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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation considers the relationship between religious 

policy and liberal reform in Italy after the Congress of Vienna in 1815 by 

examining how the royal and civic administrations in the newly restored 

kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont grappled with the enforcement of 

religious policies governing the Jewish corporate community in the 

1820s. It argues that modem state formation in Restoration Piedmont 

was the product of struggles between the state and various corporate 

interests over the direction and enforcement of Jewish policies designed 

to expropriate Jewish-owned properties. The failure to implement Jewish 

policies, including among other laws, prohibitions against property 

ownership and enforced ghettoization, resulted in a series of legislative 

debates that eventually culminated in Jewish emancipation by 1848. 

First, this study considers the negotiations between the papacy and 

the Savoyard state over the forced sale of Jewish-owned property and the 

secularization of formerly ecclesiastical properties. Related issues 

discussed include debates surrounding the forced baptism and kidnapping 

of Jewish children in Genoa, revealing ways in which the church 

attempted to assert its power in the neo-absolutist state. Second, this 

dissertation examines processes involved in state-directed ghettoization, 
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demonstrating tliat "ghetto" policies served as a means to expand Jewish 

real estate investment in Piedmont rather than confine and restrict Jewish 

business activities. In the 1820s, Jewish family firms emerged as allies of 

the state as revealed in a case study of the Jewish silk manufacturing firm 

of David Levi e figli. Evidence relating to the study of Jewish-Christian 

relations in Piedmont include debates over the hiring of female Christian 

servants in the ghetto and Christian tenants' leasing from Jewish 

landlords suggest that the revival of ancien regime Jewish laws were 

inapplicable. In the end, by exploring specific patterns within the Jewish 

legal appeal process and debates that ensued, these research findings 

provide a new way of modelling the constitutional and institutional 

transformations that emerged in the Savoyard state as it struggled to 

establish hegemony in the decades following French Imperial rule. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Rethinking Italian-Jewish Relations in the Risorgimento 

This dissertation is an attempt to understand the relationship 

between religious policy and liberal reform in Italy after the Congress of 

Vienna in 1815 by examining how the royal and civic administrations in 

the newly restored kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont grappled with the 

enforcement of religious policies governing the Jewish community in the 

1820s, a process that culminated in the legal and civil emancipation of 

Jews by 1848.' It is concerned with how changes in the Savoyard 

government's policies regulating Jewish life affected the crown's 

attitudes toward the church, the nobility and other corporate groups and 

moreover, what the failure to implement policies to confiscate Jewish-

owned property and reimpose ghettoization laws among other 

prohibitions reveal about the neo-absolutist political culture of the 

' On Jewish policies in Piedmont during the Restoration, see Giorgina Arian Levi and Giulio Disegni, 
Fuori dal Ghetto: II1848 degli ebrei (Rome: Riuniti, 1998); On Jewish policy in the history of the 
Savoyard state see Mario Anfossi, Gli ebrei in Piemonte. Loro condizione giuridico-sociale dal 1430 
all'emancipazione (Torino: Anfossi, 1914); For a documentary history of Jews in Piedmont to the 
French Revolution see Renata Segre. The Jews in Piedmont Volume One (Jerusalem: The Israel 
Academy of Sciences and Humanities and Tel Aviv University, 1986), pp. 74-5; On ghettoization, see 
Arturo Carlo Jemolo Gli ebrei piemontese e ilghetto intorno al 1835-40. (Torino: Atti dell'Accademia 
delle Science di Torino, 1952). In English, there have been no separate monographs written specifically 
on the Jews of Piedmont in the Restoration period. The subject of the emancipation of the Jews of 
Piedmont, however, has been discussed in an essay by Dan V. Segre, "The Emancipation of the Jews of 
Italy," in Paths of Emancipation: Jews, States and Citizenship, eds. Ira Katznelson and Pierre 
Bimbaum (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 206-37. 
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Savoyard monarchy under the arch-conservative King Carlo Felice 

(1821-1831). It opens the subject by studying the relationship between 

administrative policy reform at the height of Savoyard reaction in the 

1820s and the sustained appeals for and granting of special privileges to 

members of the Jewish corporate community by the royal courts. By 

exploring specific patterns within the Jewish legal appeal process, my 

research findings provide a new way of modelling the constitutional and 

institutional transformations that emerged in the Savoyard state as it 

struggled to establish hegemony in the decades following French Imperial 

rule. 

Rethinking the relationship between religious policy and neo-

absolutist state forms must take into account ways in which church 

leaders, merchant guilds and local power brokers interacted with the 

Jewish corporation on multiple levels. I argue that modem state 

formation in Restoration Piedmont was the product of struggles between 

the state and various corporate interests over the direction and 

enforcement of Jewish policies designed to expropriate Jewish-owned 

properties. The outcome of the processes involved in crafting Jewish 

policy and implementing laws in Piedmont influenced the shifting 

coalitions among corporate groups that would eventually coalesce into a 

basis for liberal political restructuring in pre-unification Italy. My work, 
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thus opens a significant front in the effort at modelhng the relationship 

between Restoration and Risorgimento, one that is more historically 

resonant by reflecting on the reconstitution of the Italian Jewish corporate 

community following Napoleonic rule. As such, it is a direct attempt to 

move away from trends in the historiography that make artificial 

separations between state and civil society obscuring thereby the web of 

corporate politics inherent in liberal state formation in modem Europe. 

Religious Policy and Liberal Reform in a Neo-Absolutist State 

In much of the literature on administrative policy reform in modem 

Italy, less emphasis is placed on study of the consequences of religious 

policies on state formation after the Napoleonic period, mainly because 

the role and influence of the Vatican had been greatly diminished.^ The 

restoration of the Catholic Church in the Italian states after the Congress 

of Vienna in 1814-5, with the exception of Piedmont, Tuscany, Lucca, 

and the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, was followed by the papacy's 

unsuccessfiil attempts to conclude concordati granting the Church, 

^ Ironically, in his settlement with the Papacy under the Concordat of 1801, Napoleon actually 
enhanced papal authority. His policy, an example of raison d'etat, compensated the Pope for the 
French government's program of secularizing church properties. In addition, it gave the Church rights 
such as the power to appoint bishops that were not granted by any Restoration state under the 
concordats drawn up after the Congress of Vienna in 1814. see Owen Chadwick, The Popes and 
European Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), pp. 508-512; the most up-to-date discussion is 
in Nicholas Atkin and Frank Tallett, Priests, Prelates and People: A History of European Catholicism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 83. 
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among other privileges, the right to reclaim confiscated properties and 

control clerical appointments. Even though all Italian states restored 

Christian doctrinal laws against heresy, polygamy, and blasphemy, these 

were introduced primarily as necessary strategies to mobilize support and 

re-establish institutions of governance rather than as concessions to papal 

power. I use the term "institutions of governance" here within the 

context of the new institutional economics informed by works on 

economics and state-corporate organization"^ and focused on analyzing the 

"incentive structures of governance"^ including the enacting of laws and 

the allocation of property rights. In particular, corporate forms including 

among other types of organizations, family firms, provide us with an 

essential key to analyzing the ways in which gradual changes took place 

after the Vienna Settlement. In the case of Piedmontese governing 

institutions, considered by historians as the most "reactionary" 

administration among Italian Restoration states,^ matters of religious 

policy and the survival strategies of Jewish family firms assumed a 

^ Ratifications of concordats in the Italian states included Piedmont (1817), Tuscany (1817), the 
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies (1821) and Lucca (1826). 

Among the key contributions to the development of the field see Douglass C. North, Institutions, 
Institutional Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
' Todd Sandler uses the term "incentive structures of governance" in this way. See Todd Sandler, 
Economic Concepts for the Social Sciences (Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p.99. 
^ On the nature of reaction in the kingdom of Sardinia and political organization in Restoration 
Piedmont see Narcisco Nada, II Piemonte sabaudo: Dal period napoleonico al Risorgimento 
(Turin : UTET, 1993). 
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central role in the development of political and economic structures 

within the state. 

Historically, under the ancien regime, the Savoyard monarchs 

were reputed for maintaining their independence from Rome, adopting a 

series of anti-clerical measures and restricting most forms of papal 

interference into the affairs of state. "For Victor Amadeus II," as 

Geoffrey Symcox explains, "the central issue at stake was that of state 

power, or the incursion of the Church into matters that he felt belonged to 

secular jurisdiction."^ Although the King took away ecclesiastical 

immunities in certain areas, when it came to negotiating with the state the 

Church was most successful in demanding that the government toughen 

up its policies against Jews and the Protestant Waldensians; matters in 

which "legal" jurisdiction was less clear-cut. In these negotiations 

between church and state, centuries-old canon law arguments concerning 

the separation of Jews and Christians, among other issues, gave the 

Church a necessary form of leverage to counter the monarchy's 

aggressive and sustained assaults on ecclesiastical privilege. After 1814, 

the Catholic Church would continue to claim legal jurisdiction in all 

' Geoffrey Symcox, Victor Amadeus II: Absolutism in the Savoyard State, 1675-1730 (London: Hudson 
and Thames, 1983): p.127. 
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matters pertaining to the regulation and enforcement of Jewish policies as 

a bargaining basis to test its power within the neo-absolutist state. 

The period between the end of the ancien regime and the 

restoration is critical to our understanding of the changes in the state's 

patterns of accommodation with the Church over religious policy. With 

the invasion of French troops in Piedmont in 1797, the centuries-old basis 

that constituted the Church's privileged corporate status within the legal 

and institutional framework of ancien regime was dismantled. Under 

Napoleonic rule, the elimination of the religious orders and the forced 

sale of ecclesiastical properties weakened the Catholic Church both 

politically and economically despite the compensations it received as 

granted under the terms of the Concordat of 1801. With the defeat of 

Napoleon in 1814, the papacy had renewed hope that the staunchly 

Catholic Savoyard monarchs would boost its power base within the 

Restoration state by reclaiming former ecclesiastical properties, one of, if 

not, the most important issue in the Vatican's new diplomatic agenda. 

Although the trauma of the French Revolution and Napoleonic 

occupation shaped a political vision among the rulers of the House of 

Savoy and its leading aristocratic families that was characterized by a 

more intense outward devotion to royal absolutism and the Catholic 
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Church than in previous centuries, it did not necessarily mean that 

religious policies could or would be implemented fully. 

To test their privilege and power within the neo-absolutist state, 

from 1814 to 1848, Vatican representatives, archbishops and parish 

priests alike challenged the Savoyard state on its administration of policy 

to confiscate Jewish-owned properties specifically, yet we know little 

about the actual nature of these disputes, when and how they emerged 

and were resolved. This study aims to contribute in part to understanding 

these disputes by examining the local-national interactions that 

constituted them. First, I consider the Vatican's ability to direct and 

control the enforcement of religious policies concerning the Jewish 

corporate community as they emerged in diplomatic negotiations between 

church and state in the early 1820s, the period that coincided with 

election of Pope Leone II in 1823. Second, and to understand better the 

mechanisms of state intervention, I examine specific conflicts between 

Jewish communal leaders and ecclesiastical authorities at the local level 

over the regulation and expropriation of Jewish-owned properties 

acquired under Napoleonic rule as they emerge in appeals to the 

Savoyard courts. Third, I trace the ways in which strategies used by 

Jewish family firms to survive oppressive canon law prohibitions 

produced different state-economy relations from those at the beginning of 
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the Restoration. As my research findings of court records reveal, the 

Savoyard royal administration granted almost every request made by 

members of the Jewish community to maintain formerly ecclesiastical 

properties, all of which served to undermine the Church's authority 

within the changing institutional environment of the Restoration state. 

Conflicts between church, state and commune over the Savoyard 

administration's failure to implement Jewish policies, in particular the 

redistributing of property rights, were also key factors in the process that 

produced the ideologies of Piedmontese state liberalism as it emerged by 

the 1830s and 1840s, and as it was understood by such liberal thinkers as 

g 
the economist Carlo Cattaneo among others. The issue of enforcing 

Jewish policy was an integral part of the process of political and 

economic reorganization within Piedmont and is, therefore, also intrinsic 

to our understanding of the "modernity" of the future Italian state itself. 

Nevertheless, traditional historical accounts of Italian state formation that 

conventionally have asserted the importance of the cultural construction 

of the Italian nation by political theorists, do not discuss the political 

^ Carlo Cattaneo. Interdizioni Israelitiche (Torino: Guilio Einaudi editore, 1962, 1987), originally 
published as "Ricerche economiche sulle interdizione imposte dalle legge civile agli Israeliti," in Scritti 
economici, (Florence: Le Mounnier, 1836). One of the most outspoken of contemporary voices, 
Cattaneo, the Milanese liberal economist and journalist who supported federalist ideas was a lifelong 
opponent of the Piedmontese monarchy. His well known writings on economic progress included an 
essay on the right of Jewish French citizens to own land in parts of Switzerland where Jews were 
prohibited from owning property, also called for the end to prohibitions against Jewish property 
ownership as policies that did not serve in the best interests of progress. See Clara Maria Lovett, Carlo 
Cattaneo and the Politics of the Risorgimento, 1820-1860 (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1972). 
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debates over Jewish policies that took place in the Savoyard state in the 

1820s.^ Until recently, as Michael Broers has pointed out, the 

predominant Risorgimento narratives have been written in the tradition of 

the Destra Storica, the "party of movement," ignoring the role of the 

Savoyard monarchy and its administration as leading factors in the 

relation between region and state in the shaping of Italian liberal 

politics.''^ "Its [Piedmont's] internal history," Broers writes, "has simply 

been neglected, and with it the essence of the period for it was the Right 

and not the 'party of movement' that dominated government and shaped 

politics of the half-century between 1814 and 1848."" This has meant 

that Risorgimento historians in general tend to attribute a more crucial 

role to the study of liberal transformation after 1848—an approach which 

has led us away from understanding the complex internal relations among 

corporate communities that enabled the "re-formation" of a consensus for 

reform in the first place. It is to sharpening this perspective that the 

present work seeks to contribute. 

The highly politicized debates of "progress and reaction" in Risorgimento historiography beginning 
with the divergent views of Benedetto Croce and Antonio Gramsci created an artificially-constructed 
historical memory that continued to inform divisions between liberal and Marxist historians writing in 
the post-1945 period. For an overview of the historiography on the Risorgimento in the construction of 
modern Italian history see Lucy Riall, The Italian Risorgimento, State, society and national unification. 
(London and New York, Routledge 1999). 

Michael Broers, "The Restoration in Piedmont-Sardinia, 1814-1848: Variations on Reaction." in. 
Napoleon's Legacy: Problems of Government in Restoration Europe, eds, David Laven and Lucy Riall 
(Oxford: Berg, 2000), pp. 151-167. 
" Ibid., p. 151. 



21 

My own approach places internal relations among Piedmontese 

corporate communities at the fore by studying the course of actions and 

counteractions that led to what appears to be a series of Jewish policy 

12 "failures" in the royal administration. A focus on the reassessment of 

administration and policy issues in Piedmont after Napoleon's defeat in 

1814 follows recent trends in the study of modem Italy that emphasize 

what Lucy Riall identifies as the "sources of instability in the 

'reactionary' Restoration states—administrative modernization, relations 

between center and periphery, and relations between state and civil 

society."'^ This approach considers the ways in which attempts at 

bureaucratic centralization created disputes at the local level, among other 

issues, over the allocation of resources and the exercise of regional 

autonomy, separating newer scholarship from older explanations of 

Italian unification in which the politics of a national-minded intelligentsia 

triumphed over foreign domination and the church. These newer works 

reach the conclusion that the idea of a so-called "resurgent" Italy had 

more to do with the domestic politics of the Risorgimento concerning 

problems created by attempts to revive older forms of local law and 

custom than it did with acceptance or rejection of foreign ideas. In so 

For a general history of Jewish policy and Jews of Italy, see Attilio Milano Storia degli Ebrei in 
Italia (Turin, Einaudi, 1963). 

Lucy Riall, The Italian Risorgimento, p. 17. 
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doing, recent historiographical trends place an emphasis on studying 

earlier decades during the Restoration period.''* They diverge from the 

older histories of Italian unification by "liberal" historians like Rosario 

Romeo, Raymond Grew and others who focused their attention on the 

role of political elites, "public" opinion and the ideologies of democratic 

leadership in the 1850s and 1860s.'^ Moreover, in these works, the 

conservative alliance between throne and altar in Restoration Piedmont 

remains unquestioned. By presenting a less static account of relations 

between church and state, my study of Piedmont reveals the weaknesses 

of such narratives, demonstrating that the conservatism of the most 

reactionary of Restoration administrations should not be taken for 

granted. 

Up until now historians of modem Italian bureaucracy have 

preferred to open the subject of the role of state policy in the Restoration 

by studying the workings of the "administrative monarchies" of the 

Bourbon South and Austrian Italy.In contrast to the rulers of the 

Savoyard state, the "foreign-supported" managers of these 

Ibid., pp. 11-29. For an overview of Restoration historiography. 
Raymond Grew, A Sterner Plan for Italian Unity: The National Society in the Risorgimento 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963); Clara M. Lovett, The Democratic Movement in Italy 
1830-1876 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982); Rosario Romeo, Dal Piemonte sabauda al 
Italia liberale (Bari: Laterza, 1974) ;Kent R. Greenfield, Economics and Liberalism in the 
Risorgimento: A Study of Nationalism in Lombardy, I8I4-I848 (Baltimore: John Hopkins, 1934); 

For an overview of administrative issues see John Davis (ed). Italy in the Nineteenth Century 
(Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2000). 



administrations sought openly to reconcile or "amalgamate" the more 

efficient apparatus of Napoleonic bureaucracy with the Old Regime 

system. They did so by using, among other conservative reforms, so-

called "progressive" policies to administer law and order and levy taxes. 

The patterns of reaction and progress were, however, connected in far 

more complex ways and were far different from state to state than these 

older histories suggested. We still know too little about the differences in 

monarchical states and the methods they used to establish domestic 

hegemonies. The Savoyard style of stati monarchici, "whose relevance 

to history has still yet to be elucidated," as Narcisco Nada argues, was 

"profoundly different" from other types of monarchical models of the 

Restoration.'^ 

Nada's assessments are based on two important observations. 

First, he points to the Savoyard state's unique geographical location on 

the map of Europe. Placed strategically at the historical crossroads of the 

French and Austrian empires, with the emergence of Savoyard absolutism 

in the seventeenth century, the monarchy used its position as a bargaining 

advantage to gain territory and political allies.'^ Since the House of 

" Narcisco Nada, II Piemonte sabaudo dal periodo Napoleonico al Risorgimento (Turin: UTET, 1993) 
p. 115. According to Nada, the institutional "styles" of the European monarchical states include: 
1) Constitutional monarchies, 2) Enlightened absolutism, and 3) Paternalistic monarchies or Arbitrary-
despotic monarchies. 
'^Ibid., p. 117. 
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Savoy was acutely aware of the need to maintain its niche in the new 

balance of power after the Congress of Vienna, its diplomatic relations 

with other states was a top priority, the consequence of which was the 

government's notoriously shifting stance with regard to religious polices 

when and where it may have served in the monarchy's best interest. 

Second, Nada states that the administrative monarchies of the newly 

restored kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont were faced with a difficult 

situation "where there was absolutely no separation between the 

executive, legislative and judicial powers causing more conftision among 

government fiinctionaries in the Savoyard state than in any of the other 

Italian states."'^ He argues that difficulties in maintaining the boundaries 

between the institutions of state developed into an "arbitrary" 

administrative style governed less by the strict rule of law but rather by 

"paternalistic interventions" doled out in royal dispensations and other 

incentives.^'^ My work presents a concrete case study of the Savoyard 

administrative style by exploring the content and aims of such 

dispensations granted in appeals to members of the Piedmontese Jewish 

community to circumvent laws calling for property confiscation. The 

granting of Jewish privileges to the Savoyard courts draw our attention 

" Ibid. 
20 Tu:^ 
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not only to the Jewish experience but to official and popular attitudes 

towards the Jewish community in Restoration Piedmont. 

Prospects for Change: 
Re-conceptualizing the Liberal Project for Jewish History 

In modem Jewish history, it is often generally assumed that official 

and popular attitudes towards Jews served as the "barometer" to measure 

the success or failure of liberal politics. As one scholar sums it up, "The 

01 
fate of the Jews was tied to the fortunes of Liberalism." The argument 

that follows from this is that as pessimism about modernity in the second 

half of the nineteenth century became more acute, political despair and 

collective paranoia grew, resulting in a rejection of liberal values and a 

new tolerance for anti-Semitic attitudes that increased after the First 

World War. To mobilize and prepare the way for political support 

against the liberal camp, among other indictments, nationalists vilified 

Jews as beneficiaries of liberal policies and "over-represented" in certain 

22 trades and professions. The best accounts of modem anti-Semitism 

look inside the social formation of such allegations; however, the worst 

narratives in Jewish historiography suggest both implicitly and explicitly 

Peter Pulzer, The Rise of Political Antisemitism in Germany and Austria (Cambridge MA.; Harvard 
University Press, 1988, revised edition) 

Vicki Caron, Between France and Germany: The Jews of Alsace-Lorraine, 1871-1918 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1988); Jacob Katz, ed. Toward Modernity: the European Jewish Model 
(New Brunswick; Transaction Books, 1987; David Sorkin, The Transformation of German Jewry, 
1780-1840. (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987) 
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that nationalist factions appropriated the metaphor of "the Jew" within 

political discourse to unleash what they perceive to be a latent fury 

associated with "pathological" anti-Semitism. The general 

interpretation of the role of Jews in liberal politics among Jewish 

historians is that there is a direct and permanent connection between the 

intensification of anti-Semitism and the rejection of the liberal order in 

nineteenth and twentieth century European society; in other words, in 

these works "anti-liberalism" is interchangeable with "anti-Semitism." 

Such pairings rob us of coming to terms with an actual historical 

understanding of the "Jewishness" of European liberalism, not in terms of 

an imposed acceptance or rejection of a racial or religious identity, but 

rather located within the set of social arrangements and relations that 

defined Jewish corporate politics within local and national contexts. 

Thus, my attempt here is to understand Jews not only as individual 

civil actors but also as the members of a corporate group that operated 

within the context of the shifting and interdependent coalitions created by 

The psychoanalysis of anti-Semitism goes back to Freud's Der Mann Moses und die monoteistische 
Religion (1939) which spawned a vast literature in the 1940s, dealing with among other themes the 
psychoanalyses of the relationship between anti-Semitism and Fascism (Fenichel, 1940, 1946, Adomo 
and Horkhelmer, 1946, 1947), the "neuropsychosis of German culture" (Saussure 1943, Lowenfeld, 
1947) and dynamics between Jews and Gentiles (Bettleheim 1947, 1951, Ackerman and Jahoda, 1948) 
In the 1950s and 1960s, new "psycho-historical" approaches focused on the analysis of anti-Semitism, 
and the rise of totalitarianism (Arendt, 1951), a period that coincided with the emergence of Holocaust 
studies and the literature on victimization,. In the 1970s and 1980s, scholars moved away from 
psychological analyses of anti-Semitism and focused their research on studies on the subject of Jewish 
assimilation churning out a catalog of emancipation studies which I have cited elsewhere. By the 
1990s, Jewish historiography had begun to revert back to the older Freudian analyses of Jewish-
Christian and Jewish-German relations; among them Daniel Goldhagen's allegedly new "cultural 
cognitive models" of anti-Semitism (1996) stands out as a much-debated example. 
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State-regional relations. Since there has been a tendency to dismiss 

investigating corporate politics in Jewish historiography and to focus 

instead on topics dealing with Jewish ethnicity, identity and religious 

continuity, we understand little about the underlying structural dynamics 

of the so-called liberal "barometric" rise and fall. Originally, I started 

this project seeking to understand the role of Jewish family firms in the 

liberalization processes that led to their emancipation in Italy and to 

understand as well the reasons that the Jews of Piedmont, in particular, 

achieved such high political positions under Cavour, and later, in the first 

Italian Republic. By investigating the hurdles that Piedmontese Jews had 

to overcome as well as the latter's importance to state policymakers in 

1820s and 1830s, I realized I had arrived at an alternative model of 

emancipation^"^ where Jewish strategic intervention into administrative 

policymaking (not attitudes toward Jews per se) became one of the 

constituent elements in the formation of the Italian liberal project itself. 

My approach, however, is problematic if one assumes that any 

analysis of the Jewish condition rests solely on Jews' victim status. 

Research shows that such analytical frameworks still remain enormous 

obstacles to writing a history of modem Jewry that does not engage either 

It has generally been assumed that the "second" emancipation of Italian Jewry should be subsumed 
under the "French model" and as such, does not merit being an independent object of study. 



28 

explicitly or implicitly with the rupture in Jewish-European social 

relations in the twentieth century and the destruction of European Jewry 

that followed. These teleological histories, I argue, obscure many of the 

circumstances surrounding the ever-changing partisan engagements of 

politically-organized Jewish communities in the struggle between liberal 

and conservative parties in emergent national restructurings. Therefore, 

those who are seeking a narrative of Jewish modernity in which "anti-

Semitism raises its ugly head" or in which "the march of enlightened 

progress tears down ghetto walls" will be disappointed by this 

monograph. On the whole, I have avoided discussing the social and 

political relations that engendered Jewish policy shifts in terms of 

"reaction and progress," "tradition and modernity," the "religious" and 

the "secular," dichotomies that still dominate so much of Jewish history 

writing. These abstract categories upon which modem Jewish identities 

hang, straddled somewhere between tolerance and rejection, carmot begin 

to capture the complexities of the concrete institutional forms and varied 

intentions and strategies that shaped the shifting alliances between Jewish 

communal structures and other corporate interests within any particular 

process of state formation. 

What interests me in this work is the numerous questions that a 

reassessment of the administration of religious policies governing Jews in 
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Piedmont raises about the empirical and conceptual problems concerning 

"Jewish questions" in the comparative analysis of European national 

movements. Second, I am concerned with the processes that led to the 

changing status of the Jews in the Savoyard state after the Congress of 

Vienna. How did the House of Savoy, the most conservative, staunchly 

Catholic, anti-Jewish monarchy on the peninsula become the first rulers 

in Italy to grant emancipation to the members of the Jewish community? 

At the same time, what can failures to implement restrictive Jewish 

policies tell us about the motivation of the rulers and the limits of 

reaction, and finally, to what extent were politically-organized Jews 

involved in these issues? In my research, I pay close attention to such 

intended and unintended consequences of oppressive policies as forced 

ghettoization and the prohibition of Jewish property ownership and I ask 

ftirther; what can negotiations over religious policy issues tell us about 

the way we depict divisions between "state and civil" society in Italy? I 

do not pretend to answer all or any of these questions completely; rather I 

aim to draw attention to the interconnectedness between the construction 

of discourses of "Jewish privilege" found in the appeals themselves, the 

reorganization and redistribution of property rights and the gradual 

crafting of liberal reforms in Restoration Piedmont. 
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This history of "Jewish privilege" begins with the reign of Carlo 

Felice in 1821 who was considered to be the most staunchly Catholic of 

the three Restoration monarchs dedicated to returning the Church to its 

former status within the neo-absolutist hierarchy. By 1823, the papacy 

ordered a comprehensive report on policies concerning the regulation of 

Jewish life and privileges in Piedmont, reflecting their hope that the 

change in the Savoyard monarchy would be of benefit to them in 

asserting their power in the state. The highlights of the report and the 

discussions that took place between Rome and Turin on the conditions 

and enforcement of Savoyard Jewish policy give us a better sense of the 

Church's mission to reclaim properties lost under Napoleonic rule in an 

age when the Vatican's power had become greatly diminished. While 

Catholic modernism is the subject of numerous monographs, only 

recently has the relationship between the restoration of the Papal States 

after the Napoleonic period and the development of attitudes toward Jews 

become an object of independent study. David Kertzer's recent and 

much-discussed work on anti-Jewish legislation in the Restoration period 

focusing on the Papal States argues that modem anti-Semitism that 

culminated in the Holocaust emerged out of the Catholic Church's 

responses to its diminished political position after the Congress of Vienna 
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in 1815.^^ The Church's hostility to the fallout of the Vienna Settlement 

along with the intensifying liberal secular challenge of the Risorgimento 

propelled the papacy to undertake strategic interventions, creating the 

basis for modem Catholic political movements that exported a potent 

variety of anti-Semitic propaganda throughout Europe. 

I agree with Professor Kerzter that we have not recognized the 

importance of the papacy's responses to social and economic 

consequences following the Vienna Settlement, but my research has taken 

me in a different direction. First, I have tried to avoid forcing those 

events that deal with church-state tensions into yet another recent and 

rather unsettling trend that calls for a "moral reckoning" of the papacy's 

silence in speaking out against the Holocaust in the 1930s and 40s, all of 

which has little to do with the specific economic changes and attendant 

social and administrative transformations after the Vienna Settlement. 

However, that is not to say that the intensification of the Church's hostile 

attitudes towards Jews and the Jewish community in nineteenth century 

Italy was of no consequence. Quite the contrary, the development of 

Italian Catholic modernism in the post-Vienna period was without doubt 

shaped by debates dealing with Jewish status, but what do we really know 

David Kertzer, The Popes Against the Jews: The Vatican's Role in the Rise of Modern Antisemitism 
(New York: Alfred Knopf, 2001). 
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about them? By looking at the business and legal disputes between Jews 

and non-Jews on the parish and ghetto levels, my research examines a 

particular category of issues that church leaders faced on the ground. I 

investigate post-Vienna church-state relations primarily by asking: who 

controls policies regulating Jewish life in the Savoyard state? It is this 

question that allows me to chart the jurisdictional disagreements and 

corporate rivalries between Jews and the Church in the chapters that 

follow and has informed the structure of my narrative. Ultimately, I hope 

that my analysis of the failed enforcement of religious policies in the 

kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont will contribute to a deeper understanding 

of the local circumstances and concrete factors that underpinned not only 

papal hostilities but the dynastic ambitions of the House of Savoy during 

a important period of crisis of national legitimation before the 

Risorgimento. 

Discusssion of Sources and Chapter Overview 

For the purpose of this study, I found petitions {suppliche) to the 

Savoyard state from members of the Jewish corporate community and 

legal opinions and recommendations (parere) written by royal 

functionaries and jurists about them, all of which are located in the 

Materie ecclesiastiche of the Savoyard royal courts, an important and 
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valuable source of evidence revealing the specific contexts in which 

Jewish privileges were granted and religious policy adjustments 

eventually took place. My research represents the first systematic study 

of an entire inventory of appeal cases from 1821 to 1831. It should also 

be noted that the Jewish appeals of the Materie Ecclesiatiche from 1814 

to 1848 have never been inventoried; not only did I examine the cases 

and correspondence, but I actually organized and inventoried the archival 

files. While I studied all the files of Jewish appeals for the Restoration 

period (1814-1848), I focused on the reign of King Carlo Felice (1821-

1831) because it coincided with the initial period when Jewish charters 

were set to expire and the sale of Jewish property was scheduled to be 

enforced. This gives us a chance to see and study key events in the 

process of Savoyard liberalization, moments of contest under which the 

re-formulation of ancien regime laws concerning the Jewish minority 

were discussed and modified. 

For most of the decade of Carlo Felice's reign, the royal minister in 

charge of Jewish affairs was Count Gaspard-Jerome Roget de Cholex, the 

Secretary of State for Internal Affairs. Known for his heavy-handed 

management of the judiciary and the justice system after the attempted 
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military coup d'etat against the Savoyard monarchy in 1820 and 1821, 

Roget de Cholex was an important figure in the history of religious policy 

in Piedmont, writing opinions on nearly every Jewish appeal case that 

was presented to the royal courts. He was responsible more than anyone 

for granting privileges to the Jewish community in the 1820s, conceding 

them often despite his tough reputation as the front man for Carlo Felice's 

well-ordered police state and his dominant role in promoting the strong 

alliance between throne and altar that so characterized the decade. Since 

Piedmont's successful stewardship of Italian unification depended on 

dismantling the structures of the papacy in Italy in 1860s and 1870s, it is 

crucial that we gain a sense of how Secretary Roget de Cholex handled 

conflicts between church and state surrounding Jewish policies during the 

Restoration in order to grasp the underlying dynamics of the bitter 

struggles between the Savoyard state and the Church by the second half 

of the century. 

My study begins with a brief discussion of Napoleon's impact on 

the social, legal, cultural, political and economic conditions of Jewish life 

in Piedmont along with a general introduction to the appeal process. 

Filippo Ambrosini, L 'ombra delta RestaurazioneiCospiratori, riformisti e reazionari in Piemonte e 
Liguria (1814-1831), p. 141. In 1819, the government reorganized the office of Internal Affairs. The 
Secretary of State directed six divisions including 1) General Affairs of the Royal House 2) The 
Administration of Justice 3) Church and Charity 4) Communes, Public Works, Water, Forests and 
Housing 5) Education, Science, Arts and Letters, Agriculture, Commerce and Sanitation 6) The island 
of Sardinia - see below, p. 47. 
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Then, I move on to presenting concrete examples from my investigation 

of the records of the Materie Ecclesiastiche. My interpretation of Jewish 

appeal case studies focuses less on explaining the behavior of members of 

the Jewish community and more on uncovering patterns in the types of 

disputes that informed the administration of religious policies. I pay 

particular attention to two types of patterns of conflict, those resulting 

from disputes over the dispensation of Jewish privilege to individuals and 

those resulting from determining the status of property law as it pertains 

to the Jewish political corporation, the Universita Israelitica. Focusing 

on these two patterns of conflict, the second chapter examines the 

underlying dynamics of the clash between church and state on the issue of 

Jewish privilege by considering how the papacy's attempt to reclaim 

former ecclesiastical properties confiscated under Napoleon intertwined 

with policies requiring the expropriation of Jewish-owned properties. An 

understanding of the doctrinal justifications that informed canon law 

assertions in Jewish matters and the disputes they engendered is 

fiindamental to interpreting the nuances found in the appeal cases, the 

references to terms that resonate with medieval Christian economic 

thought found in the appeal cases such as "wealth," "poverty," "owner 

and ownership," "moral economy," "public good," "public utility" and so 

forth. I consider how the meanings of such terms get re-appropriated 
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within a modem context through various case studies. I have tried to use 

caution not to make the mistake of giving meaning to certain religious-

inspired terms anachronistically, in particular, with regard to "secular" 

and "secularization" which, in this period referred to the transfer of 

ecclesiastical properties to lay ownership and rarely to religious decline. 

As church historians of Italy have recognized, questions 

surrounding the enforcement of anti-Jewish legislation loomed large in 

the process of policy reform in the Savoyard state, mainly because they 

exacerbated the underlying problems of secularization that existed 

between Church and State in Piedmont.^^ In accord with this, I argue 

that the subject of secularization is critical to understanding the social 

arrangements that undermined church institutions in the neo-absolutist 

state. We know little about the process of secularization and how it was 

determined. As I shall demonstrate, it was mainly a reconstitution of 

property rights in which Jewish corporate rights were redistributed, 

shifting the political center in favor of a more liberal system. At the end 

of the second chapter, I present an example of the secularization process 

The usage of the word "secularization" as religious decline became current in Italy only after 1870. 
See Hugh McLeod, Secularization in Western Europe, 1848-19J4. ( Basingstoke. UK: 2000), p. 1 

The renowned church historian Arturo Carlo Jemolo wrote an article on the policymaking and anti-
Jewish legislation entitled Gli ebrei piemontese e il ghetto intorno 1835-40. Torino: Atti 
dell'Accademia della Scienze di Torino, 1952; Jemolo's well known work disusses the problems 
asssociated with property. See Arturo Carlo Jemolo Church and State in Italy 1850-1950 (Oxford UK: 
Oxford University Press 1960) and Mario Anfossi, Gli Ebrei in Piemonte. Lore condizioni giuridico-
sociale dal 1430 al I'emancipazione. (Torino: Anfossi, 1914). 
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by considering the implications of a legal dispute over the purchase of 

former ecclesiastical properties by Lelio Sacerdote, a Jewish silk 

manufacturer, for revealing the role of such disputes in the production of 

new state-economy relations. 

Before the Sacerdote case got underway and in a wider context, the 

papacy under Leone XII had been actively engaged in diplomatic activity 

to reclaim former Church lands in Piedmont. The Pope hoped that the 

state-run expropriation of Jewish-owned property would create favorable 

circumstances to present his claims to retrieve what the Church had lost 

under French rule. To this end, Leone XII requested reports of the 

documented history of policies governing the Jewish community in all the 

Italian states.^^ I give particular attention to the text of the report drafted 

for Piedmont to give the reader not only a historical overview of Jewish 

policy in that state, but also a sense of the royal administration's 

perspectives on the religious policy that gave the Jewish corporation its 

legitimacy. In this way, the second chapter combines the larger 

contextual issue of papal diplomacy with a discussion of conflicts 

surrounding Jewish policy at the local level. 

