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This volume on the Jews of Italy is unique in so far as it is the first volume in the series Jewish Communities in
the East in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries that deals with a European community, which maintained
close ties with the surrounding Christian society. This community was included in the series thanks to its
affinity to other Mediterranean communities from the early Middle Ages until the end of the twentieth
century. Contact between the Jews of Italy and their surroundings has found expression in the contents of
the chapters of the book that discuss the influence of European culture, politics and religion, the Catholic
Church and the Jews, synagogue architecture after emancipation and the Jews during the Fascist period.
Even though this volume, like the others in the series, focuses on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
it was impossible to ignore the fact that the beginning of the Italian Jewish tradition stems from the days
of the Roman Empire. The weakening of the empire and its dissolution in late antiquity led the Jews to
settle mainly in the southern parts of the Italian peninsula and Sicily, where they came into contact with
Byzantine, Arabic, Norman and Latin traditions. To this long continuum should be added the ceaseless
migrations from the Jewish Diaspora to Italy. These characteristics contributed significantly to the political,
economic and cultural infrastructure of Italian Jewry and their influence is notable even in the time frame
of this volume.
The wealth of traditions absorbed by Italian Jewry found expression in a number of areas of life described in
the volume, for example in the chapters dealing with the life cycle, the yearly cycle, Judeo-Italian language and
dialects, music and synagogue life, painting, synagogue architecture, education and literature. The abundance
of documentation on Italian Jewry is impressive and reveals continuous traditions in communal life from
the late Middle Ages until the twentieth century. This continuity did not necessarily mean acceptance of
past traditions – it involved both acceptance and rejection of earlier traditions. For example the musical
traditions of the Jews of Italy today include elements from the surrounding environment together with
orally-transmitted family traditions that underwent transformations in the course of the emancipation,
adapting them to new cultural norms and the musical and aesthetic taste of the Jewish bourgeoisie.
The turning point in the history of the Jews of Italy was the process of emancipation and integration of
the Jews into emerging Italian nationalism (the Risorgimento) and the formation of the modern state. This
process had many facets: changes of employment and economic activity; weakening of Jewish education
and integration into the Italian school system; decrease in the use of Hebrew and eventual loss of its
knowledge; new patterns of marriage and child-bearing; intermarriage and the gradual leaving of the
community that resulted from it; engaging in modern art unrelated to the Jewish art of previous centuries.
This process is described in some of the chapters as the weakening of the Jewish communities in Italy.
However, throughout the book other aspects of emancipation are also brought to the fore in which it
enriched Jewish life significantly: in the arts, historiography, synagogue life, journalism, exposure to Gentile
literature and more. Emancipation also awoke Italian Jews to the need of re-defining their Jewish identity.
This new definition took into account their new status as citizens with equal rights, requiring them to
abandon former frameworks for new social and cultural ones.
An understanding of the process of change that emancipation initiated is possible only on the basis of
familiarity with the basis from which the Jews engaged in the process of political and cultural integration
into the Italian state, that is the ghetto period. Two centuries and more of ghetto life in most of the central
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cities of Italy, in Rome and north of Rome, created a mental, religious and communal basis because
of which most of Italian Jewry regarded emancipation favorably and saw in it a process of liberation.
The ghetto was far from being only a closed geographical space, generally crowded and unhygienic,
transmitting to the Jews a sense of alienation and confinement. Within the ghetto Jewish life functioned,
and its phenomenal achievements stand out in the chapters of the book, for example in Jewish art, in the
various Judeo-Italian dialects, customs, family traditions and liturgy. All of these created a rich and varied
cultural fabric since every community had its own religious and cultural traditions. However, internal
migrations in the course of the nineteenth century, mainly from smaller communities to larger cities,
led to the disappearance of these traditions. Some of them were documented in their very last years,
for example in the ethno-musicological work of Leo Levy, in which the informants who recorded their
liturgical poetry for him were the last generation to know the songs.
