara eventually paved the way for the entrance
of their coreligionists. Jewish moneylenders thus be-

Fig. s.

House of Salamon Ebreo, Monteveglio, fifteenth century
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came the economic mainstay of the small Jewish set-
tlements sprouting up north of Rome and the chief
source of communal leadership. When their economic
power and position were threatened, the welfare of
every member of the Jewish community was adversely
affected.

Jewish cultural and intellectual life during the era of
thcsc developments is difficult to characterize precisely
given the Incomplete nature of our sources. The lines
of continuity with cultural achievement in earlier peri-
ods, especially in the orbit of Byzantine civilization of
the ninth and tenth centuries, are also most difficult to
asscss. Undoubtcdly the political and economic disrup-
tions described above, the decline of the south, and
the steady shift to the north affected the patterns of
cultural activity that emerged from the thirteenth cen-
tury on. What appears most certain is the gradual
Impact that the concentration of economic power in
the hands of a small number of relatively affluent
banking familics ceventually had on Jewish cultural life.
Not surprisingly the major luminaries of Jewish cul-
ture—rabbinic scholars, poets, physicians, astrologers,

or philosophers (quite often the same individual)—
usually aligned themselves with these families. Their
intellectual activities were supported by those privi-
leged patrons of higher culture in a manner not unlike
that of their counterparts in the Christian world of
letters. This system of Jewish patronage, which con-
tinued to expand during the Renaissance, could not
help but broaden the range of cultural interests pur-
sued by an intellectual class directly dependent on the
personal whim and will of economic magnates and
their families.

The new demographic and economic order influ-
enced Jewish cultural life in two other ways. In the
first place the primary immigration of Jews to north-
ern and central Italy was initially an internal one from
the south. Despite the cultural differences they surely
encountered, the majority of the new Jewish residents
were still Italian speaking. They traced their origins
to imperial Rome or to other ancient communities in
the south, and in some ways they saw themselves as
Italian as much as Jewish. The opportunities for so-
cial, economic, and cultural interaction with their
Christian neighbors were ‘enhanced given the relative
ease in which they adjusted to their new surroundings.
With the later immigration of Jews from France, Ger-
many, and Spain from the fourteenth century on, the
alien character of the Jewish minority was more pro-
nounced. Nevertheless the Italian indigenous element
was still the dominant one, and it continued to set the
tone for dialogue with the majority culture.

In the second place the relatively small size of the
political states and their Jewish neighborhoods also
facilitated maximum interaction between Jews and
Christians. Individual Jews lived in close proximity
not only to their Christian neighbors but also to the
local duke or public officials. Under such circum-
stances Jews naturally felt an integral part of their
surroundings to a greater degree than in most other
communities in Christian Europe. In sum the stimulus
of the Christian cultural environment was profoundly
felt by individual Jews because of the personal position
of Jewish bankers, because most Jews spoke and read
Italian, and because of their constant and unavoidably
close contacts with their Christian neighbors.

Yet it would be wrong to infer from the above
that Italian Jews were not often violated spiritually and
physically by the Christian majority. Jewish existence
was still precarious in the central and northern com-
munities: moneylenders were constantly subjected to
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century, Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris (cat. no. 45)

vilification and physical harm, and conversionist ac-
tivities often threatened to undermine Jewish morale,
even under the special conditions of the new surround-
ings. Nevertheless it should be emphasized that in this
most intense period of Christian assault against Juda-
ism throughout most of western Eutope, the Jews of
northern and central Italy fared better than most of
their coreligionists elsewhere.

In considering the cultural creativity of Italian Jews
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, one is struck
by its vitality and diversity and its profound interac-
tion with the outside world. From at least the time of
Nathan ben Yehiel, rabbinic learning in Italy flour-
ished, producing a number of well known exegetes
and codifiers. The most famous Italian halakhist of
the thirteenth century was Isaiah ben Mali di Trani the
elder (c. 1200—c. 1260), whose most important works
were his Pesakim on the Talmud, summaries of the
Talmudic discussions and resolutions of various issues
raised in the discussions. Isaiah ben Elijah di Trani
the younger (d. c. 1280), his grandson, also wrote im-
portant novellae on the Talmud. And Zedekiah ben
Abraham of the famous Anau family composed his
well-known halakhic compendium on the liturgy and
the holidays, entitled the Shibbolei ha-Leket (The
Gleaned Ears), also in the thirteenth century.™

Under the stimulus of first the Norman, then the
Hohenstaufen, and finally the Angevin kings of the
south, a number of individual Jewish savants were spe-
cifically employed in translating the important philo-
sophic and scientific works of the Muslim world from
Arabic to Hebrew and sometimes directly into Latin.
This critical work of cultural intermediation not only
left its mark on Latin culture from the twelfth century
on; it also stimulated Jewish intellectual life through its
encounter with Arabic philosophy and science. At the
invitation of Frederick I, for example, Jacob Anatoli
left France and arrived in Naples around 1230, where
he served as a physician and translated some of the
commentaries of Averroés and the Almagest of Ptol-
emy, among other works. Moses of Palermo (c. 1275)
came to Naples and Salerno at the behest of Charles
of Anjou. His most famous translation from Arabic to
Latin, which was later rendered in Italian, was a trea-
tise of Hippocrates on the healing of horses. Charles
also invited Faraj da Agrigento to serve as physician
and translator at his court. Among his translations
was that of the medical encyclopedia of Rhazes into
Latin, containing an illumination depicting Faraj hand-



ing over his finished product to his grateful mentor.
During the rule of Robert of Anjou, Kalonymus ben
Kalonymus of Arles was invited to the court to trans-
late several commentaries of Averroés.”