In chapter three, I move away from the theme of "secularization" 

to consider what we might think of as its opposite: "Christianization." By 

Kertzer, The Popes Against the Jews, p.65. 
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examining how the Restoration Church used the issue of forced 

conversion, an older, more "traditional" method of asserting its authority 

over the state, I present research findings from two case studies of the 

forced baptism and kidnapping of Jewish children in Genoa from 1824-

1828. The clash between church and state over forced baptism had a 

number of important consequences for the legal underpinnings of liberal 

reform. First, it increased the political clout of the international Jewish 

merchant community of Genoa, resulting in the later adoption of free 

trade policies in the port and second, it legitimized "natural law" 

precedents that contributed to the enactment of new laws guaranteeing 

Jewish paternal rights. Since forced baptism was an unusual occurrence 

in nineteenth century Piedmont (although a more frequent event within 

the Papal States), this chapter offers a way to engage in the comparative 

study of forced baptisms in shaping Risorgimento institutions, 

particularly, in light of the recent focus on the forced baptism of Edgardo 

Mortara.^® 

By studying the process of ghettoization, the fourth and fifth 

chapters of this dissertation offer a new conceptual context for illustrating 

the arenas within and through which the changes that preceded state 

transformation took place. The fourth chapter features three different 

David Kertzer, The Kidnapping ofEdgardo Mortara (New York: Knopf, 1997) 
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cases surrounding the problems of Jewish housing in the capital city of 

Turin. It reveals the complex set of relations that linked the financial 

organization of the ghetto—^rents, tenants and tribute—to the business and 

politics of municipal poor relief and migrant labor in Turin. By tracing 

an initiative from the Jewish corporation proposing the refinancing of 

ghetto properties that state authorities eventually failed to authorize, my 

research reveals the limits of Jewish efforts to dismantle ghettoization 

restrictions imposed on them. On the other hand, when it served their 

purposes, state fiinctionaries intervened in urban political conflicts by 

granting special privileges to wealthy Jewish property owners to purchase 

buildings in the city. 

In the fifth chapter, I continue to analyze issues associated with the 

process of ghettoization through a case study of local politics and urban 

renewal in the city of Acqui. This chapter focuses on conflicts 

surrounding the acquisition of buildings outside the ghetto between local 

parish leaders, Jewish and non-Jewish property owners. The main issue 

of dispute, the expansion of ghetto boundaries, created circumstances 

under which the royal administration intervened to arbitrate the 

differences between various local factions. Beginning with the 

administration's program to annex one building to the existing ghetto, the 

state eventually supported the interests of several leading Jewish family 
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firms. Not only did the amicable relationship between Jewish firms and 

the state help families circumvent religious policy prohibitions, but also 

allowed them to take over an entire block of buildings located in the heart 

of the city's commercial center. As the evidence suggests, rather than 

restrict residence, state-sponsored ghetto annexations actually enlarged 

the area designated for Jewish housing, revealing that ghettos were not 

fixed locations at all, but rather dynamic institutional forms that played an 

important role in Acqui's urban development. 

My study of the Acqui ghetto offers a more historically resonant 

understanding of the oft-quoted phrase "nation with a nation," attributed, 

in the same period, to the French statesmen Count Clermont de Tonnerre 

to locate the "pre-modem" Jewish political "condition" within the 

absolutist state. By emphasizing that Jewish corporate relations were the 

basis for understanding Clermont de Tonnere's phrase, I aim to move 

away from anachronistic interpretations by Jewish historians who see the 

political conflicts surrounding Jewish "rights" as a general expression of 

• 1 

the rejection or acceptance of Jewish ethnic and religious identity. By 

tracing the House of Savoy's attempt to resurrect ghettoization policy in 

the neo-absolutist state, this chapter reveals the complex interactions that 

In this tradition, see Paula E.Hyman, The Emancipation of the Jews of Alsace: Acculturation and 
Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984) 
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served to define and "re-construct" the Jewish "nation within a nation" in 

Restoration Piedmont. In the end, we begin to see that urban "ghetto 

experiments," involving the reorganization of the eighteen ghetto 

enclaves in the state by a professional corps of urban planners whose 

main task was to create (and expand) the boundaries of Jewish residential 

quarters, became the pretext for "deeper" state intervention into law and 

order and the development of the local economy. 

The sixth chapter takes up the issue of Christianization in yet 

another context by looking at appeals from local authorities to prevent the 

lodging of female Christian servants in the Acqui ghetto. In these cases, 

the state supported the rights of heads of Jewish households to keep 

maidservants against the desire of town leaders who sought to uphold 

canon law regulations prohibiting Jews from hiring Christian servants. 

The policing of family morals lies at the center of these disputes, 

however, the state does little to implement the laws or prevent the abuse 

of young Christian women. In contrast to the politics surrounding forced 

baptism in chapter three, we see here that the state does not support the 

paternal rights of Christian fathers to control the whereabouts of their 

daughters but does support Jewish paternal rights against child abductions 

in Genoa. One of the main themes that emerge from the documents is a 

discussion of immischiamento, the term functionaries used to describe the 



42 

prohibitive "mixing" of Jews and Christians in various settings. I show 

both the positive and negative interpretations of immischiamento in the 

dispute over Christian servants as well as a second case study of Christian 

tenants leasing from Jewish landlords. Both conflicts prefigure the ways 

in which "mixing" became a component of racial thinking by the end of 

the century. 

The seventh chapter examines Jewish cultural networks in the neo-

absolutist state by examining the life and career of a colorful figure 

named Rabbi Abram Belaiss Naskar, a Tunisian rabbi and well-known 

Jewish courtier in European circles who maintained a close relationship 

with the Savoyard ducal family. This chapter takes a novel approach to 

liberal state formation by stressing the importance of court politics and 

intrigue. Analyzing the nature of the relationship of patronage and power 

in the making of rabbinical appointments, the chapter traces the system of 

state intervention in the Jewish community. When the state supports 

Rabbi Belaiss Naskar as a candidate to fill the position of head rabbi of 

Nice, conflicts between the rabbi and the communal elders over control of 

salaries and tribute contributions paid out by the Universita ensue, 

revealing the struggle between traditional forms of Jewish-court 
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negotiation or shtadlanut characteristic of the ancien regime and the 

community's demand for equitable treatment in the "liberal" neo-

absolutist state. The Tunisian rabbi affair discloses the inter-connected 

web of international, dynastic and informal relations that came together to 

construct Jewish corporate politics in Restoration Piedmont. 

The eighth chapter continues to look at the personal experiences of 

Jewish individuals as they attempt to survive the uncertainties that 

followed the political transition to neo-absolutism in Piedmont in the 

1820s. Here I discuss the larger-than-life figure of the Jewish 

industrialist and silk manufacturer, David Levi, whose remarkable 

success in business and public life during the Napoleonic years was 

threatened suddenly with the return of the House of Savoy to the throne 

of Sardinia-Piedmont. By tracing the strategies Levi uses to protect the 

assets of the family firm and circumvent anti-Jewish legislation in the 

Restoration state, we begin to understand how the state reorganized 

production by granting privileges to the firm and how it served to solve 

problems of political economy, in particular, unemployment in state. 

By the conclusion, we begin to see that difficulties in implementing 

Jewish policies gave the state an edge in intervening into corporate 

The word shtadlan is Hebrew meaning "intercessor," referring to court Jews who represented Jewish 
communities in Europe. See Selma Stem, The Court Jew: A Contribution to the History of Absolutism 
in Central Europe, trans. Ralph Weiman (Philadephia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1950), 
p. 177. 



44 

conflicts and asserting its political authority. As a consequence, the 

survival of the Jewish family firms in Piedmont depended on their 

successful integration into and alliance with state interests. Ultimately, 

Jewish corporate-state alliances served to help in breaking the monopoly 

on property rights under neo-absolutism which in turn freed the necessary 

capital for industrial investment thereby stimulating economic growth. 

Ironically, in its domestic political agenda, reaction in Piedmont only 

assumed to discard Napoleonic structures, but in the end, actually 

replicated liberal forms by accommodating the rights of private property 

for its Jewish subjects as well as advocating other market-sensitive 

policies. By examining Jewish corporate relations in Restoration 

Piedmont, I hope that I have contributed in some measure to a genuine 

rethinking of the larger process of liberal state transformation in Italy, 

focusing on the ways in which institutions of power within neo-absolutist 

states were reproduced and challenged. 
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CHAPTER I: 
NAPOLEON'S LEGACY AND JEWS IN PIEDMONT 

Jewish Policy Before the Restoration 

At the beginning of November 1796, a proposal outlining nine 

steps for "ameliorating the future civil condition of the Jewish Nation 

from their present state," written by an anonymous Jew, was sent to the 

Royal Senate in Piedmont.^^ Each step in the proposal called for a 

specific change in policies regarding prohibitions placed on the Jewish 

minority in Piedmont under the existing ancien regime system. First, the 

author requested that the state allow members of the Jewish community 

to study at university. Second, he asked the King to take legal measures 

to prevent the forced baptism of Jewish children without the consent of 

their parents. The third and fourth steps dealt with the issue of Jewish 

property ownership, requesting, among other rights, that the crown allow 

Jewish manufacturers and merchants to buy properties outside the 

designated ghetto area for their commercial activities. Sixth, the 

anonymous author asked that the Jews be allowed to engage in any craft 

or trade while the seventh step dealt with issues related to the internal 

The title of the anonymous proposal was "Considerazioni d'un Israelita sulla sorta dei suoi 
confratelli nel Piemonte nei secoli scorsi, sui loro stato presente e sui mezzi piu proprii a migliorame 
I'avvenire" (Considerations of an Israelite in Piedmont on the present status of his co-religionists in 
recent years and steps to take to ameliorate their condition in the future) AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, 
Categoria 37, Ebrei, mazzo 12. 
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policing of the Piedmontese Jewish community including a provision 

preventing foreign Jews from becoming part of the Jewish corporation. 

The eighth step called for measures taken against unusual expressions of 

conspicuous consumption by members of Jewish community and finally, 

the last proposal made was an appeal to the state to post guards at the 

ghetto gates to prevent possible outbreaks of anti-Semitic, especially 

during Easter week processions. 

This account of the anonymous Jew's proposal was just the first 

part of a royal initiative headed by the attorney general, encouraging the 

loosening of restrictions against the Jewish community in Piedmont. The 

goal of the project focused on encouraging the investments of Jewish 

family firms, already actively involved in the textile industry, to facilitate 

the expansion of their factories and capitalization of new business 

ventures. The historian Giorgina Levi speculates that the identity of the 

anonymous author was the silk manufacturer David Levi of Chieri, the 

head of one of the most successful Jewish family firms in Piedmont 

whom I shall discuss in more detail below.^^ 

Historical circumstances, however, aborted the future of what 

might have been the Savoyard state's first steps toward "enlightened" 

Giorgina Levi, "Gli Ebrei in PiemonteNell'Uitimo Decennio Del Secolo XVII," La Rassegna 
Mensile di /srae/No. 10 (1935): 4-6. 
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reform of Jewish pohcies. The state-sponsored program to open up 

Jewish business investment in textiles ended when French troops entered 

Piedmont in 1797, defeating the Savoyard, Austrian and Russian troops. 

Nevertheless, the anonymous Jew's letter and the royal administration's 

positive response to some of its requests, represent important sources for 

our understanding of official attitudes toward Jewish family firms at a 

date before the French invasion of Piedmont in 1797. Moreover, these 

documents testify to the fact that the heads of Jewish family firms were 

emerging as unofficial spokesmen for Jewish corporate interests in 

Piedmont, a phenomenon that would continue to have important 

consequences for the future of Jewish-state relations in the kingdom. 

When the French armies invaded the Savoyard territories in 1797 

Jewish family firms finally received the equal rights they had been 

lobbying the royal administration for a year earlier. All of the steps 

above proposed by the anonymous Jewish author, excluding issues 

related to the ghetto now deemed irrelevant, were immediately and 

unconditionally granted under the Napoleonic Code. However, in 1798, 

when Austrian troops succeeded in driving the French from Piedmont for 

a brief period, the provisional authorities repealed the laws granting 

Jewish civil equality. In 1799, for the Jews of Piedmont, the triumphant 

return of Napoleon's soldiers to reconquer the Savoyard territories 
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allowed them to enjoy their freedom under the Napoleonic Code which 

remained effective until the French were defeated in 1814. 

The legal system that Napoleon instituted in 1799 provided Jewish 

family firms with the opportunity to increase their wealth and influence in 

Piedmont and to build on their relations with other Jewish firms outside 

the state. Jewish family firms dominated the market sector in textiles, in 

particular in silk trade and manufacturing, and were also involved in 

agricultural banking and credit, and in maritime trade. When Napoleon 

was defeated in 1814, the restored Savoyard King Vittorio Emmanuele 

sought to reimpose all of the prohibitions against Jews that had been in 

effect during the ancien regime without any modifications. Among the 

prohibitions, the state demanded that Jews sell off all properties 

purchased during the Napoleonic period by 1821, a decree that would 

eventually play a key role in the direction of the national economy. 

Understanding the impact of Napoleon's legacy on the alliances between 

Jewish interests and those of the Savoyard state is essential to analyzing 

the processes that led to liberal reform by mid-century. In March 1848, 

King Carlo Alberto granted the Piedmontese Jews full civil equality 

under the new royal constitution, the Albertine Statutes. The 

emancipation of Piedmontese Jews was the first instance of legal 

emancipation of the Jewish minority in any of the Italian states in the pre-
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unification period. In other parts of Italy, Jews waited more than a 

decade to gain their equal rights as citizens and only when Italy unified. 

Above all, Jewish emancipation in Piedmont raises key questions 

about the nature of reaction in the state. The Savoyard monarchs who 

were reputed to be the most reactionary rulers among the Restoration 

states had become, in a few short decades, the most liberal government in 

Italy. How can we explain this transformation? In the traditional 

narratives of the period, the appearance of Restoration forms of 

governance in Piedmont has normally been associated with complete 

intransigence.^^ According to this view, constitutional change in the 

Savoyard state by 1848 had more to do with the monarchy's immediate 

fear of insurrection than the result of gradual legal and bureaucratic 

reforms already taking place within the Savoyard state. The royal house 

and its administration were characterized in the chronicle of events as 

being against "progress" in any form, the introduction of progressive 

policies was a clearcut matter of dynastic survival against Jewish 

interests. From the perspective of the history of the promulgation and 

application of Jewish policies in the state, the picture of Savoyard 

reaction appears quite different. Royal admininstrators acted, for the 

See Giorgio Candeloro, Storia dell 'Italia moderna Vol. II: Dalla Resturazione alia rivoluzione 
nazionale,I8I5-I846 (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1978); Rosario Romeo, Dal Piemonte sabauda all'Italia 
liberale, chap. 3 
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most part, as willing partners with Jewish family firms toward the goal of 

progressive reform. This is most evident in conflicts surrounding the 

Royal Patents of 1816, laws calling for the divesture of Jewish-owned 

properties that posed considerable problems for the royal administrators 

charged with their enforcement. 

The State-Planned Confiscation of Jewish-Owned Properties 
The Royal Patents of 1816 

The Kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont is an ideal place to see how 

absolutist reactionary policies were challenged because of the unique 

situation of its Jewish population. Piedmontese Jews experienced 

Napoleonic rule for fifteen years, nearly twice as long as any other Jewish 

community on the Italian peninsula (or for that matter in most of Europe 

outside France). During that time, a small, yet influential group of Jewish 

merchant-bankers, venture capitalists, and industrialists purchased a 

disproportionate share of ecclesiastical properties and other beni 

nazionali that had been put up for sale by the French. After Napoleon's 

defeat, the Savoyard monarchy made attempts to return Piedmontese 

society to the eighteenth century world of absolutism. The success and 

failure of regime change depended to a great extent on the monarchy's 

ability to grapple with the economic consequences of enforcing 
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reactionary religious policies against Jews, particularly, those laws that 

demanded the expropriation of Jewish-owned properties according to 

Christian doctrine. Indeed, working out the logistics of applying 

religious policies aimed at controlling Jewish property ownership proved 

quite complicated and controversial for the royal ministers in charge of 

Jewish affairs. How many properties would actually be targeted for 

liquidation was not yet known. The possibly negative consequences of a 

mass sale on the national economy had yet to be estimated. Who would 

decide where, when and how confiscations would take place was another 

problem to be reckoned with. Would the property ban include industrial 

properties or would it refer only to residential real estate? Finally, what 

social effects might Jewish-owned property liquidation have on 

Piedmontese society? Would Christian workers in Jewish factories or 

Christian tenants renting space in Jewish-owned properties end up 

dispossessed by the forced sale of properties? Such social concerns and 

the administrative implications of these questions forced the government 

to rethink its policy of state-planned confiscation of Jewish property. The 

monarchy agreed that it was reasonable to allow Jewish property owners 

a period of five years to sell their properties before the government would 

place them up for public auction. This law was the first of a series of 

Levi and Disegni, Fuori dal ghetto, pp. 47-53. 
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official concessions granted by King Vittorio Emmanuele under the 

Royal Patents of March 1, 1816. The 1816 decree would continue to be 

the object of fierce debate among royal functionaries for over three 

decades. 

In the interval between the promulgation of the Royal Patents of 

1816 to the expiration of the official delay of the sale in 1821, Jewish 

property owners began to strategize, making efforts to safeguard their 

properties from the possibility of confiscation. In most cases, Jews 

resorted to petitioning the monarchy to maintain their properties in order 

to continue living outside ghettos, the usual reason given was lack of 

space due to overcrowding which I will discuss in more detail below. 

This was one of the most common strategies employed by members of 

the Jewish community in their negotiations with state authorities to buy 

extra time. In other cases, we have substantial records relating to 

Jewish family firms, particularly, those connected with such industries as 

silk and cotton manufacturing which were indeed vital to the future 

prosperity of the Savoyard national economy. Such firms petitioned the 

government on the basis that their properties which were converted to 

textile factories under Napoleon served the public interest by producing 

Ibid, pp. 61-68; Fabio Levi, Storia d'ltalia: Gli ebrei nella vita economica italiana dell'SOO (Torino, 
Einaudi, 1997). 
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an important commodity for the state and by employing Christian 

workers. As such, they argued that their "industrial" properties should not 

be targeted for confiscation, a subject that I will explore more fully in 

case study of the Jewish silk manufacturing firm, David Levi e Figli later 

in this study. To circumvent the 1816 decree, some Jewish property 

owners found ways to transfer their assets surreptitiously with the help of 

non-Jews who often stood to gain by taking a financial stake in such 

affairs which will also be discussed in further detail below. In the end, all 

of these strategic maneuvers and appeal requests had profound effects on 

the capacity of government functionaries to carry out the forced sale of 

Jewish-owned properties when the five year period had ended. When the 

expiration date had finally arrived, the Royal Patents of 1816 were in 

many ways inapplicable. To understand this better we must take a closer 

look at the process and patterns of the system of appeal to the royal courts 

because they show us not only how the Jewish community circumvented 

the anti-Jewish legislation, but how they influenced the direction of issues 

of national economy within the monarchical state. 

Jewish Appeals: Patterns and Procedure 

A case study of Restoration Piedmont makes it possible for us to 

assess the administrative process and state's competency in executing 
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Jewish policy because the court records of the Materie ecclesiastiche 

include a separate category {Ebrei) to deal specifically with Jewish 

corporations or Universita and along with it, the records of individual and 

collective appeals {suppliche) from members of the Jewish community to 

the state. This is not the case, for example, in Habsburg Italy because 

ecclesiastical courts did not have a say in "governing" state policy 

regarding its Jewish populations. The majority of petitions appear 

beginning in 1824 after King Carlo Felice had extended the original 

expiration date on the forced sale of Jewish property (from January 1, 

1821 to January 1, 1824). The annual numbers of these petitions give a 

sense of the urgency of the situation for the Jewish community (see Table 

I below). 
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Table I. Jewish Appeals of Sardinia-Piedmont̂  
1824-1831 

1824 
1825 
1826 
1827 
1828 
1829 
1830 
1831 

33 
16 
14 
27 
18 
19 
11 
20 

Total = 158 appeals 

The 158 appeals presented by the members of the Jewish corporate 

community to the Savoyard courts between 1824 and 1831 represent 

0 
twenty per cent of all Jewish families living in the Kingdom of Sardinia. 

This percentage, representing the wealthiest segment of the Jewish 

community, was a higher figure than in the pre-Napoleonic era 

(5-10%).'"^ In terms of chronological sequence, from 1825 to 1827, the 

majority of appeal requests were to receive privileges to maintain or 

purchase property outside the ghettos. The records show only four 

AST, Archivio di Corte, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Cat. 37: Ebrei, Mazzo 5, 6 and 7. 

These figures represent the total percentage of the entire Jewish population in Piedmont. Of the 
number of Jews in Piedmont, most lived in Turin (35%), Carmagnola, Chieri, Asti, Acqui represented 
10% of the whole, while Nizza Monferrato, Alessandria stood atl5% and Casale at 20%. Smaller 
populations existed in Moncalvo, Cuneo, Fossano, Mondovi, Cherasco, Saluzzo, Savigliano, Vercelli, 
Genoa, and Savona representing the balance. On demographics see See Roberto Bacchi, "La 
Demografia dell'Ebraismo Italiano," La Rassegna Mensile di Israel. XII (1938): p.300. 

See Luciano Allegra, Identita in bilico: II ghetto di Torino nel Settecento. (Turin: Zamorani, 1996). 
In particular see Chapter 3 entitled "La richezza degli ebrei" (Jewish wealth); pp. 249-86. 
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requests out of 57 were ever denied by the government that we have 

record for the period under study. Aside from the maintenance of 

property, the diverse subjects of appeals included the following: 

communal charter renewals, protests against cases of forced baptism, 

requests to purchase properties for use as cemeteries, requests to rent 

properties to Christian tenants, and requests to open stores outside the 

boundary confines of ghettos. The sudden rise in appeals in 1827 reflects 

the beginning of a series of new disputes between the government and 

Jewish family firms over property intended for use within the silk 

manufacturing sector. From 1828 to 1831 only two Jewish appeals out 

of 68 were denied, both of which concerned the opening of stores outside 

the ghetto. By 1831, the accession of King Carlo Alberto and increased 

competition in international trade gave new hope to the heads of the 

wealthiest Jewish family firms who now began more strongly than ever to 

lobby the state in petition "blocks" of three or four families at a time. As 

my research reveals, we can see that the development of the Jewish 

leadership cohort in Piedmont was comprised of a heads of family firms 

whose business and diplomatic connections had a considerable bearing on 

the petitioning process. The number of petitions in the 1830s and 1840s 

for investing in industry increased coinciding with the liberalization of 

trading policies under Carlo Alberto, revealing the ways in which Jewish 



57 

firms that emerged during the Napoleonic period continued to influence 

social and economic relations between Jews and the state after de

nationalization. 

Jews and the Economy in post-Napoleonic Piedmont 

What we know about Jews in the economic life of the Savoyard 

state during the Restoration comes to us mainly from the pioneering work 

of Giorgina Levi in the 1930s. Levi who was trained as a historian at the 

University of Turin escaped Nazi persecution by fleeing to Bolivia in 

1938. A committed social reformer, when she returned to Italy in the 

1940s became actively involved in Italian political life, serving twice in 

the Italian Parliament representing the Italian Communist Party. By 

focusing on issues of property and political economy, Levi's articles on 

Jews in Piedmont reflect her strong commitment to Marxist ideas and no 

one had come near to achieving the wide range of issues that she brings to 

the fore in a Jewish economic history of the Restoration years in 

Piedmont. Over the years, Levi has continued to write articles for the 

Rassegna Mensile di Israele about Jewish life in Piedmont for the local 

Jewish community although they tend to be more provincial than her 

original study. In 1998, to celebrate one-hundred and fifty years since the 

promulgation of the Albertine Statutes in 1848, the head of the 
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Piedmontese Jewish community, Giulio Disegni, published a collection of 

Levi's articles on the role of Jewish-state economics before 1848/' 

According to Levi, on the eve of the Restoration, Jews in Piedmont 

were actively involved in three sectors of the economy: 1) banking and 

commerce in the ports, 2) credit and land sales in the countryside, and 3) 

investment in silk trade and manufacturing."^^ The predominance of 

Jewish firms in these economic sectors served to encourage and finance 

the establishment of new industries thereby creating strong links between 

state interests and Jewish entrepreneurial activities as demonstrated in the 

the Genoese port. After the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the House of 

Savoy annexed the formerly independent Republic of Genoa along with 

the Genovese port and ports of Savona and Nice as well as other towns 

along the Ligurian coastline. Following annexation of the Ligurian ports, 

royal administrators had the difficult task of trying to reconcile the 

enforcement of Jewish policy in the state with conflicting goals of 

encouraging trade in the ports. Jewish trading settlements comprised of 

descendants of wealthy Sephardi families from London, Amsterdam, 

Hamburg, Trieste and the Levant existed in all of the major ports of the 

expanded kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont. The Jewish merchant banking 

Giulio Disegni and Giorgina Levi, Fuori dal ghetto: II1848 degli ebrei (Roma: Riunite, 1998) 
Ibid. chap. 7. 
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colony of Nice played an important role in consolidating dominance in 

financial markets in the region for the banking activities of the House of 

Rothschild in the Mediterranean by acting as arbitrageurs and also as 

smugglers."^^ There also developed in Nice an elite circle of Jewish 

purchasing agents who represented the financial interests of various 

dynastic families throughout Europe. In Genoa, as in Nice, a nucleus of 

Anglo-Jewish merchants began to re-establish their businesses officially 

in the port after the maritime blockade of the French period had finally 

ended. These Anglo-Jewish trading settlements, followed British state 

expansion taking place in other parts of the Mediterranean such as Tunis 

and Cairo as a result of the new balance of power in the region, where 

British consular representatives were known to court Italian-Jewish 

merchant firms as their colonial agents (a subject that has yet to be fully 

explored by scholars). 

The port of Genoa was not a priority for British-backed capitalist 

expansion after the Congress of Vienna; it was annexed to the Savoyard 

state mainly to create a buffer zone against the French. Therefore, the 

Count Corti. The Rise of the House of Rothschild trans. Brian and Beatrix Lunn. (London: Victor 
Gollanz Ltd., 1928), p. 13 L After realizing his continental blockade had a negative impact on the 
economy. Napoleon negotiated with Jewish smugglers, whom the English government encouraged with 
prizes for breaking through the blockade. A decree of June 15, 1810, all but officially regularised this 
illicit trade. Certain goods were required in France, and then gold and silver, were allowed to be 
brought to France in limited quantities, French products were also sent to England in exchange, all of 
which was carried by, among others, Piedmontese families in Nice, the Avigdors (131). 
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future of the Genoese economy depended on an infusion of capital 

investment from the Savoyard state to compete with other Italian ports. 

The state intended to mobilize capital by imposing high tariffs on 

imported goods. However, the prospect of imposing high costs on the 

populations of the former Republic of Genoa was a serious political risk 

for the monarchy and the subject eventually became the center of 

government debates on maritime commerce in the kingdom. At the same 

time that the government was debating what to do with Genoa, appeals 

fi"om Jewish family firms to maintain and purchase properties in all three 

of the major ports now part of the Savoyard kingdom coincided with 

discussions among royal functionaries about the possibility of developing 

commerce in the Genoese port and, perhaps, encouraging Jewish 

settlement from outside the kingdom as well. In these discussions, royal 

ministers had to address the ways that they would handle the issue of the 

confiscation of Jewish-owned properties and whatever their opinions on 

enforcing Jewish laws may have been, most felt that liquidation would 

damage the port trade. "The forced sale of Jewish properties in Nice and 

Genoa," wrote one government minister in a letter to the Secretary of 

State for Internal Affairs, "will cause grave and irreversible damage to the 

kingdom. I beseech your Excellency to act with the utmost caution."'*'* 

Levi and Disegni, Fuori dal ghetto, p. 55; Antonio Fossati, Documenti di storia economica 
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Such fears were echoed by the King as well. For Vittorio 

Emmanule I, the fear of financial collapse after the Napoleonic Wars was 

real. In 1814, he lamented that the "revenues that enter the royal coffers 

all go to pay [military] expenditures to the Austrians."'^^ By March 1815, 

new imposts on landed properties yielded half the amount of revenue that 

the crown had expected to realize in proceeds.The reasons for this 

were primarily twofold. Poor harvests dominated the disastrous 

agricultural conditions in Piedmont from the end of 1815; these were 

accompanied by a wave of epidemics in 1816-7, all of which exacerbated 

the King's need to remedy the crisis in public finance connected with 

payments to the Austrians. 

A picture of the Piedmontese economy in the first years of the 

Restoration presents a downward spiral. Poverty increased rapidly in the 

rural areas. Losses incurred as a result of agricultural catastrophes could 

wipe out farmers and landowners overnight."^ By 1817, the government 

attempted to solve the problems by appointing a royal commission to 

investigate granting subsidies and assistance to farmers, but the initiative 

may have been more of an evasion than a solution to problems in the 

piemontese: Origini e sviluppi della carestia del 1816-1817 negli Stati Sardi di terraferma (Torino; 
Liberria Scientifica Giappichelli, 1929), p. 34. 

Ibid., p. 57. 
Ibid. 
Narcisco Nada, II Piemonte sabaudo: Dal periodo napoleonico al Risorgimento (Torino: UTET, 

1993), pp. 129-131. 
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agricultural sector. Although the commission was also charged with 

examining the idea of establishing a public bank for farmers, the bank, 

the Cassa di Risparmio di Torino (The Turin Savings Bank) did not get 

established until 1827. Before the actual establishment of Piedmont's 

first public bank in the post-Napoleonic era, it was primarily Jewish 

moneylenders that provided the lion's share of credit to local residents in 

rural areas. Such traditional Jewish roles, however, had their drawbacks, 

fueling age-old hostilities which could easily explode in riot. Protests 

against usury were well documented in the legal petitions of local leaders 

who often accused Jews of "using every artifice to steal the patrimony of 

Christians." However, none of the protests in Piedmont resulted in the 

acute violence seen in other parts of Europe;'^^ this was the result of the 

strategic reorganization of Jewish landowners after the Napoleonic era. 

The fact remains that Jewish landowners in Piedmont avoided the 

problems of having to divest themselves of their properties under the 

Restoration laws by dividing their larger land holdings, selling them to 

Ibid, p. 59. 
Two well known examples include 1) the outbreak of mob riots against Jews from 1819 to 1820 

throughout Alsace-Lorraine that occurred where one-third of all mortgages were in Jewish hands; and 
2) the Hep! Hep! riots of 1819 that broke out in Wurzburg and spread rapidly through southern and 
west-central Germany. See Paula Hyman, The Emancipation of the Jews of Alsace (New Haven: Yale, 
1991), pp. 20-27; Jacob Katz, "Pera'ot hep hep shel shenat 1819 b'germaniya 'al rik an ha-histori,'" 
Zion 38, (1973): 103; Eleonore Sterling, "Anti-Jewish Riots in Germany in 1819: A Displacement of 
Social Protest," Historia Judaica 12 (1950): 105-42. 
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indebted farmers and nobility against a long-term repayment scheme.^® 

We might say that Jewish firms were forced not so much into 

relinquishing their properties as in supplying the much-needed mortgage-

lending services that the state was simply unable or perhaps unwilling to 

provide (and there were no insurance companies in Piedmont before 

1829). In this way, Jewish property owners in the post-Napoleonic era 

played integral parts in the modernization and liberal "economic 

revolution" that would eventually take place in Piedmont by the 1830s 

and 1840s. There developed a relationship between informal land re

investment and capitalization schemes managed by Jewish firms and the 

formal system of "state-run" agricultural production. In the early years of 

the Restoration in Piedmont, the so-called "Jewish question" was linked 

to this organizational crisis and to the inability of the crown to extract 

tribute during times of market instability. The question of how to help 

farmers, therefore, became intertwined with the Jewish property question. 

With the bargaining power to furnish the state with the needed services to 

provide for and maintain the public welfare, Jewish family firms emerged 

as an "empowered" constituency despite their inferior political status. 

We do not know the extent to which Jewish mortgage lending 

activities served to stabilize the regime and economy in the first decades 

Levi and Disegni, Fuori del ghetto, p. 59. 
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of the Restoration, to foster an "economic revolution," but from my own 

preliminary investigations in the notarial records of the Rubriche 

Insinuazione^^ such arrangements stand out as one of the key strategies 

employed by Jewish family firms to protect their properties from 

expropriation. The wealthiest Jewish firms transferred properties 

{cessione) to aristocratic buyers and also provided mortgages on 

properties, allowing groups of non-Jewish investors the chance to buy life 

annuities (yitalizia) and other types of long-term pensions.^^ Interest on 

the mortgages was managed and reinvested in other enterprises, often silk 

manufacture, either by the former Jewish owners of the properties or by 

extended family members that operated banking houses in Turin. In 

February of 1821, the year that Jewish property was targeted for public 

sale, records reveal that the Jewish banker Moise Malvano transferred 

155 hectares of land he owned to ten purchasers but no money had 

actually changed hands. Later in the year, he received payments from the 

same group of investors although no mortgages had ever been registered 

C O  

publicly. This system was meant to conceal ownership, so unless 

records like those for Moise Malvano appear, it is difficult to trace the 

AST, Sezione Riunite, Rubriche Insinuazione, 1814-]848. These records serve as sources for 
transactions such as loans, wills, post-mortem inventories and dowries. 
" Ibid. An excellent example of which is the Todros-Carpenetti sale in Turin which I discuss in a later 
chapter. 

The public registration of mortgages was a topic of debate in the years of the Restoration in 
Piedmont which ended in Carlo Felice's making a decree in 1822 that all mortgages would have to be 
registered and notarized, see Filippo Ambrosini, L 'ombra della Restaurazione, chap 9. 
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network of connections between Jewish landowners and Piedmontese 

farmers. 

The third sector of importance to the state and Jewish merchants 

and manufacturers was the market in silk. The economy of the small 

state of Piedmont, which is situated on the Italian side of the Alps 

bordering France, became well known by the seventeenth century for the 

manufacture of raw and unfinished silk thread, a natural extension of the 

cultivation of mulberry trees and silk worms. The silk thread of 

Piedmont referred to as organzino came to be regarded as the finest silk 

produced in Europe for centuries after. Under Napoleonic rule, a small of 

group of Jewish entrepreneurs who had purchased former ecclesiastical 

properties and other beni nazionali established large-scale production of 

silk thread into organzino. For example, David Levi, the owner of one of 

the largest Jewish silk firms in Piedmont acquired the monastery of Santa 

Chiara, one of the largest convents in the town of Chieri and transformed 

it into a silk spinning factory. In 1814, Levi's Santa Chiara factory 

employed 100 persons on 36 machines.^'^ Aside from Santa Chiara, Levi 

owned other manufacturing sites in Chieri and in the town of Racconigi 

employing over 200 persons on a daily basis.^^ I will return to the Levi 

''' Levi and Disegni, Fuori dal Ghetto, p. 64. 
" Ibid,.,p. 65. 
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firm's history below. As the historian Giorgina Levi has argued, the 

state's need to remedy employment problems helped Jewish silk 

manufacturers in Piedmont, and would become a key factor in the 

processes that led to the civil emancipation of Jews and Waldensians by 

the 1840s.^® 

After Napoleon's defeat the economic role of Jews in Piedmont in 

maritime commerce, agricultural land sales and silk manufacturing posed 

some difficult choices for the neo-absolutist state's enforcement of the 

canon law regulations on Jewish life. The anti-Jewish measures that 

followed the Restoration of the House of Savoy threatened the state 

economically and politically, especially after the latter was itself 

undergoing the problems of territorial integration within post-Vienna 

framework. At the same time, the papacy tried to pressure the Savoyard 

state into enforcing Jewish policies. Disputes between Turin and Rome 

over the enforcement of anti-Jewish legislation following the Vienna 

Settlement in 1815 set the stage for the epoch-making ideological battles 

for Italian unification. It is all the more remarkable that the basis for the 

bitter antagonism between these two adversaries remains largely untold in 

Risorgimento historiography. With the accession of King Carlo Felice in 

1821, the Savoyard monarchy having declared the state's devotion to a 

Ibid, p. 61. 
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marriage of throne and altar, in its Jewish policies belied public 

expressions of fidelity to the Roman Catholic Church and its institutions. 

Several circumstances distinguish the relationship between the Savoyard 

state and the Church from what those relations were in other parts of 

Italy. In contrast to Naples, Austrian Italy and Tuscany, the Savoyard 

state re-established ecclesiastical courts and re-imposed restrictions 

against infidels and heretics. Specifically, legislation pertaining to the 

liquidation of Jewish-owned property under Napoleon created doctrinal 

and practical dilemmas for the royal administration. From Carlo Felice's 

reign (1821-1831) to the enactment of the Albertine Statutes of 1848 

granting civil rights to Jews and Protestants in Piedmont, the crown 

stalled the enforcement of religious policies by granting individual 

privileges to Jewish property owners on a case by case basis. At the 

same time, the Church was making every effort to reclaim its properties 

that had been "secularized," that is, nationalized or sold off during the 

Napoleonic era, while the state remained all too reluctant to cooperate in 

the church's mission. Mobilizing its resources to extract revenue, the 

Royal House delayed the granting of fiscal privileges to the church 

whenever and wherever possible. In the ensuing disputes over the 

reclamation of church properties, the Papal Nuncio in Turin and the 

House of Savoy sustained a prolonged dialogue over liberal attitudes 
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toward Jewish privilege in the state, which I will discuss in the next 

chapter, bringing to light new research I conducted on the study of 

Jewish-state relations by tracing the background of Turin-Rome relations 

on Jewish policy. 