The transition of Italian Jewry from life in the traditional framework of pre-emancipation to that
of citizens with equal rights, at least in theory, was a gradual process and far less crisis-laden than that
of communities in other European countries. Consequently we do not encounter in Italy a movement
parallel to the Enlightenment of German Jewry or institutional reform justifying radical changes in
Jewish ceremonies or religious concepts. The transition was easier mainly because from the sixteenth
century, and afterwards in the ghettos of major cities, the curriculum of the Jews of Italy included general
studies that integrated knowledge in the areas of language and culture of their non-Jewish neighbors.
If the history of the Jews of Italy were to be told on one foot, unquestionably the community that tells
the story would be that of Rome. The oldest community was there, close to the capital of the empire and
eventually to the seat of the popes. It was to this community that others from all over Italy turned for
help and intervention in the course of the Renaissance and the early modern times, and even from all over
Europe in the Middle Ages. A ghetto was established in Rome during the Counter-Reformation, and the
Jews of the Roman ghetto were exposed to pressure to convert and forced to listen to Christian preaching.
Life in proximity to the pope provided the Jews a degree of security, but the price they paid for that was
life with incessant restrictions and remaining in the ghetto to a late date – its walls were torn down only
towards the end of the nineteenth century. To this day the community of Rome symbolizes Italian Jewish
tradition and it is not by chance that the liturgical tradition of Italian Jewry is called "the Roman Rite".
The ghetto, a pitiful and neglected place until the end of World War II, and even later, has recently been
refurbished and transformed into an attractive place of recreation, not for Jews alone. The move of schools
into the former ghetto area makes it possible to see young Jews coming out of schools and to hear the
Judeo-Roman dialect which has maintained its vitality better than other Italian-Jewish dialects.
The Italian communities suffered from persecution and ostracism under fascist rule, and towards the
end of World War II, when Nazi Germany occupied Italy, nearly one quarter of the Jews were murdered.
The memory of the Shoah is never far from the mind of the Jews of Italy today.
With great pleasure and deep appreciation I would like to thank all those who contributed to the
publication of this volume. First of all to the authors of the chapters, who contributed their knowledge; to
the professional staff of the Ben-Zvi Institute and the Ministry of Education, who followed the progress of
the volume: Prof. Yom Tov Assis, chairman of the Institute, who advised, guided and chaired the steering
committee with wisdom; to members of the steering committee: Dr. Miriam Frenkel, who served as
Deputy Chair of the Institute during most of the time the book was in preparation, Mr. Michael Glatzer,
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the Academic Secretary of the Institute, who read all the chapters and provided important technical
assistance in the production, Prof. Nahem Ilan, Prof. Haggai Ben-Shammai, Mr. Moshe Zafrani, Dr.
Haim Saadoun, Mr. Adi Ofer and Prof. Shalom Sabar, who contributed from their experience with
edifying comments. My deepest appreciation goes to the staff who worked on the volume: Ms. Naama
Shai-Katrieli, coordinator of the series, who navigated the work tirelessly and intelligently between all the
many factors involved in the production and was also responsible for the photographic research – itself
not a simple task; Ms. Yael Aizic, the research assistant, whose diligence and broad knowledge have left
their mark on every line in the book; Mr. Ilan Steinberg, who translated chapters from Italian; Dr. Gitit
Holzman, who translated chapters from English; Prof. Michael Ryzhik, who worked on the transcription
from Italian with precision; Ms. Dafna Lavi and Mr. Yair Adiel, for the editing of the Hebrew text; and
the graphic artist Ms. Tal Pockard-Tsalel, who gave the volume its fine appearance.
Most of the chapters in the volume were written by Italian scholars. This is not coincidental, but reflects
the burgeoning of study of Jewish life in contemporary Italy. The small number of Israeli scholars who
contributed to the book is also not accidental, but testifies to the marginality of Italian Jewish studies
in Israel today. I wish to take this opportunity to call for a renewal of research on this subject in Israel,
hoping that the results will enable us to learn about additional aspects of this special community.
										
										

Roni Weinstein
Jerusalem 2012
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