The scholars who had undertaken translations were
clearly engaged in a larger cultural process far weight-
ier than the mere technical function for which they had
been commissioned. Their renderings into Hebrew
and Latin were an integral part of a more intense trans-
latio scientiae engendered by the encounter of Arabic
culture with the West. Jewish scholars in Italy were
hardly immune to this deeper “translation” process.
Jacob Anatoli, for example, imbibed the new philo-
sophic spirit in his own homiletic work called Malniad
ha-Talmidim (A Goad to Scholars). He often quoted
Aristotle, Plato, Averroés, and even his contemporary
Michael Scot; he defended Maimonides and argued for
an allegorical-philosophical understanding of the bibli-
cal text.

The intellectual achievements of Hillel ben Samuel
(c. 1220—c. 1295), who lived in Naples and Capua,
reflect a further stage of the translation process, the
rendering of Latin scholastic culture into Hebrew.
Hillel was both an active translator of Latin works into
Hebrew and a philosophic writer in his own right. His
most important work is Tagmulei ha-Nefesh (The Re-
wards of the Soul), dealing with the nature of the soul
and the intellect and the soul’s ultimate retribution.
Hillel generally followed Averroés but was also in-
debted to Thomas Aquinas on the question of the im-
mortality of the soul. Hillel was also a major defender
of Maimonides but neverthcless was fully aware of the
dangers of philosophic speculation regarding matters
of faith.*

Zerahiah ben Isaac ben Shealtiel Gracian emigrated
to Italy at the end of the thirteenth century, lived in
Rome, and like Hillel, was engaged in translations and
philosophical exegesis. Another member of the same
circle was Judah ben Moses ben Daniel Romano, who
translated philosophical works, wrote philosophical
commentaries, and even composed a Hebrew-Italian
glossary of philosophical terms.?

The most illustrious member of this group of
philosophical exegetes was certainly Immanuel ben
Solomon of Rome (c. 1260—c. 1328), who wrote com-
mentaries on most of the books of the Bible. Although
born in Rome, he was part of the northern migration
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, living in
such communities as Perugia, Gubbio, Ancona, and

Verona while probably serving as a tutor in the home
of wealthy banking families. His most important work
was the Mahberot (Compositions; cat. no. 65), a large
collection of poems structured within a loose narra-
tive framework. His style and imagery arc reminiscent
of Spanish-Jewish precedents, but the Italian influence
of the sonnets of Petrarch and Dante on Immanuel’s
poems is unmistakable, and so is their licentious spirit.
The last composition in his long work, entitled Tofet
and Eden, is an account of an imaginary journey to
heaven and hell closely modeled on Dante’s Divine
Comedy. The heaven of Immanuel, however, is a Juda-
ized one teeming with patriarchs, rabbis, contempo-
rary Jews, and righteous Gentiles. Immanuel appar-
ently never knew Dante, but he did correspond with
the poets Bosone da Gubbio and Cinco da Pistoia and
was highly appreciated by them both. Immanuel was
undoubtedly the most original of the Italian-Jewish
writers of his day and the most brilliant representa-
tive of the fusion of Latin, Italian, and Jewish cultures.
Clearly affiliated with the philosophical world of the
southern Jewish translators and exegetes, Manuel da
Gubbio, as he was known in the Christian world, in-
troduced a new literary genre to Hebrew writing and
accordingly moved Jewish culture in Italy in altogether
novel directions.”

The philosophical coloring of Italian-Jewish thought
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries also pro-
duced its dissenters. Abraham ben Samuel Abulafia
(1240~-c. 1291) had come to Italy from Spain via Pales-
tine and Greece and studied Maimonidean thought
with Hillel ben Samuel. But he was dissatisfied with
the conventional manner of understanding Maimon-
ides’s Guide to the Perplexed and was moved by a pro-
phetic vision that he divulged to a devoted circle of
his followers. He then wandered throughout Europe,
composed numerous works based on his particular
mystical outlook, eventually returned to Italy, and
even attempted to speak with the pope in Rome in
1280. In contradistinction to the regnant theosophic
kabbalah, with its emphasis on the claborate structure
of the divine world and the human means of attaining
harmony by relating to that world, Abulafia taught
a highly anthropocentric form of kabbalah that came
to be called prophetic or ccstatic kabbalah. Instead of
the ideal of divine harmony, his primary concern was