In conclusion, during the Napoleonic era, Jewish family firms in 

Piedmont experienced the positive consequences of the de-regulation of 

property laws, giving them the legal freedom to invest in land and real 

estate for the first time in their history. Furthermore, as noted above, the 

heads of Jewish firms experienced Napoleonic freedoms twice as long 

than any other Jewish community in Europe outside France. Their unique 

experiences allowed them to develop and organize their businesses to 

become leaders in the Ligurian port trade, Piedmontese silk 

manufacturing as well as the pioneering of agricultural credit and 

mortgage lending after 1814. Moreover, Jewish family firms were 

keenly aware of the political implications of their role in the national 

economy. From the letter of an anonymous Jew to the Savoyard court on 

the eve of the French invasion of Piedmont to the successful petitions of 

Jewish silk merchants to the Savoyard royal courts after Napoleon's 

defeat, they engaged the state in a continuous dialogue about industrial 

development, public welfare and private property rights. Therefore, the 

efforts of Jewish family firms to negotiate privileges to purchase land 
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aimed at developing Piedmontese industries played an integral part not 

only in their personal business management but in the direction of 

economic growth within the Restoration state. Despite the reputation of 

the kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont as one of the most reactionary states in 

Italy and the 1816 ban on Jewish-property ownership, which was in effect 

throughout the period, Piedmontese Jewish firms continued to invest in 

properties and businesses in the state by petitioning the royal courts, 

eventually influencing the social and political processes that led to liberal 

constitutional reform two decades later. 
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CHAPTER II: 

SECULARIZATION 

From Turin to Rome: 
Jewish Policy and Papal Politics in the Restoration 

Among European nationalist movements, the Risorgimento was the 

only national movement that did not make direct appeals to anti-Semitism 

to mobilize support for its cause. The reasons for this are not to be found 

in the influence of Romanticism on identity and constructions of 

italianita,^^ but rather in the network of internal relations between the 

Jewish corporation and institutions of the Savoyard state and the Church 

after the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The figurative language around 

which Jewish civil status in Piedmont came to be understood within 

history in the longue duree was inseparable from the "constitutional" 

foundations of Italian liberal state formations. Since the dynastic aims 

and the process of state transformation in Sardinia-Piedmont played such 

a crucial role in the later developments of the Italian national movement, 

On italianita and nationalist identity within Risorgimento historiography see Riail, The Italian 
Risorgimento, pp. 70-74. This argument can be traced toAntonio Gramsci who wrote: "The formation 
of the national consciousness of the Jews of Italy developed parallel with the formation of the Italian 
national consciousness of the Piedmontese, Venetians, Neapolitans and therefore it did not insert itself 
i n t o  a n  a l r e a d y  e x i s t i n g  n a t i o n a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s . "  s e e  A n t o n i o  G r a m s c i ,  Q u a d e r n i  d e l  c a c e r e ,  v o l .  3 I I  
Risorgimento (Turin, 1966). Gramsci's quote including a discussion of the absence of anti-Semitism in 
Italian nationalism are discussed in an article by Dan Segre, "The Emancipation of the Jews in Italy," 
Pierre Bimbaum and Ira Katznelson, eds. Paths of Emancipation: Jews, States and Citizenship 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), p. 229. 
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an understanding of the way the state saw its role in the management of 

Jewish corporations is essential to understanding its motivation toward 

adopting more liberal democratic values. State administrators and papal 

representatives mediated their differences by focusing on questions of 

Jewish civil status. Although papal politics and Jewish policy have been 

the focus of works on Roman-Jewish relations, until now, no one has 

studied the negotiations between Turin and Rome over the enforcement 

of Jewish policies in 1820s. Correspondence between the papal nuncio in 

Turin and the Savoyard state surrounding the enforcement of Jewish 

policy reflects the transformation in the Church's attitudes toward 

religious policies from the compromising stance represented by Cardinal 

Consalvi to that of Pope Leone II and the so-called zelanti, whose radical 

and intransigent views placed them strongly against liberal policy reform 

in any form. Disputes between Jewish property owners and church 

authorities at the local level reveal further how problems with the 

enforcement of policies against the secularization of ecclesiastical 

properties tested both the church's and the state's understanding of 

Jewish policy "on the ground." 
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The Jewish Policy Report (1823-1825) 

Following the accession of Pope Leone XII in 1823, one of the first 

significant expressions of papal interference in direct state governance 

was the official request for reports on Jewish policies from each of the 

Italian states. Leone, who ushered in a new era in relations between 

Turin and Rome, abandoning Pius VII's more moderate stance on 

C O  

reform, embraced the ideological agenda of the die-hard theologians 

known as the zelanti,^^ who would, among other initiatives, provide the 

driving force behind the papacy's post-Vienna program of reconstruction 

and property reclamation. That the zelanti embarked on a vigorous public 

campaign to regulate moral behavior in the Papal States under Pope 

Leone XII is legendary. Known best for their role in attempting to police 

morality in the streets of Rome, the fanatical zelanti outlawed dancing 

and alcohol in taverns, censored representations of naked women in 

public places and initiated the mass arrests of prostitutes.^" What has not 

been examined is the role of these "zealous" churchmen in diplomatic 

efforts to rebuild the institutions of the Catholic Church outside the Papal 

States. It was more extensive than their campaigns against vice and 

Following the Vienna Settlement, but before the accession of Leone XII in 1823, Cardinal Consalvi 
pursued a policy of reform in the administration of the Papal States by incorporating government 
structures and maintaining personnel from the Napoleonic period. See Riall, The Italian Risorgimento, 
p. 20 

Kertzer, The Popes Against the Jews, pp. 60-64. 
Ibid, p. 62; cf. Owen Chadwick, The Popes and European Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1981), p. 567. 
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promiscuity in Rome and more influential, yet we know far less about 

these activities. The Vatican's anticipated restoration of Catholic 

institutions and reclamation of former properties after 1815 required not 

only the re-imposition of Old Regime laws on the legal and 

administrative structures of the state but also their enforcement; for only 

in this way could the zelanti begin to increase the power and influence of 

the papacy in the post-Napoleonic world. In the case of Piedmont, Carlo 

Felice's resolute loyalty to the Church gave the Pope renewed hope that 

he would be able to make good on a key aspect of his concordat with the 

House of Savoy—^the reclamation of confiscated Church lands in the 

newly restored kingdom of Sardinia. In their expanded efforts to force 

the Savoyard monarchy to implement anti-Jewish laws, papal 

representatives and "zealous" churchmen placed royal administrators in 

the difficult position of having to make recommendations that pitted the 

state's interests in fiscal and jurisdictional matters against those of the 

Church. 

Restoration politics in the Savoyard state were played out in battles 

between those who fought to maintain what they had acquired under 

Napoleon and those who sought to reclaim what they had lost. On June 

24, 1823, the Papal Nuncio in Turin, "representing the wishes of the 
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Governo di Roma,'' sent a letter to the Secretary of State for Internal 

Affairs, Count Roget de Cholex, complaining that 

there is much concern today among church leaders in these Royal 

Dominions that Jews have neither sold their properties nor put 

them up for auction as outlined in the Royal Patents of 1816. His 

Holiness Leone XII requests that your Excellency investigate the 

matter and urge the illustrious King of Savoy to take immediate 

measures to end these abuses by the Jews in order that Catholic 

Church may once again be rebuilt in all of its glory."^' 

The goals of the head of the Catholic Church could not have been any 

more explicit than in the Nuncio's letter. Three weeks later, the Secretary 

of State gave his official response, acknowledging the "gravity" of the 

Pope's concerns while at the same time reassuring the papal 

representative that laws regarding the Jews in the kingdom of Sardinia 

"have not been abrogated but comply fully with the sanction of God and 

holy Christian doctrine."^^ "Under the auspices of the courts," he wrote, 

"diverse transactions are being effected but His Holiness must understand 

that the process of administering laws dealing with Jewish property 

owners extends to several jurisdictions because of the nature of Jewish 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37, Ebrei, Mazzo 5 
" Ibid. 
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f\'X • 
condotte (charters) and private contracts." In this statement, Roget de 

Cholex, the minister who would eventually be instrumental in drafting 

mortgage reform laws in the late 1820s^'*, was referring to many 

difficulties in applying laws demanding the confiscation of Jewish-owned 

properties. There were no easy solutions to disentangling the economic 

interests between Christians and Jews who had purchased property 

together during the Napoleonic era. Those who were parties to 

partnerships and contracts had to now find ways to reorganize their 

financial holdings to comply with the government's religious policies 

prohibiting Jewish property ownership. To the dismay of the Vatican 

representative, appeals in such cases including joint property investments, 

long-term mortgages, and leases brought before the royal courts delayed 

the process of enforcing religious policies. 

On December 18, 1823, the Nuncio tried once again to raise the 

issue of religious policy with the Secretary of State, saying that the 

Vatican required "further explanation" of the administration of justice 

regarding the Jewish community.^^ However, this time the Nuncio 

employed a different strategy, requesting that the Savoyard government 

provide a detailed report outlining the history of policies regarding Jews 

" Ibid. 
^ Amhrosmx, L'ombra delta Restaurazione, p. 130. 

Ibid. 
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from their earHest settlement in the kingdom to the present day. The 

main purpose of the inquiry, wrote the Nuncio, was that the Pope "wishes 

to be assured that all reinstated edicts and regulations regarding Jews in 

t h e  k i n g d o m  c o r r e s p o n d  w i t h  c a n o n  l a w  a n d  C h r i s t i a n  d o c t r i n e . H i s  

request placed the issue directly into the sphere of legal interpretation and 

criminal procedure, for which the implications were many. In theory, a 

breach of Jewish policy could require the intervention of the Inquisition, 

an institution still much alive in nineteenth century, as David Kertzer 

reminds us, in the famous and even later case of the forced baptism and 

kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara in Bologna in 1858.^' 

It took almost two years before the state re-entered into a dialogue 

over Jewish policy with the papal representative in Turin which reflects 

the general chaos in the royal administration exacerbated by the purging 

of government bureaucrats after the failed coup in 1821-22.^^ In 

September 1825, the Secretary of State assigned the task of compiling the 

report on Jewish policy to Ferrari di Castelnuovo, attorney general to the 

Regio Senato. A devout Catholic and lay expert in canon law, Ferrari di 

Castelnuovo had made every effort to enforce laws against Jewish 

property ownership since taking office in 1822. When the Secretary of 

Ibid. 
Kertzer, The Kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara. 
Filippo Ambrosini, L 'ombra della restaurazione, chap. 5. 
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State put him in charge of compiling the report on Jewish policy, the 

fervently religious state official responded enthusiastically, undertaking 

his task as a personal mission. By December, the attorney general sent 

the finished report to the Secretary of State, noting: 

It is my great honor your Excellency to present before you a 

catalogue of measures set forth by the Regio Governo with regard 

to the toleration of the Jews in these Royal Dominions. May this 

kingdom always provide the sacred and blessed foundation for a 

true and faithful Christian society through the great wisdom and 

judgement of its rulers. I hope this fulfills the request of his 

Holiness Pope Leone XII with the greatest satisfaction. Your 

obedient servant, Ferrari di CasteInuovo. 

The forty-page policy report was a compendium of laws and amendments 

for the various Jewish universita, listing all the dates of charter renewals 

for the Jewish communities and provides us with an important reference 

work on Jewish policy in Piedmont. The reason that the report was so 

lengthy was that the state had organized the Jewish communities into four 

Universita representing the Jews of Piedmont, Monferrato, Alessandria, 

and Nice, and each community negotiated separate corporate charters. 

The report is interspersed with brief commentaries on amendments to 

® AST. Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 3 7 Ebrei Mazzo 5 
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Jewish pohcy, intended mostly to advise and protect the state from 

litigious papal inquiries, when and if they should ever arise, but also to 

bring certain rulings specific to the Savoyard state to the papacy's 

attention. While the report appears at first glance to be a neutral 

compendium of the history of Jewish policy in Piedmont, a careful 

reading of the commentaries provides us with insights into the attorney 

general's interpretation of corporate law as well as church-state relations. 

Despite his "zealous" reputation, staunchly Catholic Ferrari di 

Castelnuovo made no attempt to use the opportunity to call for tighter 

enforcement of the law against Jews. Clearly, he was caught in the 

middle of the balance of power between church and state, but his 

livelihood clearly depended on his role as a royal servant and loyalty to 

the House of Savoy which comes through in his carefully written report. 

Before beginning the actual report, the attorney general explained 

some of the complications incurred in the gathering of policy information 

relating to Jews in the Savoyard kingdom before the fifteenth century. 

He wrote. 

Neither the number nor conditions of the Jews can be traced 

precisely because the administration of civil justice in this royal 

kingdom was not settled (sistemazione) until the fifteenth century. 

™ Ibid. 
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Before Piedmont was annexed to the French territories of Savoy 

in 1418, it was the Town Councils who considered themselves the 

Jews' rightfiil (legittimo) judges. They resolved legal disputes 

over property and economic activities, each according to their 

own customs and practices without regard to Christian doctrine. 

11 
This situation changed through the great wisdom of our rulers. 

Thus, the attorney general began his report with the Royal Constitution of 

1430 or the Statuti, the section on laws that provided the legal basis for 

policies regulating Jewish life in the Savoyard state. The Statuti represent 

the earliest official standardized code of Jewish policy in the kingdom, 

originating as part of Amadeus VIII's broader program of legal reforms 

and government centralization that coincided with the unification of the 

T) 
territories of Piedmont and the Val D'Osta with Savoy. 

For the most part, the various categories and measures regarding 

Jewish policies in the Statuti reiterated the traditional tenets of Catholic 

doctrine on the presence of infidels in Christian society. It included 

specific clauses protecting members of the Jewish community against 

harassment, rendering it unlawful for example "to baptize Jews against 

their will, murder or beat them, steal their money, seize their belongings 

Ibid. 
Gioacchino Volpe {Casa Savoia. Milano: Luni Editrice, 2000), p. 11; Renata Segre. The Jews in 

Piedmont, pp. 74-75 
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or dig up graves in their cemeteries." Although the Statuti did not 

stipulate punishments for assaults on Jews specifically, the constitution 

stated clearly that "all such crimes shall carry harsh financial penalties."^'* 

Provisions regarding Jews in the Statuti also reflected the traditional 

doctrinal restrictions against Jews; these included among other measures: 

1) bans against holding religious services in a public setting, 2) the 

building of new synagogues without the permission of the Holy See, 3) 

prohibitions against Jews leaving their homes during Easter week, 4) bans 

on hiring Christian maidservants, and finally, 5) "cruel punishments" 

meted out against any Jew who dared speak disrespectfiilly of the 

Christian faith "by blaspheming Christ, the Holy Virgin or any of the 

Saints."^^ 

In the next section of the report, a discussion of amendments 

made to the Statuti in 1584 under the reform initiatives of Carlo 

Emmanuele I allow us to see how the organization of the Jewish 

corporation was a function of the state's fiscal demands. The first of the 

new provisions determined that the state had the sole authority to fix the 

interest rates Jewish lenders charged borrowers, in this case allowing no 

AST. Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
Ibid. 
Punishments for blasphemy were stiff including flogging and public humiliation; in extreme cases, if 

one was accused and tried for such a crime, but refused to recant any of the charges, he could have his 

tongue cut out. See Segre, The Jews of Piedmont, doc. 1361, pp. 645-48. 
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more than ten percent interest on their loans (far beyond "acceptable" 

l f \  
non-usurious levels). The second provision barred Jews from extending 

or acquiring mortgages on property based on the traditional Christian 

prohibition against Jewish property ownership^^ Finally, the third 

provision prohibited Jews from exporting monies and valuables in 

piccolo ne in grande quantita (little or substantial quantities) outside of 

the state without the Duke's "permission," under penalty of having all of 

their belongings confiscated by the state^^ Thus, by giving Jews the 

designation as infidels or, in this case, as hebrei comuni inimici (Jews as 

an enemy group), the Duke in effect had written in a provision allowing 

him to extract tribute when he needed it. 

In this section, the attorney general cited a specific case relating to 

the period of the Carlist reforms. He writes, "Also to be noted, on 

October 25, 1584, the Papal cameriatus granted forty-six Jewish bankers 

individual patents of tolleranza for ten years to lend money at interest 

enabling the Duke and his officers to act in full conscience."^® When 

Jewish bankers in Piedmont appealed to the state to establish a loan-bank 

or pawn business, as in this example, the papacy demanded that state 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5 
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80 
follow a specific procedure in granting the licence. The royal 

administration was expected to apply to the papal representative for a 

tolleranza or toleration patent for the permission to lend money at 

interest. Once the royal administration obtained the toleration patents for 

its Jewish petitioners from the Church authority, it informed the Jewish 

Universita of the franchise in an official letter. This meant that the 

Church had a say in what one might call a franchise bidding process. 

When loan banking franchise privileges had been granted, the leaders of 

the Jewish Universita proceeded to renegotiate the terms of their charter 

agreements, since it was most likely that the Savoyard state would follow 

up granting individual franchises by demanding collective tribute 

payments from the corporation. In the case of the forty-six bankers 

representing, according to Renata Segre, one of the largest single grants 

of toleration patents recorded, there was no doubt that the state would 

proceed to exact considerable revenue from the Jewish community.^' This 

type of Jewish corporation-state arrangement represents part of a regular 

business transaction process, a deal made between Jewish bankers and the 

monarchy according to the laws of contract and civil status. 

For a discussion of the mass licensing of Jewish bankers and related documents see Segre, The Jews 
of Piedmont, doc. 1361, pp. 645-48. 

Ibid. 
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By bringing our attention to a fact which is not technically a 

constitutional issue, but rather the application of religious policy, the 

attorney general reveals the necessary cooperation between church and 

state in regulating Jewish rights and privileges, drawing us to the heart of 

the problem raised by the papal inquiry for the report: Who ultimately 

controls the process of determining Jewish status and under what 

circumstances? While Ferrari di CasteInuovo referred to the granting of 

tolerations to Jewish bankers to show that the House of Savoy "acted in 

full conscience," the actual historical context of the mass licensing of 

Jewish bankers in 1584 sheds more light on conflict rather than on 

cooperation. Renata Segre has shown that on October 28, 1584, in the 

wake of the franchising of Jewish bankers, an anonymous protesting 

memorandum was sent to Rome with a copy forwarded to the duchy of 

Savoy.^^ The letter's author voiced his objections to the papacy's 

agreement to grant toleration patents to the Jewish bankers, arguing that 

allowing Jews to lend money could compromise the ethics of the 

judiciary, in particular, in cases of default, where judges would be 

required to make decisions on debt repayment.^^ In the memorandum, 

the unidentified protester wrote, 

Segre, The Jews of Piedmont, pp.649-50. 
Ibid. 
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Regarding the pardon {Vindulto) and tolleranza given by the 

Cardinal Vastavillani of the papal cameriatus to Jews in Piedmont 

on the 25th of October of this year, we would like to pose this 

question to your Holiness. How can any magistrate verily claim to 

enforce the payment of usury on loans because is not usury a sin? 

And therefore, is not the magistrate who compels a poor Christian 

debtor to pay interest on interest an accomplice of the odious 

Jew? Has he not been tainted by avarice and immorality? In so 

doing, he makes mockery of his Holiness and our sacred 

religion.^'' 

The culture surrounding state-church accommodations involved not only 

the input of the upper echelon of the papacy, but also involved a constant 

production and formulation of so-called "zealous" opinions. The self-

righteous phrasing in the passage above is an example. References to 

"avarice" and "immorality" represent a "third" division within the various 

contestations surrounding the interpretation of Jewish policies within the 

state. Battles over the direction of ecclesiastical power within the state 

became attempts to de-legitimize Jewish corporate rights. In these 

battles, church leaders were not always willing or able to justify their 

arguments based on Christian doctrine alone. That is precisely when 

Ibid. 
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unofficial "zealous" attacks on Jewish character emerge to test the 

church's power in the state. Such "outsider" responses also make their 

appearances throughout the neo-absolutist period as I demonstrate in the 

chapter on forced baptism that follows. 

Several months after the anonymous memorandum, on January 18, 

1585, an official letter from the Papal Nuncio in Turin voiced objections 

to the franchising of Jewish bankers, stating that "in the view of many 

high ranking people, theologians, senators and canonists, to assist a Jew 

in the exaction of usury will be committing a capital sin."^^ The ensuing 

debate over a judge's capacity to render decisions on the exaction of 

usury brought together church theologians throughout northern Italy, but 

in the final analysis, the Pope chose to ignore their comments and 

objections, agreeing only to a slight change in the wording of the patents 

of tolleranza; the Church would now "concede" rather than "permit" the 

Jews' taking of usury.^^ Referring to the outcome of Pope's decisions 

regarding the mass licensing of Jewish bankers during the Carlist reforms 

of the 1580s in his report, Ferrari di Castelnuovo suggests that both the 

knowledge and authority to legitimize the exaction of usury in the future 

would be based on papal consent not on local opinions. In other words, 

Ibid. 
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he implies that since overly zealous interpretations of canon law have 

failed in the past, those who sought to impose their will on the monarchy 

against the granting of privileges to members of the Jewish corporation 

under certain circumstances did not succeed in the seventeenth century 

and would probably not succeed in the nineteenth either. 

The next section in the attorney general's report dealt directly with 

the terms of the renewed charter decreed by Carlo Emmanuele I on 

January 1®' 1604.^^ It affirmed all of the laws in the Statuti of 1430 and 

added several additional clauses. For the first time the state gave the 

Jewish community the authority to regulate the entrance of foreign Jews 

into the community without royal interference nor that of the Town 

• 88 t  

Councils. Second, it granted Jews the right to engage in any trade or 

craft, a privilege that would be rescinded in the eighteenth century and 

amended in the nineteenth. Other parts of charter dealt with matters of 

fiscal policy and included once again the subject of the exaction and 

extent of usury allowed by law. This time the 1604 charter fixed interest 

rates Jewish bankers were allowed to charge on loans at a maximum of 

18%, (up 8% from the past agreement), but stipulated that interest 

revenues would now be subject to taxation with the institution of a new 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37, Ebrei, Ma:zo 5. 
Ibid. 
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tax on registered property {beni catastati)}^ In the margins, Ferrari di 

CasteInuovo wrote: "The new laws did not cancel the donativi (gifts) 

Jews were obligated to pay to the local church." In other words, state 

fiscal policy will not negate the "traditional" relations between the church 

and the Jews, implying that donations to ecclesiastical institutions, in 

particular for the purpose of providing poor relief, would still be found in 

the wills of wealthier Jews. Although that may have been true for the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it was not the case in the nineteenth 

century at all, when the question to what extent poor relief would be 

controlled by the Restoration state was an important issue for the church. 

It was generally assumed that Jews should donate part of their estates to 

contribute to charity hospitals or hostels. Although managed by city 

councils since the late Middle Ages, the hostels were still under the 

power and influence of ecclesiastical authorities who were slated to 

receive a share of the donations for the purposes of providing dowries for 

poor Christian women among other types of communal welfare. The 

records of the wills of relatives of one of the most prominent Jewish 

families in Asti reveals that by the nineteenth century Jews could not be 

forced into donating to Christian poor relief. On October 8, 1815, the 

The registration of Jewish properties coincided with the reform measures that demanded that Jewish 
wills be notarized. See Elena Rossi Artom, Gli Artom: Storia di una famiglia della Communitd ebraica 
di Asti attraverso le sue generazioni, XVI-XXsecolo (Torino: Silvio Zamorani editore, 1997), pp. 72-
73. 
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will and testament of Giacobbe Abramo Debenedetti of Asti noted that 

"the testatore refuses to give any donazione to the Charity Hospital of 

Asti or to San Maurizio e Lazzaro of Torino.On November 8, 1815, 

Giuseppe Terracina, husband of Devora Artom, stated that "he would not 

be able to leave anything to the San Maurizio e Lazzaro."^' On March 

27, 1817, Anna Luzzati, the widow of Salvador Artom, noted rather 

defiantly that "she didn't want to leave any part of her estate to the San 

Maurizio e Lazzaro or the charity hospital in Asti."^^ 

Ferrari di Castelnuovo's underlying motive in stressing the point 

that the church would still receive Jewish donativi, despite evidence to 

the contrary, had more to do with the question of secularization of poor 

relief under the new regime, which itself was undergoing administrative 

restructuring and internal conflicts over ecclesiastical control of public 

welfare.^^ In 1820, a group of Piedmontese aristocrats, who would later 

form the nucleus of the "liberal Catholic" reform movement in the 

1840s, convinced the King to organize a commission to discuss changing 

the welfare system under the church-run Congregazione?'^ The 

reorganization of poor relief in the state achieved in the 1840s under 

Until the 1850s, the inventory of wills of the Artom family and their relatives all note refusals to 
leave money to the charity hospitals in their wills. See Elena Rossi Artom. GU Artom (Torino: 
Zamorani, 1997), p. 81. 
•" Ibid, p. 82. 
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Carlo Alberto, was still a delicate matter in these years. Nevertheless, the 

state minister and leading member of the welfare commission, Count 

Prospero Balbo proposed a plan to establish a new royal post, the 

Ispettorato superiore, an inspector who would be responsible for auditing 

the ways in which poor relief was being managed in each of the provinces 

and making follow-up recommendations for future legislative reform 

based on the results of his investigations.^^ The attorney general's 

carefully crafted responses to the Vatican's demand for a Jewish policy 

report was in part a way to avoid a direct confrontation over the issue of 

secularization in general, a subject that we can now see covered a wide 

range of controversial issues. Rather than recognizing the authority of the 

Church in these sensitive matters, he chose instead to use the report to 

demonstrate that the state endeavored to make decisions in consultation 

with ecclesiastical authorities. In the following sections of the report 

these motivations become clearer. After the discussion of the 1604 

charter amendments, the attorney general moved on to the ducal decree of 

1618, which required the enlargement of the membership of the Jewish 

Universita of Piedmont by incorporating the Jewish communities of the 

towns of Saluzzo and Nice. This provided a means for expanding the 

Gian Paolo Romangni, Prospero Balbo, Intellectuale e uomo di stato (I762-I837) (Torino: Deputati 
subalpina, 1990), p. 441. 



state's tribute base and also teaches us about aspects of the administration 

of revenue collecting in the Savoyard state.^^ The decree stipulated that, 

All the Jews are to enjoy the same privileges and be covered by 

the same charters volendo che tutti li hebrei di nostri Stato siano 

un sul corpo d'Universita (that all the Jews of our states should 

comprise one incorporated universita). There was henceforth in 

the history of our laws the appointment by the state of one 

conservatore generale who shall have the exclusive right to 

97 appomt sottoconservatori. 

The attorney general went on to explain the role of the conservatore 

generale in more detail, but the letter's primary job was to check the 

ledgers of Jewish bankers and report back to the royal administration. He 

added at the end; "The special office of conservatore generale for the 

Jews was introduced in 1618 in these Royal Dominions and made official 

in a papal decree of January 25, 1620."^® Clearly, his aim here was to 

show that such reform measures had been agreed to by the papacy, 

although the appointment of the conservatore generale as a state servant 

who incorporates the Jewish universita as part of the state apparatus in 

reality was a direct challenge to the church's authority over Jewish 

By the 18* century, however, the Jews of Monferrato would appeal successfully to be separated from 
the Universita to form their own corporation. 

Segre, The Jews of Piedmont, doc. 1968, p. 959-60 
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communal matters. It is here then we begin to see the how the Savoyard 

state constructed its hierarchy, by placing the conservatore generale of 

the Jewish community squarely within the administrative structure as a 

kind of "legalized" buffer against possible incursions by Church. This 

also meant that the state had granted the Jewish community an 

incorporated form of representation within the royal adminstration, a 

clear acknowledgement of its members' civil status. 

In the next section of the report, Ferrari di Castelnuovo listed 

briefly the Jewish charters of the 17^*' century, noting only the dates of 

renewals. Following the list, the attorney general focused on the charter 

agreement for the Universita of Piedmont dated June 10, 1710, setting 

forth new regulations to bolster the state's internal authority within the 

Jewish community with regard to revenue collection. The charter stated. 

The rules drafted in this charter in the synagogue of the Jews in 

this capital city sanctioned by the Senator Vincenzo de Magistris 

are to remain in effect until 31 December 1714. First, that the 

elders of the Universita are now authorized to carry out searches 

iperquisitione) into the personal belongings and property of every 

Jews' house, to assess the veracity of their income records and 
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then to prepare a register of names of those believed to be 

suspected of false tax declarations.^^ 

The 1710 charter designated for the first time that the Jews' fiscal burden 

would now be linked to sworn statements of income. The royal 

administration justified requiring such statements to "discourage delays 

on the part of Jews who refused to pay their share of riparto 

(division)."'®® In the new system, the state required that a locked casella 

(strongbox) be placed in every Jewish household and could be opened 

only by the conservatore generale or in some cases by the head rabbi. 

Each casella would contain the sworn statement of the head of the 

household listing all of his attachable possessions. The clause in the 

1710 charter dealing with the new casella system read as follows, 

That these are the new rules for assessing (tassare) payments and 

shall be put into effect immediately. For the purpose of revenue 

collection, the Jewish community of Piedmont will be divided 

into the four main areas of Turin, Vercelli, Asti and Fossano. The 

Universita di Monferrato and of Alessandria will be considered in 

a separate charter. First, that each head of a household shall make 

an inventory list of all gold, silver, jewelry, pawns, goods, 

" Segre, The Jews of Piedmont, doc. 2561, pp. 1314-27 
Ibid. 
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livestock, provisions, houses, land and other real estate, mills and 

profits or rents from them. There will be no need to inventory or 

describe items in dowries, the bridal trousseau (fardello), wedding 

rings, linens, lamps, candelabra or chalices used for sacred or 

religious functions and Hebrew books. Each household head will 

pay a portion depending on his income and effects from 1% to 

12%. Second, that the Senato has the right to settle any 

differences between the rabbi and deputati of the Jewish 

community. Third, as a concession, the Jews shall no longer be 

compelled to lend houses or offer donativi to government 

ministers or local officials with the exception of the local parish 

and the archbishop (emphasis added). 

In this passage from the laws governing the Jewish community, the very 

definitions and boundaries of the Jewish corporation itself becomes 

divided between religious and secular lines. The state's right to intervene 

to "settle any differences between the rabbi and deputatr placed Jewish 

leaders in a position of responsibility to show their first allegiance was to 

the state; yet, how this was related to the Church is another matter. The 

attorney general's emphasis on the issue was twofold. First, he sought to 

distinguish the subject of revenue collection imposed on Jewish wealth by 

Segre, The Jews of Piedmont, doc. 2561 p. 1314-27 
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the state from the fundamental beliefs about the distribution of the wealth 

of infidels according to Christian doctrine which held that such wealth 

1 r\'y 

was ultimately the possession of the Church. At the same time, he 

made an effort to show that the state respected Christian doctrine 

regarding infidels by pointing to the passage which stated that the Jewish 

corporation was obligated to comply fully with church authorities to lend 

their homes and other beni immobili to the Church if required to do so. 

Therefore, one of centuries-old rationales for maintaining Jewish 

communities based on the Church's claim to benefit from and use Jewish 

assets was linked to the administration's efficiency in being able to 

identify Jewish wealth, especially beni immobili or real estate. The 1710 

amendment, however, was not created with the Church's use-rights over 

Jewish property in mind, but rather as the state's method of inventorying 

"incorporated" communal resources to extract tribute. For the Jewish 

community, the main benefit in the state's scrutiny of their assets was that 

it served to weaken claims the church could make against them. 

For the eighteenth century, the attorney general's report lists page 

after page of the dates of Jewish charter renewals with the exception of a 

brief discussion of the codification of Jewish policy in the Regie 

Giacomo Todeschini, II Prezzo della Salvezza: Lessici medievali delpensiero economico (Roma: La 
Nuova Italia Scientifica, 1994), pp. 189-95. 
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Costituzioni of 1723 and 1729 under Vittorio Amedeo I. The new 

constitution incorporated enormous changes in Jewish life in Piedmont, 

stipulating for the first time the establishment of ghettos throughout the 

state, a point the attorney general emphasized. Although a ghetto had 

already been established in Turin in 1679, the royal constitution was the 

first to establish an actual policy calling for the erection of ghettos at sites 

to be "determined by Town Councils who shall designate an area where 

Jews can be suitably separated from Christian residents." It should be 

noted that the statewide institution of ghettos in Piedmont, which began 

in the eighteenth century, came much later than anywhere else on the 

Italian penisula, where ghetto laws were put in place by the mid-sixteenth 

cenury within the context of the counter-Reformation. The main reason 

for the institution of ghettos in Piedmont, Luciano Allegra contends, was 

economic, not religious; the result of protests and pressure from Catholic 

m e r c h a n t s  t o  c r a c k  d o w n  o n  t h e  J e w i s h  t r a d e  i n  s t o l e n  g o o d s . T h e  

decree to establish a ghetto was also a way for the town to re-fmance poor 

relief. The process of "ghettoization" meant, in some cases, that town's 

charity hospital {ospedale di carita) was to be relocated on the outskirts 

of town. In the meantime, the state ordered the Jewish community to re-

AST Materia Eccelsiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
More than 60% of all Jews arrested in Turin from 1725 to 1801 were charged with dealing in stolen 

merchandise. Luciano Allegra, Identita in bilico: IIghetto ebraico di Torino net Settecento (Turin: 
Zamorani, 1996), pp. 39-41. 
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settle on the premises of the old hospital and pay rent to the city council, 

not only toward the upkeep and maintenance of ospedale-^Q\XQ enclave 

but also toward the costs of moving and rebuilding the new charity 

hospital. Although, as I shall discuss below, the state did not always 

succeed in implementing policies of enforced ghettoization usually 

because state and local authorities could not agree on suitable sites for 

designating a ghetto area. 

The 1723 codes also required that ghetto inhabitants abide by a 

strict curfew and that gates be fitted to the ghetto quarter where the Jews 

would be locked in from sunrise to sunset. Allegra argues that these 

curfew measures reflected the concerns of the Jewish communal leaders 

who wished to prevent the exit of Jewish boys from the community to 

enter the House of Catechumens to become Christian converts. As he has 

shown in his research on the Ospizio di Catecumeni of Turin, young 

Jewish boys, like Protestants boys, chose to run away and become 

Catholics so they could become apprentices in guilds. Preventing Jewish 

boys from running off to be Christians was a pretext for legal concerns of 

the corporate community. The reasoning of the Jewish communal leaders 

to support the curfew had more to do with asserting their parental rights 

and upholding the laws of the Jewish corporate community to "police" 

members of their own community. Ferrari di Castelnuovo's reference to 
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sunset to sunrise curfews was to make a clear statement to the Vatican 

that the state recognized a major tenet of canon law banning all relations 

between Jews and Christians, a regulation promoted vigorously by the 

zelanti. The subject of regulating and insisting on curfews was wrought 

with ambiguity for church, state and Jewish corporation. The attorney 

general's report aimed to convince the papal representative that the 

political and civil position of the Jewish community was indeed 

subordinated to that of Church in the past, and would remain so in the 

future. By relating the history of the institutionalization of the curfew on 

the Jewish Universita, he meant to cast the history of the 1720s, a period 

in which the King had taken steps to limit drastically the fiscal privilege 

of the Church, in a better light.The church would be satisfied with the 

state upholding the institution of the curfew on the Jewish community 

because it upheld parish rights to regulate activities in quarters. As I shall 

discuss more fully in the chapter on ghettoization in Acqui, the assertion 

of parish rights became a means through which church and civic leaders 

also attempted to test their power at the local level during the Restoration. 

Ferrari di Castelnuovo made no more comments on amendments to 

the constitution in the eighteenth century because, as I stated above, it 

Geoffrey Symcox, Victor Amadeus II: Absolutism in the Savoyard State 1675-1730 (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1983), pp. 213-216. 
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was a period well-known for bitter conflicts between the Pope and the 

Savoyard state under Victor Amadeus 11.'®^ After listing charter renewal 

dates, the report jumped from the eighteenth century directly to the Royal 

Patents of March 1, 1816, stating that it revived the ancient laws of the 

royal constitution with several modifications. Even though the 

Napoleonic period remained outside a "legitimate" church-state history 

for the purposes of the report, Napoleonic reforms had had a considerable 

impact on the ways in which Jewish policy amendments would be written 

after Napoleon's defeat in 1814. The fact that it is not mentioned in the 

attorney general's history of Jewish policy in the Restoration state ftjrther 

demonstrates the sensitive nature of the task assigned to the attorney 

general in this matter. After all, one of the papacy's main concerns in this 

period was how to reclaim formerly ecclesiastical properties which was 

an important aspect of the terms of the concordats it was trying to 

renegotiate with restored Catholic regimes. However, the attorney 

general's rendition of the amendments to Jewish policy and to the Royal 

Patents of 1816 was brief First, the changes included that Jews were 

now authorized to engage in any trade or occupation. Second, the state 

granted concessions to Jewish traders to leave the ghetto at night, and 

Geoffrey Symcox, Victor Amadeus II: Absolutism in the Savoyard State 1675-1730 (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1983). 
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third, it exempted all Jews from having to wear a distinctive sign or 

"Jew" badge on their clothing. Finally, the entry stated that extensions to 

sell (alienare) all real property were granted collectively to the Jewish 

Universita on three expiration dates beginning on March 1, 1821, 

extended to January 1, 1822, and most recently, on January 1, 1824. "In 

these times," wrote Ferrari di Castelnuovo, "there is a shortage of buyers 

to hold a public auction of Jewish houses and farms. The King of Savoy 

has not and shall not permit Jews to be possessor!, only concedes special 

privileges for fixed times under certain circumstances." In other words, 

the King reserved the sole right to make decisions on Jewish property 

ownership and would do so on a case-by-case basis. Furthermore, as 

discussed earlier, the terms "concede" and "permit" used by attorney 

general here were similar to those that the papacy itself had used 

centuries earlier during the deliberation over the mass franchise of Jewish 

bankers. In so doing, Ferrari di Castelnuovo gave a customary response, 

not exactly a precedent because cases were mediated on an individual 

basis, but nevertheless, one that justified government inaction in carrying 

out policy. The attorney general's comment perhaps also reveals his own 

interests in integrating liberal reform measures within a broader vision of 

a neo-absolutism in the Savoyard state. It provides further evidence that 
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the royal administrators were struggling with how to deal with the social 

and economic consequences of Napoleonic rule on church-state relations. 

Indeed, the government faced enormous problems in its attempts to 

impose the Royal Patents of 1816 requiring the liquidation of Jewish-

owned properties by 1821. The official record shows that from 1824 to 

1827, the Savoyard state granted 78 out of 85 appeals from Jewish 

property owners to gain permission to maintain or purchase residences 

outside the ghetto.At the same time, it approved most requests to 

Jewish entrepreneurs who wished to open filature (silk spinning mills) or 

to expand existing ones by acquiring the necessary properties, albeit for a 

108 
limited time period. In the royal prerogatives granting the wealthy 

Jewish negoziante Samuele Avigdor privileges to maintain property in 

Nice, the state justified the granting of the extension on the basis that "the 

Jew Avigdor must be allowed to maintain his properties temporarily so as 

to prevent the serious misfortunes of Christians who may have financial 

interests in them."'^^ Even without official authorization, Jewish families 

continued to maintain stores and homes outside the ghettos. Jewish 

financiers continued to provide credit to members of the Piedmontese 

aristocracy who claimed preference for Jewish bankers over Gentile ones 

ASTMalerie Ecclesiatiche Categoria 37: Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
Ibid. 
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because of their secrecy and discretion. Jewish women were able to hold 

on to their properties as the state failed to liquidate assets tied to 

dowries.The supervision Jewish accounts was one of the key issues 

concerning state Jewish policy in the post-Napoleonic period, connected 

to the longer history of the Jewish-state charters in Piedmont. 

Complications over such matters forced Carlo Felice to extend the 

expiration date on the sale of Jewish-owned properties, until eventually 

the royal administration had no choice but to allow Jews to maintain their 

properties."' 

On January 27, 1826, six months after the attorney general issued 

the report, the papal nuncio responded to the Secretary of State, stating 

After a meeting with the archbishop, two theologians and a parish 

priest to read the above-mentioned report, I have concluded that 

the kingdom of Sardinia's laws regarding the Jews are generally 

in keeping with canon law except for the subject of beni immobili 

(real estate) and the "alienation" of Jewish-owned properties. It is 

still not clear that the utmost endeavour has been made to apply 

these laws."^ 

See Luciano Allegra, "A Model of Jewish Devolution: Turin in the Eighteenth Century," Jew/iA 
History 7 (1993): 29-59. 
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The nuncio also suggested ways to go about enforcing laws concerning 

Jewish-owned property liquidation, stating that "although the opinions of 

the committee have varied, all agree that a public auction of Jewish-

11 "5 
owned properties should be determined as a form of bankruptcy." 

What the nuncio wishes to determine here is whether the Church has the 

right to sue Jewish property owners who purchased ecclesiastical 

properties. The letter continues in a condescending tone. By combining 

the problem of Jewish-owned property with a sermon on Christian ethics, 

he chastises the attorney general and Carlo Felice with righteous 

indignation about the proper function and responsibility of the monarchy 

in managing the wealth of the state. The Nuncio wrote, "I wish to remind 

your Excellency that the role of the King according to our blessed Church 

Fathers is as the 'good' administrator of the wealth of all infidels under 

his rule. As such. Christian virtue demands that the sovereign direct that 

wealth to the best use possible. His purpose should always be to defend 

first the patrimony of the community of the faithful and the guardians of 

its Holy Church."""* 

Ultimately, the nuncio's indignant tone reflected the papacy's 

general disappointment in the work of the restoration and implementation 

'iH AST Materie Politiche, Interne in generate Mazzo II. 
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of religious policies after the Vienna Settlement in 1815. Indeed, a fiill 

appreciation of the relationship between religious policy and 

liberalization in Italy in the first half of the nineteenth century must take 

into account papal diplomacy after the Vienna accord. The Pope who had 

secured repossession of almost all of his former territories after the 

settlement, including Rome and its surrounding lands, the Legations and 

the Marches of Ancona, Emilia and Romagna, was disappointed in not 

being able to reach diplomatic agreements or concordati with the Italian 

regions then under Austrian and French control."^ As a result, the Pope's 

position as a national and international power broker after the settlement 

had become greatly minimized. To counteract the loss of power, the 

Papacy established the Congregation for Extraordinary Ecclesiastical 

Affairs in 1814, a bureaucratic division responsible for drafting proposals 

for the negotiating of concordats between the Church and countries of the 

newly reconfigured Europe to ensure that the process of reconstruction 

would get underway.''^ One of the primary goals of the concordats was 

to give Rome the authority to limit secular interference in religious 

matters. In negotiations with the House of Savoy, besides demanding 

that the state act against heresy, polygamy and sacrileges of any sort, the 

Nicholas Atkin and Frank Tallett, Priests, Prelates and People: A History of European Catholicism 
since 1750 (Oxford U.K.: Oxford University Press, 2003), p.88. 
'"^Ibid, p.89. 
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Pope had hoped that the Savoyard monarchs would grant the Church 

three main concessions—^to return all sequestered Church properties from 

the period of French Imperial rule, to allow the re-establishment of 

Catholic seminaries, and finally, to give the church complete control over 

1 1 *7 

the appointment of bishops. By 1818, the Savoyard King Vittorio 

Emmanuele I agreed to all of the Church's requests with some 

modifications to the last noted.The conclusion of the terms of the 

concordat with the House of Savoy proved a shining success for the 

papacy; the reclamation of Church properties, the rebuilding of 

seminaries and other church-run institutions, greatly enhanced the Pope's 

influence in the kingdom of Sardinia, making it easier for him to voice his 

opinion on ecclesiastical matters than in any other Italian state at the time. 

However, gaining back ecclesiastical privileges on paper did not 

necessarily ensure that they would be enforced and so the papacy had to 

begin anew to fight for the restoration of its ancien regime rights . 

Ferrari di Castelnuovo's report on laws regulating Jewish behavior 

in the kingdom of Sardinia revealed an important aspect of Leone XII's 

early attempts to re-assert papal power. The "zealous" Pope's intention 

was to strengthen the Office of the Holy Inquisition to be able to 

Ambrosini, L 'ombra delta Restaurazione, (Torino: II Punto, 2002), p. 179. 
"^Ibid, p. 180. 
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investigate the enforcement of Jewish poHcies. In the Papal States, the 

Inquisition was already making inquiries into relationships between 

Jewish men and Christian servants but outside of the Papacy's 

jurisdiction putting pressure on governments to enforce Jewish policies 

was more difficult to do. Nevertheless, in Piedmont, local church 

authorities begin to voice their protests by raising such issues concerning 

the hiring of Christian servants by Jewish families with the royal 

administration I discuss in detail below one highly publicized case that 

surfaced in Acqui at the same time that Ferrari di Castelnuovo presented 

his Jewish policy report to the Vatican (and which I discuss in detail in 

chapter six). Pope Leone XII, was, according to David Kertzer, the first 

pope to carry out an ideological campaign against Jews by supporting and 

publishing works of Catholic polemicists like Father Ferdinand Jabalot, 

who attacked Jewish property owners specifically. The negotiations 

between Rome and Turin add to our understanding of the evolution of 

Catholic modernism in the nineteenth century and its relationship to the 

enforcement of canon laws dealing with Jewish property ownership. 

Kertzer, The Popes Against the Jews, pp. 63-65. 
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The Legal Battle for La Sperandera 

Now we move on to considering the church's attempt to reclaim 

confiscated Church lands at the local level, in a case study of 

secularization that involves the Church's attempt to block the sale of 

former ecclesiastical properties to a Jewish buyer. On August 1, 1829, 

Lelio Sacerdote, a Jewish silk manufacturer, appealed to the Savoyard 

royal courts to gain permission to purchase an estate known as La 

100 
Sperandera located in Casale Monferrato. The request was an unusual 

one. Not only did the Jewish negoziante ask to purchase property, a 

request strictly prohibited according to Christian doctrine and the 

declared policies of the Savoyard state, but the property Sacerdote wanted 

had once belonged to the Catholic Church. Furthermore, he intended to 

establish a filatura di seta or silk spinning plant on the premises. Such an 

undertaking, for which Sacerdote would be hiring Christian workers, 

among whom many would be young unmarried women, represented a 

clear violation of canon law rules separating Jews and "Christian 

donzelle'" (maidens). To convince the authorities, the Jewish silk trader 

would also need to address local concerns that the processing and 

production of silk might contaminate the water supply, an issue that 

Salvatore Foa, Gli ebrei nel Monferrato nei secoli XVI e XVII ( Bologna: Fomi, 1965). 
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would eventually emerge within civic debates. As he argued, La 

Sperandera, situated in the canton of Ala Grande was "far enough from 

the densely-populated areas of town so as not to present an environmental 

hazard."'^' On the other hand, the estate was located near a monastery, a 

controversial issue which would figure prominently in the development 

of legal disputes surrounding the case later on. The property itself was 

comprised of a two-story building that had once been part of the 

Capuchin monastery and seminary that now bordered it and its gardens. 

In the surrounding giardini, Sacerdote wrote that he intended to plant 

mulberry trees and cultivate silkworms while proposing to "convert the 

building into a spinning plant and lodging for seasonal workers, 

reassuring the authorities that "no donzelle shall be allowed to stay 

overnight." At the end of the appeal, he argued that the establishment 

of the silk factory would serve ultimately for the "public good and 

industry in the Savoyard kingdom,"an argument that would become 

common in the appeals of the 1830s and 40s. 

By September 1, 1829, the Attorney General to the Regio Senato 

issued his official legal opinion or parere on the question of fraud in the 

acquisition of former ecclesiastical estate, recommending in the end that 

ASTMaterie Ecclesiastiche, Calegoria 37: Ebrei, Mazzo 7. 
Ibid. 
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"Sacerdote be given permission to purchase La Sperandera for a period 

of twenty years, after which he would be obliged to sell the property to a 

1 9 S 
Christian buyer." Yet, as the text of the parere reveals, the main issue 

was bound together in a web of conflicting interests that included acts of 

deception and trickery, and pointed to the possibility of an unsolved 

murder. Moreover, the fact that the question of Sacerdote's purchasing 

rights would be deliberated in the Royal Senate demonstrated that this 

issue had far greater implications for the administration of justice in the 

state than other appeals which often went no further than the ministerial 

office regulating Jewish affairs. Up to this point, the decision-making 

process for the attorney general had not been an easy one. "The nature of 

the question and the particular circumstances surrounding the purchase of 

La Sperandera has required deep reflection," he wrote, "forcing me verily 

to ignore a type of fraud to consider instead the best interests of the 

kingdom."'^^ 

The complicated history of the property's ownership exposes the 

core of the problem and explains what the attorney general meant by 

fraud. Until 1828, La Sperandera had belonged to the Archbishop 

ASTMaterie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei, Mazzo 7. 
Ibid. 
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197 
Vincenzo Maria Mossi di Morano. It appeared in several records that 

the bishop had attempted to get assistance from Rome to help him 

maintain the property, since he alleged that the monastery "had fallen into 

198 
disuse during the epoca franceser A new monastery had been built 

near the estate financed by an "ample bequest" from the members of the 

Societa di Sacro Cuore di Gesii. As the attorney general wrote, 

For some time now, Monsignor Vincenzo Maria Mossi tried to 

sell the property known as La Sperandera to another 

congregazione. He appealed to the Pontifical Secretary of State 

to obtain a loan from the Monti di Roma on July 14, 1828. 

Four months later, however, the bishop had suddenly found a willing 

buyer for the property. On November 21, 1828, Giuseppe Serinzo, a 

handyman {tuttofare) who worked for Monsignor Mossi, purchased the 

estate for the amount of 22,400 lire. The terms of the purchase contract 

obligated Serinzo to pay a down payment of 4,400 lire and then to pay the 

balance in two payments over the course of a year in instalments of 9,000 

lire each, with the first instalment due in June or Serinzo risked the 

™ The archbishop Vincenzo Mossi was a member of one of the richest families in Piedmont. His 
prinicpal heir the Marchese Lodovico Pallavicino Mossi who inherited the estate in 1829 became an 
outspoken opponent of the Siccardi laws in the 1850s that aimed at restricting the property rights of the 
Church. See Anthony L. Cardoza, Aristocrats in Bourgeois Italy: the Piedmontese Nobility, 1861-1930 
(Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 116. 
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penalty of paying an additional 5,000 lire. It should have been no 

surprise that the tuttofare would have had trouble coming up with the 

balance. When June arrived, Serinzo sought financial help in borrowing 

to pay the first instalment by turning to the Jewish negoziante Lelio 

Sacerdote who loaned him the amount of 9,000 lire for the second 

payment according to the original contract of June 6'*^ 1829.'^' By August 

1, 1829, he petitioned the government to allow him to sell the property to 

Sacerdote, while Sacerdote was petitioning the government to let him buy 

it, relieving Serinzo of his financial burden. 

In the course of his investigation, the attorney general became 

suspicious of Sacerdote and Serinzo's business relationship. It all seemed 

too simple. "In conversation with Guiseppe Serinzo, I was informed that 

Bishop Mossi had been approached by Sacerdote to sell the property in 

1827," he wrote, 

but on moral conviction refused to sell the estate to the Jew There 

is no doubt in my mind that Serinzo and Sacerdote were 

accomplices to a type of fraud. It appears so, although I cannot 

prove it, that the Jew Sacerdote wanted to buy the property and 

ASTMaterie Eccelesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei, Mazzo 7. 
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persuaded Serinzo to betray the wishes of his padrone. It is an 

abhorrent (ripulso) set of circumstances. 

This case took many twists and turns, the most dramatic of which was the 

possibiHty that a murder had also taken place, causing a stir among the 

local residents. The attorney general gave it a special place in his 

remarks, noting, 

Seven months after Monsignor Mossi sold the property to 

Serinzo, the bishop died suddenly. These occurrences may not be 

related but I have my doubts. The record in the parish register 

states that Bishop Mossi died from feverous complications 

originating in an 'idiopathic' disease. There are some in the 

parish who believe that the bishop was poisoned by the worker 

Serinzo. That the two criminals aimed to swindle we can be 

certain. 

Despite the attorney general's suspicions about deal-making that went on 

behind the scenes in the sale and purchase of La Sperandera, not to 

mention the allegations of murder, he decided to grant the Jewish 

negoziante permission to the acquire the property. He argued that the 

establishment of a silk plant would in the end serve the public's best 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Ma:zo 7. 
Ibid. 
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interest while encouraging healthy competition among other silk 

manufacturers. Such arguments would become quite prevalent in the 

appeals of the 1820s where Jews came to be seen as the owner/manager 

of the state's assets. It seemed that Jews investing in the silk industry 

could do no wrong, in this case, perhaps even get away with murder. 

Even more shocking was that there was absolutely no mention 

whatsoever of the preservation of ecclesiastical properties, a point which 

the government had pledged to uphold in negotiations with the Vatican 

and in the Jewish policy report of 1825. The text of the official opinion 

on the Sacerdote sale clearly demonstrated that issues of political 

economy took top priority. "Your majesty," the attorney general wrote, 

my examination of this case rests above all on the matter of public 

utility. It seems that it would be best to let the Jew Sacerdote 

purchase the building and land known as La Sperandera as long as 

he shall establish a silk manufactury, despite any possible 

wrongdoings of Giuseppe Serinzo. Let it be stated, that this 

privilege shall ensure the future of our great silk industry in these 

Royal Dominions. The addition of another silk manufactury will 

help to break the town monopoly on the cultivation of silk worms. 

And the introduction of a new filatura will provide opportunities 
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to give work to the poor in the canton of Ala Grande, who are so 

many.'^'^ 

The attorney general did address the issue of Jewish status vis-a-vis 

Catholics, but again only to reinforce his point that productivity not 

religion would be the salvation of the state and therefore, in the best 

interests of everyone. Upholding the religious canon law precepts that 

prohibited Christians from mingling with Jews and, in some cases 

working for Jews, were not as important as the benefits that would be 

derived from the enhancing economic growth within the silk industry in 

Piedmont. He wrote. 

As far as the question of whether Jews shall become the overlords 

to Christians, it seems that the competition from other silk firms 

will not allow the Jews to gain a total monopoly. Therefore, I 

recommend that privilege be granted to the Jew Sacerdote and I 

add my name to the list below of those in Casale who prefer that 

the Jew purchase and maintain La Sperandera, employing Jewish 

capital and resources in a legitimate trade, one that shall also be 

productive for the town of Casale and the Savoyard state. Is this 

not better than the Jew lending money to a Christian to engage in 

Ibid. 
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the very same enterprise and then ruin him with contracts and 

high interest? 

The attorney general's reasoning turned the Nuncio's response to Ferrari 

di Castelnuovo's Jewish policy report on its head. Whereas the Nuncio 

chastised the monarchy for not being "good" administrators of the wealth 

of infidels, here the attorney general shows that Jews can provide the 

needed capital and expertise to build a strong national economy. 

Moreover, by justifying placing former Church properties in the hands of 

a private individual, even a Jew, he sanctioned the secularization of 

ecclesiastical property, setting an important precedent which would 

eventually cause serious repercussions in Vatican circles. 

The first protests against the government's decision, however, were 

local ones. In a letter dated November 15, 1829, the Vicar of Casale 

objected to the attorney general's recommendation, voicing his anger 

over the sale of La Sperandera to Sacerdote. Mainly, he objected to the 

fact that the placement of the silk manufacturing plant would end up 

facing the entrance to the parish church which, in his words, would be "a 

sign of disrespect for the Holy Catholic Religion."'^® The Vicar detested 

ASTMaterie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 7. 
Ibid. 
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the idea that a Jew be allowed to own "Catholic" property under any 

circumstances, saying. 

For some time now, I and the parocco of the parish of the 

Santissimmo Crocifisso in this city of Casale have been shaken by 

the thought of the odious Jew Sacerdote purchasing La 

Sperandera, its lovely courtyard and serene gardens. The 

Capuchin monks who once lived in the monastery could often be 

seen taking their daily walks in gardens and saying their prayers 

and devotions in the courtyard. I cannot help but think what they 

would say if they knew that this property had fallen into the 

greedy hands of a Jew. 

The Vicar elevated the discussion of the atmosphere surrounding the 

monastery and church of La Sperandera to ruination of sanctified space. 

As he continued, he made an appeal to popular piety related to devotions 

to the Virgin Mary stating. 

The church estate was revered in the past by its guardians and still 

to this day townspeople from all over the province pass through 

La Sperandera on their way to view the simulacrum of the Virgin 

Mary in the parish church. Jews must not under any 

circumstances be permitted to buy the property and convert the 

Ibid. 
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gardens so near to a Holy Church to turn it into a 'graveyard' to 

raise silkworms. 

In the end, the Vicar pleads with government authorities to rethink their 

decision. Preaching about the moral hazards inherent in the transfering of 

the property to a Jew, declaring, 

The establishment of silk manufactury shall verily suffocate the 

air around the Church, but this is nothing compared to the moral 

damage it shall cause to the parish, its many religious orders and 

devotees. We, who have the great honor to live under a state that 

protects and defends the Catholic religion, know the King and his 

ministers would never turn against the defense of our sacred faith. 

We beseech you to protect the souls of good Christians. Is this 

not also in the interest of public utility? 

It would be a mistake to view the Vicar's protest only as an expression of 

anti-Semitic discourse such as his use of the epithet "the odious Jew" or 

the distinct vampire-like imagery of property that has "fallen into the 

greedy hands of a Jew." And yet still scholars stress this type of 

traditional anti-Semitism as a sign to read only in terms of its possible 

link in foreshadowing the horrible circumstances of European Jewry by 

the next century. To do this is to miss exploring the complex social 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 7 



arrangements that such language masks. The underlying issue in this 

entire affair is about the ways in which relationships based on collusion 

and collaboration emerge during the uncertainties that accompanied 

regime transition. Acquiring ecclesiastical properties was regulated by 

both church and state, but we know little about the ways that tangled 

property claims were actually adjucated. We shall never, for instance, 

know what role Archbishop Mossi may have had in the transfer of 

properties connected with La Sperandera, but we do know, as Anthony 

Cardoza has shown, that his maternal cousin inherited a substantial estate 

upon his death. 

Christian merchants and manufacturers saw the sale as a threat to 

their capacity to compete successfully in the textile market. The Mayor of 

the City of Casale expressed his dissatisfication "on behalf of the rector 

of the parish of the Santissimma Crocifisso, the Jesuit fathers and other 

subjects living in the quarter of this city named Ala."'"*® Aside from the 

disturbance the silk factory would pose to those attending mass at the 

nearby church, the mayor argued, as the Vicar did, that silk production 

Anthony Cardoza, Aristocrats in Bourgeois Italy: The Piedmontese Nobility, 1861-1930. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 116. The Mossi family was one of three of the 
wealthiest noble families in Piedmont in the late nineteenth century. All three noble families came 
into most of their money during the 1820s which points to the need to explore further aspects of the 
relationship between secularization, Jewish policy and the wealth preservation in Restoration 
Piedmont. 

Ibid. 
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"will wreak havoc to the health of the inhabitants and create bad air."'"*' 

Attached to the mayor's letter were the minutes from the Convocato di 

Ragioneria a meeting convened by the merchants and manufacturers in 

the town on October 11,1829, requesting civil authorities protest the sale 

of La Sperandera on the basis the city did not need another silk 

manufacturer. The minutes read: "We, the undersigned object to the Jew 

Sacerdote's purchase of the property as we already have three silk 

manufacturing factories in the city, two furriers and a tannery."''^^ It is 

important to note that these activities were also governed and outlined in 

guild agreements that specifically outlawed non-guild members from 

engaging in textile manufacturer and the sale of new clothes. Therefore, 

the state was not only flagrantly violating its own pledge to uphold the 

Church's rights but those they also declared to guarantee to various 

incorporated guilds. 

On November 17, 1829, the papal nuncio entered the fray, writing 

to the attorney general about the jurisdiction of authority in the case, 

stating. 

In regard to the property of La Sperandera, the Governo di Roma 

has received official letters of protest from the diocese in which 

Ibid. 
142 
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the property is situated. The Pontifical Secretary of State wished 

to remind the Royal Senate that ownership of ecclesiastical 

property cannot be transferred to a private individual according to 

the state amendment dated August 28, 1731. Moreover, each 

diocese has the right to transfer a portion of property in its 

possession to the bishop. When Bishop Mossi sold the property 

to Giuseppe Serinzo he did so illicitly. 

Allowing Sacerdote to buy La Sperandera was indeed an illegal act. 

Despite all of the protests surrounding Sacerdote and Serinzo's 

illegal acts, on December 1829, the Royal Senate approved the 

attorney general's recommendation and soon afterward the King signed 

the concession. A few days after the Senate approval, the attorney 

general responded to the papal nuncio, saying that the "state esteemed the 

Pope and the Governo di Roma" but since Monsignor Mossi was no 

longer living to refijte certain aspects of the sale, the property could no 

longer be considered mani morte but rather in legal terms constituted a 

morte civile}'^'^ Furthermore, he stated that Sacerdote had proved that he 

was allowed by precedent law to purchase property as the state had 

granted a concession to all of the descendents of the Sacerdote brothers 

Ibid. 
Mani morte is the category that represents the edicts and regulations emanating from the House of 

Savoy relating to the acquisition of church properties by foreigners. 
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since 1717.''^^ The first approval against this concession during the 

Restoration was given in May 1824, and as the decade passed those 

claiming to be descendents of the Sacedote family multiplied. By the 

end of December, the crown had granted Lelio Sacerdote the right to 

purchase the estate from Giuseppe Serinzo and the Church had lost its 

battle for La Sperandera. 

The case of the sale of La Sperandera to Lelio Sacerdote reflects 

an important issue in the history of church-state relations after the 

Congress of Vienna: the secularization of property. Among scholars 

today, the terms "secular" and "secularization" when referring to the 

Restoration period have often been used anachronistically, as in the case 

of David Kertzer, who has argued recently that the ftision of 

religious/cultural and biological anti-Semitism in Catholic circles at the 

end of the nineteenth century had its roots in the Vatican's attempt to 

"discredit the forces of secularization" beginning in the post-Napoleonic 

period.The interpretation of secularization in this context operates in 

the realm of ideas—"the secularization of the European mind"—to 

ASTMaterie Eccesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
Kertzer. The Popes Against the Jews, pp. 150-51. However, for Kerzter, who has dealt with the rise 

of the Catholic press in the second half of the century, secularization focuses on Catholic modernist 
responses to the decline in religious authority. 
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borrow Owen Chadwick's famous phrase.However, as Hugh McLeod 

reminds us, until the 1870s, the term "secularization" was most frequently 

employed to designate the transfer of ecclesiastical properties to private 

148 
ownership. Battles over secularization of former ecclesiastical 

properties was a defining element within neo-absolutist revivals. It is 

therefore in this context that the relationship between secularization, 

Jewish policy and papal politics in Restoration Piedmont must be 

understood. 

Toward a History of Neo-Absolutist Revivals 

This chapter outlined the historical development of Jewish policy 

in Piedmont by tracing the main issues in condotte or corporate charters 

of the Universita Israelitiche both from early nineteenth century writing 

and from current historical perspectives. Since the fifteenth century, the 

strict Catholic monarchy that ruled the Savoyard state established detailed 

charters that dealt specifically with Christian doctrine and tenets of canon 

law governing Jewish-Christian relations and the Jewish presence in 

Christian society. The Catholic Church's response to the social and 

Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind in the 19"' Century (Cambridge UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1975). 

Hugh McLeod, Secularization in Western Europe, 1848-1914 (Basingstoke, 2000), p. 1. 
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economic upheavals in the post-Napoleonic period was, above all, a 

preoccupation with the task of rebuilding, putting back institutions and 

structures that had been destroyed, attempting to reclaim confiscated 

properties, and reaching accommodations with secular rulers. In their 

attempt to assert their power in the neo-absolutist state, the Church relied 

on a revival of their historical "rights" to intervene into Jewish policies 

that transgressed canon law. These interventions were based on 

precedents as defined throughout the long history of Jewish corporate and 

state relations in the kingdom dating back to the fifteenth century. 

However, as we saw in Ferrari di Castelnuovo's report on the history of 

Jewish policy, the state found ways to rationalize keeping the church 

from controlling Jewish moneylending activities and tribute despite the 

state's promise to the papacy to uphold the validity of canon law 

arguments. 

The attorney general's report revealed not only the complexity of 

the role of Jewish policies in mediating state-church conflicts, but 

suggested that to de-legitimize the church's claims, the protection of 

Jewish corporate rights was central. In the report itself, from the granting 

of toleration patents to Jewish bankers to upholding the church's 

"traditional" rights to receiving donations from the Jewish community, 

the attorney general ostensibly sought to justify the state's fiscal policy 
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"in good conscience," demonstrating that the matter of ecclesiastical 

prerogative had been and continued to be a delicate issue within the 

sphere of papal-state diplomatic relations. The complete absence of 

discussion of the impact of the Napoleonic period on the Jewish 

corporation in the report further demonstrates that the state remained 

cautious in dealing with the church. Above all, the Jewish policy report 

was a carefully-constructed legal argument intended to maintain the 

integrity of corporate rights within the state against the incursion of the 

church. One of the most significant aspects of the report was its emphasis 

on certain policies and neglect of others. For example, the establishment 

of the position of a conservatore generate for the Jewish corporation in 

the seventeenth century, revealed the ways in which the state sought to 

control the direction of church-state relations through the development of 

its monarchical administration. By the Restoration, although there would 

no longer be a conservatore generate assigned to the Jewish corporation, 

the Jewish community looked to royal functionaries to uphold their 

interests in determining the outcome of secularization disputes and they 

did for the most part. 

In the case of La Sperandera, the question of the secularization of 

formerly ecclesiastical properties reveals another important side to the 

relationship between the Jewish community and the Savoyard state. The 
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royal administration may have suspected that the Jewish silk 

manufacturer Lelio Sacerdore had committed a fraudulent act, but 

nevertheless supported his request to purchase the formerly ecclesiastical 

property because it would contribute to industrial development within the 

state. Jewish property owners like Sacerdote generated both the external 

and internal support to push forward a program that furthered the process 

of market liberalization and challenge the church's claims. By playing a 

key role in directing the outcome of the secularization process in 

Piedmont as a "market" transition, Jewish family firms' struggle for 

ownership privileges can be seen as a harbinger of "privatizations" in the 

corporate world later in the century and into the next. In this way, 

studying the relationship between neo-absolutist revivals and struggles 

over the secularization of property can help us to understand better the 

liberalization processes in terms of the redistribution of property rights 

that led, for example, to the end of socialist and communist regimes in 

Europe in the twentieth century and toward a more historically-resonant 

understanding of the problems of European integration in general. 



125 

CHAPTER III: FORCED BAPTISM 

Clandestine Baptism and Liberal Politics 

The process of liberahzation in the kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont 

was in part the result of legal efforts to preserve paternal authority within 

the Jewish family. In the 1820s, the question of paternal power in the 

Savoyard state emerged in two legal cases surrounding the forced baptism 

of Jewish children without parental consent. Forced baptism commonly 

referred to as "clandestine" or "secret" baptism by the Catholic Church, 

occurs when a child is either baptized against the wishes of his parents or 

without their consent.''^^ The Catholic Church allows clandestine 

baptisms to take place only under certain circumstances: in periculo 

mortis, that is, when a child is in danger of dying. Today, clandestine 

baptisms are most commonly applied in cases when newborn infants bom 

to Catholic parents fall ill in the hospital and are close to death. In these 

cases, attending physicians may perform baptisms without parental 

consent. In Italy, in the 1820s, however, it was more likely that a maid 

servant trusted with an infant's care would perform a secret baptism on a 

child she believed was in danger of dying. If such a baptism took place 

Giuseppe Rambaldi et al, "Battessimo," Enciclopedia Cattolica (1949) quoted in David Kertzer, 
The Kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara (New York: Knopf, 1997); p., 33. 
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within a Jewish family, performed by a Christian maid servant, canon law 

demanded that the newly converted child be immediately separated from 

his Jewish family and placed in a Catholic orphanage. 

The subject of clandestine or forced baptism in nineteenth century 

Italy has not been the object of extensive investigation outside the field of 

Church history.'^'' In David Kertzer's recent study, however, the author 

focuses on the well-known case of the alleged baptism and abduction of 

Edgardo Mortara in Bologna in 1858.'^' The national and international 

politics surrounding the event and its aftermath had considerable 

implications for the development of and support for Italian "secular" 

nationalism in the Risorgimento. Kertzer shows how five-year old 

Edgardo, seized by the papal authorities, reared as a Catholic with no 

hope of returning to his Jewish family, eventually became the symbol of 

the Church's battle against modernism. This event, he argues, reflected a 

new consensus among the leading voices of Risorgimento nationalism 

that Italian "liberal" values had now superceded the Church's outmoded 

• 1 
views on democracy. The real importance of Kerzter's work is that he 

shows how religious policies became a central element in public 

discussion and debate on the eve of Italian unification. Incidents of 

See Roger Aubert, "II Pontificato di Pio IX (1846-1878)," trans, by Giacomo Martina, Storia delta 
Chiesa, vols XX/1 and 2, 4th ed. (Turin: San Paolo, 1990). 

David Kertzer, The Kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara (New York: Knopf, 1997). 
'"Ibid., p. 173. 
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forced baptisms in the kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont, however, had been 

taking place several decades earlier than the Mortara case, a point which 

serves to further reinforce their importance to our understanding of 

liberalism before the Risorgimento. The object of public debate in the 

1820s, appeals surrounding incidents of child kidnappings in Restoration 

Genoa, which I shall discuss in detail below, became the basis upon 

which the Piedmontese state would eventually introduce liberal reform 

laws, strengthening the rights of Jewish families thereby weakening the 

claims of the Church. 

An Overview of Jewish Policy in Genoa 

After the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the Savoyard monarchy had 

gained possession of the maritime Republic of Genoa. In contrast to the 

House of Savoy, the Doges of the Genoese Republic never had a 

consistent policy regarding Jewish settlement and, historically, issued 

intermittent expulsion edicts from the late fifteenth century to the 

beginning of French Imperial rule at the end of eighteenth century. When 

the Savoyard state took over the Genoese Republic after the Vienna 

Settlement, the unusual phenomenon of forced conversion, a vestige of 

the Middle Ages—emerged within the port city causing tensions between 

church, state and the Jewish community. Forced baptisms of Jewish 
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children in Piedmont were virtually unknown by the 1820s, the result of 

the re-negotiating of Jewish corporate charters in the eighteenth century. 

The Jewish elders requested a special clause added to corporate charters 

in which the crown promised to protect the Jewish community against 

violent acts of forced conversions and child kidnappings. 

In the case of Genoa, incidents of Jewish child abductions 

originated in the longer history of problems associated with the Sephardi 

153 migrations beginning in the 1490s. For centuries, among the most 

pernicious crimes committed against Jewish migrants arriving in the 

Genoese ports was the kidnapping and forced slavery of Jewish women 

and children.Records from merchant logs from Venice reveal that 

Jewish families were placed under immediate danger of being taken as 

slaves on their journeys from Spain to find safe havens.In addition, 

the chronicles of Jewish travellers have shown that one of the primary 

objectives of Christians who engaged in the kidnapping and forced 

baptism of Jewish children in the Middle Ages was either to extort money 

Historians vary widely in their estimates of the total number of Jews expelled from Spain. No one 
questions that Spain's Jewry was the largest in medieval Europe. Henry Charles Lea quotes a figure of 
165,000 emigrants and 50,000 who accepted baptism. Other estimates place the figure as high as 
400,000. Henry Charles Lea, A History of the Inquisition in Spain. 4 vols. (New York: MacMillan and 
Co., 1906). 

See Steven A. Epstein, Genoa and the Genoese, 958-1528 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1996), p. 270. 

Marcus, The Jew in the Medieval World, p. 454. 
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from Jewish communities or to convert them to Christianity and keep 

them as slaves. 

Jewish policies in Genoa were created to deal almost exclusively 

with the problems of absorbing ex-conversos who came to the port 

looking to resettle. Unable to handle the influx of refugees flooding its 

docks, the Republic of Genoa decided to institute a series of decrees 

calling for the expulsion of its Jewish minority, enacted on May 23, 1492. 

It soon became apparent, however, that the expulsion order was not so 

easily enforced, primarily because Genoese merchants and bankers had 

established strong business links with Spain and its Jewish community. 

As a result, Agostino Adomo, the ducal governor of Genoa, decided to 

amend the original expulsion by decree, revealing his own bias against 

the Church and his alliance with the interests of the Genoese business 

community in Spain. The amended expulsion order dated June 6th was 

written to protect the state's business interests in Spain, stating that Jews 

from anywhere and for whatever reason were forbidden to embark in the 

»  1  ̂ 8  
port unless they owed money to someone in Genoa. By mid-

November 1492, only seven months after the first expulsion decree, the 

Rossana Urbani and Guido Nathan Zazzu, The Jews of Genoa Volume 1(507-1681), (Leiden: Brill, 
1999) p. xxxii-xxxiii. 

Archivio di Stato di Genova. filza 6, Segreto,. 642, Diversorum Registri; cf Urbani and Zazzu, The 
Jews of Genoa, doc. 121-122, pp. 52-53 and doc. 187, p. 76. 



government began to grant special permits to Jewish textile merchants 

provided they comply with Genoese tax and customs regulations and to 

J e w i s h  p h y s i c i a n s ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h o s e  d e a l i n g  i n  s p i c e s  a n d  d r u g s . T h e  

government also allowed entry permission to Jewish refugees for short 

periods, long enough to sell their belongings on which the government 

exacted "taxes," so they could move on to another port. If we can speak 

of a Jewish policy in Genoa at all, then it would be one of extortion and 

exploitation. 

The legal penalty for Jews not complying with an expulsion edict 

was generally confiscation of their property; in extreme cases, they could 

be seized legally by the government and sold as slaves to free agents who 

might in turn sell them to individual Christian households. This was a 

system based exclusively on extortion and bribery where the government 

knew that there was a good chance to collect ransom money from either 

the immediate family of the kidnapped women and children or from other 

Jewish communities.Free agents seeking ransom money "worked" 

alongside the state-driven assault on Jewish assets to "terrorize" Jewish 

families either to pay up or leave. Expulsion decrees thus encouraged the 

spread of criminal activities linked to the forced baptism and abduction of 

A.S.G.. Notaio Antonio Pastorino, filza 6, Segreto, . 642, Diversorum Registri; cf to Urbani and 
Zazzu, The Jews of Genoa, doc. 128, p. 55. 

A.S.G., Archivio Segreto, n. 3081, Diversorum Foliacia; cf Urbani and Zazzu, The Jews of Genoa, 
doc. 208, p. 83. 
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Jewish women and children. From the middle of the sixteenth century it 

was common to find notarial acts in the court documents that refer to 

couples who "acquired" Jewish children from slave merchants per 

fraudem as in the case of a Jewish girl named Angeleta in 1545 who was 

"bought as a free girl by the agents of Stefano Fieschi Raggio."'®' 

Over the next two centuries, the Genoese Republic would 

eventually grant charters to the Jewish community only to expel them 

over and over again. After the Napoleonic Wars, an international Jewish 

community began to resettle in the Genoese port encouraged by the 

Savoyard administration. Nevertheless, violence against Jewish families 

in the form of child abductions continued to plague the history of Jewish-

Genoese relations. With the revival of the neo-absolutist state, cases of 

forced conversion re-emerged in Genoa in the 1820s, causing 

apprehension not only among the Jewish families living in the port but 

also those considering relocation. 

A.S.G., Archivio Segreto, n, 757, c. 116-117, Genova I October I545\ cf Urbani and Zazzu, Jews in 
Genoa, Document 275, p. 131. 
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The Politics of Christianization in Genoa, 1824-1828 

Debates over forced baptism in the 1820s marked the beginning of 

a public crisis in formal relations between Church and State in Piedmont. 