11
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Fig. 9. Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints and
Donors (the Norsa family), end of the fiftcenth century
Church of Sant’Andrea, Mantua. In 1496 Danicl Nors:;
head oftllc prominent Jewish banking family, acquircd’a
h,()u?C in Mantua whose facade was decorated with a
Christian image. With the approval of the bishop, Norsa
rgnovcd the image, an action that provoked the populace.
The house was torn down, and the Church of Santa Maria
della Vittoria was built on its site. Norsa was required to
pay for the painting of an image of the Madonna and
QI)iIcl by Mantegna placed in the new church. The paint-
ing reproduced here is 3 copy by an anonymous artist and
one of the few Renaissance portraits of [talian Jews.

the mystical experience of the individual. He stressed
the importance of isolation and the centrality of letter
combination in rcaching the mystical state and consid-
ered the discussion of the divine sefirot as a lower form
of kabbalah. Abulafia’s prophetic and messianic activ-
ity engendered considerable opposition from kabbalists
and others but had a profound impact on later kabbal-
istic schools.?

A younger contemporary of Abulafia was Mena-
hem ben Benjamin Recanati, who was heavily in-
debted to the theosophic stream of kabbalah that had
developed in Spain. His influence as a popularizer of
kabbalah was particularly strong becausc of his widely
read kabbalistic commentary on the Torah, which was
first printed in Venice in 1524, Two sixtcenth-century
kabbalists, Mattathias Dclacrut and Mordecai Jaffe,
both of eastern Europe, even wrote their own com-
mentaries on it.

In short the culture of Italian Jews in the thirteenth
and fourtcenth centuries reflected profound changes in
their environment: the stimulus of the enlightened
monarchs of the south in promoting the translation of
Arabic culture in the Latin West, the eventual deterio-
ration of Jewish life in those regions, the stcady move-
ment to and scttlement of the north, the risc of Jewish
loan banking, the stimulation of new forms of Latin
and Ttalian literature, and the impact of philosophic

-and mystical currents from Spain and Provence. Jewish

intellectual life remained multifaceted and encrgized by
these new developments. Individual writers excelled in
rabbinics, philosophy, medicine and science, poctry,
homiletics, and kabbalah. And all of this creative activ-
ity was in some ways a mere prelude to the cultural ef-
florescence of the Renaissance.

Jewish Culture in Renaissance Italy®

By the fifteenth century Jewish loan bankers were a
noticeable clement in the major urban centers of north-
ern and central Italy and in many of the smaller towns
as well. In a few instances Jewish families such as the
Da Pisa or Norsa had succeeded in amassing a consid-
crable fortune and had establishied a rather intricate
network of loan banks in scveral communities. Jewish
loan banking was well entrenched in such citics as
Florence, Sicna, Ferrara, Mantua, Pesaro, Reggio,
Modena, Padua, and Bologna.



Fig. 10. Gandolfino di Roreto d’Asti, Martyrdom of Sinmon of Trent, late
fifteenth century, The Isracl Museum, Jerusalem (cat. no. 245)

With the gradual increase of Jewish residents in
these cities, encouraged by economic opportunities en-
gendered by the loan bankers, recurrent signs of or-
ganized Jewish communal activity became more visible
by the fifteenth century. One notes the appearance of
cemeteries, synagogues, community schools, and later,
voluntary associations to maintain basic social services
for the community. In this same era immigrants from
Germany and southern France joined the original na-
tive/ltalian element in settling these regions. The ex-
pulsion of the Jews of Spain resulted in a new influx of
Sephardic Jews, who arrived in Italy as carly as 1493.
They were later joined by a steady stream of Marrano
immigrants throughout the sixteenth century, fleeing
the Iberian peninsula in search of more tolerant sur-
roundings. The new Italian communities became more
international in flavor, and understandably the process
of political and social self-definition and difterentiation
that these increasingly complex communities under-
went was sometimes accompanied by considerable
stress, internal conflict, and even bitter struggles over
religious and political authority.

The infusion of larger numbers of Jews into these
regions evoked hostile reactions from elements of the
local populace as well. The concentrated and conspic-
uous presence of Jewish moneylenders was partic-
ularly offensive to churchmen, especially members
of the Franciscan order. The most vigorous attacks
against Jewish usury in the fifteenth century came
from such preachers as Bernardino of Siena and An-
tonino of Florence, who openly deplored the eco-
nomic basis of the Jewish community and its supposed
cancerous effect upon the local Christian populace.
Others, like Bernardino of Feltre, launched the drive

to establish Monti di Pieta, public free-loan associations
with the avowed purpose of eliminating Jewish usury
in Italy altogether. Such campaigns often had painful
consequences for Jewish victims: riots, physical har-
rassment, cven loss of life. In some cases Jews were
expelled from various cities, although these measures
were often temporary. Sometimes the results of such
provocations were more disastrous. Bernardino of’
Feltre’s charge of ritual murder in the city of Trent in
1475 had serious repercussions for Jews not only in
that city but throughout northern Italy (cat. no. 245;
fig. 10).