Despite characterization to the contrary, the arch-conservative King Carlo 

Felice (1821-1831) was concerned with what would be the main 

principles of Risorgimento democracy-secularism, political equality and 

concern for social justice. His attitude and those of the royal 

administration toward the forced baptism of Jewish children in Genoa 

from 1824 to 1827, in particular, accounted not only for the growth of 

secular ideas in the kingdom, but the eventual implementation of liberal 

reforms. By 1827, the King established a new law aimed at preventing 

the forced baptism of Jewish children whether the Catholic Church 

deemed such acts valid or not. The ruling was based on the forced 

baptism and kidnapping of the eight-month-old infant son of Giuseppe 

Scion, a naturalized British citizen and one of a small but influential 

group of Anglo-Jewish merchants living and doing business in the port of 

Genoa. In August 1826, Scion appealed to the British government to 

pressure the Savoyard king to return his son and also to protect the Jewish 

community from future incidents of forced baptism. By December 1827, 

Scion and his family had received the full support of the local 
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government in Genoa, which opposed the Church's position on the case, 

condemning all acts of forced baptism as "barbaric," a criminal offense 

contrary to the principles of natural law. 

Count Giacinto Borelli, president of the Regio Senato di Genova 

(Royal Senate of Genoa), was the royal minister in charge of reporting 

the case, which he took up with great interest. A well-regarded legal 

scholar in his day, Borelli went on to become one of a handfial of 

ministers to draft the liberal reforms of 1848 known as the Albertine 

Statues, which among other reform measures granted equal rights of 

citizenship to Jews and Protestants living in the Kingdom of Sardinia. 

His report and parere (legal opinion) on the forced baptism of the Scion 

child presented to the Savoyard royal court are an excellent example of a 

prefiguration in such prior behind-the-scenes efforts by state functionaries 

to influence and enact liberal reform initiatives at the very height of the 

age of restoration and reaction. To argue his case. Count Borelli focused 

on the fact that the leaders of the Genoese Church defended their position 

to separate baptized children from their families and to protect the 

supremacy of the Church in such matters, despite the fact that the Papacy 

had opposed forced conversion for centuries. In his report, he said. 

There have been Church Councils that have convened throughout 

history and have rendered decisions about the forced conversion 
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of adult infidels, not just their children who are incapable of 

reasoning and choosing the Catholic faith. There have been Papal 

Summa which state that it is prohibited to baptize Jewish children 

because they cannot use their faculties to reason nor realize that 

they are doing something against their parents' wishes. 

Borelli, then, proceeded to outline briefly the history of papal rulings on 

the issue of forced conversion beginning in 1551 under Pope Julius III. 

Julius had prohibited the forced baptism of Jewish children on two 

grounds. First, he argued that young children did not have the ability to 

reason. Second, he denounced such acts because they took place without 

parental consent. Furthermore, Julius's decree demonstrated that the 

Papacy was willing and able to set severe penalties for individuals who 

performed secret or clandestine baptisms where imminent death was not 

at issue. The decree declared that anyone found to have baptized a 

Jewish child under such circumstances would be fined the amount of 

1000 ducati. By 1586, Pope Sistus V adopted similar measures which 

were promulgated in the Apostolic Constitution, laws that once again 

prohibited the clandestine baptism of Jewish children. Sistus's ruling 

Archivio di Stato di Torino (AST). Materie Ecclesiastiche. Categoria 37: Ebrei. Maz:o 6: 
Battesimi forzati, Case Scion, 1826 
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declared a pecuniary penalty for anyone who was caught performing such 

a baptism to be set at 500 scudi, a hefty sum. 

"It must be said," wrote Count Borelli, "that the people who 

baptize Jewish infants are attempting to do good, it is only the means they 

use to baptize the children that are illegal."'^'^ Not wanting to completely 

alienate himself politically from the royal household nor the Church, 

Borelli's somewhat apologetic tone here raises another question: Even if 

a baptism is performed illegally, does it still constitute a valid act? The 

answer is to be found following the decrees of 1555 and 1586 in which a 

ruling made by La Suprema Generale Inquisitione del I 'Ojficio di Roma 

(The Supreme General Inquisition in Rome) of March 30, 1638, had 

d e c l a r e d  v a l i d  t h e  f o r c e d  b a p t i s m  o f  a  t h r e e - y e a r - o l d  J e w i s h  c h i l d . T h e  

Roman Inquisition, however, still held those responsible for baptizing the 

child illicitly ftilly accountable under previous papal rulings. In 1698, 

and again in 1708, the Sacred Congregation met to reconfirm the terms 

under Julius Ill's Bull of 1551. This time, in consultation with a Chinese 

missionary, the Sacred Congregation cited various interpretations of the 

Council of Trent, all of which confirmed Julius's original ruling 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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regarding the baptism of infidels.'^^ Other rulings followed suit. 

Innocent III, for example, not only decreed that the children of infidels 

should not be baptized against the will of their parents and that it should 

be made public knowledge, but that it constituted a mortal sin. By the 

middle of the eighteenth century, further evidence of papal rulings on 

forced baptism is revealed in the epistle of Benedict XVI dated February 

28, 1747. Benedict's decree encouraged the harshest of punishments for 

those persons who perform acts of forced baptism on Jewish children. In 

1764, Clement XIII referred to Benedict's epistle to judge the case of the 

forced baptism of a six-year-old Jewish child named Haim of Pavillion.'^^ 

He issued a circular to all the residents of the province declaring that 

anyone caught baptizing a Jewish child without its parent's consent 

would be sentenced not only to fines, but to corporal punishment. For 

centuries, it was clear that the verdicts were unanimous. If any person 

was to be found guilty of committing forced baptism where imminent 

death was not an issue, the person was to be punished and punished 

severely. 

Next, Count Borelli shifted his focus by bringing the court's 

attention to civil law rulings on forced baptism in the Savoyard state and 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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the duchy of Genoa. A judicial decision rendered in the forced baptism 

of Devora Moreno in 1721 created new laws under the Regie Costituzione 

(Royal Constitution) of the Savoyard State imposing a penalty on any 

person who performed such an act. "If we take the example of the Regie 

Costituzione of 1729 and of 1770,^^*^" writes Borelli, "it is clear that the 

laws of this kingdom prohibited the baptism of the child of an infidel 

against the wishes of his parents based on the principle that children do 

171 not have the faculty to reason" (emphasis added). The prohibition 

against forced baptism in the Regie Costituzione revealed the judiciary's 

fundamental belief in natural law principles. Since a child does not 

employ the capacity to reason to be considered an adult, a child must 

remain under the care of the father whom the state has endowed with the 

right ofpatria potestas (paternal power). Furthermore, since a child is in 

a weaker state in general, he needs his father's protection to appeal and 

provide for him. "Natural law," Borelli declared, "was influential in 

suppressing acts of forced baptism in the past."^^^ As the papacy had 

advocated, the Savoyard state imposed fines and prison sentences on 

criminal offenders. In Piedmont "the penalty according to the law was 90 

scudi. For men who are deemed unable to pay the amount stated, the law 

Regie Costituzione dello Stato Sabauda, Parts 1 and 2, Chapter 8 of the First Book 
AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 6: Battesimi forzati, Caso Scion 1826. 
Ibid. 
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states that they are to be banished for a period of six months to 3 years 

from the district in which they live. For women, the law states that they 

should be imprisoned for up to six months." Similarly, in the Duchy 

of Genoa by 1752, 

under the law, those individuals who performed clandestine 

baptisms on Jewish infants, those children who do not have the 

capacity to reason, faced punishment that allowed the authorities 

of the Magistratura degli Prottetore degli Ebrei arbitrary powers 

to sentence an individual or individuals to a period of 

imprisonment for a minimum of two to three years (emphasis 

added).'^^ 

Borelli's report presented convincing evidence that there were a 

substantial number of legal precedents to demonstrate that both Church 

and State in Piedmont and in Liguria opposed forced baptism. How is it 

then that the Genoese Church could justify their unwavering support for 

the forced baptism of Giuseppe Scion's infant son? Borelli blamed it on 

the emergence of the zelanti and other "anti-modernist" thinkers within 

the Church determined to do everything in their power to confront secular 

ideas and the influence of anti-clerical movements. As discussed in the 

Ibid. 
AST. Materie Ecclesiastiche. Calegoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 6: Battesimiforzati, Caso Scion 1826 
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previous chapter on papal politics, the zelanti, who came into the political 

majority in 1823 under Pope Leone II saw themselves as activists, 

religious militants who fought to ensure that canon law would be 

interpreted appropriately and any practices associated with secularism or 

1 
modernism would be identified, criticized and modified accordingly. 

The debates over forced baptism in Genoa from 1824 to 1827 are some of 

the earliest examples of such bold steps taken by church leaders and 

theologians against the spread of secular ideas. "Laws [on forced 

baptism] were contested by a few zealous theologians and jurists," writes 

Borelli, "who did not feel that all the authority in these situations should 

be left solely under the authority of the parents." In this respect, they 

were critical of natural law arguments which the state used to justify 

returning the baptized child of an infidel until the child reached the age of 

legal maturity. The zelanti argued that "some young children of a certain 

age did in fact have the right to choose the religion they wanted." As 

Borelli explains, they challenged existing laws outlawing forced baptism 

because they "felt the strictness of these laws ruled out chances for the 

children of infidels to have the opportunity to obtain a Christian 

Giacomo Martina, Storia della Chiesa da Lutero ai nostri giorni, vol. 3, L 'eta di liberalismo 
(Brescia: Morcelliana, 1998). 
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education and practice the true faith."'^^ The guiding principle was that 

once a Jewish child had received communion and the "waters of baptism" 

he was obligated to live among Christians. If the Church allowed a 

baptized child to remain with his Jewish family until he reached the age 

of legal maturity, the zelanti argued that the child would probably choose 

to remain within the Jewish faith. This would cause yet another problem 

for the Church because any baptized Christian practicing Judaism was 

deemed a heretic and liable for punishment under the Inquisition after he 

reached the age of legal maturity. In a nutshell, they argued that taking 

the child away from its family immediately was meant to save everyone a 

lot of grief in the end! These "zealous" church theologians argued that 

although illegal, once the clandestine baptism of a Jewish child was 

declared to be valid and carried out properly, the baptism itself could not 

be reversed. Although they admitted that this represented a sad state of 

affairs, they maintained that it was the duty of church leaders to seize the 

baptized child from its Jewish family to be duly raised in the Catholic 

faith. In this way, church leaders could condemn acts of forced baptism 

and uphold papal rulings while still demanding the right to have the 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 6: Battesimiforzati, Caso Scion 1826 
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baptized child sequestered and reared in a Christian environment. A clear 

illustration of this duplexity may be seem in the case of Davide Tedeschi. 

Legal Testimony and Spiritual Intention: 
The Case of Davide Tedeschi (1824) 

Two years before the forced baptism of Giuseppe Scion's infant 

son in 1826, royal administrators in the Kingdom of Sardinia considered 

the case of an eleven-year old boy named Davide Tedeschi. The case 

entered the record on March 13, 1824, when Giuseppe Fubini, Abram 

Malvano and Ghidiglia Segre, elders of the Commissione Israelitica di 

Piemonte representing the Jewish communities in Piedmont, appealed to 

the throne of the Kingdom of Sardinia on behalf of their fellow Jew 

Anselmo Tedeschi, a trader of used cloth and traveling peddler who 

resided in the port city of Genoa.The appeal concerned Tedeschi's 

eleven-year-old son Davide who had allegedly been baptized a month 

earlier. As church precepts regarding the conversion of infidels required, 

Davide had been placed in a Catholic orphanage under the watchful eye 

of the state's policing authority until matters could be sorted out 

™ AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
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1 70 
further. Since there was no official Jewish communal corporation in 

Genoa, Anselmo Tedeschi turned to the Commissione Israelitica di 

Piemonte in the hope that the Piedmontese Jewish community would 

appeal on his behalf. The leaders of the Jewish community had good 

reason to fear the consequences of conversion, whether forced or 

voluntary, not only to protect the succession of family patrimony for 

future generations but to ensure the corporate community's survival as 

1 OA 
well. Subsequently when they heard about Anselmo Tedeschi's tragic 

circumstances, the elders set out immediately to petition the royal court 

by appealing to the Secretary of State for Internal Affairs, demanding that 

the King put pressure on the leaders of the Genoese Church to return 

Davide back to his father's household and care. In their version of the 

sequence of events, they claimed that the young boy had been sent into 

town early on the morning of February 18"' to run some errands for his 

father who was traveling the countryside selling his wares. By chance, 

Davide encountered a thirty-year old Christian man named Pietro Vitale 

New converts were expected to endure a period of confinement which was usually forty days for 
adults and longer for children. Since the duration of this period constituted the process of taking on a 
new Christian identity, visits from family members were strictly prohibited. See Kertzer, The 
Kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara, pp. 55-62. 

We know from other cases that converted Jews and their Christian relatives did on occasion appeal 
to the state with the Church's financial backing in order to claim their rightful share of inheritances and 
dowries. For example, the Ossimo Case at the end of the eighteenth century in Finale (Modena) 
focused on a converted Jewish grandfather who had his grandson forcibly baptized and kidnapped from 
his own son who had remained a Jew. See Alda Perugia, "II Caso Ossimo." Rassegna Mensile di Israel, 
(1983). On the other hand, 1 havd found Jewish kin going after the patrimony of a wealthy converted 
relative as in the Drago-Clarissi case of Nice in 1844-5; AST Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37, 
Ma::o 10. 
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in a local store owned by Giovanni Mazzino, who dealt in foodstuffs, 

wine and aquavita (spirits). Shortly after, the two engaged in 

conversation. When Vitale discovered that Davide was Jewish, the 

circumstances of the encounter quickly changed. Without warning, and 

even before the boy was aware of what was about to happen, Vitale 

seized him physically with the intention to baptize him and convert him 

to Christianity right there on the spot. Witnesses in the shop testified to 

having seen Vitale leave the premises and bring back a bucket of water, 

although all of them claimed to have had no idea that he had intended to 

carry out a baptism at all. One witness testified to the boy's older sister 

Giudita that he had seen the shop-owner beat the boy, holding him by 

force while Vitale recited the religious prescription and performed the 

baptismal rite. Davide's sister Giudita said that she had spoken to the 

witness on the day after the incident when she went incognito to visit her 

brother at the orphanage. Upon her return she reported to her father that 

Davide's arms and back were bruised and he had been suffering and in 

great pain. The "barbarity" of such an act, proclaimed the Jewish elders, 

was unthinkable, a "brutal and vicious" (di brutale e d'odio) example of 

violence, 

one that has brought deep sadness and despair to the Tedeschi 

family and to all of the Jewish communities of Piedmont; that this 
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young boy Davide has now entered into the womb of the Cathohc 

rehgion represents one of the most repugnant state of affairs, a 

situation in which he has been forced to abandon his parents and 

the religion to which he was bom into.'^' 

In their heartrending appeal, the leaders of the Commissione 

wanted to capture the attention of one of the highest-ranking royal 

administrators in the kingdom, the Secretary of State for Internal Affairs, 

Count Gaspard-Jerome Roget de Cholex. However, they feared that the 

Secretary might not be as fully supportive of their efforts to rescue 

Davide from the Church's clutches as perhaps a more moderately 

conservative minister might have been. Appointed to a ministerial post by 

Carlo Felice in October of 1821, Roget de Cholex served in the royal 

administration until his death in 1828. An important figure in the 

Savoyard royal administration and known for his expert supervision of 

the police, Roget de Cholex gained the King's favor by taking harsh 

measures against the rebels accused of organizing the failed military coup 

of January 1821. He was also well known for his prominent presence 

among the founders of L 'Amico d'Italia, a group devoted to proselytizing 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimiforzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
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mainly among the Protestant Waldensian community in Piedmont.For 

the Jewish communal leaders, their challenge was to convince this 

resolutely conservative-minded minister, who expressed strong personal 

feelings about conversion openly, to punish a deceitful Christian man and 

free an innocent Jewish child. Their initial strategy was to prove that the 

man who kidnapped Davide Tedeschi and performed the baptism did so 

out of malicious intent. "From the information we have received from 

Church and local authorities in Genoa," they wrote, "we have reached the 

conclusion that the person responsible for this terrible deed had reacted 

excessively, partly out of the spirit of religious fanaticism, but also out of 

a true hostility toward all Jewish people."'^^ They characterized Vitale as 

a wicked cunning man who "carried out an illicit act using all manner of 

trickery and cruelty to realize his plan."'^'* Their next strategy was to 

claim that official reports of the incident as they has been given to the 

police were supported by false testimonies from other Christians "whose 

emotional states were beyond doubt similar to that of the wicked 

perpetrator's state of mind."'^^ Such zealous fanatics, the members of the 

Commissione stated were "easily roused to Jew-hatred and so, must be 

See Augusto Hugon, Storia dei Valdesi, IIDall'adesione alia Riforma all'Emancipazione (Torino; 
Claudiana, 1989). 
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seen as eager accomplices to the crime."'Compared to arguments 

surrounding forced baptism cases of the eighteenth century, the 

arguments of the Jewish community in the Caso Tedeschi opened new 

ground. Of the few cases that had created a public stir a century earlier, 

none relied on a mode of persuasion that attempted to discredit 

testimonies by Christian witnesses by branding them irrational Jew-

haters.'^' 

The Jewish elders who wrote the petition on behalf of the Tedeschi 

family now felt that their co-religionists more than ever before had the 

right to invoke victimhood in support of mobilizing assistance from 

government officials to gain fundamental entitlements to protect their 

parental rights. Their final strategy was to show the state authorities that 

the juridical status of the family, including the protected status of 

children, and the rights of the sovereign were not mutually exclusive. 

They based their arguments on preserving and strengthening paternal 

power within the state, an issue that went to the very heart of how cases 

of forced baptism had been used by Jewish leaders to gain sympathy and 

influence in state politics for decades.Their appeal made two main 

186 Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
1824. 

Allegra, Identita in bilico, p. 21-26. In the highly publicized case of Devora Moreno, the Jewish 
community relied on witness testimony to discredit the maid servant Claudina, who allegedly 
performed the illegal baptism, based on a personal vendetta against the family. 
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points. First, it argued that Davide Tedeschi's baptism could never be 

valid because it occurred under great duress; it was an act of cruelty and 

violence committed by a dangerous individual. If allowed to continue, 

the behavior of such individuals in bullying law-abiding families posed a 

serious threat to public order. Second, the appeal argued that the forced 

baptism of children challenged the corporate "liberty" and civil authority 

of fathers within the Savoyard state. The elders demanded the 

government take into consideration "the gravity of this most delicate 

issue"and make a formal inquiry into the case to be carried out by the 

Archbishop of Genoa one that would include a verification of the actual 

circumstances under which the baptism took place as well as a follow-up 

report providing a written statement of the Church's findings. The 

Commissioners case hinged on "the issue of the liberty of a minor" which 

they argued must be "scrupulously examined in the presence of the boy's 

parents according to the great laws of your majesty's kingdom that have 

always in the past safeguarded the rights of patria potestas for all its 

subjects, established to maintain peace and harmony in the land."'^^ 

Maintaining the harmony between the order of families, Jewish or gentile, 

and the order of the state was essential, but it was specifically the 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
1824. 

Ibid. 



148 

collaborative efforts between Jewish families and the royal administration 

that would gradually serve to depoliticize the Church in the Kingdom of 

Sardinia. 

On April 17, 1824, a little more than a month following the 

Commissioners appeal, the royal minister Cesare Leone Radicati, Conte 

di Brosolo sent his report of the Case Tedeschi to the Secretary of State 

for Internal Affairs in Turin. Radicati, an arch-conservative, had served 

as First Vicar of the capital city of Turin in 1814 and remained in the post 

for a year until June of 1815, when he was then appointed to the Royal 

Ministry in Genoa. A fervent Catholic, he was instrumental in re

organizing religious education under the Jesuits, establishing laws for the 

public observance of Catholic holidays, and in supervising the censorship 

of seditious pamphlets and "immoral" images.'^' In contrast to Giacinto 

Borelli, Radicati was sympathetic to the Church's position on forced 

baptism, but sworn to serve the state's interests nonetheless. Reconciling 

his religious sympathies with his role as a state functionary would pose 

difficulties for Radicati in just how far he could go to promote the 

Church's view without jeopardizing his own position in the government. 

The main objective of his report was not merely to explain the 

Radicati was one of Carlo Felice's pro-Jesuit ministers who invested his entire career in crafting and 
supporting laws dealing with moral conduct and the state. See Ambrosini, L 'ombra della 
Restaurazione, p. 273. 
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circumstances of the incident as he knew it, but also to outHne the 

problems that it raised for the Church, discussing among other things its 

relevance to the principle of patria potestas. He began by outlining the 

steps he had taken to inquire into the initial investigation. Contacting a 

member of the carabiniere at the Office of Police in Genoa, he confirmed 

that the information he had received from the Jewish community 

regarding the seizure and possible forced baptism of Davide Tedeschi 

was true. He learned that the carabiniere had traced the boy's 

whereabouts, found him, placing him in arbitrary confinement, that is in a 

Catholic orphanage, until matters could be sorted out further. He then 

states, 

Before explaining the particulars of this event, I humbly beseech 

that your majesty take into account the ancient regulations and 

privileges accorded to the Jewish communities of Piedmont which 

have enabled them to exercise their religion liberally in an 

environment free from hostility. Furthermore, let it be said, that 

members of the Jewish nation do not usually permit their children 

whom they have given life and nurtured through infancy to 

become baptized so easily into the Christian faith. And even if 

this should be the case, which I sincerely doubt, the question of 

the boy's wishes has yet to be explored thoroughly and when the 
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results of those findings are ready to be made official, they must 

be presented before the boy's parents as our ancient laws make 

quite clear in this case. Since Anselmo Tedeschi 's son is mature 

in age we must address the question as to whether the boy has the 

right to express his feelings about leaving the Jewish religion to 

embrace Catholicism. We must be fair to all parties concerned 

1 09 
(emphasis added). 

The way Radicati reconstructs the central problem posed by forced 

baptism reveals perfectly how the Church and its supporters set out to 

undermine systematically the networks of solidarity that had been 

established between Jewish families and the state. It is audacious enough 

to maintain that Jews should be able to live in an environment free of 

hostility while at the same time denying the facts of the case in which an 

eleven-year old Jewish boy was beaten, baptized and imprisoned against 

his will! The royal minister appears arrogantly self-righteous in implying 

that Davide had hidden desires to become a Christian all along. It 

conjures up that repulsive snobbish mind-set of centuries-old elitist 

Christian superiority that pretends to be tolerant of "the Jew" while 

expressing contempt for Judaism. Despite humane appeals to guarantee 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
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that the state upheld the ancient privileges granted under Jewish 

communal charters, Radicati's concern for Davide is a sham. By 

suggesting the possibility that Davide had accepted the Catholic faith 

sincerely, he negates Davide's true identity and existence as a Jew, but 

that still does not address the main issue which was the fact that under 

civil law the boy was still a minor and so under the authority of his 

father. 

Radicati was, nevertheless, an advocate of the church's position. 

By implying that Davide secretly desired baptism all long, he validates 

the Church's right to claim Davide as one of their own. Under the 

influence of church theologians, he seeks to redefine the principle on 

which "truth" in this case would eventually be determined, suggesting 

that the real issue hinged on Davide's capacity to reason, transforming the 

reporting of a criminal incident punishable under papal policy and state 

laws into a question of moral character. Radicati makes no legal 

judgments, neither about the alleged criminal nor about the crime that 

took place, but rather draws the royal administration's immediate 

attention to the boy's "true" intention. He re-interprets Davide's response 

to Vitale, manipulating the testimony in such a way to make it appear as a 

sincere religiously-inspired confession, hoping to get the court thinking 

about Davide's personal outlook so they could gain not only a better 



sense of the boy's level of emotional maturity but to get them to 

understand the basis on which to verify the validity of the baptism. By 

ignoring the criminal behavior of the perpetrator, the report masks the full 

extent of Davide's misery, which Radicati now subordinates to subjective 

psychological judgments about the intentionality of the victim. The 

response desired by Radicati was not only to some expressive act, in this 

case whether Davide "accepted" baptism or not, but how the act itself can 

lead us to characterize the moral nature of the person making the 

expression into a second narrative of events.Such mechanics of 

confession, on which much has been studied for other centuries, as in the 

case of the persecution of witches,always requires a second version of 

the process. 

Radicati's manipulation of the evidence, his insinuations that 

Davide really wanted to be a Christian and his condescending attitude 

toward Jews all reveal his strong sympathy for the Church. In the next 

section of the report, one finds his anti-Jewish biases harder to discern, 

less straightforward than in his opening statements. Although he believes 

Davide mature enough to make his own decisions, implying that the boy 

To understand truth and truthfulness in confessions and intellectual history of subjective agency, I 
have used George M. Wilson, The Intentionality of Human Action. (Palo Alto: Stanford University 
Press, 1983). 

See Carlo Ginzburg, Ecstasies, Deciphering the Witches' Sabbath, translated by Raymond 
Rosenthal. (London: Hutchinson Radius, 1990). 
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is not a victim per se, he still stresses the fundamental necessity for the 

state to protect the Tedeschi family's rights. At one point, he even 

acknowledges that the legal opinions of the Bolle Pontejicie di Sentenze 

Delegati Apostolici had declared it unlawful for any Christian to harbor a 

baptized Jewish child under the age of twelve without his father's 

knowledge and consent, stating that "under the civil laws protecting a 

father and his family rights, the child should be able to go free and return 

to his rightful home."'^^ In the very next sentence, however, he reverts to 

arguing that the case is not about whether Davide was being held without 

the consent of his parents, but rather whether "he has willingly abandoned 

his religion for the Catholic religion" (emphasis added).In other 

words, Radicati hopes the case will eventually be determined by the 

validity of the baptism alone, not on the issue of parental rights. Since 

there were established criminal laws against persons who performed acts 

of forced baptism when imminent death was not at issue, he cannot 

commit himself openly to this position; he must uphold the law as a 

minister of the state. Radicati addresses the issue of criminality as a 

matter for the first time at the end of his report in the vaguest terms, 

urging the state to deal with the issue "so that we can take the appropriate 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
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measures to ensure that perpetrators of such acts in Genoa do not go 

unpunished." He concludes, saying: 

This matter is not only a religious issue but a political one which 

may erupt in rebellion and revolt. Let us say the baptism has been 

deemed valid by the Archbishop. We do not have to agree with 

the Archbishop's conclusion in any case. If we wish to keep 

Davidino separate from his parents, then we only need to refer to 

the laws dealing with "perversion," those that prohibit Christians 

from living among Jews. For this reason, the boy has been placed 

in the Collegio degli Orfani for the time being. It is all very 

complicated and I humbly beseech your majesty to take care in 

10*7 

making your final decision. 

For Radicati, the case hinges more on the question of Jewish political 

status itself. He is making assumptions about the extent to which Jewish 

civil liberty should be granted. He is questioning whether the state 

should uphold the rights of parental authority and the laws of protecting 

minors where the heads of Jewish families are concerned. 

One week after receiving Radicati's report, the Secretary of State 

for Internal Affairs, Roget de Cholex sent an official announcement to the 

Genoese Senate which read as follows: 

Ibid. 
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Let it be known that a Jewish father in Genoa has appealed to the 

King, asking to reclaim his son. The Jewish community has 

argued that the laws of the ancient Reppublica Genovese obligate 

that the results of an inquiry into the way in which the baptism 

took place must be presented in front of the boy's parents. The 

Jewish community has also asked that a proper inquiry be made 

by the Archbishop of Genoa to determine the validity of the 

baptism. I have proceeded apace and ordered the Archbishop to 

1 Q8 
make the inquiry. 

By May 8, 1824, Radicati wrote back to Roget de Cholex saying 

that he had received a letter from the Archbishop of Genoa, sent him a 

copy, and in addition, asked to reserve the right to change his opinion 

about the Tedeschi Affair based on the Archbishop's conclusions, more 

evidence of Radicati's difficult position in defending the Church. In his 

introduction, we catch a glimpse of Piedmontese bureaucratic style, 

which required playing by the rules of the King while at the same time 

trying to influence the course of the decision at court. Radicati's letter 

reads: 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimiforzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
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With great honour and privilege, I send you this letter with the 

copy of the Archbishop's letter which represents the opinion of 

the most esteemed and holy Congregazione Diocesana of Liguria. 

In the letter you will find the reasoning that the Church deems 

reliable regarding this matter; that which concerns the validity and 

non-validity of the sacrament, but the report does not address the 

question of civil law. The question according to the 

Congregazione is whether or not the baptism was performed 

freely. As you read the letter, you must bear in mind that this 

question also indirectly involves the free exercise of the rights of 

prelates in your great kingdom and let it be said that it is also 

deemed a judgment of their competence. I believe that if your 

final decision in this affair remains one that is in opposition to the 

appeal made by the Jews, then it will be very sad for the Tedeschi 

family and for the Jewish community of Genoa. On the other 

hand, this is an ecclesiastical issue and we do not have the right to 

rule in the realm of ecclesiastical affairs. I submit that I am 

limited in my understanding of all the various attributes of the 

sacrament of baptism. So, I caution your Excellency to proceed 
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with prudence in any case. I pray that whatever the results that a 

just decision will be made. 

Before writing his official opinion on the case, the Archbishop 

had called a meeting of the Congregazione Diocesana which was 

comprised of the Archbishop and four other individuals including an 

expert in canon law, the Vicar General of Genoa, a court theologian and a 

parish priest. The men reviewed the particulars of the case which they 

debated over a two-week period. Shortly after, the Archbishop, taking 

into account the opinions of all the members of the committee, wrote his 

opinion regarding the matter in which he noted that his views differed 

from some of the opinions of the more conservative thinkers in the group. 

"Our discussion has been a long and scholarly debate over the issue of the 

validity of this baptism," he wrote in the preface to his commentary. "The 

opinions are by no means uniform. I beseech your majesty to take great 

care in considering this matter."^*^^ He said that the committee examined 

the "baptism in question" in two different respects. First, the group 

considered the matter of the child who was baptized and whether he had 

"the full capacity to determine in his mind and heart what was being done 

to him at the time the baptism took place." Second, they considered the 
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moral character of the baptizer Pietro Vitale, whether or not he had 

performed an illicit baptism and whether or not he had acted imprudently 

by performing the duties of a priest under the circumstances. 

In the first part of his report, the Archbishop recounts the version 

of events which was told to him by the local police authority and through 

the church's own interrogation of Davide in the orphanage. Initially, it 

appears that his narrative of events confirmed the Jewish community's 

testimony. A young Jewish boy named Davide son of Isaia Tedeschi 

went out to run errands for his family when he met a Christian man 

named Pietro Vitale who conferred the rites of baptism upon him. The 

first obvious difference here is that the bishop refers to Davide's father by 

his Hebrew name "Isaia" whereas the Jewish elders referred to the father 

of the boy only by his Italianized name "Anselmo," all of which further 

underscores the church's attempt to cast Davide's abduction as both a 

religious and political issue. Secondly, in his retelling of the incident, the 

Bishop emphasized the fact that Davide ran errands and was "quite 

capable of using his intellectual faculties to take on family duties, some 

of which required that he make responsible decisions on his father's 

behalf."^®' He stressed the fact that Davide purchased items which 

required among other skills the aptitude to calculate costs and the knack 

2°' Ibid. 
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to barter and negotiate a good price to show that the boy had the capacity 

to reason hke an adult. Third, he sought to determine whether Davide 

was cognizant of the fact of what conversion from Judaism to Christianity 

meant, stating: 

Young Davidino, to come straight to the point, along with his 

response to the question as to whether he was a Jew, has 

demonstrated by answering yes, that he was not ignorant of the 

fact that he belonged to a religion that is different from that of 

Christianity. Let it be stated that he was fully aware of the fact 

that he was a Jew. 

Nevertheless, in the next sentence the bishop assures his readers that he is 

opposed to forced baptism. He writes: "Then, we must add the fact that 

Vitale, much to my own displeasure, went on to interrogate Davidino as 

to whether he would like to be baptized and become a Christian." He is 

also careful not to dismiss how the baptism took place. "Davidino, we 

are told, did not express outwardly any hostility to Vitale's question but 

responded to this question in the affirmative by saying, yes," while at the 

same time he adds parenthetically, "I say outwardly because it is possible 

I may be wrong." The bishop, having attempted to prove his credibility 

Ibid. 
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as an impartial judge in this affair, returns to his main argument which 

was based on a free will argument: 

So, the point that I wish to make and as the Congregazione 

Diocesana has concluded as well is that Davidino had a fair idea, 

a sense that he belonged to a religion other than Judaism and that 

he would like to become a Christian. Therefore, there is no doubt 

in my mind that he could think for himself quite freely and make 

decisions. 

From determining his ability to reason, the bishop moves on to assessing 

Davide's intention and exploring his individual faithfulness, stating: 

I am told that immediately after Davidino responded yes to the 

second question, Vitale proceeded to carry out the Catholic rite on 

the young boy and afterwards asked Davidino if he had received 

baptism with a truthftil heart and sincere intention. To this 

question, I am told that Davidino answered most calmly and in a 

cheerftil manner, yes.^°^ 

It has become clearer now that the bishop's retelling of events not 

only differed from but was opposed to the description given to the 

authorities by the Commissione Israelitica di Piemonte a month earlier. 

AST. Materie Ecclesiastiche. Categoria 37: Ebrei. Ma::o 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
1824. 
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Whereas the report from the Commissione revealed a physically violent 

encounter between Davide Tedeschi and Pietro Vitale, an act commited 

against the child's wishes, the bishop's narrative described an amicable 

encounter between victim and perpetrator. Nevertheless, whether the 

bishop's version was true matters little. Investing his effort into arguing 

about the reasoning capability of an eleven-year old boy who was, after 

all, still considered a minor under civil law renders his central point moot 

with the civil authorities. According to the law, Davide would reach the 

legal age of maturity at fourteen years old. On the other hand, the bishop 

is also speaking to another audience. By saying that the church will 

agree with anyone who chooses to engage in such acts, the bishop 

encourages freelancing baptizers to continue perpetrating such crimes and 

other forms of religious "martyrdom." As far as that state was 

concerned, debating the issue of coercion, intention, faithlessness or 

faithfiilness based on judgments about a child's ability to reason as an 

adult was simply not going to change the fact that Davide remained a 

minor in the eyes of the judicial authorities. Yet, the bishop continued to 

stress these points as he set out to verify the validity of baptism obviously 

also addressing internal divisions within the church. He writes, 

Your Excellency, it shall be revealed by this process that no force 

or violence whatsoever was used on Davidino during the time of 



his baptism and if he for any reason wanted to avoid being 

baptized could have done so had he wanted to. We have therefore 

concluded that with regard to the subject of the baptism, Davidino 

consented to the baptism voluntarily and was neither tricked nor 

caught off-guard, but did so naturally confirming his desire freely 

not under duress or violence. 

This is not to say that the bishop did not recognize paternal rights. He 

confirmed that the father had not given his consent to the baptism and 

agreed that it was wrong, but argued that the "omission makes the act an 

unlawful one, but not necessarily invalid from a religious standpoint. 

The bishop's argument is a perfect example of the way in which anti-

modemist anti-liberal factions within the Church known as zelanti were 

beginning to test the attitudes of the royal administrators under the 

Restoration regime, as I explained earlier in this chapter. 

In the second part of the bishop's report, he considers the moral 

character of the baptizer Pietro Vitale, as "verified" by witnesses. He 

writes: 

^^AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimiforzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
1824. 

Quoting from Thomas Aquinas, Part III: 68:10 of the Summa Teologica: Pueri hebraeorum invitis 
parentibus baptizari non debent quamvis collatus ipsis baptismus sit validus and then, Pueri infidelium 
filii quae sunt juris divini, vel naturalis incipient suae potestatis esse et ideo propria voluntate invitis 
parentibus possunt baptismum suscipere sicut et matrimonium contracture. Et ideo tales licite moneri 
possunt et induci et suscipiendum baptismum. 
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Pietro Vitale brought with him on the day he encountered 

Davidino an extreme religious zeal which I find reprehensible and 

must add I am not pleased with. Nevertheless, he is a serious and 

religious man and we must consider that he acted in this moment 

spontaneously and with feeling. When he asked Davidino if he 

would like to become baptized and wanted to convert to 

Christianity he acted on his religious convictions straight away 

and proceeded to carry out the baptismal rite on the boy. He did 

the best he could to acquire the necessary free-flowing water from 

a natural source, to utter the customary Catholic invocation which 

we have referred to as an addendum to this report. 

In the next passage, the bishop exonerates Vitale's behavior, which he 

sees as a spontaneous act done with religious feeling, drawing on canon 

law to support his view: 

In the opinion of St. Thomas Aquinas, the ways in which the 

words have been articulated represent the nature of the Minister's 

intentions. In Pietro Vitale we are not dealing with a man who is 

simply mimicking words, but one who acted seriously, as stated 

se gessit ratione materiae et formae tamquam ecclesiae. In fact. 

206 Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
1824 
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the two witnesses Carbone and Mazzino, both reputable men, 

• 207 were of the same opinion that Vitale acted out of sincerity. 