If there was a safety valve from such disasters, it
was to be found in the fragmented political nature of
the Italian city-states. The Jewish victims of persecu-
tion often sought refuge in neighboring communities
and on occasion even succeeded in returning to their
original neighborhoods when the hostilities had sub-
sided. An outburst in one locality, however, could
casily trigger a similar explosion in another contiguous
with it. The friars” inflammatory sermons, accompa-
nied by severe public pressure against the local Jewish
citizenry, usually traveled from town to town with the
same predictable results. Yet such disruptions, no mat-
ter how harmful, lacked the finality and drastic conse-
quences associated with anti-Semitism elsewhere in
western Europe. Because of the localized and circum-
scribed nature of the outbursts, Jewish life in Italy
was never fully suppressed and continued to flourish
through the modern era.
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Incessant hostility was also counterbalanced by the
relatively benign relations that existed between certain
Jewish and Christian intellectuals in Italy at the height
of the Renaissance and long after. The new cultural
intimacy could not dissipate the recurrent animosities
between Jews and Christians, but it did allow some
Jews greater access to Christian society than before,
and accordingly their impact on certain sectors of the
majority culture was more profound. This intense in-
teraction between intellectuals of different faiths would
have significant impact on the cultura] concerns of
both communities.

Ar} illuminating example of the dialogue between
Renaissance and Jewish culture is the case of Judah
Messer Leon, a Jewish physician, rabbinic scholar
and master of Aristotelian philosophy, who lived ina
number of cities in north-central Italy in the second
half of the fifteenth century. Sometime before 1480
Messer Leon composed a Hebrew book entitled Nofet
Zufim (The Book of the Honeycomb’s Flow), in
which he introduced to his Jewish readers a new genre
of rhetorical writing, placing himself squarely in the
center of a new and ultimately dominant expression of
Renaissance culture, that of Italian humanism. As early
as the fourteenth century, with the revival and imita-
tion of classical antiquity, the humanists had reclaimed
rhetoric as a significant and independent part of the
new studia humanitatis, which also included grammar,
poetry, history, and moral philosophy. As a reaction
to the more technical philosophical interests of Aris-
totelian scholars, the humanists revived the ideal of the
ancient Latinists Cicero and Quintilian, believing that
the integration of rhetoric with philosophy would
shape a new breed of educated persons endowed with
both wisdom and eloquence.

Messer Leon’s rhetorical compendium likewise pro-
jected to its Hebrew readers the ideal of a good and
righteous man, gifted in the oratorical art, who thus
combined his knowledge and noble character to pro-
duce a new and effective leadership for the Jewish
community. Furthermore, in grafting the Ciceronian
ideal onto Judaism, Messer Leon boldly attempted to
portray his new image of leadership as an intrinsic part
of Jewish tradition in the first place. He designated his
new Jewish leader the hakham kolel (a direct Hebrew
translation of the expression homo universalis), a person
obliged to lead his community by virtue of a unique
combination of broad and substantive learning to-

gether with good character. As Messer Leon Judaized
the civic orator, so too did he treat the entire field

of rhetoric. The model of classical oratory initially
was conceived not in Greece or Rome but in ancient
Israel itself, so he claimed. If indeed the entire Hebrew
Bible, especially its prophetic orations, was the font
and exemplar of the rhetorical art, it followed not only
that rhetoric was a subject worthy for Jews but also
that it was incumbent upon them to appreciate and to
master a discipline that had been theirs in the first
place. Moreover the idea that rhetoric had been per-
tected first by the Hebrews offered to Jews of the fif-
teenth century a satisfying reassurance regarding the
intrinsic worth of their own cultural legacy.

Messer Leon’s effort to inspire Jewish humanist in-
terests was not without success. As one of the earliest
Hebrew books in print, the Nofet Zufim was studied
as a handbook of rhetorical art by Jewish students and
helped to inspire the writing of Hebrew rhetorical
compositions, letters, and sermons for a number of
generations. Especially in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, Italian rabbis such as Judah Moscato
(c. 1530-1593), Azariah Figo (1579-1647), and Leone
Modena (1571-1648) imbibed directly the Ciceronian
ideal by perfecting the art of oratory in both their oral
sermons delivered in Italian and in their later written
versions published in Hebrew.

Even more decisive than the impact of humanism
on Italian-Jewish culture was that of the encounter of
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494), the fa-
mous Florentine philosopher, and his colleagues with
a number of contemporary Jews. Out of a mutually
stimulating interaction between Pico and his Jewish as-
sociates and a prolonged study of Jewish texts emerged
one of the most unusual and exotic currents in the in-
tellectual history of the Renaissance, the Christian kab-
balah. While in the case of humanism the encounter
between Renaissance and Jewish culture was generally
one-sided, wherein Jews were primarily recipients of
cultural forms that they absorbed from the outside, the
interaction with Pico’s circle was substantially differ-
ent since it was mutual. In a relatively unprecedented
manner a select but influential group of Christian
scholars actively desired to understand the Jewish reli-
gion and its sacred texts in order to penetrate their
own spiritual roots more deeply. Such a major reeval-
uation of contemporary Jewish culture by Christians
would leave a noticeable mark on both Christian and
Jewish self~understanding in this and later periods.



Pico and his intellectual circle were drawn to Jewish
study partially out of a sincere devotion to missionary
activity, as were earlier Christians before them, espe-
cially in Spain. But Pico’s attraction to Jewish texts in
general and to the kabbalah in particular had more to
do with the philosophical and theological currents
among his Florentine contemporaries. From Marsilio
Ficino (1433-1499), the leading Neoplatonist in Flor-
ence, Pico derived the vital concept of ancient theol-
ogy, the notion that a single truth pervades all periods
and all cultures, and that among the ancient writers—
pagan, Jewish, or Christian—a unity and harmony of
religious insight can be discerned. By universalizing
all religious knowledge, Ficino and Pico fashioned a
more open and tolerant Christian theology. In search-
ing for truth in cultural and religious settings distant
from their own, they ultimately came to appreciate the
centrality and priority of Hebraic wisdom in Western
civilization.

While ancient theology led Pico back to the bibli-
cal beginnings of Western culture, his employment of
the concept of “poetic theology” led him to the kab-
balah. Pico believed that the ancient pagan religions
had concealed their sacred truths through a kind of
“hieroglyphic” imagery of myths and fables. Moses
had similarly addressed the Israelite nation in a veiled
manner called the kabbalah. The kabbalah then consti-
tuted that part of the Jewish tradition where the essen-
tial divine truths could be located; it was the key to lay
bare the secrets of Judaism, to reconcile them with the
mysteries of other religions and cultures, and thus to
universalize them. Kabbalah also represented a higher
power to Pico, a means of enhancing man’s ability to
control his destiny. It was a superior form of licit
magic, superior to the magical practices taught by
the ancient pagans, establishing a direct link between
heaven and earth.

In order to study Jewish sources systematically,
Pico engaged three notable Jewish scholars, among
others: Elijah Delmedigo (c. 1460-c. 1493), a scholas-
tic philosopher, translator, and authority on the com-
mentaries of Averroés; a Sicilian convert who called
himself Flavius Mithridates (fifteenth century), who
translated some forty works of Hebrew exegetical,
philosophical, and kabbalistic works into Latin for
Pico; and an erudite and prolific Jewish writer and
physician named Yohanan Alemanno (c. 1435-1505).
Through the instruction he received from his teachers
and through his own synthetic powers, Pico became

the pioneering figure in the gradual penetration of con-
temporary Jewish thought into European culture. His
Christianization of kabbalistic techniques and his fu-
sion of magic and Jewish mysticism, while officially
condemned by the church, were enthusiastically en-
dorsed by a significant number of Christian think-

ers throughout the Continent well into the eighteenth
century. Through the count of Mirandola, Christian
kabbalah left its mark on Renaissance culture with its
integration with Neoplatonic philosophy. It also in-
fluenced both the Catholic and Protestant Reforma-
tions through its impact on such thinkers as Johannes
Reuchlin, Egidio Viterbo, and Cornelius Agrippa. Its
remarkable persistence as a thread in post-Renaissance
culture—in art, in literature, and even in scientific
thought—has also been well observed.

Pico’s syncretistic theology also noticeably affected
contemporary Jewish thought. Yohanan Alemanno,
like Pico, recast the kabbalah in a magical and Neo-
platonic framework. Judah, the son of the Spanish
philosopher and exegete Isaac Abrabanel, known to
the Christian world as Leone Ebreo (c. 1460—c. 1521),
composed a Neoplatonic treatise on love called the
Dialoghi di amore, which became a classic of Renais-
sance literature. Other Jewish writers of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, such as Abraham Yagel
(1553—c. 1628), Joseph Delmedigo (1591-1655), and
Abraham Cohen de Herrera (c. 1570-c. 1635), dis-
played the marked influence of the Florentine school;
still others followed Flavius Mithridates by accepting
Pico’s universal faith and converting to Christianity.

The interaction between the new Christian Hebra-
ists such as Pico and Italian Jews was significant in
offering Jews a novel challenge to their own national
existence. It introduced the image of a universal cul-
ture transcending both Christianity and Judaism in
their present forms. Renaissance culture, of course,
was still pervaded by traditional religious values; it
was neither as secular nor as rational as some carlier
historians had conceived it to be. Nor was Jewish
communal life, its long-standing educational and social
institutions, and its strong commitment to the tradi-
tional study of rabbinic texts, on the whole, radically
different from what had existed in previous eras. And
as we have seen, some Christians still attacked Jews,
publicly ridiculed their faith, and sought to convert
them. But perhaps in one respect the dialogue between
Judaism and Christianity was different in the Renais-
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Fig, . Frontispiece, Historia de viti hebraici, Venice, 1638,
The Library of The Jewish Theological Seminary of
Amecrica, New York (cat. no. 79)

sance era. In sensing a greater urgency to justify their
own particularity before an intellectual community in-
creasingly ecumenical in spirit if not in practice, a cer-
tain number of Jews were offered a preview of the
intellectual and spiritual challenges their descendents
would face with growing regularity and intensity in
the centuries to come.