Now that he has attempted to give credibility to Vitale's role as a lay 

minister in the Church, he concludes: 

Thus, the baptism of the person of Davidino Tedeschi, son of 

Isaia it can be stated was carried out appropriately. Now, let me 

say that the decrees and laws regarding the Jews both canonical 

and civil have been made wisely, based on rational reasoning of 

our two supreme authorities. They demonstrate that although the 

act may be considered unlawful, it does not necessarily make the 

baptism null and void. Let it be known that Davidino is adopted 

into the Catholic Church.^®^ 

Despite the bishop's equivocations, not to mention his declaration 

that Davide was now a bona fide Catholic, the case file contains no 

response from the Jewish community. Jewish leaders probably did not 

respond to the bishop's decision because they avoided engaging in 

church-related disputes generally. Such disputes often required the 

support of an expert in canon law to defend cases and since there were 

few if any canon law experts who would defend the Jewish community. 

Ibid. 
208 Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Maz:o 5: Battesimiforzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
1824 
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debating the validity of Davide's baptism would have been almost 

impossible to carry out successfully. Furthermore, it was certain that the 

Jewish elders did not want to appear disrespectful to the Church or to the 

ecclesiastical authorities, a centuries-old response to the precariousness of 

Jewish-Christian relations.In the end, they considered it best to 

appeal to parental rights within Jewish families and ignore the theological 

and philosophical implications of the forced baptism of their offspring. 

Arguing for parental corporate-civil rights was their best position since it 

not only asserted parental authority in this case as such but voided the 

church's argument for the baptism on "majority" grounds. 

Before the final decision on Tedeschi's baptism had been rendered, 

however, one last plea from the Jewish community emerged. Dated June 

16, 1824, the appeal came directly from the Tedeschi family, not from the 

Commissione. Written by Davide's sisters Fortunata and Giudita, it 

appears at first glance rather maudlin and melodramatic; nevertheless, it 

is a significant document. First of all, it was highly unlikely that an 

individual Jew would consider petitioning the state since appeals were 

usually only recognized if they came from a representative of the Jewish 

corporate entity. Second, it was even more unlikely that a plea based on 

In the case of Edgardo Mortara, in the aftermath of the event the Roman Jewish community 
refrained from making appeals to the Church for fear of seeming disrespectful. When they did make an 
appeal, they worded it carefully. See Kertzer, The Kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara, pp. 47 and 85. 
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the opinions of two young Jewish women entered the record at all. The 

fact that the sisters appealed directly to the state independent of their 

official corporate ties made a political statement. Not only did it mean 

that they saw themselves as individuals protected by the state but that the 

Secretary of State who included their appeal in the case file also did. 

This implied de facto recognition by the state of the sisters' individual 

rights. The Tedeschi sisters are clever and articulate. Their supplication 

is written from a woman's perspective, focusing on the care and 

protection of the family and drawing a more private and intimate portrait 

of their circumstances. They tell their story by dramatizing their father's 

suffering, casting him in the role of a tragic victim collapsed under the 

sheer weight of forces beyond his control, lejft in a "dreadful" physical 

and mental condition, incapacitated by grief, unable to provide for the 

family, struggling against the superior power of the Church. 

Since our young brother Davide has been snatched away from his 

family in the most violent manner and since our parents have 

neither seen nor heard from him, they have become deeply 

troubled and have suffered terribly. As long as Davide is locked 

up behind the portals of the Orphanage, we fear that our poor 

father will no longer be able to maintain his health nor will he 

ever know a moment's peace. We fear that his life will be cut 
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short. Please your majesty, we ask you to find it in your heart to 

return our sweet innocent brother Davide to his parents' house as 

every one in our family has been in a miserable state, but we 

want you to know that it is our father who has suffered more than 

anyone else great pains over this dreadful event. He continues to 

call out Davide's name in the middle of the night, and perhaps, we 

beg you, if he received some news about his son, it might console 

him. His sorrow and anxiety have only worsened since he learned 

that the Ecclesiastical Authority has refused to allow him to even 

see his son. He has developed an illness aggravated by the loss of 

his son and is now consigned to his bed. If you do not believe us 

we have attached a letter from his doctor.^'^ Please help us 

relieve our father's suffering. We believe that if we could just see 

our only brother at the Orphanage and then at least tell our father 

how Davide is then his health might improve or if nothing else he 

could draw some comfort in the dreadful state which we find him 

at present. Oh King Father, with such a kind heart, please help 

Attached letter from the doctor: "I, the undersigned, Salvador Montalcini, am a doctor certified in 
medicine and do declare that for a certain period of time Mr. Anselmo Tedeschi has been suffering 
from black outs (veritigine tenebricosus) accompanied by general problems related to his nervous 
system including an inflammation of the gastric system and has been forced to remain in bed as a 
result. I state this to be the truth in good faith." 
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these two sisters, loyal subjects of your great kingdom, see their 

only brother again.^'' 

By the end of June, Count Roget de Cholex sent a brief missive to 

the Genovese Senate recommending that the King allow Davide to return 

to his father's household. There was only one reference to the bishop's 

report in the letter. It read as follows, 

I have [duly] considered the archbishop's opinion and am in 

agreement with him on the matter that the boy appears to be 

mature, but will recommend that the Jew Davide Tedeschi be 

returned to his religious community and his home. After he 

reaches the age of fourteen and should at that time arrive at a 

decision to receive the blessings of Christian faith, and I pray that 

he will, he shall be iree to leave his father's house and enter the 

womb of the holy Church.^ 

It is assumed that the boy will be returned to his father's house, yet there 

is no indication in the case file whether or not the state upholds the 

validity of baptism. The state simply ignored the issue because the 

question of the boy's age was the only real legal argument. Further, the 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
1824. 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 3 7: Ebrei. Mazzo 5: Battesimi forzati, Caso Tedeschi, 
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issue of Pietro Vitale's criminality is also never mentioned and it may be 

assumed that he walked away unpunished, perhaps protected by Church 

immunity as a "lay minister." Ultimately, the absence of a lengthy legal 

opinion on this ruling by the state revealed that the bishop's opinion 

along with the recommendation of his ally Radicati did not carry much 

weight at court. Although the church had tested its power and lost its 

case to keep Davide away from his family until he reached the age of 

legal maturity, the problem of safeguarding Jewish family autonomy 

continued. Two years after the Tedeschi Affair, another case of forced 

baptism would emerge in Genoa. This time the Jewish community 

demanded state intervention to solve the problem once and for all. 

International Repercussions: The Case of Giuseppe Scion (1826-8) 

We now return to the case presented at the beginning of this 

chapter concerning the forced baptism of the infant son of a naturalized 

British citizen living in Genoa named Giuseppe Scion. The case entered 

the record on August 18, 1826. Count Borelli, president of the Regio 

Senato di Genova, forwarded his legal opinion on the event to Secretary 

of State for Internal Affairs Roget de Cholex who, as we have seen had 

already gained considerable experience dealing with the issue of forced 

baptism in the case of Davide Tedeschi. In his correspondence, Borelli 
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included a copy of Scion's appeal to the British Consul General to be 

passed along to the King. The text of the appeal brings us closer to 

understanding the fear that seized a Jewish father in a desperate attempt 

to save his infant son from being taken from him forever. It read as 

follows: 

I, Giuseppe Scion, a Jewish merchant and loyal British citizen 

have been living peaceftilly for many years in this glorious city, 

now appeals to your majesty for protection and help. I find 

myself in a terrible situation following a recent incident which I 

shall describe in this appeal. My infant child has been baptized 

and kidnapped. 

Last month, I took into my employ a domestic servant named 

Bianca Odezia. We agreed that she would work for only fifteen 

days. However, after ten days she left my house and to my 

surprise, declared that she had baptized my son who, your 

majesty, is only eight months old. 

I have become greatly disturbed by this incident which has 

brought so much fear and panic into our household. I fear, as do 

other members of the Jewish community in Genoa, for the safety 
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and privacy of our treasured children. Many of us now fear hiring 

domestic servants and in any case, feel it best to keep our children 

at a distance from them. 

I do not believe that it was possible for Odezia to carry out this 

baptism. My wife is always with our child who she is still nursing 

and there are other servants in the house. Neither my wife nor 

anyone in my household observed that a baptism had taken place. 

Since Odezia declared that she had baptized my son, I have 

endured great sorrow not knowing what shall be the consequences 

of this awful event. I am asking you to render justice and assure 

me that my son will not be taken from me and that my family can 

continue to leave peacefully in this kingdom without fear for the 

future of our offspring. 

I await your reply. 

Giuseppe Scion 
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Like Anselmo Tedeschi, Scion appealed to the state to "render 

justice" and return his son to the family. What was different about this 

case, however, was that it involved a British subject and as such, was 

concerned with the possible negative effects the affair might have on the 

business and trade in the port. Borelli expresses his concerns, stating: 

The sequence of events that led to the forced baptism and 

kidnapping of Scion's infant son which to all intents and purposes 

appears to be true, has alarmed not only the father and family of 

the infant child but has put a great fear into the entire Anglo-

Jewish community of Genoa. It is a well known fact that if the 

Anglo-Jewish merchants decide to leave this port it will hurt 

business in Genoa. After the Tedeschi affair which happened 

almost three years ago, many merchants chose to leave Genoa and 

re-establish themselves elsewhere. Now that we have word that 

Bianca Odezia baptized a Jewish infant I fear that many Jewish 

families will decide to leave the port again. Among them I know 

that the Minerbi family of Trieste, one of the wealthiest families 

in Genoa, has announced that they will leave the port if no 

provisions are made to ensure the safety of Jewish children.^''* 
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In contrast to Radicati, Borelli is concerned neither with the church 

leaders nor the validity of the baptism. In a clear and direct appeal, he 

asked for corrective state intervention to protect Jewish families under the 

law. He demands that the King enact legislation that would not ony 

benefit the Jews but add to the wealth and growth of the State urging him 

to "take this affair under consideration and enact laws that will maintain 

not only the dignity of our Holy religion, the peace and well-being of the 

Jews, but also serve in the best interests of commerce and trade in your 

great kingdom."^'^ 

An appeal and petition written in September of 1826 addressed to 

the British consul and signed by members of the Anglo-Jewish merchant 

community intensified efforts to pressure the Piedmontese state into 

taking legal action to protect Jewish families. The thirty-five petitioners 

who protested the act of forced baptism claimed that the affair had 

"caused a great stir among our people," and requested that legal 

provisions be made to guarantee that any domestic servants in their 

employ be banned from baptizing their children under any and all 

circumstances. "Despite notifying the authorities of these acts," they 

lamented, "it still did not allay the fears nor stifle the cries of the mothers 

and fathers who have had their children taken from them, baptized 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 6: Battesimi forzati, Caso Scion 1826. 
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without their consent in this most barbaric way."^'^ Insisting that they be 

allowed to exercise their religion freely as British subjects without 

"threats to the peace and well being of their families," the Anglo-Jewish 

merchants demanded action. They wanted the state to solve the problems 

of the juridical status of Jewish families and enact tough regulations 

against "the calamitous acts of forced baptism to which some Catholics in 

917 
their religious furor are inclined to carry out." To this end, they 

appealed to the state's interests in guarding family rights against the 

intrusion of the Church into the private lives of Savoyard subjects. In the 

end, the interests of Jewish families were pitted against the Church. They 

argued that "zealous individuals seize the children from the arms of our 

mothers to baptize them into the Catholic religion and by so doing, 

undermine the very rights of Patria potestas of this kingdom." For this 

reason, "some have taken it upon themselves to remove their children 

from Genoa to other locations while other families chose to leave the city 

and take up residence elsewhere." The merchants concluded by 

saying: 

To prevent this agitation, to bring a halt to the agony of the 

families, we beseech you to enact laws that will not allow Jewish 



175 

children to be seized and baptized. This is a political concern 

because we know that these few ignorant Catholics who take it 

upon themselves to commit such acts trample on the rights of the 

family and the protection of blood relations, and on the whole of 

Civil Society.^'^ 

Thus, the Anglo-Jewish community's appeal to state intervention to 

protect the civil rights of "family and blood relations" had turned the 

issue of fighting against forced baptism in Genoa into a question of 

political equality for Jewish families in Piedmont. 

On May 19, 1827, the Royal Senate of Genoa convened "according 

to the rules and regulations of this kingdom and as established by a 

circular emanating from the Secretary of State for Internal Affairs. 

The main point of discussion was legislation against forced baptism, 

whether or not new provisions needed to be made to guarantee that 

Jewish children shall not be endangered by overly zealous Christians who 

attempt to baptize them secretly. The Senate heard testimony from Bianca 

Odezia, the maid servant who allegedly baptized Giuseppe Scion's child 

without his knowledge. During the interrogation, Odezia stated that she 

Ibid. 
' Ibid. 
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believed she was doing "a good act."^^' She felt obliged to report what 

she had done immediately to the ecclesiastical authorities and which she 

did shortly after baptizing Scion's son. She claimed that no one had 

persuaded her to perform such an act and that she took it upon herself 

without telling the child's father immediately. When Odezia was 

questioned as to whether she had performed the baptism because she felt 

the child was in danger of dying, she responded, "yes." She added that 

when she told the ecclesiastical authorities what she had done, they made 

her return to the Scion house and explain it to the father of the child. 

Then, Odezia cried bitterly during the interrogation, asking the 

forgiveness of the Scion family. Among other witnesses that appeared 

before the Senate was a Jewess named Rosina Laibe, the widow of an 

Anglo-Jewish merchant named David Laibe. In October 1825, Laibe 

claimed to have met a Christian woman at the market in the Piazza di 

Molovecchio. A "clean, well-dressed and pleasant" type who like Bianca 

Odezia worked in the city as a domestic servant for Jewish families 

warned Laibe that a small group of "religious fanatics" in Genoa look for 

jobs as domestic servants in Jewish homes in order to baptize secretly and 

Ibid. 
• Ibid. 
' Ibid 
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kidnap Jewish infants.^^'^ Some wait near the synagogue before and after 

the Sabbath in the hope of soUciting jobs from Jews but only for a short 

while. Other witnesses like Eugenia Benchasi, spoke to the Senate 

from personal family experience about the exodus of Jewish merchants 

from the Genoese port. Her family left Genoa in 1824 out of the fear of 

forced baptism. "My father Avram became agitated and angry after 

hearing about the forced baptism of Davide Tedeschi in 1824." she 

said. Eugenia, who was already married at the time, remained in Genoa 

with her husband's family. At the end of the testimony, she listed the 

names of Jewish families in Genoa who left the port and those who were 

considering moving away. 

"Upon hearing testimony, this Congress has become convinced," 

Borelli declared, 

that the fears among the Jewish residents of Genoa are not 

exaggerated. There is certainly no lack of fanatics and ignorant 

persons in this city who out of their religious zeal decide to give 

the water of Holy Baptism to Jewish infants without the consent 

of the children's parents. They [the baptizers] think they are 

doing something good despite the fact that neither the parents of 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 6: Battesimi forzati, Caso Scion 1826. 
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the child nor the ecclesiastical authorities have given them 

permission to do so. This confusion is typical of the Church 

today. 

Borelli was concerned with several issues. First, he advocated regulating 

the laws of the state dealing with forced baptism to apply uniformly from 

Genoa to Turin. "I have made it clear to the Congresso that it is necessary 

to examine the situation and to adopt specific measures," he wrote, "and 

to make an amendment to the Regie Costituzioni, regulations that shall 

apply uniformly to all territories of the Kingdom of Sardinia.He saw 

the Scion case as a way "to set a precedent for other parts of the 

kingdom. " Genoa, he reminded the King was important because of its 

"unique position among your majesty's territories."^^' As "a center for 

commerce and export trade" the "economic prosperity of Genoa 

contributes to the general well being of all the inhabitants of this great 

kingdom."^^^ Furthermore, Borelli advised the King that "recently, 

attempts have been made to attract foreign commerce to Genoa via 

Portofranco. We hope that business will expand and the city anticipates 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 6: Battesimi forzati, Caso Scion 1826 
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that there will be a surge of traders who will be depositing their 

merchandise at our port in the years ahead." 

Second, Borelli wanted to dispense with the old practices 

governing forced baptism and identify a single set of criteria to be applied 

uniformly and written into law. "The situation," he wrote, "merits that the 

Congress do its best to eradicate such confusion and to render a decision 

that will demonstrate how to deal with this matter under Ecclesiastical 

law, Natural law and Civil law." 

Finally, Borelli was concerned that the Anglo-Jewish merchant 

community would leave the port, taking their business elsewhere. He 

writes. 

In expectation of the business that will flourish in this city, 

foreign traders and capitalists including many of the Anglo-

Jewish community have begun to take up residence here. If we 

can only remove the obstacles that may hinder them from settling, 

it shall be in the best economic interests of the territories of the 

kingdom. The Jews, more than any other class of foreign traders, 

have large sums of capital at their disposal and many are noted as 

prominent merchant bankers. We are fortunate that the Jews want 

Ibid. 
234 lu: J 
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to settle in Genoa, but how can we reassure them that their 

families will not be harmed, that their children will not be 

snatched from them from behind their backs as the overly zealous 

servant girl Bianca Odezia has done by administering baptismal 

rites to the child of the British merchant trader Giuseppe Scion. 

The Jews will surely take their wealth and industry, leave Genoa 

and establish themselves in other places. I beg your majesty to 

give this matter your attention. 

Next, Borelli argues that clandestine baptism could be considered 

legal in the case of "imminent death," but feels it should be strictly 

forbidden to baptize secretly a minor under any other circumstances. He 

writes, 

If your majesty will make the appropriate royal provision that 

states that the sovereign intends to punish any person who wants 

or dares under whatever pretext, except in the case of imminent 

death, to baptize a Jewish child of any sex who has yet to reach 

an age with the full capacity to reason and that the magistrate 

confirms that the parents had not given their consent. The 

punishment should be between 500 and 1500 lire nuove and there 

Ibid. 
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should be corporal punishment of one to three years in prison 

(emphasis added).^^® 

He concludes his appeal with a strongly anticlerical message, stating: 

We can begin dealing with this important and delicate issue by 

applying punishment to the recent case concerning the child of 

Giuseppe Scion. We must take swift measures and hold a trial. If 

my sentiments meet with your majesty's approval, I suggest we 

take advantage of the moment and call the Archbishop of Genoa to 

set an example to teach the members of his flock that even though 

they may believe they are doing a good act by illicitly baptizing 

Jewish children they are actually committing a grave sin and that 

in the future no attempts should be made to carry out illicit 

baptisms on Jewish children except in the event of imminent 

death. Further, the Archbishop must make clear that anyone who 

carries out this act will be sentenced to a fine and corporal 

punishment. 

These strong words reveal the lengths that Borelli went to in his 

attempt to convince the Savoyard monarchy that Jewish family rights 

needed to be written into law. His efforts met with success. By 

' Ibid. 
' Ibid. 
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December 28, 1827, King Carlo Felice had decreed that members of the 

Jewish community be protected against acts of forced baptism, legislation 

enacted through the promulgation of special Royal Patents.^^^ It was the 

first such piece of legislation enacted on the Italian peninsula and 

represented a remarkable expression of tolerance for a reputedly pro-

Catholic reactionary regime such as the Kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont. 

The Letters Patents were posted throughout the state with a manifesto that 

read as follows: 

I have received reports of complaints from our city of Genoa 

regarding the most reprehensible behavior of a few people, those 

who are often moved by an uncontrollable religious zeal, and 

misled by others of the same bent to confer Holy Baptism on 

Jewish children against the desire of the children's parents. I 

would like to prevent such excessive behavior and to prevent the 

problems and difficult predicaments that follow from occurring 

again in this kingdom. To this end, I have determined that 

provisions are to be made to extend regulations regarding the 

baptism of Jewish children in the Duchy of Genoa. These 

regulations shall be printed and posted throughout the cities and 

states of this kingdom. The rules are derived from the Royal 

Ibid. 
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Constitution of the Duchy of Genoa chapter VIII, title VIII, Book 

I and will now be applicable as follows; 

1. We do not wish that any person shall be permitted to coerce a 

Jew of either sex to receive Holy Baptism by force. If a person 

shall be found engaged in such an act that person shall pay a 

penalty of 50 scudi and if that person does not have the money to 

pay the penalty will face expulsion from these states for a period 

of three years if the person is male, if female, she will face 

» 
incarceration for six months. 

2. Neither will we allow baptism of Jewish children against the 

wishes of their parents, those children who have yet reached an 

age where they have the capacity to utilize rationality and 

common sense nor in cases even where the Sacred Canonical 

Laws may permit the baptism. These acts will also be adjudicated 

according to the prescription of punishment stated above 

(emphasis added). 
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3. We are sending this manifesto to our senators in Piedmont, 

Genoa and Nice to make a full public record of this provision and 

I order that it be made public in all cities and towns. 

Signed 

King Carlo Felice^^^ 

The King's manifesto not only outlawed forced baptism of minors 

without the consent of their parents but also prohibited clandestine 

baptism in periculo mortis that the Church deemed valid. The official 

edict was even more liberal than Borelli's recommendation, reflecting the 

royal administration's partiality toward the rights and dignity of Jewish 

families. For King Carlo Felice and his royal ministers the restoration of 

the idealized former ancien regime, once focused on maintaining old 

systems of alliance with the Church, now centered on finding ways to 

strengthen family autonomy juridically within the state. The cases of 

forced baptism in Genoa in the 1820s, the only two cases to come to the 

attention of the Savoyard royal courts in this period or even later, 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei. Mazzo 6: Battesimiforzati, Caso Scion 1826. 
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demonstrate the role played by the Jewish corporate and family politics in 

the early development of the liberal definition of the Piedmontese state. 

In the end, the constitutional changes concerning forced baptism 

sought by the Jewish community and granted by the King of Savoy meant 

a loss of power for the church. Initially, the essential goal for the state 

was upholding parental rights. Recognizing the bishop's stance that 

asserted the free will of a minor in the case of the forced baptism of 

eleven-year old Davide Tedeschi would have had the effect of 

undermining paternal authority and, along with it, civil law. There was 

no question from a legal standpoint that because Davide was still a minor 

in the eyes of the state, he would have to be returned to his father's house. 

The bishop's aim, however, was to challenge the "majority" question by 

arguing that baptism was valid based on the boy's ability to reason 

despite the fact that he was only eleven years old. He endorsed the 

validity of the baptism despite the fact that throughout church history, the 

papacy had ruled repeatedly against individuals who committed such acts. 

This is evidence of a rise of fundamentalism within the Church. By 

encouraging individuals to continue commiting secret baptisms rather 

than preventing them from performing such acts, the bishop demonstrated 

his implicit support for the growing factions of zelanti within the church 

under Pope Leone II. Ultimately, the struggle for paternal rights in 
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Genoa in the 1820s shows how dependent the church had become on 

unofficial channels to test their power in the state. 

Fundamental changes in laws concerning forced baptism in the 

state instituted by Carlo Felice in 1827, however, did not follow as a 

result of the Tedeschi case. Only when the question of forced baptism in 

the case of an Anglo-Jewish merchant's infant son threatened to harm the 

state's international reputation and prevent Jewish family firms from 

settling in the port of Genoa, did the King take action to remedy the 

situation. These changes meant that Jewish family firms in the neo-

absolutist system were positioned much better to assert their power within 

a "constitutional" conflict than were church leaders or the Jewish elders. 

Their protests against incidents of forced baptisms ensured that the state 

would protect the rights of Jewish family firms to participate freely 

within the market thereby ignoring the legal historical rights of the church 

in such matters. 

In the Tedeschi case, as we have seen, the Jewish corporate 

community, the Universita Israelitica, played a central role in bringing 

the problem of forced baptism in Genoa to the attention of the state. Of 

much greater significance to the issue of legislative reform, however, was 

the lobbying efforts of Jewish family firms in the Scion case several years 

later. The principal demand of the Anglo-Jewish merchants living in the 
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port was for an end to the church's claim to be able to separate Jewish 

children from their families under circumstances as in cases of forced 

baptism. Carlo Felice, fully aware of his kingdom's place in the balance 

of power relations after the Vienna Settlement as well as his dependence 

on British support, considered the effects of the forced baptism ruling on 

international opinion and the reputation of the Savoyard states among 

European nations in making his decision to amend the laws protecting 

Jews in the state. The Scion case can therefore be seen as a prefiguration 

of the way in which the politics of forced baptism had eventually become 

an international struggle for human rights at the height of the 

Risorgimento, a social and political issue appropriated by countries on 

both sides of the Atlantic during the well-known Mortara Affair three 

decades after the Piedmontese forced baptism legislation had been 

passed.^'^° 

In the case of Edgardo Mortara, debates over forced baptism and child kidnappings became an 
important issue of international politics. In the United States, the subject became a central issue in 
attacks on President Buchanan's pro-slavery politics. In addition, the Mortara Affair and the U.S. 
response to it was debated in Congress. On forced baptism and American politics see Bertram W. 
Korn, The American Reaction to the Mortara Case: 1858-1859, (Cincinnati: American Jewish 
Archives, 1957). 
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CHAPTER IV: THE GHETTO 

Ghettoization and Urban Restructuring in Restoration Turin, 

1821-1824 

Civic culture surrounding the Jewish corporate community in 

Piedmont involved constant negotiation and re-negotiation of canon law 

regulations. In the last chapter we saw, in instances where Jewish 

children had been forcibly baptized, how the church tried to assert its 

jurisdictional authority over family matters within the state. In the end. 

Catholic theologians had lost their battle to claim the souls of baptized 

children for the Church; civil law and paternal rights superseded canon 

law arguments. However, in the larger context of the neo-absolutist 

revival in the kingdom of Sardinia, not all canon law stipulations 

concerning the Jewish community were dismissed so completely by the 

state. In particular, the crown remained firm in supporting the return of 

ancien regime laws demanding enforced ghettoization of the eighteen 

separate Jewish communities in the realm. The government's process of 

ghettoization involved the reorganization of urban space which meant 

choosing a suitable site or remodelling a former ghetto and moreover, it 

involved negotiations between the state and town councils over the 

amount and terms of rent that would be imposed on the Jewish corporate 
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community. Ghetto projects were thus fundamentally about property 

transfer and reflected the battles and alliances between state, civic and 

corporate interests. 

The Italian Jewish ghetto has long been a symbol of the inequities 

inherent in the history of Christian European society.However, here I 

am less concerned with the symbolism of the ghetto and more interested 

in the set of relationships around which "ghettos" have acquired their 

meaning; in other words, with modem processes of "ghettoization" and 

the reassessment of state-economy and urban relations that constituted 

them. In Turin, the revival of the ghetto system with the return of the 

absolutist state in 1814 was linked to the operation and financing of the 

city's Ospedale di Carita which managed a substantial part of poor relief 

for the muncipality. Charity "hospitals" (or hostels) have been the focus 

of much discussion in historical analyses of civic space and absolutist 

state formation. In Madness and Civilization, Michel Foucault brought 

our attention to the European-wide dimensions of the phenomenon of 

establishing such municipal hospitals as "new forms of reaction to the 

For Italy see Robert Bonfil, Jewish Life in Renaissance Italy (Berkeley; University of California 
Press, 1994); Anna Foa, The Jews of Europe after the Black Death, trans. Andrea Grover (Berkeley, 
University of California Press, 2000), chap. 6; Kenneth R. Stow, Catholic Thought and Papal Jewry 
Policy, 1555-1593 (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1977); for a classic 
sociological study of the Jewish ghetto see Louis Wirth, The Ghetto (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1928); for a sense of the comparative European context, see the section on Jewish 
communal organization in Gerald Lyman Soliday, A Community in Conflict:Frankfurt Society in the 
Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, 1974). 
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economic problems of employment and idleness."^'^^ Although he made 

us aware that institutionalized confinement was an important part of 

absolutist state formation, Foucault was not interested in demonstrating 

how the networks of relations between institutions such as asylums and 

charity hospitals and various local interests actually materialized. In this 

chapter, I attempt to contribute to our understanding of the network of 

relations that constituted Jewish "ghetto" forms as they emerged in the 

Savoyard state during its transition from Napoleonic rule. I trace the 

history of controversies over other ghettoization proposals and projects in 

Turin from 1821-1824, considering the rights of ownership to "ghetto" 

properties. By looking at the ways in which the state intervened in the 

urban politics of ghettoization, we can begin to understand better how 

Jewish communal reorganization became a founding element in the 

transition to "liberal" neo-absolutism as it emerged in pre-unification 

Italy. 

The Turin Ghetto and Municipal Poor Relief 

Segregation into gated ghettos is an integral part of Jewish history, 

yet we know little about the organizing principles of ghetto enclaves or 

Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization; A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (New York: 
Vintage Books Edition, 1988), p. 46. 
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the ways they were linked to other urban institutions in European history. 

The ghetto form that emerged in Piedmont in the late seventeenth century 

was linked to the organization and financial support of municipal charity 

hospitals, the Ospedale di Carita. When charity institutions that housed 

the city's poor and vagrants became overcrowded, local and state 

administrators, fearing the possibility of epidemic and civil unrest, sought 

ways to transfer the Ospedale to the outskirts of town. Such relocation 

concerns motivated the Savoyard Duchess Regent in her initiative to 

reorganize the capital city in the 1670s. Based on the Parisian model of 

the well-administered city or la ville bien policiee, the Duchess's urban 

reorganization was part of a program that intended to divide the city into 

special districts for the poor.^"^^ By 1679, she decided to move the 

Ospedale di Carita from its designated district to the outskirts of the city, 

concentrating the city's Jewish population in the city block of former 

buildings connected with the Ospedale, marking the establishment of the 

first ghetto in the Savoyard kingdom. The rents from the ghetto would be 

used to pay for the building of the new Ospedale. Later, Jewish rents 

would provide further contributions to the system of poor relief 

Martha Pollak. Turin 1564-1680: Urban Design, Military Culture and the Creation of the Absolutist 
Capital (Chicago & London, Chicago University Press, 1991), chapters 6 and? 
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supervised by the Congregazioni di Carita established in the royal edicts 

of 1716 and 1717 concerned with the suppression of begging.^'*'' 

Throughout the eighteenth century, rents from the Turin ghetto 

were earmarked to cover expenses of the Ospedale di Carita, managed by 

a governing board under the aegis of the Compagnia di San Paolo. The 

board which included members of the city's mercantile and financial 

elites, bishops and parish priests directed the day-to-day operations of the 

Ospedale, loaned monies at low rates of interest from the trust funds and 

arranged life annuities (yitalizie) for donors who were interested in 

handing over their money to the Compagnia which enabled them to draw 

a "secured" income over the course of their life. Therefore, 

"ghettoization" in Turin was from its inception a part of the financial 

organization of civic foundations that administered municipal poor relief 

and provided banking services. This aspect of the history of ghettos is 

little known, much less understood, by contemporary scholars. To look 

to anti-Semitism alone as a motivating factor for the establishment of 

ghettos is to ignore how the fiinctioning of the Jewish corporate entity 

intertwined with dynastic and civic interests. 

Sandra Cavallo, Charity and Power in Early Modern Italy: Benefactors and their Motives in Turin, 
7547-77.^9 (Cambridge UK; Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 188-89. 
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With the return of the Savoyard King to the throne of the kingdom 

of Sardinia, the Jewish community of Turin was expected to "re-enter" 

the old ghetto and pay rent to the governors of the Ospedale di Carita. 

However, not only had the Jewish population increased since the end of 

the eighteenth century, but the ghetto that had been located in the former 

charity hospital was rundown and in need of repair. The experience of the 

poorer members of the Torinese Jewish community during the 

Restoration was shaped by their mistreatment by the governing boards of 

the Ospedale, who charged the ghetto-dwellers high rents while doing 

nothing to repair damages to buildings that had fallen into disrepair. 

By July of 1820, the board had decided to face the problem of 

rennovating the old ghetto to accommodate the Jewish community and 

sent a special appraiser to assess the state of the ghetto dwellings: to 

count how many rooms were rented or empty, to record how many 

families lived in the ghetto, including the size of each family and taxes 

paid by the heads of the households.^"^^ The decision to assess rents 

coincided with the edict demanding that Jews sell properties they had 

purchased during French Imperial rule which was, according to the terms 

of the Royal Patents of 1816, set to expire in six months. The governors 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categorie 37 Ebrei, Mazzo 5 
Ibid. 
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clearly had this in mind when they decided to reassess ghetto rents, 

expecting to profit from the confiscation. By assuming wealthier Jews 

would liquidate their assets, they aimed to put pressure on the Jewish 

corporation to pay more rent. This is apparent in the way they went about 

figuring out how to set rental amounts. In their re-assessment of ghetto 

rents, they decided to count the number of families rather than relying on 

the number of apartments as they had in the past. They did so to 

rationalize restricting the ghetto even further by renting part of the 

building to non-Jews.^'^^ The ghetto area consisted of three buildings 

connected by two breezeways and three stairwells, each building 

consisting of five floors. The report revealed that 27 Jewish families 

lived in a total of eleven apartments. Apartments varied in size, but on the 

average comprised five to six rooms. At the time of the report, only the 

poorest of Jewish families lived in the ghetto apartments while other 

apartments, which had at one time been inhabited by well-to-do Turinese 

Jewish families, remained vacant. Most of these wealthier families 

refused to continue to pay their share of the communal rent to the Jewish 

corporation because many of them were now living outside the ghetto. 

The board of the Congregazione figured that the government would 

guarantee that the Jewish families living outside the ghetto would be 

Ibid. 
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forced to return, however when they reahzed the government 

administration was not pressuring Jews to return to reside in the ghetto, 

the Congregazione managers decided to restrict the Jewish-living area by 

forcing all 27 Jewish families remaining in nine apartments and renting 

the two apartments on the ground floor of one of the buildings to Catholic 

shopkeepers. If they were unable to obtain income from rents for vacant 

space from the Jewish corporation, their long-term goal was to rent 

vacant apartments to Christian tenants. Of course, they had make 

promises to the royal administration and the ecclesiastical authorities that 

there would be no "communicazione" between Christian renters and 

Jews. Restricting the space that Jews could occupy was essentially a 

business strategy that the Congregazione employed to free up the rental 

space so that it would be able to take advantage of other ways of getting 

rental income from the ghetto properties. Additional measures to restrict 

the number of Jews who could inhabit rooms in the ghetto occurred on 

June 12, 1821, on February 16, 1822 and on again, April 12, 1822.^'*^ 

For several reasons, the revival of "ghettoization" in Turin had 

been difficult for the Congregazione to manage. The main problem was 

that collecting payment of rents on vacant rooms which had been the 

reponsibility of the Jewish corporation under the ancien regime, had now 

Ibid. 
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become a point of contention between the Jewish community and the 

board of governors of the Ospedale di Carita. Although the governing 

board tried to collect rents from the Universita Israelitica, the Jewish 

corporate entity, on vacant ghetto rooms since 1814, it had had little 

success. The governing board's dispute over rents was a direct test of the 

corporate privilege in the absolutist state. In their view, the return of the 

absolutist state meant that the onus of paying rents on the vacant 

properties should once again fall on all the members of the Universita 

Israelitica whether there were vacancies in the ghetto or not. The 

Universita Israelitca, itself a self-governing corporation, handled all of 

the fiscal matters concerning tribute collection and payment to the state as 

well as its financial obligations to the Congregazione. Thus, terms of 

Jewish corporation's responsibility in the matter, the Congregazione was 

right. Collecting rents for the Ospedale was essentially the administrative 

responsibility of the heads of the Jewish corporation, which meant that 

inevitably the Jewish elders would hold the wealthiet Jewish families 

accountable for covering rents on vacant space. Yet, as I discussed 

earlier, the years of Napoleonic rule had created a new set of 

circumstances for the Jewish corporation and its members. Of the 

wealthiest Jews living in the city in the 1820s, none were residing in the 

Old Ghetto at the time of the discussion over rents. As individal appeals 
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to maintain Jewish-owned property reveal, Jews living outside the ghetto 

did not want to bear the communal burden of paying the difference owed 

to the Congregazione in rents any longer. 

A year after the Congregazione'^ attempt to reassess the state of 

the ghetto dwellings no actions had been taken to collect rents or make 

repairs on the property. As discussed above, in 1821 the edict to 

confiscate Jewish-owned properties had been postponed and at the end of 

1822, the Turin Jewish community took advantage of the legal 

uncertainties associated with questions of property and Jewish status to 

propose a plan to reorganize the financing of ghetto rents. On November 

23, 1822, the Commissione Israelitica appealed to the King "for a special 

delegation to deal amicably (amichevolmente) with the Congregazione 

della Ospedale di Carita with respect to rents in the ghetto."^'^^ In the 

appeal, the Jewish delegati stated, 

We represent the Universita Israelitica and appeal humbly to the 

throne of the kingdom of Sardinia and to our august King and to 

his noble ancestry, in particular, to the Duchess-Regent Maria 

Giovanna Battista who in her royal provision of the 2"'' of August 

1679 set the residence of the Jews in the old Ospedale di Carita 

and which today is deemed the Ghetto. In recent months, the 

Ibid. 
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heads of the Ospedale di Carita in this capital city sent the Jewish 

community an official letter declaring that no portion of the 

income from rents designated to sustain or aid the poor of the city 

shall be lacking and that the Jews must pay rents for the houses in 

the ghetto whether they are rented or vacant. They have 

announced that they want to raise the rents of the ghetto even 

higher. We ask your Grace, our protector, to consider our 

conditions and to intervene on our behalf with the directors of the 

Congregazione. They are making accusations against us, saying 

that leaders of this community have acted irresponsibly by not 

keeping the houses in the ghetto rented. Please we beg that our 

sovereign father will see how constrained life is within the ghetto 

knowing how we suffer for not being able to own property and 

250 give us support. 