The Age of the Ghetto

The relatively tolerant climate Italy had offcred its
small Jewish community during the Renaissance was
short-lived. As a result of the oppressive policy of
Pope Paul IV {1476-1559) and his successors, the Ital-
ian-Jewish communitics of the papal states as well as
the rest of Italy experienced a radical deterioration of
their legal status and physical state. Italian Jews sud-
denly faced a major offensive against their community
and its religious heritage, culminating in the public
burning of the Talmud in 1553 and in restrictive legis-
lation leading to increased impoverishment, ghettoiza-
tion, and expulsion. Jews had been expelled from the
arcas under the jurisdiction of Naples in 1541. In 1569
they were removed from the papal states, with the
major exceptions of Ancona and Rome. Those who
sought refuge in Tuscany, Venice, or Milan faced op-
pressive conditions as well. The only tolerable haven
was in the territory controlled by the Gonzaga of
Mantua or that of the Estensi of Ferrara.

The situation was aggravated further by increasing
conversionary pressures, including compulsory appear-
ance at Christian preaching in synagogues and the es-
tablishment of transition houses for new converts,
which were designed to facilitate large-scale conver-
sion to Christianity. Whether motivated primarily by
the need to fortify Catholic hegemony against all dissi-
dence, Christian and non-Christian alike, or driven by
a renewed missionary zeal for immediate and mass
conversion, the papacy acted resolutely to undermine
the status of these small Jewish communities in the
heart of Western Christendom.

The most conspicuous phenomenon associated with
these changes was the erection of the ghetto itself. The
word was probably first used to describe an island of
Venice supposedly once the site of a foundry (getto),
sclected in 1516 as the compulsory residential quarter
for Jews. The real impetus for the proliferation of the
ghetto throughout Italy, however, came only in 1555,



Fig. 12. Interior of the Scuola Canton, Venice, sixteenth
century (with later additions)

when Pope Paul 1V ordered that all Jews living within
the papal states be confined to one street or to a few
adjacent ones, and that the new quarter should have
no more than one entrance and one exit. The Jews of
Rome were the first to relocate to a compulsory quar-
ter, and numerous other Italian communities soon fol-
lowed Rome’s example: Florence and Siena in 1571,
Verona in 1600, Mirandola in 1602, Padua in 1603,
Mantua in 1612, Rovigo in 1613, Ferrara in 1624,

and so on, continuing until the end of the cighteenth
century.”’

The period of the ghetto, extending well into the
beginning of the nineteenth century, has usually been
described as a radical break with a more tolerable past,
an era of economic and political decline, and of the

growing cultural isolation of Italian Jewry. No doubt
Jews confined to a heavily congested area surrounded
by a wall shutting them off from the rest of the city,
except for entrances bolted at night, were subjected to
considerably more misery, impoverishment, and hu-
miliation than before. And clearly the result of ghetto-
ization was the erosion of ongoing liaisons between
Christians and Jews, including intellectual ones. But
the social and cultural results of this new confinement
were indeed more paradoxical than one might initially
assume.

Jewish cultural priorities did in fact shift considera-
bly by the second half of the sixteenth century; a kind
of “turning in,” an internalization of Jewish culture,
did emerge among certain sectors of Italian Jews. But




18

it is unclear whether the imposition of the ghetto was
its primary cause. Even before the 1550s, a growing
insecurity and spiritual crisis over the inadequacy of
philosophical speculation was felt among some Jews.
And by the end of the century a pervasive Jewish mys-
ticism, with its emphasis on practical acts of piety,
came to challenge and supplant the crumbling edifice
of Jewish scholasticism of the previous age.” Also,
with the erection of the ghetto, there was a dramatic
proliferation of pious confraternities (hevrot) in every
major Italian town, providing Jewish men and women
an opportunity to engage in charity, the care of the
sick and the growing number of indigent Jews, as well
as the burial of the dead. No doubt these voluntary

Fig. 13. Giovanni del Pian, Scene of a Jewish Funeral:
Transport of the Body to the Cemetery, Venice, ca. 1784, .The
Library of The Jewish Theological Seminary of America
(cat. no. 89)

associations were partially stimulated by sim.ilar Chris-
tian sodalities, but they were also an expression of
internal Jewish needs, both economic and rdlgxous.
They provided an outlet for enhanced Rubhc prayer,
even innovations in tin?es and texts of htu-rgy, and in-
tense spiritual fellowship. Th(?y were partlcula'rly re-
ceptive settings for the new pietistic an(i)mystlcal
trends emanating from Israel into Italy.?

At the same time, withip th? ghetto walls them-
selves, Jewish intellectual life dlsp.layed a rcrparkable
openness to external cultu.re. Ironically, Jewish writers
and official communal .scrlbes expressed thcmSCIVf-:s
more frequently in It.aha.n than they had done during
the Renaissance. Jewish intellectuals, to an even greater



extent than before, studied Latin and Italian literature
(a few even Greek), rhetoric, history, music, and art;
read and wrote poetry in Hebrew and Italian; and
especially mastered medicine and the sciences. Con-
ventional Jewish history textbooks usually offer the
erudite Azariah de’ Rossi (c. 1511-1578) or the prodi-
gious Leone Modena as the most typical exemplars of
Renaissance Jewish culture. The first penned the most
significant work of Jewish historiography among Ital-
ian Jews called the Me’or Einayim (Enlightenment to
the Eyes), a critical historical evaluation of Talmudic
chronology correlated with non-Jewish sources of late
antiquity, in 1575 (cat. no. 74). The second was a pro-
lific writer, a gifted preacher, and skillful polemicist
who served the Venetian Jewish community in the
early seventeenth century (cat. no. 79).* Yet both pur-
sued their “Renaissance” interests in a post-Renaissance
age, or more precisely within the cultural world of the
counter-Reformation and emerging ghetto environ-
ment. Similarly, Salamon de’ Rossi (c. 1570-c. 1630)
composed his famous “Renaissance” madrigals within
the confines of the Mantuan ghetto (cat. no. 78; fig.
14). Leone de Sommi Portaleone (1527-1592), the dra-
matist and stage director, who wrote and staged plays
for the Gonzaga court theater some years earlier, also
wrote Hebrew plays, which were performed by his
coreligionists well into the ghetto period. Abraham
Portaleone (1542-1612), Tobias Cohen (1652-1729),
Isaac Cardoso (1604-1681), Joseph Delmedigo, and
Jacob Zahalon (1630-1693) all composed integrative
“Renaissance” encyclopedias of knowledge in the seg-
regative ambiance of their ghetto domiciles. And
within identically enclosed walls Deborah Ascarelli
(late sixteenth century) and Sarah Copplo Sullam (c.
1592-1641) emerged as two gifted poets in the [talian
language.

The limitations of ghetto life do not appear to have
inhibited numerous Jews from attending Italian medi-
cal schools, especially in Padua, in unprecedented
numbers in the sixteenth through eighteenth centu-
ries (cat. no. 53).% In fact, during the ghetto era more
rabbis and communal leaders than ever before pos-
sessed medical educations, were literate in a varicty
of scientific literatures in addition to rabbinics, were
conversant with Italian literature and music, and en-
joyed writing and reading poetry. Such luminaries of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Italian rabbinic
culture as Solomon Conegliano, Isaac Cantarini, Isaac
Cardoso, Jacob Zahalon, Isaac Lampronti, or Solomon
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Fig. 14. Salomone de’ Rossi, Canti ha-shirim asher li-
Shlomo, Venice, 1624, The Library of The Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary of America, New York (cat. no. 78)



Morpurgo, to name only a few, all fit this profile of a
Jewish intellectual and communal leader. Despite the
apparent intentions of the planners of the ghetto, its
ultimate products were hardly isolationists. On the
contrary, the enclosure in a restricted space might even
have accentuated the desire of many Jewish intellectu-
als to engage more intensely in the enticing cultural
world just beyond the suffocating walls of their en-
closed neighborhoods. >

Most paradoxical of all is the role of the kabbalah in
this cultural engagement with the outside world. The
study of kabbalah among Italian Jews did not necessar-
ily impede their scientific or literary involvements; it
may even have encouraged them.” Students of the
kabbalah such as Abraham Yagel, Joseph Delmedigo,
or Solomon Aviad Sar Shalom Basilea (c. 1680-1749)
were highly conversant with contemporary science.
Moses Zacuto (1625-1697) and Moses Hayyim Luz-
zato (1707-1746) composed full-length plays in the
style of their Christian contemporaries while they
meditated on the secrets of the divine.

The ghetto ironically became the setting for an ex-
plosive diffusion of Jewish culture of all varieties—
rabbinic, kabbalistic, moralistic, scientific, and liter-
ary—through the agency of the printing press. Despite
the threat of church censorship, the Italian-Jewish
communities of the late sixteenth to eighteenth cen-
turics, especially Venice, became publishing capitals of
the Jewish world (cat. nos. 77-79). Indeed many of
the first great publishers of Hebrew books were Chris-
tians, and because of the pressing need for literary
competence in typesetting and proofreading, their col-
laborators were usually Jews. The publishing houses
were yet another example of how the church’s attempt
to impoverish Jewish life and erect a barrier between
Jews and the outside world had manifestly failed.*

In addition to disseminating culturc through books,
the Italian-Jewish communities of the ghetto period
performed a similar function in an even more tangible
way, as a hospice for Jews from outside Italy. In this
respect the Jewish minority simply mirrored their
majority culture. Merchants from Amsterdam and
Hamburg, medical and rabbinic students from Cracow
and Prague, Scphardic emissarics from Salonica, Con-
stantinople, Jerusalem, and Safad traversed the Italian
peninsula in search of markets, education, or charity.
The closed ghetto was to them an open marketplace of
goods and ideas.

In sum, long before the coming of emancipation,
the Risorgimento, and the demolishing of the ghetto
walls by the mid-nineteenth century, the Jews of ltaly
were prepared for the transition out of the ghetto.
While faithfully entrenched in the Jewish traditions of
their past, they had long accepted worldly culture as a
natural part of that heritage and were constantly en-
gaged in harmonizing the old with the new and in
reconciling the disparate elements of a richly complex
Jewish cultural environment.”