To argue their case, the members of the Commissione felt it best to rely 

first on legal precedent, in which they claimed that the Royal Patents of 

November 30, 1793, established a fixed rental charge for the duration of 

fifteen years on the ghetto dwelling. Since the Royal Patents were not in 

effect during the Napoleonic occupation from 1797 to 1814, the 

^^"AST, Materie Ecclesiasiiche, Calegoria 37, Ebrei, Mazzo 5, "Commissione Speciale Provisoria 
Israelitica di Piemonte." 
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Commissione claimed that the Royal Patents of 1793 should still be in 

effect for at least another 11 years. "Given that your majesty has restored 

the ancient laws," they wrote, "that would mean that the Royal Patents of 

1793 are still effective and that to change them would mean changing the 

very basis of the political system" (emphasis added). "Political 

system" refers here to the set of arrangements stipulating the legal basis 

for the renewals of corporate charters that had been made in years past 

between the Savoyard state and the Jewish community. It should not be 

read in the modem sense of the term. Yet, in some ways the dispute did 

have "modem" political implications. After all, it was not only a question 

of faimess, but of who, as the Jewish delegati argued, had "the right to 

interpret the decree of August 2, 1679, when the first declaration was 

made to fix a site for Jews in this city." Obviously, any dispute over 

interpreting the "foundational contract" promulgated by the Duchess 

Regent inevitably would present a challenge to state authority. We 

should therefore not ignore what might be considered "constitution-

making" characteristics of the rental disputes. 

To argue their case further, the Jewish delegates banked on 

exploiting the uneasy alliance between the royal administration and the 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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Congregazione. As the historian Sandra Cavallo reveals in her study of 

charity in Turin under absolutism, the historical relationship between the 

Congregazione di carita and state authorities represented the ongoing 

struggle of the "new" class of state functionaries who sought to wrest 

control of the management of charity institutions from the control of the 

governing boards represented by municipal authorities. The Jewish 

delegati set up their case by appealing directly to state authority in 

opposition to civic leaders. They reasoned that "aside from the recent 

grievous judgment passed by the Congregazione delta Ospedale di carita 

for higher rents, we must provide the auxiliary payment upon which your 

public administration rests, named the beneficio deU'obligazione. Our 

Universita does not have sufficient means to continue to pay this 

obligation and an increase in rent."^^"* In the end, the delegati requested 

that the King either render the Beneficio dell 'obligazione null and void or 

compel the Congregazione to cancel the rental increase, saying: 

We appeal to your majesty to take into account that rental 

increases and auxiliary payments will not help the Regio 

Osepdale di Carita in their charge of providing for the poor of 

this city. These measures only restrict the owners of Jewish 

Cavallo, Charity and Power in Early Modern Italy, pp. 188-192. 
Ibid. 
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businesses, making it impossible for them to find the means to 

pay the higher rents. This was never the intention of your august 

ancestors when the ghetto was established in 1679. We ask your 

majesty to remember that your wise ancestors had ordered that the 

Jews occupy this ghetto so that they would be more secure, 

protected from molestation and as is written in the Royal Patents 

of August 2, 1679, be allotted enough space to be comfortable. 

The Regio Ospedale di carita has done none of this. Since 1814, 

they had no intention of accommodating the Jews. Our buildings 

are in shambles, neglected and our people in a miserable state 

living in cramped quarters that lack a sufficient number of stairs 

to get from the first to second to the third floors. 

In their appeal, the Jewish community's main concern was that when the 

Royal Senate had agreed to the increase in rents it set a legal precedent. 

Without a reform measure, they feared the Universita would not have 

sufficient guarantees to defend itself against further abuse. "It is clear," 

wrote the Jewish delegati, "there will always be some pretext for raising 

the rents."^^® They accused the city council of "all but strangling us by 

placing constraints on our community."^^^ No longer able to hide their 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categorie 37 Ebrei, Mazzo 5. 



202 

resentment~a far cry from their initial request to deal "amicably" with the 

directors of the Ospedale, they declared, 

Circumstances are always in favor of the governors of the Regio 

Ospedale di carita who take rent from us all the while never 

having to worry that their tenants will leave the property vacant. 

They know the renters will never leave. How can your majesty 

allow this?^^^ 

Their argument is significant for several reasons. First, it reveals the 

state-corporate struggles inside the ghettoization process. The Jewish 

community protests against the rental monopoly the board of governors 

enjoyed on the ghetto properties. Ironically, the appeal can also be read 

as a political argument for religious tolerance and human rights. "There is 

no government in Italy including the Papal States where by law Jews are 

held to rental increases," they add, referring specifically to the special 

rental laws granted to Jews throughout the Italian states wherever ghettos 

had been established, known as the Jus hazakah. This customary 

Ibid. 
Based on the rabbinic interpretation of Deuteronomy, chapter 27, it was strictly forbidden for any 

Jew to occupy abandoned property because no agreement had been made between the previous parties 
and thus, it was considered unlawful and thereby, immoral to "hold" or maintain a "hold" on 
abandoned property, hazaka from the Hebrew verb "to hold" (J'khazik) f'Tn'?. To get around this law, 
Jews in the Mediterranean regions bought and sold among themselves rights to jus hazaka on any type 
of property that they were allowed to use under Roman law. These rights eventually became an integral 
part of Jewish wills and dowries, being passed down through generations or sold between unrelated 
families. Since the sixteenth century, the Roman Church recognized the Jus hazaka as a means of 
tenant rights which protected Jews from being evicted from their homes by Christian landlords, see 
Israel Herzog, The Main Institutions of Jewish Law (London: Soncino, 1965), pp. 231-40. 
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"law," allowing Jews to take hold of property indefinitely at rent that was 

regulated and capped at a certain rate, was designed to protect Jewish 

renters based on the fact that ghettoized Jews were restricted to the type 

and amount of property they could own and occupy. Historically, Jus 

hazaka was seen as a compensatory measure, combined with guarantees 

protecting the Jews from corporeal violence and other forms of 

harassment. In this way, we can think of "confinement" in ghettos 

actually as a process of continuing negotiations of rights expressed in 

arguments based on the community's need to be "protected" or 

"compensated" in some way. The sense that Jewish renters felt they were 

entitled to such protected legal status certainly comes through in the 

appeal. "If there are laws to curb greediness with respect to Catholic 

tenants in this kingdom," wrote the delegati, "why does your majesty's 

law not accord the Jews the same treatment?"^^° 

Toward the end of their letter, the delegati made a constitutional 

appeal in their dispute over Jewish civil rights, objecting to the fact that 

Catholic tenants "have fundamental freedoms to relocate whereas the 

members of the Jewish community have neither liberty nor the chance to 

live where they desire."^^' Jews, they claimed, should be "compensated 

260 f^^aterie Ecclesiastiche Categorie 37, Ebrei Mazzo 5 
Ibid. 
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with fair rent regulated by the commune on a similar basis to that of 

Catholic tenants.Finally, the Commissione begged the King to 

address this "dangerous state of affairs" and "uphold the original spirit of 

the law." They requested that the King appoint a special commission 

to consider the state of the Jewish ghetto and its inhabitants and then 

follow up by making a determination which would be acceptable both to 

the Ospedale di carita and to the Jewish community. From the onset, it 

was clear that the leaders of the Jewish community based their position 

on a hopeful alliance with the crown. They expected the King to play a 

mediating function in the situation, acting in the role of a "magistrate" 

charged with settling the dispute between the parties. 

In response to the appeal of the Commissione Israelitica, the 

Secretary for the Internal Affairs Count Roget de Cholex, who was in 

charge of Jewish affairs, stated in a letter to Royal Senate: 

We have been informed that the Congregazione della Regio 

Ospedale di Carita has attained a summons against twenty-eight 

individuals who are currently renting residences in the Ghetto 

Vecchio, the object of which is to announce an increase in the 

rents, double what they are now paying or they must vacate the 

Ibid. 
' Ibid. 
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houses. The Universita minore of the Jews in this capital city 

have requested that the governo assign delegates to a special 

committee to determine whether the Congregazione is being fair 

in raising rents. 

In arguing for "fairness," Roget de Cholex focuses the dispute on tenants' 

rights. In addition, he decided to step in and investigate the regulation of 

real estate values in the ghetto, agreeing to set up a commission to 

arbitrate between the Ospedale and the Jewish corporation. He continued 

by saying, 

I agree to granting this request and will be sending out an expert, 

the architect Formento, to evaluate the rents and decide what they 

should be fixed at depending on the tenants' expenses. Upon 

completion, the third party expert (// perito terzo parte), the 

architect Formento, shall present his determination to the Royal 

Senate.^^"^ 

The Secretary's initiative here was itself a form of economic 

"modernization" by basing rent charges on business contracts that take 

into account the tenant's expenses. In other words, this act by a 

representative of the crown sought a more equitable and "market-
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sensitive" treatment of Jewish tenants. The royal administration's 

engagement with various business aspects involved in the Turin "re-

ghettoization" was part of the gradual process of economic liberalization 

going on within the state. A month after the Secretary's action, the 

findings from this initial investigation of the special commission 

determined that rents could not be raised more than 50% based on the 

breakdown of tenants' expenses not including the Beneficio 

dell'obligazione. It read, 

While considering the above-mentioned matter, it has come to our 

attention that the directors of the Regio Ospedale di caritd are still 

trying to push for an injunction, this time from the Office of the 

Vicariato, to make binding an increase of double the current rent 

on the inhabitants of the Ghetto Vecchio and which we have 

already shown is burdensome under the present conditions. We 

recommend that your majesty intervene in the current lawsuit 

action and in procuring the opinion of the attorney general who 

should consider the Congregazione's lawsuit both from a legal 

point of view and also in terms of public administration, 

evaluating which laws and obligations shall be binding on the 

Jews who live in the Ghetto Vecchio. Since these houses were 

originally assigned by royal provision from August 2, 1679, 
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incumbent on all parties concerned to have your majesty's 

approval to make any permanent changes.^^^ 

In this response, we see the beginning of the process in which the state 

administration uses Jewish laws as a test of their authority to intervene in 

corporate conflicts. While civic leaders continued to push to get their 

rent increases from the Jewish community, Secretary Roget de Cholex 

exercised his power, urging the King to see the problem not only from the 

legal standpoint but "in terms of public administration." The argument 

over the legal uncertainties surrounding the original ghetto injunction 

thus becomes a basis for state intervention. In this way, and as I shall 

demonstrate in the following chapter, ghettoization regulations would 

indeed provide an impetus for continued state intervention throughout 

Piedmont in the 1820s and 1830s. 

About a year and half after Roget de Cholex's investigation into 

rental values, the issue of ghetto rents had still not been resolved. The 

leaders of the Jewish corporation of Turin, the Universita minore, 

proposed a plan to purchase the property including two buildings 

(palazzo) which comprised a block of flats from the Congregazione della 

Regio Osepdale di carita. The plan referred to as an albergamento 

perpetuo entailed buying up the property on a hundred year lease for 

Ibid. 
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which the Jewish community would be obligated to pay the city a flat 

annual percentage (3-6%) of the residents' income, not including general 

costs for renovation and maintenance expenses on the two buildings. 

The Jewish community presented their proposal officially to Roget de 

Cholex and the Intendent General of Turin who discussed its feasibility in 

a letter to the royal administration dated June 7, 1824 in which he wrote, 

On this occasion, your excellency, I wish to bring to your 

attention to the fact that I have met recently with representatives 

of the Commissione Israelitica di Piemonte to re-negotiate the 

terms of their condotta in this capital city. They propose that the 

Universitd minore purchase the Ghetto Vecchio from the 

Congregazione della Regio Ospedale di Carita as an 

albergamento perpetuo. They are proposing to promote the sale 

of the ghetto to a few Jews who have the means to fund the plan. 

They contend that since the royal ordinance to sell off Jewish 

properties, there will be Jews who will have the capital to invest 

in such a project. 

The firms who took an interest in re-financing the ghetto property 

represented some of the wealthiest families of Turin's Jewish 

"Cousinhood" connected by kinship and marriage and involved in the 

Ibid. 
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businesses of silk manufacturing and banking. Among the elite group 

who proposed the ghetto "privatization" plan were the Levi and Todros 

families, who will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 

The report on ghettoization in Turin refers to the Royal Patents of 

1816 demanding Jews to sell their properties or risk losing them in a 

public auction. The laws to hold a public auction continued to be 

delayed, however, not only because of appeals from Jewish property 

owners but also because the state was reluctant to dump real estate on an 

already depressed post-war market. Besides, it was highly unlikely that 

the wealthier families could find suitable buyers so quickly who would 

acquire their properties for the full cash values they may have had in 

mind. In the end, the Intendent General did not endorse the plan to have 

Jews refinance the ghetto property in Turin. As he wrote at the end of 

the report. 

After evaluating the proposed project, in my opinion, I do not 

believe this plan can be carried out successfully. These are my 

observations. First, it is clear that the Universita minore does not 

have sufficient funds, especially since its richest member Israel 

Bacchi left the community and converted to the Catholic faith. Of 

the Jews, the two richest among them, David Levi and Jacob 

Todros, have offered to fund the project. The Jewish population 
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of Turin is at present 1500 members of which there are 300 

families. Of those 300 families, 83 pay taxes. 53 of the families 

pay less than 100 lire per year. Of the remaining 30 families, 28 

pay an average of 300 lire per year while David Levi paid 2,429 

lire and Jacob Todros paid 3,371 lire. Second, most of the 

members of the community are living in a miserable state. From 

the figures I have gathered, over two-thirds of the ghetto 

inhabitants depend on the charity of the community to live. Third, 

the Jews' financial projections do not take into consideration the 

costs of restoration and reconstruction that will need to be 

' y f . n  

undertaken over the lease period. 

The focus in this assessment of Jewish corporation's plan to buy the 

ghetto on a hundred year lease returned to the original financial concerns 

of the board of governors of the Ospedale: Will the rents actually get 

paid? In his analysis, the Intendent took into account the population in 

the Turin ghetto and concluded that they were simply too poor and as 

such, not a good risk. Then the question arose as to whether the few 

wealthy Jewish families would be able to carry the burden for the 
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financial for rest of the community. The Intendent cautioned the Royal 

Secretary, saying that 

the few rich Jews who would invest money will find themselves 

in a difficult position, especially if they are the ones who have to 

increase rents. On the other side, if the terms of a new condotta 

require the Universita Israelitica to pay higher taxes, profits from 

the albergamento project will then be reduced. Therefore, we 

have not only to reflect on these obstacles which may arise from 

the condotte contracts because of their temporary nature, but from 

the financial state of the renters.^^^ 

The Jewish community made no further appeals to buy the ghetto from 

the Ospedale. The project had been on the table for over a year when 

Paolo Delia Valle, the Vicariato of Turin, wrote in a confidential letter to 

Roget de Cholex his opinion on the albergamento perpetuo of the Ghetto 

Vecchio. The letter is significant in providing important background 

details that did not emerge in the original negotiations. We learn that the 

plan to have wealthy Jewish firms take over the Turin ghetto was not a 

new idea at all and had already been discussed in 1797. Delia Valle 

writes. 

Ibid. 
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Your excellency, these obstacles which we have encountered in 

considering the problems of the Jews of the Universita minore 

have their advantages in showing the limits of laws in this 

kingdom. The subject of your letter dated February 7, 1824, 

asked to find some way to help Jews purchase some of the houses 

in the Ghetto from the Ospedale di carita. This was an idea that 

was discussed before the cessation of the royal government in 

1797 and was linked to the public administration for poor relief 

and a plan to sell annuities to get rid of the public debt. It was an 

experiment which would have allowed Jews to possess their 

properties, at least those who had the capacity to do so. But the 

project was never realized. At present, it seems that the 

prevailing opinion among the members of the Congregazione 

della Regio Ospedale di carita is that the idea needs to explored 

more carefully. 

This letter is significant because it reveals how solutions to questions of 

Jewish property ownership were at the center of discussions within the 

upper echelons of state administration in the absolutist state before and 

after Napoleonic rule. In fact, for Della Valle, laws pertaining to "the 
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problems of the Jews" in Turin provided the litmus test of the success or 

failure of absolutist policy "showing the limits of laws in the kingdom." 

A key point in the letter is that the Vicar relates new information 

to Roget de Cholex regarding the intentions of the governing board of the 

Ospedale. He mentions that the Congregazione actually wanted to 

reopen the subject of allowing Jews to buy the Turin ghetto properties. 

Why would the board of governors who had been so against the original 

proposal suggest reopening the subject? Although Delia Valle refrains 

from discussing the motivations of the trustees any further, his comment 

points to an important aspect of the diverse functions of the ghetto within 

the urban economy which would no doubt been understood by the royal 

Secretary. To understand this comment we need to trace the changing 

patterns of Jewish residency in the ghetto during and after Napoleonic 

rule. Under Napoleon, members of the Jewish community were free to 

leave their residences in the ghetto and live wherever they wanted. 

However, although Jewish families with sufficient financial means 

bought properties and moved outside the ghetto, they rarely abandoned 

their residences in the ghetto officially. Instead, they sublet the vacant 

ghetto rooms as "'piazze da letto," which meant renting out beds to poor 
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• • * 270 Christians who came from the country in search of work in the city. 

What this meant was that Jewish property owners had turned the ghetto 

into a zona di stanziamento, a "rooming-board" district where Christian 

migrants lived and were absorbed into the city's labor market. After 

French rule, the Jewish community continued to sublet ghetto rooms as 

"piazze da letto." Therefore, ensuring that rents remained low was also in 

the best interests of financial speculation. The reorganization of the 

ghetto and its rents was a complex operation that involved multiple levels 

of business arrangements. 

The next significant issue to emerge in Delia Valle's letter was 

the subject of conversion. As we saw in the last chapter, cases of forced 

conversion of Jewish children had become an issue around which the 

church attempted to test its authority in the state, but in the end, 

controversies over conversion worked against the church's interests while 

strengthening the power of the state. Similarly, in disputes over 

ghettoization, we leam that controversies over conversion also served to 

undermine corporate interests but with a different twist. When Israel 

Bacchi, one of the wealthiest figures in the Turin Jewish community, 

converted to Catholicism, the Jewish corporation lost its chance to 

M. Pellegrini, Le aree segregate: approci teorici e un caso storico: il Ghetto di Torino (Turin: 
Celid, 1979), p. 132. 
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convince the state of the viability of the albergamento project to 

refinance the ghetto. As Delia Valle writes, 

When the Jews were ordered to sell their properties, the largest 

portion of the inheritance of Israel Samuel Bacchi would have 

been designated to be turned over to the state according to the 

revived laws. Bacchi, the richest Israelite in this metropolis and 

who on his own provided one-third of the payments for the 

expenses of the Universita minore of Turin, embraced the 

Catholic religion to evade the obligation of having to contribute to 

corporate taxes and to force the Universita to make up the rest. 

Now the Jews are in trouble financially and the albergamento 

plan is being proposed to allow them to purchase the houses of the 

ghetto and collect the rents themselves. 

By the letter's end, the Vicar's retelling of the Bacchi conversion turns to 

a much stronger antipathy to Jews in general, saying: 

But all of this of course is not possible since the King has returned 

to the throne of these Royal Dominions and because there is no 

plan to tolerate the Jews and for which I pray there will be no plan 

for in the future. We cannot take these steps, your excellency. 
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whether we want to or not. I do not think it is prudent to 

• 771 
investigate the matter any longer. 

In August, Roget de Cholex sent his response to Delia Valle which 

included his final opinion on the albergamento project. He decided not to 

authorize the proposal from the Jewish community to reorganize the 

financing of the ghetto properties because "it did not," he argued simply, 

"serve alia publica utilita.'' Furthermore, the problems associated with 

the management of the Turin ghetto revealed it to be too risky an 

investment in commercial property for the state to handle. On the other 

hand, one the main goals of ghettoization—relocating all Jewish residents 

in the city—was another real problem. The scarcity of suitable housing 

within the confines of the ghetto also reflected the increase in the Jewish 

population since the period of French rule in which Jewish families grew 

and prospered. Even though the Royal Secretary took the Vicar's advice 

and decided to scrap the albergamento project, alternative private 

initiatives to find solutions to the problems of Jewish housing in Turin 

continued to emerge, playing an integral part in the redistribution of 

property in the Piedmontese capital. In the next section, I will discuss 

some of these initiatives. 

Ibid. 
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Alternative "Solutions" and State Interventions 

On February 17, 1824, in an appeal to Count Roget de Cholex, six 

Jewish families—the Malvano, Levi, Ghidiglia, Treves and Gattinara (nee 

Bacchi)~requested the privilege to maintain property located in the 

vicinity of the Ghetto Vecchio. In their joint appeal, the heads of the 

families wrote : 

We, David Levi, Elia Malvano and Claudio Salomone, Davide 

brother, uncle and son Treves, businessmen living in Chieri and in 

this capital city, appeal most humbly to your majesty's august 

throne. Your excellency, we do not need to inform you that there 

is a need to expand {amplificare) the ghetto in our capital. We 

have remodeled the building situated at the entrance of Via San 

Filippo and island of San Giacinto fitted to become annexed to the 

ghetto according to the building regulations of the Vicariato in 

this city. We ask that the King grant his full authorization to this 

plan and permit us to keep the property for a specific period of 

time and to allow the new [Christian] convert Signora Gattinara to 

sell her share of the property to David Levi. 
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In their joint appeal, six families stated that they had complied with the 

"remodelling" regulations for Jewish residencies. This meant several 

adjustments to the property had been made. First of all, the building did 

not share any staircases with other buildings where Christians lived. 

Second, the entrance to the building was fitted with an iron cancella or 

large gate that was to be locked from sunrise to sunset according to the 

Royal Patents of 1816. 

We leam from the appeal that the six families had purchased the 

building as nationalized property on June 30, 1797, for a hundred and ten 

thousand lire. On February 15, 1822, with the return of the Savoyard 

monarchy to the throne of Sardinia, they registered the property with the 

Intendenza Generate as required by Restoration laws concerning the 

sequestration of Jewish property. The building was comprised of a 

ground floor and three other floors divided by the six families. The 

ground floor was occupied by David Levi, a wealthy textile trader and 

raw silk manufacturer whose life and career I discuss in more detail in 

chapter seven. The first and second floors were inhabited by the Malvano 

and Treves banking families and the third floor by Clotilde Luigia Maria 

Gattinara, the new Christian convert, formerly a member of the Bacchi 

clan discussed earlier. 



219 

The leaders of the city council did not like the idea put forth by the 

six families to maintain the building. Among the council members were 

those who had a vested interested in the Tailors' Guilds and textile 

manufacturers and felt threatened by the sale in particular because the silk 

manufacturer David Levi was one of the owners of the property. On the 

12'*' of May, the Vicariato Delia Valle objected to the amplicazione 

proposal arguing that granting a privilege to Jews to maintain the building 

in question would "be of little use to solving the problems of 

overcrowding in the ghetto."^^"* In some respects, he was right. After all, 

originally, the six families had rented the building for their own use. The 

only apartment available for other tenants would be the one being vacated 

by Signora Gattinara. On March 22, 1824, an appeal on behalf of 

Clotilde Gattinara appeared in the case records from which we once again 

leam about the property from the Bacchi inheritance and will. The 

appeal states, 

We humbly represent the neophyte Clotilde Luigia Maria 

Gattinara bom Perla Bacchi. On June 28, 1816, along with 

numerous other creditors, Signora Gattinara inherited property 

from the will of her father Israel Samuel Bacchi. She received a 

portion of a house located at the comer of San Fillipo and San 
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Giacinto. She is asking to sell her portion of the property to 

David Levi only to preserve strict separation between Christians 

and Jews.^^^ 

By April, these arguments convinced Roget de Cholex to grant privileges 

to Signora Gattinara to sell her property to a Jew and subsequently, a 

concession to the remaining five Jewish families to hold on to their 

property for a period of ten years. Among the main forms ghetto 

incorporation initiatives took were the negotiations made by individual 

families to remain outside the ghetto. Thus, it is hard to view this appeal 

as a serious attempt to solve the problem of housing, but rather as a way 

for wealthier Jews to circumvent the injunction to sell their properties. 

Generally, most Jewish appeals in this period were to maintain or 

delay the sale of properties. Few, if any, dealt with purchasing properties 

outright and if they did they were referred to not as a vendita (sale) but 

rather as cessione (concession). It is an important distinction because it 

reveals the legal problems of attaching a word to any transaction where a 

Jew was involved and subsequently, in the act, creating a legal precedent 

that would endow Jews with ownership rights, diritti di proprietario, as 

opposed to rights of possessorio which allowed them use rights. The 

Ibid. 
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following example reveals how ownership rights were granted to a 

member of the Jewish community. It is important to our discussion of 

ghettoization because the case shows how business relations among 

private individuals also focused on "solutions" to the question of Jewish 

residence in Turin. 

On June 13, 1823, the Marchese Luigi Coardi Carpenetto appealed 

to the throne of Sardinia with an unusual request. He asked to be allowed 

to sell property situated adjacent to the Ghetto Vecchio to the Jewish 

banker Jacob Todros and his wife Sarah Bacchi. "In past years," he 

wrote, "I encountered difficulties which have placed me under 

burdensome conditions." Beginning in the years of Napoleonic rule he 

relates his story of financial and family hardship, saying: 

In 1798, I took out a loan from Conte Paolo, Gran Ciambellano e 

cavaliere dell'ordine Supremo dell'Annunziata, to pay a tax bill of 

60,000 lire of which I continue to pay 200 lire quarterly. Since 

then my brother in Vercelli got in trouble and was deported to 

Milan because he could not pay his debts and I helped him and his 

family for five years. My family has since grown bigger. I have 

three sons in the Regio Collegio de'Gesuiti and three young 
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daughters. I need to sell the aforementioned property and I do 

hope that your majesty will grant me the authorization.^^^ 

The Marchese's request for state intervention was to sell a large and 

valuable piece of urban real estate to the Jewish banker Jacob Todros. 

The property was a building {palazzo) situated in the Piazza Carlina near 

the isola or block of San Angelo Custode bordered on one side by the 

vicinity of the ghetto and on the other, one of the city's most elegant 

palazzo nobiliare which was itself in close proximity to the Savoyard 

royal palace. Originally, Coardi di Carpenetto had asked the royal 

administration to consider buying his palazzo to extend the quarters for 

the Corpo Reale of the Carabinieri but received a negative response from 

the government. Now, he had found a willing buyer in Jacob Todros, 

who agreed to purchase the building for the incredible high sum of 

• 278 300,000 lira. In his appeal, he asked the King to intervene on his 

behalf and make an exception not only for his sake but to ease problems 

for the Jewish community in the city. "The main obstacle to executing 

this contract to the Jew Todros," he asserts, are 

the laws prohibiting Jews from acquiring properties. I appeal to 

your majesty to consider this exception so that I can get some 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoric 37, Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
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relief from my unfortunate state. Please, I beg your excellency to 

authorize this sale for the sake of the economy and on behalf of 

my ancestors who were so devoted to the Royal House of Savoy. 

Further, the sale can only be of benefit to the Vicar fraught with 

worries in an attempt find a solution to the problem of housing the 

Jews in the illustrious capital city of your kingdom. 

The difficulties involved with the sale of the Marchese's property 

which were directly related to the problems of segregation cannot be 

understood unless they are analyzed in a framework of corporatism and 

neo-absolutist raison d'etat. The building was occupied by Christians, a 

point raised by the Vicar in a letter to Roget de Cholex dated June 18, 

1823, requesting that Secretary block the sale. "Christian shopkeepers 

reside in the premises of the Casa Carpenetto," wrote the Vicar, "and 

since according to the ancient laws, Jews and Christians cannot live in the 

same house, I do not see how the transaction can go forward."^^° He also 

brought up the issue of competition between Jewish and Christian 

merchants, in particular those dealing in clothing. Pleading with the 

Secretary of State to consider the livelihoods of Christian merchants, he 

noted tailors and cloth merchants who had been living and doing business 

Ibid. 
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on the premises and who have themselves "appealed to the state to stop 

the practice among the Jews of this city who sell new clothing and which 

they continue to do without penalty." "If the Carpenetto-Todros 

transaction shall be given the monarchy's approval," he declared, "loyal 

Christian subjects will surely be expelled from their homes." Attached to 

the Vicar's letter was a protest from the corporation of the Maestri Sarti, 

the tailor's guild, reiterating the Vicar's remarks including a copy of the 

Royal Patents from November 15, 1737, that gave the guild exclusive 

jurisdiction over the sale of new clothing in the city. For these reasons, 

upon which alliances between guilds and the city leaders had been made, 

challenges to the sale arose and they would have consequences for the 

terms and conditions of the Carpenetto-Todros transaction. 

Jacob Todros and Sarah Bacchi appealed to Roget de Cholex to 

allow them to buy the Casa Carpenetto, outlining the ways in which they 

planned to make the property suitable for both Christian and Jewish 

tenants. They wrote, 

We Jacob Todros and Sarah Bacchi humbly appeal to the throne 

to acquire the property deemed the Casa Carpenetto. We propose 

a plan whereby the Casa Carpenetto shall be divided so that Jews 

and Christians are separated. The architect named Ravera devised 

a plan so that we may divide the building. This is how we plan to 



renovate the property: 1) We shall put an iron gate in the 

courtyard that will always be locked. 2) We shall place a separate 

well for water in one comer for the use of the Jews only. 3) We 

shall cut off the stairs and build separate stairs for Jewish tenants 

so there will be no communication between them and the 

Christian tenants. 

On June 20, 1823, Roget de Cholex made his final recommendation to the 

Senato which read as follows: 

The Jewish negoziante Jacob Todros and his wife Sara Bacchi 

have lived in this city since 1816 where they have established a 

bank and are engaged in the silk industry in Piedmont. They need 

to have a central location for their warehouses and the ghetto does 

not have the capacity for such a large business. Since Baron 

Carpenetto has offered to sell them a part of a house that he owns, 

Jacob Todros has the opportunity to carry on his business in this 

capital city. I regard this as advantage to the state. So I 

recommend that we grant him royal authority to purchase Casa 

Carpenetto and authorize the Baron to sell the property as a 

cessione to Todros annexed to the ghetto. The stipulations will 

be that only members of the Todros family will be able to live in 
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the building and they must abide by the laws separating Jews and 

Christians. 

Despite the protests, this last example reveals that the problem of Jewish 

housing hardly figured at all in what was perhaps the single largest 

property transfer to a Jewish investor in Turin in the 1820s. What figured 

was the greater prospects for urban renewal in Turin and for economic 

development within the Savoyard state. In this case, the state justified 

Todros' acquisition of the Carpenetto property by transforming the 

transaction into a "ghetto" form, which entailed the remodelling of the 

property by fitting it with iron gates, providing separate wells, and 

constructing separate staircases to keep contact between Christians and 

Jews at a minimum. The Todros-Carpenetto case is an excellent example 

of the way in which the state subordinated policies against Jewish 

property ownership to a ragion di stato argument that rationalized the 

"enforcement" of ghettoization laws to facilitate real estate development 

in the city. 

Ibid. 
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Ghettoization and Expansion 

What we know about the history of the institution of the Italian 

ghetto has generally been drawn from studies on papal Jewry policy 

during the Counter-Reformation. In these narratives, the Church 

established ghettos as part of its conversionist policy aimed to coerce 

Jews mto accepting the Catholic faith. However, such descriptions of 

the ghetto as a religious correctional institution masks the extraordinary 

complexity of the arrangements around which ghettos developed within 

different historical contexts. Religious pretexts and symbolism aside, 

"ghettoization" in post-Napoleonic Turin was a set of processes that 

ranged from changes in the pricing and valuation of rents to 

"privatizations" of urban real estate into Jewish hands. Indeed the very 

impetus for debating and planning ghettoization programs in Piedmont 

was economic expansion rather than confinement. 

After tracing several episodes in the process of ghettoization, it is 

possible to begin to see the ways in which problems associated with 

enforcing confinement "opened" discussions about Jewish rights among 

civic and state authorities in Turin. In the first case presented, the 

Anna Foa, The Jews of Europe, p. 141-42. Jewish "ghettos" were established in Venice before the 
papal injunction proclaimed the forced enclosure all Jews into ghetto enclaves. Ghettoization policy in 
the neo-absolutist period in Piedmont draws its legal validity from papal policy. 
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Torinese Jewish Universita appealed to state authorities to recognize their 

civil-corporate rights, asking to be treated fairly by their landlords, the 

Congregazione di carita. Paying higher rents and having to cover rental 

fees on vacant apartments in the Ghetto Vecchio were the two main issues 

that spawned a series of prolonged negotiations between the Turin 

commune, the Savoyard royal administration, and the Jewish corporation. 

For the most part, the state appeared sympathetic to the Jewish 

community's complaints of harassment and discrimination by the 

Congregazione. Eventually, however, correspondence between the Vicar 

of Turin and the Secretary of State revealed that the struggle between the 

Jewish corporation and the Congregazione was not a matter of Jewish 

persecution but rather a question of who would end up controlling the 

rents in the ghetto. Since the Napoleonic period, a portion of the ghetto 

served as boarding houses for migrant workers who paid rents to Jewish 

"absentee" landlords. Therefore, we begin to see that one of the most 

significant underlying issues of the rental dispute was the personal 

business interests of the parties involved in subletting. The Jewish elders 

proposed an alternative solution, an albergamento perpetuo, in which 

several wealthy Jews would refinance the ghetto "buying" it from the 

Congregazione on a hundred-year lease. Although in the end the Jewish 

corporation did not succeed in acquiring the right to manage the ghetto on 
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its own terms, it gained the support of royal ministers to ensure that rents 

would be assessed fairly. This was itself an important achievement in the 

development of tenant rights and Jewish civil status in the Restoration. 

Where the Jewish Universita failed to gain permission to refinance 

the Turin ghetto, however, Jewish family firms managed to retain and 

purchase property outside the ghetto with much success. When the state 

gave Jacob Todros permission to purchase the Carpenetto house, it 

became clearer that private Jewish appeals for property acquisition 

succeeded where the Jewish corporate community's complaints of 

discrimination had failed. Moreover, Jewish family firms strategized to 

"save" their properties by creatively complying with ghetto injunctions. 

The state granted the Levi-Malvano clan privileges to live outside the 

ghetto providing that the family "remodel" the premises to comply with 

the standards associated with ghetto-style confinement which meant 

affixing an iron gate to the premises among other stipulations. In fact, 

when one walks around the old Jewish quarter of Turin today, one can 

still see the buildings fitted with unusually heavy iron gates that were 

once owned by Jews during the Restoration. Although ghetto gates may 

have symbolized the marriage of throne and altar that marked the neo-

absolutist transition, evidence that I have presented here suggests that the 
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actual system of ghettoization did more to integrate Jews rather than 

separate them from the rest of Torinese society. 
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CHAPTER V: "NATION WITHIN A NATION" 

Ghetto Annexation in Restoration Acqui 
(1824-1831) 

The Jews should be denied everything as a nation, but granted everything 
as individuals. They must be citizens. It is claimed that they do not want 
to be citizens, that they say this and that they are [thus] excluded; there 
cannot be one nation within another nation ... It is intolerable that the 
Jews should become a separate political formation or class in the country. 
Every one of them must individually become a citizen; if they do not want 
this, they must inform us and we shall expel them. The existence of a 
nation within a nation is unacceptable to our country. 

Stanislas Comte de Clermont-Tonnerre, 
Paris, 1789^^^ 

One of wealthiest Jews in Acqui has gone to live outside the ghetto in the 
most notable and lovely of buildings in town. The punishment that it 
carries to leave the confines of the Jewish nation in this manner decreed in 
our Royal Constitution has for some time not been applied, perhaps now 
is the time to bring it back again in full force. 

Count Giuseppe Antonio Gromo, 
Turin, 1834^®^ 

Public discussion of Jewish citizenship during the French 

Revolution is the traditional starting point for explaining the relationship 

between modem state formation and Jewish emancipation and, as such, 

Debate on Eligibility of Jews for Citizenship at the French National Assembly, December 23, 1789: 
see Achille-Edmond Halphen, Recuil de Lois, Decrets, ordonnances, avis du conseil d'etat, Arretes et 
Reglements concernant les Israelites depuis la Revolution de 1789 (Paris, 1851), pp. 184-89; see 
English translation in Paul Mendes-Flohr and Jehuda Reinharz (eds.). The Jew in the Modern World: A 
Documentary History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 114-16. 

Letter dated May 30, 1834, to the Consiglio di Conferenza from ihe Awocato Fiscale Generale for 
the Senato di Piemonte Giuseppe Antonio Gromo. Quoted in Carlo Arturo Jemolo, "Gli Ebrei 
piemontesi e il ghetto intorno al 1835-40," Memorio dell'Accademia delle Scienze di Torino (Torino: 
Accademia delle Scienze, 1952), p. 8. 
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has been the model for understanding relations between the Jewish 

community and the liberal state in modem European society. Most Jewish 

historians have interpreted Clermont-Tonnerre's argument in the passage 

above as a demand that Jews relinquish their ethnic identity for 

' J Q f .  

membership in the nation-state. As a result, Jewish corporatism, 

captured in his oft-quoted phrase "a nation within a nation," has come 

into usage in scholarly works and popular histories alike as an expression 

for hostile attitudes towards Jewish non-assimilation in European society. 

However, in its actual historical context, the phrase "nation within a 

nation" served to define a specific issue of debate over the question as to 

whether the Jewish community was willing to relinquish its corporate 

status, not whether it was prepared to choose between abstract ethnic and 

national identities to become worthy citizens. Such concepts, as the 

historian of French Jewry Phyllis Cohen Albert has argued, would have 

meant nothing to contemporaries.^^^ There was no difference in France 

between the idea of Judaisme and the Jewish "nation." Jewish religious 

For the most recent discussion, see Frederic Cople Jaher, The Jews and the Nation: Revolution, 
Emancipation, State Formation, and the Liberal Paradigm in America and France (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2002): pp. 66-68. 