Epilogue

Having surveyed some cighteen hundred years of
Jewish life in Italy, we finally are obliged to reflect on
the lines of continuity in this vast cultural legacy and
on its significance for Jewish and general history. We
opened this essay by describing Nathan ben Yehiel’s
Arukh as a kind of signature of Italian-Jewish culture
because it exemplified three recurrent themes: the
longevity of Jewish residence and culture in Italy, the
role this community played in the mediation and cor-
relation of Jewish and non-Jewish cultures, and its
function as a channel of idcas and values to other
Jewish communities.

These same themes arc also central to a critical ap-
praisal of Italian-Jewish civilization written by the late
historian Isaiah Sonne morce than sixty years ago.™ In
this seminal Hebrew cssay Sonne arrived at the nega-
tive conclusion that Italian Jewry was unique among
Jewish communities in lacking a clear definition of
itself and a unified character. Throughout its long
history it was always a hostelry or satellite for the
development of cultural forms that had originated elsc-
where, in such communities as Palestine, Babylonia,
or Spain. Thus Italy was primarily a receptacle, a
dumping ground, and at best, a mosaic of diverse
Jewish life-styles and idcologics. It was consistently
passive and dependent on other cultural centers for the
infusion of new ideas; it could never stand on its own
two feet. And because it could never assert its indepen-
dence or leave its individual stamp on Jewish civiliza-
tion, it was thoroughly tolcrant of everything. In Italy
there was never extremism or fanaticism among Jews.
Since Italian-Jewish culture was essentially formless
and directionless, individual writers and thinkers were
left the license to create as they saw fit. In a commu-
nity lacking a coherent collective identity, multiple ex-
pressions of individual creativity naturally abounded.



Sonne’s stimulating and repercussive essay 1s cer-
tainly in nced of some modification and reformulation
as we reflect on the legacy of Italian Jews more than a
half-century later and with the hindsight of an abun-
dance of new historical research in Italy, Israel, En-
gland, and the United States on that legacy. By way of
a general conclusion to this essay, only two comments
arc in order: the first, historical; the second, a rumina-
tion on contemporary Jewish culture.

To the contemporary historian Sonne’s perceptive
analysis lacks sufficient perspective. It underestimates
the most banal observation that the cultural life of any
minority was simultancously shaped by its own in-
ternal traditions and by the forces of its external envi-
ronment. Jewish culture emerged differently in Italy
because Italy was diffcrent from other European com-
munities. Italian Jews in some respects were simply a
smaller reflection of a larger cultural configuration
shaped by its geography, its political instability, its
centrality as a marketplace of goods and services, its
relatively poor agricultural resources, and its linguistic
and cultural diversity. In almost every respect Sonne
emphasizes cultural, social, and political traits of Italian
Jews that were shared by their Italian neighbors. This
should not imply that Italian-Jewish history can be re-
duced to a mere bisection of Italian history without
due consideration of its uniquely Jewish religious and
cultural patterns.” Since Sonne laid greater emphasis
on the internal connections of Italian Jewry to other
Jewries, however, a more solid anchoring of his sub-
ject in Italian history might sharpen the focus of the
essay.

My second rcaction is of a different sort. Sonne’s
negative cvaluation of the cultural legacy of Italian
Jewry betrays, at least to this observer, a value judg-
ment on his part. Sonne obviously admired strong-
willed, independent, homogenous, and well-defined
Jewish cultures: the clarity of the Babylonian legal
tradition or the originality of Hispanic-Jewish culture.
Dependence, disunity, and varicty undermine the co-
hesive energy that makes a vibrant culture for Sonne.
Undoubtedly such a rigorous assertion reveals some-
thing other than a descriptive reading of the historical
past. Alternatively might we define these unique qual-
itics of Italian Jewry in a positive rather than a negative
light? In absorbing diverse Jewish and non-Jewish cul-
tural forms and creatively molding them into con-
stantly novel configurations, in patiently tolerating
diversity and discord, in channeling idcas and values
from one place to another as an entrepdt and clear-

inghousc of merchandise, and in allowing individuality
to blossom within a framework of communal consen-
sus, [talian Jewry was expressing its own vitality, its
own creativity. Perhaps the function of mediating and
corrclating, of translating one universe of discourse
into another, is not so passive, so unspectacular an
achicvement as Sonne would have it. From the per-
spective of the postmodern world in which we live,
one of diverse cultural life-styles and values where no
single ideology reigns supreme but where bitter ac-
rimony and extremism hold sway, the image of Italian
Jewry scems refreshingly appealing. Perhaps in its
quiet sanity and dignified restraint, in its mutual re-
spect and tolerance for competing and dissenting par-
tics, and in its harmonizing and integrative capacities,
can be located not only the essential legacy of Italian-
Jewish civilization but also its enduring significance for
contemporary culture.
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Fig. 15. Haggadah (Judeo-Italian Issuc), Venice, 1609,
The Library of The Jewish Theological Seminary of
America, New York (cat. no. 77)



Interior of the Tempio Israclitico, Florence, 1874-1882
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