See Phyllis Cohen Albert, "Israelite and Jew: How did Nineteenth-Century French Jews Understand 
Assimilation?" in Assimilation and Community: The Jews in Nineteenth Century Europe, eds. Jonathan 
Frankel and Steven Zipperstein (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 97; 
These anachronisms have their roots in the early history of the Zionist project. The idea of separating 
Jews into those who identify themselves as a national community from those who view themselves in 
terms of religious identity reflects late nineteenth and early twentieth century debates between 
"assimilationists" and "Zionists" where attacks on "assimilationists" centered on accusations against 
Jews who rejected their authentic national identity in favor of the country they lived in. Ibid, p. 91. 
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"identity" was synonymous with Jewish corporate status in most of the 

European continental states. 

My interpretation of Clermont-Tonnerre's expression "nation 

within a nation" as applied to Piedmontese Jewry is that it represents an 

alternative model of civil society, one revealed by tensions between 

partly-privatized institutions attached to the Jewish community and those 

of the monarchical state. This model derives its definition not from the 

disintegration of Jewish corporate structures on the eve of the French 

revolution, but rather, in the latter's aftermath by considering the 

problems posed by the reconstruction of Jewish corporate structures in 

the post-Napoleonic period. The second passage quoted above illustrates 

this idea. By the 1830s, meetings of the Royal Senate in the Kingdom of 

Sardinia were being convened to discuss problems associated with the 

failure of the government to enforce Jewish policies. These discussions 

differed from public debates over Jewish policy and property confiscation 

from 1814 to 1824. Rather than focusing on the negative consequences 

that holding a public auction could have on the national economy, the 

Jewish policy debates of the 1830s focused on problems associated with 

bringing Jews back together in ghettos. One of the most controversial 

issues discussed was the question of whether Jewish property owners 

should be allowed to annex their properties to the original ghetto. 
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Throughout the 1820s, the Savoyard government allowed wealthier Jews 

to purchase and maintain properties through annexation projects that, in 

the end, served to strengthen the Jewish community's corporate status 

while they at the same time liberalized existing property laws. By 

examining the city of Acqui in the 1820s, this chapter intends to serve as 

a case study of nineteenth-century ghetto annexation, providing a 

concrete example of the social relations that constituted the Jewish civil 

sphere before unification as well as an illustration of what Count 

Clermont-Tonnerre actually had in mind when he described the Jewish 

corporation as "a nation within a nation." 

The Acqui Commune vs. Toso and Debenedetti 

The Royal Patents of 1816 demanded that Jewish property owners 

sell their properties by January 1, 1821, or face the forced sale of their 

real estate assets at public auction.^^^ Scholars attribute the failure to 

enforce the 1816 decree to the lobbying efforts of the Jewish community 

On the failure to enforce the Royal Patents of 1816 see Giorgina Levi, "Sulle premesse social-
economiche deU'emancipazione degli Ebrei nel Regno di Sardegna." La Rassegna Mensile di Israel 
18 n. 10(1952), 1-54. 
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to convince a handful of liberal-minded ministers to petition the King on 

their behalf. "Why," the Universita Israelitica argued, 

would the King want to contemplate a fiscal policy that would 

cause a heap of properties to be dropped on the market and by 

doing so, reduce current real estate prices and cause great distress 

to the majority of his subjects, thwarting their ability to continue 

to engage in their businesses, all of which would render the 

government's current proposals untenable.^^*^ 

The arch-conservative King Carlo Felice announced a year later, in 

February 1822, that the sale of Jewish-owned properties would be 

delayed again, this time with an expiration date of January 1, 1824. In 

the new amendment to the Royal Patents of 1816 it was written that 

"Jews will not have to sell houses for use in the ghetto and the King 

reserves the right to grant concessions to Jews to acquire such houses."^^' 

Since the King had granted special privileges to Jewish property owners 

before 1822, this new clause reflects the reality of the real estate market 

situation and the difficulty the royal administration was having in making 

The ministers were conte di Vallesa, conte Cerruti di Castiglione-Falletto, marchese Brignole, conte 
Cesare Balbo, I'Avvocato generale di S.M. Gaspare Michele Gloria, conte Piccono Delia Valle, and 
senatore Melchiorre Mangiardi See Carlo Arturo Jemolo, "Gli Ebrei piemontesi e il ghetto intomo al 
1835-40," Memorio deU'Accademia delle Scienze di Torino (Torino: Accademia delle Scienze, 1952). 
On the moderate liberal reformers of the Piedmontese aristocracy see Anthony L.Cardoza, Aristocrats 
in Bourgeois Italy: The Piedmontese Nobility, 1861-1930. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1997). 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Ebrei Categoria 3 7 Mazzo 4. 
Carlo Jemolo, p. 5. 
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the transition from the French period. When January 1, 1824, arrived, no 

public sale of Jewish property took place and few if any Jewish assets had 

been sold off privately. The main subject of Jewish appeals under Carlo 

Felice was property ownership. From 1824 to 1831, 42% of appeals 

made to the Savoyard royal courts dealing with questions of legislation 

pertaining to the Jewish community were in fact requests from Jews to 

continue to delay the sale of their properties contra legem. In the same 

period, 37% of cases dealing with Jewish policy brought before the courts 

were appeals from Jews to buy property from their Christian neighbors 

outright.^^^ Among the main forms these cases took were proposals for 

projects that came jointly from Jews and Christians for ghetto 

annexations. These private business dealings between buyer and seller 

were operating within the regulatory context of the Restoration state and 

produced the circumstances that led to a reassessment of how real estate 

could become incorporated and maintained within the Jewish community. 

In this way, Jewish property ownership became one of the most 

contentious issues of the 1820s. The expansion of ghetto enclaves caused 

bitter fights between local church leaders and Christian merchants who 

saw the annexations of Jewish-owned properties as threats to their 

authority and place within the Restoration hierarchy. In Acqui, where 

AST Materie Ecclesiatiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5,6 and 7. 
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anti-Jewish laws dealing with housing were circumvented more than 

•^Q-2 

anywhere else in Piedmont, we have an excellent example of struggle 

between local forces and the state over ghetto annexation. On October 

24, 1824, Francesco Toso, a non-Jewish winemaker, appealed to the 

Secretary of State for Internal Affairs Count Roget de Cholex, asking him 

to intervene on his behalf against the "zealous attitudes of certain leaders 

in the city of Acqui"^^"* who were attempting to obstruct the execution of 

a legal contract concerning the sale of his property situated in the 

Contrada Nuova to Moise Debenedetti, a well-to-do Jewish silk 

manufacturer.At that time, Toso received the necessary privilege in 

the form of a Regio Biglietto or royal note allowing him to sell his house 

to Debenedetti. Most appeals to retain properties claimed that 

overcrowded conditions made it impossible for them to return to the 

original ghetto. From appeal requests that emerged during the cholera 

epidemic of 1832, we know that conditions in Jewish ghettos had been 

unhealthy and congested. Such conditions convinced the Secretary of 

State to grant Toso's request and allow Debenedetti to buy the property 

and live on its premises. "I see no other solution," wrote Roget de 

This claim is made by Arturo Carlo Jemolo. See Jemolo, "Gli Ebrei piemontesi e il ghetto intorno al 
1835-40," p. 7. 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Ebrei Categoria 37 Mazzo 5. 
With the Instrumento dated December 16,1823; AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei 

Mazzo 5. 



238 

Cholex, "to remedy this state of affairs because the ghetto in Acqui is so 

utterly constricted. The bad air and the risk of disease compel me to 

consider an alternative solution to this problem. I recommend that Signor 

Toso be given the authorization to sell the property to the Jew 

Debenedetti at once."^^^ By 1836, the King had made it a law that ghetto 

expansions be considered a work of public utility. The reason for this 

was to also raise revenue for the state. For each ghetto expanison, the 

state demanded that the local Jewish community take out a public bond 

against the ghetto. 

Within the month, local leaders began to protest the Toso-

Debenedetti sale, engaging in malicious personal attacks against both 

buyer and seller. The mayor suspected that "the Jew Debenedetti 

intended to deceive the state, his hidden motivation to keep the Toso 

property for purposes of financial speculation."^^^ Debendetti, however, 

argued that he bought the property for his private use to house his family, 

which by the standards for Jewish family size for the period was quite 

large, consisting of ten persons not including household servants. 

Writing in favour of the sale, Pietro Paolo Cavalli, the royal police 

commander, reminded the Secretary of State that in the past the Jewish 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
Ibid. 
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community had made every effort to beautify parts of the city after the 

Napoleonic wars. "It is a curious fact," he stated, "that the Acqui Civic 

Administration never complained when in 1815 the Jew Salomon Moise 

Ottolenghi wanted to restart the clock in the clock tower and for which he 

paid the generous amount of 300 franchi. In the end, the Secretary of 

State sympathized with Cavalli's comments, dismissing the mayor's 

allegations. "The house in question is comprised of only five rooms and I 

am wholly convinced it was purchased for the sole intention of housing 

Debendetti's family,he wrote in his final opinion on the case. 

Immediately, local leaders in Acqui undertook new strategies to get 

the sale annulled. This time the Prefect took on the battle, arguing that 

the Toso house was situated directly in the path of Catholic religious 

processions. "He [The Prefect] has caused quite a stir about the sale of 

my house to the good Jew Debenedetti,"^°° wrote Francesco Toso in 

another appeal to the Secretary of State. With sarcasm and utter disdain, 

he wrote. 

This all appears strange to me, your Excellency. In the past 

neither the Prefect nor the bishop of Acqui ever complained about 

processions passing in front of the street. In fact, for many years 

Archivio del Commune di Acqui Terme Libri del Convocati, 30 December 1815. 

Ibid. 
300 Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 3 7 Ebrei Ma"o 5. 



now, a portion of the house next to mine, the Casa Orsi, has been 

rented by the Ottolenghi family, first by Raffaele Ottolenghi and 

then by Grazia Dio Ottolenghi, all descendents of the esteemed 

Jew Salvador Ottolenghi who once owned the grain storages in 

this city and fiimished provisions for soldiers. Corpus Domini 

processions have passed by these houses for years. How does our 

revered Archbishop and most honored Prefect explain this sudden 

change of mind? Why haven't they made any fiiss until now, 

your Excellency? 

The Catholic Church's claim to jurisdictional authority in 

designating the path of processions was an assertion derived from parish 

rights (diritti di parrocchialitid)?^^ For centuries, canon law prohibited 

Jews from leaving their homes during Easter week, demanding not only 

their confinement in the ghetto, but prohibiting any visible sign of Jewish 

presence in the area. From a woman hanging her wash to a peddler 

selling his wares, the Church considered the visible presence of Jews 

during any Catholic religious ceremony as a transgression of the "natural" 

boundaries separating Jews and Christians.^°^ Defining the "natural" 

Letter of November 5, 1824 from Francesco Toso to Roget de Cholex; AST Materie Ecclesiastiche 
Categoria 3 7 Ebrei Mazzo 5 

Maria Teresa Silvestrini, "Giustizia Civile e Giurisdizione. II giudizio di possessorio in Materia 
Ecclesiastica nel Piemonte del XVllI secolo," in Quarderni Storici 101, No. 2 (August 1999): 450-51. 

See Kenneth Stow, Catholic Thought and Papal Jewry Policy (New York, 1977). 
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boundaries between Jews and Christians dates back to the years 

following the introduction of the first ghettos in Rome in the sixteenth 

century when Catholic priests condemned Christians for intermingling 

with the Jewish population by entering the ghetto, doing business with 

Jewish merchants and even, by sharing an occasional glass of wine. As 

Kenneth Stow explains "Rome's borders were formed not by walls alone, 

but by rogations, holy processions demarcating the limits of civic 

sanctity, the limits of the civic holy body perceived as an earthly 

personification of the Holy Body of Christ and watched over by his 

Mother the Virgin."^'^'* In reality, enforced detention of Jews during 

Christian Holy Week was without doubt one of the most ubiquitous of 

anti-Jewish prohibitions in the history of European society, often used to 

justify, among other horrible persecutions against Jews, accusations of 

ritual murder and host desecration. Acquese church leaders drew 

implicitly on the longer history of Christianity's justifications in 

restraining Jews from normal activities during Christian Holy Week. 

Within the context of the Restoration, the question became one of how 

should the King and his royal administration respond to assertions of 

Kenneth Stow, Theater of Acculturation: The Roman Ghetto in the Sixteenth Century (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2001), p. 39. 
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ecclesiastical rights under specific circumstances relating to holy 

processions. 

With the accession of Carlo Felice, church leaders in Acqui were 

confident that the staunchly Catholic King, whose attachment to pomp 

and circumstance was legendary, would do everything in his power to 

uphold parish rights in this case. Yet, despite the importance that Carlo 

Felice attached to the Church and to ceremonial display, the crown was 

reluctant to tamper with the rule of law in the Toso-Debenedetti dispute. 

The integrity of state absolutism, in this case, would become linked to 

accommodating the interests of private property rather than supporting 

the corporate rights of the Church. The jurisdictional issues surrounding 

the case had to be handled carefully. Following the Church's protest, 

Roget de Cholex decided to engage in a preliminary investigation of the 

matter, hoping to find some common ground between local factions. He 

assigned the task of reporting on the situation to Pietro Paolo Cavalli, the 

policing authority who had become known as the crown's "ministerial 

one 
expert" on Jews in Acqui. In a letter dated November 16, 1824, 

Cavalli summed up his initial findings and advised Roget de Cholex that 

despite the fact that the Contrada Nuova is indeed part of the 

route through which church processions pass, after another 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
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investigation, it seems to me that a procession need not actually 

extend all the way to the Casa Toso. Nevertheless, if the Church 

does not wish to restrict the route of the processions, it might 

consider the construction of a new road that would allow the 

procession to return to the Duomo without ever being anywhere 

near the Contrada Nuova. Nonetheless, the way I figure it, if the 

Church shortens its procession by taking a slight detour, it will be 

losing only about 70 or 80 trabucchi. 

The length and pathway of processions had become a centerpiece of the 

Acquese church's strategy to defend its rights within the state. The study 

of such types of religious revival remain little understood since most 

Restoration historians who study the relationship between state and 

religion have tended to focus on expressions of individual religiosity 

associated with the universe of processional culture such as Marian cults 

and pilgrimages rather than understanding ritual expression in terms of 

the "social relations of production" revealed within state and local 

'^n'7 • • • • 
contexts. In this way, the Toso-Debenedetti dispute opens the subject 

70 or 80 trabucchi was the approximate equivalent of 120 meters; Cavalli Parere of November 16, 
1824; ASTMaterie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37: Ebrei Mazzo 5. 

See the updated bibliography dealing with particular aspects of devotion in Nicholas Atkin and 
Frank Tallett eds, Priests, Prelates and People: A History of European Catholicism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), pp. 359-60. 
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of revival as an important tool in the Church's battle against the 

secularization of private property in the Restoration state. 

Cavalli's Ghetto "Experiment" 

The Church's assertion of parish rights created a predicament for 

the two royal functionaries who found themselves worried about the 

political and legal implications of setting an official precedent by 

annulling the royal note or Regio Biglietto that the King had issued to 

Francesco Toso a year earlier. Two weeks after receiving Cavalli's 

recommendation, the Secretary of State Roget de Cholex responded by 

saying: "If we cancel the Regio Biglietto of December 1823 to Francesco 

Toso, it shall only be a short time before the archbishop demand that we 

cancel other royal acts to benefit some antiquated custom or unreasonable 

practice."^®^ In his response, Cavalli reminded the Secretary that when 

King Vittorio Emmanuele I signed the Royal Patents of 1816 he added a 

clause stating that he "reserved the right to grant concessions to Jews to 

buy property as long as the property was located within the confines of 

the ghetto."^®^ With this in mind, Cavalli suggested to Roget de Cholex 

that the best solution to countering the objections of church and local 

Letter to Pietro Paolo Cavalli dated December 1, 1824. AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37: 
Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
'"'Ibid. 
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authorities to the Toso-Debendetti sale was to re-zone the quarter and 

incorporate the property into an expanded ghetto enclave. As such, the 

question of jurisdiction would become a moot point. In addition, he 

warned the royal administration that it would eventually need to consider 

solutions to the problem of overcrowding in the ghetto because "the 

outbreak of disease could erupt all too easily given the current set of 

1 n 
circumstances." In the end, Cavalli proposed that the Toso-Debendetti 

sale become part of a grand-scale "housing experiment" (albergamento 

sperimentale) in which the Toso house and others on the street "be 

introduced for ghetto use permanently." 

By end of the 1830s, seven buildings would be annexed to the 

Acqui ghetto. No other city in the Kingdom of Sardinia would take on 

such a bold project to justify the expansion of its Jewish ghetto. As seen 

in the map of Acqui in 1823 provided below (Figure 1), the Jewish ghetto 

was itself an isola situated in the center of town between two main 

streets, the Contrada di San Antonio (16) and the Contrada Nuova (21). 

The Toso house (24) was located on the south side of the Contrada 

Nuova across from the ghetto "island." There were three houses that 

were situated next to the Toso house on the Contrada Nuova, including 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37: Ebrei Mcczo 5. 
Ibid. 
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the Casa Baretta (23) owned by the parish priest, a house owned by 

Count Orsi (25) and another building owned by Count Lupi (22). In 

1824, Pietro Cavalli supervised the annexation of three of the four houses 

on the block—^the Toso, Orsi and Baretta houses—into a second ghetto 

compound referred to simply as the Ghetto Nuovo while the original 

ghetto isola established in 1731 was referred thereafter as the Ghetto 

Antico. One of the main problems with this annexation was that it left the 

ghetto enclave wide-open because it was impossible to close off the two 

main streets in town. On the other hand, the architects of the annexation 

also envisioned the development of a commercial center in which the 

ghetto "opening" was necessary to facilitate trade. The annexation placed 

the Jewish corporation in a strategic position controlling the real estate in 

one of the city's prime locations. 

Cavalli's initial experiment was not to incorporate the houses on 

the busy Contrada Nuova but rather to identify and incorporate buildings 

outside the ghetto that despite the Royal Patents of 1816 were still in 

Jewish hands. Long before the Toso-Debenedetti sale had taken place, he 

proposed incorporating the Scati (11) and Carrati (10) houses situated on 

the opposite side of the ghetto island along the Contrada di San Antonio 

which was also a busy road but a less desirable commercial location. 

Moise's Debenedetti's father, Tobia had bought the Scati house in 1805. 
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According to law, the elder Debenedetti was obHgated, at least 

technically, to "alienate" the property by 1824 or the property would be 

placed for sale at public auction. Yet Cavalli's first proposal, the 

annexation of the Scati and Carrati houses to the Contrada di San Antonio 

failed. The housing project was shelved not as a result of local objections 

to granting Jewish privileges contra legem, but rather to the official 

protests of the Universita Israelitica of Acqui. The Jewish elders argued 

that "the Scati and Caratti houses are situated without any 

communicazione col ghetto. They are not suitable for annexation to the 

ghetto because the said properties are located too far from synagogue. 

The location of the synagogue per se was never a factor in the 

establishment of a Jewish community. The synagogue issue here was 

about claiming jurisdiction within the city similar to the way the church 

had invoked its parish rights to control the path of processions as 

discussed above. This type of reasoning is unusual since Jews did not 

have jurisidiction over the ghetto in the sense of a parish, but this was 

exactly how the elders presented themselves. They were trying to 

convince the government implicitly that ghettos should be endowed with 

the same legal standing as a parish. We might even say that the ghetto 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei, Mcczo 4. 
^^^AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei, Ma:zo 5. 
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form in Acqui was, in this case, equivalent to being a "Jewish" parish. 

Rights to control the quarter aside, the real issue was that the Scati and 

Caratti houses was not as desirable a location for business; they were not 

situated close enough to the Contrada Nuova. Even though the state 

never annexed the Scati and Caratti houses, the Debendetti family 

petitioned to maintain their property and, as in the past, received the 

necessary approval from the government. 
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Figure 1 

Map of the City ofAcqui c. 1823^^'' 

Guide 
1. The dotted line re-traces the route taken by Corpus Domini 
procession. 
2. The dark grey area represents the buildings of the Ghetto Antico. 
3. The light grey area represents the buildings of the Ghetto Nuovo. 

See Marco Dolermo, "L'ampliamento del ghetto ebraico di Acqui: un problem di convivenza 
ebraico-cattolico nel Piemonte della Restaurazione." AQuesana 2 (1996): 30-31; of Pianta delta Citta 
d'Acqui; cfto ASTMaterie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37, Ebrei, Mazzo 5. 



Acqui Map Key 

No. 1 =Casa Prada No.2 = Lupi House 
No. 2 = Albergo Moro No.23= =Baretta House 
No. 3 = Dealessandri House No. 24 = Toso House 

No. 4 = Estate of Count Blesi No. 25 = Orsi House 
No. 5 = Estate of Count Sburlati No. 26 = GardiniHouse 
No. 6 = Storefront owned by Count Lupi No. 27 = Contrada deFabri 
No. 7 = Ghiazzi House 

No. 28 = Property of Count Chiabera 
No. 8 = Dagna House No. 29 = Alleyway toGhetto 
No. 9 = Porta House No. 30 = Contrada Calabraje 
No. 10 = Caratti House No. 31 = DiverseHouses 
No. 11 = Scati House No. 32 = Property of Count Chiabera 
No. 12 =Agosti House No. 33 = Palazzo of the City 
No. 13 = Property of Cavale Fratelli Bruni No. 34 = Market Square 
No. 14 = Pizzi House No. 35 = Salom LeviHouse 
No. 15 = Fountain No. 36 =Tobia Debenedetti House 
No. 16 = Contrada di San Antonio No. 37 = Contrada de'Macelli 
No. 17 = Church of San Antonio No. 38 =ContradaBorgo di San Pietro 
No. 18 = The Prefettura No. 39 = Abram Levi House 
No. 19 = Archbishop's House No. 40 =Municipio 
No. 20 = Piazza del Ghetto No. 41 =Theater 
No. 21 = Contrada Nuovo No. 42 = Contrada dalla Fama Lunga 
A = The Castle 
B = The Duomo 
C = The Seminary 
D = Convent of San Francesco and San Giuseppe 
E = Garden of San Pietro 
F = Square known as the Piazza del Adolorata 
G = Church of San Pietro L = Alleyway dividing the Toso and 

Orsi Houses 
H = Church of San Paolo M = Fountain 
I = The Clock Tower N = Gate known as the Porta dei 

Cappuccini 



Jewish protests against Cavalli's initial plan succeeded in convincing him 

to find another solution to the problem of ghetto expansion by finding an 

area closer to the Contrada Nuova. While the first plan was the target of 

attack by the Jewish communal elders, the second plan met with protests 

from local civic leaders. Their objections came in a letter to the Secretary 

of State for Internal Affairs from the governing board of the Civica 

Amministrazione dated December 22, 1824, stating: 

If the Toso house and others on the street are incorporated into the 

ghetto, all commerce in the quarter that faces the Contrada Nuova 

in this city is soon to be in the hands of the Jews. We firmly 

object to this state of affairs. For in no time, the Jews shall 

monopolize the business in the quarter and will surely hurt the 

people for it is in their nature to overcharge and gouge 

Christians.^'^ 

In terms of Jewish settlement in the Contrada Nuova, Cavalli's housing 

experiments were not so much about finding suitable lodging for Jewish 

families, but represented what they perceived to be the capitalistic profit-

driven goals of Moise Debenedetti and other real estate investors in the 

city. While the Church objected to the Toso-Debenedetti sale based on 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei, Mazzo 5. 
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parish rights, local leaders complained that Cavalli's ghetto scheme 

would cause unfair commercial competition to Christian merchants in the 

area. "The Casa Toso" declared the mayor in a meeting of the Town 

Council of January 3, 1825, was "located in one of the loveliest, spacious 

and cleanest areas of the city. We are worried that the annexation of 

properties on the Contrada Nuova will rob the good Catholics in this city 

of Acqui of their livelihoods."^'^ At the same meeting, merchant guilds 

protested the annexation arguing that the buildings faced a market square 

and infringed on their corporate rights. However, the following week, in 

a memorandum to the mayor, Cavalli dismissed the guilds' allegations as 

irrelevant. There would be no problem of competition," he explained in 

the letter, because "the mercato is a produce market, a type of business 

Jews do not participate in generally."^In fact, this was the case. Jews 

were heavily invested in the textile trade in Acqui, both as silk 

manufacturers and in their traditional role, as traders in used clothing. 

The royal administration perceived some concerns as more 

legitimate than others, reflecting in part anti-Jewish prejudice. The 

mayor and the Town Council protested extending the ghetto to the 

Contrada Nuova because they felt it would encourage crime and bring 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei, McczoS 
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"all sorts of beggars and ruffians" to the quarter.^^^ Large parts of the 

Acquese Jewish community were poor and some involved in illicit trades, 

in particular the buying and selling of stolen goods. By 1830, the 

problem of security in the alleyways winding to and from the ghetto to 

the annexed section of the Contrada Nuova had indeed become a serious 

problem. "There is much thievery in the passages from the Ghetto Antico 

to the Ghetto Nuovo, making this now one of the most dangerous areas in 

the city. We need to find a remedy to this problem by either blocking off 

some of the openings so as to make them impenetrable to passersby or 

make the Jewish community post more guards." declared a member of the 

Town Council at a special meeting of the Acqui commune in October 

-5 1 Q • • . 

1830. When the Ghetto Antico was established in the eighteenth 

century, the city had demanded that Jewish community pay and post 

guards at the main entry and exit points to the ghetto to supervise the 

comings and goings of the residents.^^'' The suggestion to post more 

guards in the annexed areas of the Acqui ghetto was never again 

mentioned in the minutes and we can assume that the plan never 

materialized. Up until emancipation in 1848, however, policing the 

Archivio del Commune di Acqui Terme, Libri del Convocati 8 Ottobre 1830: Chiusura viottoli 
Ghetto (Closing Off the Alleyways of the Ghetto) 

Segre, Jews of Piedmont, p. Ixxxii 
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ghetto quarter in Acqui would continue to pose challenges for the Jewish 

community and city planners alike. 

By the end of the 1830s, not only had all the houses on the block 

facing the Contrada di San Antonio been annexed to the ghetto zone, but 

the street facing the western side of the Ghetto Antico was also being 

proposed for annexation. An important question remains in studying the 

considerable annexation activity that characterized Acqui in the 1820s. 

How was so much expansion possible despite the objections of the 

Church and the civic administration? Who stood to gain what? 

According to Carlo Jemolo, the eminent church historian, the motivation 

to help Jews maintain properties and acquire housing was based on 

reasons of personal gain, noting it had become "regular practice" for 

Jewish property owners to shelter assets by transferring ownership to a 

Christian third party who "profited well from the incentives they 

'i'y 1 
received." It is obvious then that there is more here that does not get 

disclosed in the documents. In preliminary research on contracts between 

Jewish firms and non-Jews in Restoration Piedmont, the Toso family had 

multiple dealings with Jewish bankers and property owners in the period. 

Annexations were a solution not only to the problem of 

ghettoization but as a means to stop illegal third party business deals 

Jemolo, "Gli Ebrei piemontesi e il ghetto intorno al 1835-40,": p. 7. 
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between Jews and Christians. In the final years of Carlo Felice's reign, 

the state began to intervene more aggressively to stop Jewish-Christian 

incorporations. Count Luca Probo Blesi, a patrician who never hid his 

sympathy for the Jews, appealed to the crown, asking for permission to 

sell his property to the Jews Jacob Salvador Levi and Salvador 

DeBenedetti. The property located near the Ghetto Antico in the 

Contrada de' Macelli, was an areas he alleged to be "without any 

communication with Christians" However, the crown denied Blesi's 

request because the royal administration was suspicious that Blesi, Levi 

and DeBenedetti were trying to evade the law after having discovered 

that there were two different titles on the same property. This is a rare 

example of the state upholding the barriers set up to keep Jews from 

owning property and yet the case files do not show that any punishment 

was meted out to either party. In fact, we know from a report on the state 

of Jewish-owned property ordered by the Attorney General Piacenza that 

several Jewish families were still living in the Blesi house in 1835.^^^ 

Although we can only estimate the number of Jews living outside the 

ghetto illegally like Levi and Debenedetti in this case, by 1839 a total of 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei, Mazzo 7. 
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130 Jews, just less than one-third of the Jews living in the city, were 

residing officially in annexed housing outside the Old Ghetto.^^'^ 

Beginning in the 1820s, the issue of the annexation of Jewish-

owned property to the Acqui ghetto reflected older cultural traditions of 

the ancien regime in which the crown viewed the Jewish corporate 

community as a "nation within a nation." This example of neo-absolutist 

revival, however, did not result in an intensification of oppression of the 

Jewish minority. Paradoxically, the denial of Jewish rights under the 

Royal Patents of 1816 created the circumstances in which a deal-making 

culture of concessions between Jews and State was allowed to emerge 

and flourish. On March 14, 1832, Carlo Felice's successor Carlo Alberto 

requested from the Intendents in all the provinces of the kingdom to fill 

out a survey "with accuracy and exact precision" providing information 

regarding "the quantity, quality, nature and true price of all the real estate 

holdings that the Jews possess in these Royal States."^^^ What is 

interesting about the circular is that it never once mentioned that Jewish-

owned properties were contra legem. After the property report was sent 

and returned, it was filed in the Raccolta degli atti del Governo. There 

would be no more laws made or discussions of property issues with 

Dolermo, "L'ampliamento del ghetto ebraico di Acqui.," p. 31. 
Jemolo, p. 4. 
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regard to the Jewish community in Piedmont ever again. In the end, 

through the need to circumvent discriminatory poHcies, the Jewish 

corporation had engineered its de facto emancipation long before the 

promulgation of the Albertine Statutes of 1848. Thus, to speak about the 

ground on which the modem liberal Italian state was built, we must 

recognize that Jewish corporate structures as they took shape in the 

Restoration were integral in re-constituting the social order in the 

interests of private property (and the dismantling of ecclesiastical and 

aristocratic privilege) through legitimizing practices and eventually, 

instituting substantive reforms. 

What Piedmontese Jewish History Can Teach Us 
About Conceptualizing "Civil Society" 

As in the case of Turin, the program of ghettoization in Acqui was 

not about confining the Jewish population as much as it was about urban 

expansion. The Toso-Debendetti case marked the beginning of a shift in 

government attitudes toward Jewish property ownership. As annexation 

programs like Cavalli's "ghetto experiments" emerged in civic and 

Ibid, Turin, January 12, 1827. 
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bureaucratic discourse, the Acqui ghetto ceased to be a type of 

confinement altogether. Legally defined "Jewish" property was no longer 

confined to ghettos per se. Thus, the link between ghettoization and 

property is central to our understanding of "liberal" absolutist 

transformations. Solutions to problems posed by issues of Jewish 

property ownership prompted by the enactment of the Royal Patents of 

1816, as discussed above, would eventually influence and prefigure the 

granting of Jewish emancipation in Piedmont by 1848. Yet, for those 

scholars who have written on the consequences of the 1816 Patents, the 

subject has been read as another chapter in the chronicle of Jewish 

oppression and redemption. "While such acts still did not allow the Jews 

open access to enter civil society," comments Giorgina Levi, "at least it 

got them closer to the gate." In Levi's narrative rendition of the 

Piedmontese Jewish experience, a symbolic "gate" cuts an invisible 

dividing line between Jews living in a "ghetto world" fi-om the rest of 

"civil society." In so doing, she shifts the focus of historical inquiry 

from one based on Savoyard Jewish state-economic relations surrounding 

concessions to own property and investment in industry to a moral 

assessment of state and civil society's attitude toward the Jewish 

minority. Although Levi's early work on Jewish emancipation in 

Ibid, p. 52. 
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Piedmont has provided us with important insights as I have noted, here 

she invokes a Durkheimian notion of the civil sphere where atomized 

individuals are separated from an abstract realm called "society."^^^ 

Levi's way of depicting Jewish-state relations reflects the way most 

historians of European Jewish emancipation have tended to see the 

unfolding of events. Drawing on such Durkheimian models of civil 

society, Jewish historians are ill-equipped for understanding the 

complexity of corporate forms that defined the Jewish emancipation 

project. By treating Jewish historical subjects as "individuals" rather than 

"nations within nations," however, they miss the function and meaning 

inherent in the languages of Jewish civility as contemporaries would have 

understood them. 

Throughout this chapter, prefigurations of Jewish emancipation 

have been presented as the interconnected social, political, economic and 

cultural relationships surrounding state-sponsored processes of 

ghettoization in post-Napoleonic Piedmont. In Acqui, the expanding 

market in real estate developement in the town influenced the outcome of 

Jewish-state relations. Local disputes between state, church and civic 

leaders surrounding the Debenedetti-Toso sale revealed how the 

Emile Durkheim, "The Dualism of Human Nature and its Social Conditions," trans. Charles Blend, 
Kurt H. Wolff (ed) Emile Durkheim, 1858-1917 (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 1960), 
p. 337. 



260 

mediation of Jewish pohcies was an important means by which the state 

controlled and subordinated competing corporate interests within the 

urban real estate market. Ghetto annexations were far from oppressive, 

neither for the Jewish community nor the Jewish family firms that 

benefitted from them. In fact, it was Christian tenants, as I shall discuss 

in the following chapter, who suffered under the period of ghetto 

annexations that took place in Acqui in the 1820s. 

On a national level, ghetto expansions in the kingdom of Piedmont-

Sardinia sustained economic growth in the period immediately following 

the Debenedetti-Toso sale. In June 1824, six months after the sale, 

official records of the Atti di Corporazione (Acts of Incorporation) reveal 

that Jewish entrepreneurs in Piedmont entered into 36 new business 

partnerships where property sales were involved, representing more than 

double the entries for the previous six months. As we have seen in our 

studies of Turin and Acqui, the Piedmontese ghetto in the post-

Napoleonic period was a multi-dimensional historical creation. Not only 

did the process of ghettoization foster real estate development, it served 

to finance public welfare institutions while providing "protective 

custody" for Jewish family firms under the larger umbrella of ghetto 

"annexations." It would therefore be a mistake to cast the ghetto only in 

™ AST, Sezione Riunite, Atti di Corporazione, 1824-25. 



261 

terms of the longer history of Jewish victimization, thereby 

underestimating the "liberating" aspects of ghettoization in the making of 

Piedmontese "civil society." 
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CHAPTER VI: CHRISTIAN SERVANTS 

Women on the Margins: 
Christian Servitude in the Acqui Ghetto (1826-1827) 

The mistreatment of unmarried servants was a serious problem in 

Piedmont in the first half of the nineteenth century. Young servants who 

found themselves alone in a city distant from their families often became 

the target of exploitation, domestic slavery and physical abuse. 

Pregnancies of unmarried servants in Jewish households surfaced as an 

issue of debate in the 1820s in the town of Acqui. The baptism of 

illegitimate children bom to Jewish men and Christian women created 

complicated legal problems associated with the adoption of a child of a 

different religious status within the state. In Jewish law, the child of such 

a union was considered a Gentile whether it was baptized or not. If the 

servant girl's Jewish employers wanted to adopt her illegitimate child, the 

child would have to undergo a process of conversion because the child's 

birthright under Jewish law passes through the maternal line only. If 

Jewish parents wanted to adopt the child there was no way that it could be 

kept a secret. Incidents of children bom out of wedlock to Christian 

On Jewish law and the comparative problem of successions, I have used Reuven Yaron, "Basics of 
Roman and Jewish Intestacy." Critical Studies in Ancient Law, Comparative Law and Legal History, 
eds. John W. Cairns and Olivia F. Robinson (Oxford and Portland, Hart Publishing, 2001), pp. 210-13. 
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servants were generally not brought out into the open because they were 

obviously shameful to the mother and her family. In the following case, 

the baptism of illegitimate children of Christian servants is one of the 

underlying concerns in the Church's attempt to enforce canon laws 

prohibiting Jews from keeping unmarried Christian servants overnight in 

the Acqui ghetto. 

On January 12, 1826, the Awocato Fiscale of Acqui representing 

the Acqui commune wrote on behalf of the archbishop to the King of 

Sardinia asking for his help in putting an end "to the intermingling 

(immischiamento) between Jews and Christians and to remedy the 

scandalous abuses of Christian doctrine in this city."^^' The lawyer was 

referring to the problem of Christian servants working in Jewish homes. 

"For some time now, many Jews in this city have kept in their employ 

young Christian women as household servants," he wrote, "which is not 

only against state regulations according to our Regie Costituzione, but 

prohibited for moral reasons and the possible scandalous consequences 

that might come of such relations."^^^ The Church was concerned mainly 

with scandals involving illegitimate children. Such cases, those in which 

a child was bom out of wedlock to a Christian servant by her Jewish 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche. Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 6 (1826-1828.) 
Ibid. 
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employer, raised serious questions about the custody of the child and its 

religious upbringing. As the Awocato Fiscale wrote in his letter of 

January the 12^, 

From year to year, the situation in this city becomes worse with 

the number of female Christian servants working for Jewish 

families rising in number ever higher. This state of affairs creates 

disorder in the proper application of Church and civil law in our 

city. And how calamitous it is when unmarried women become 

caught up in sin and scandal. When a child is bom out of wedlock 

by a Christian servant in a Jewish home, how despicable! We 

have no guarantee that the child shall be baptized. On behalf of 

the Mayor and the Town Council of Acqui, we beseech your 

Majesty to put a stop to these abuses in the Jewish ghetto and to 

uphold the doctrine of the Holy Church.^^^ 

The Report on Female Christian Servants (1826) 

The response of the state was immediate. On January 23^^, Count 

Roget de Cholex, the Secretary of State for Internal Affairs, assigned 

Pietro Paolo Cavalli whom we have already encountered as the head of 

the Regio Commando di Polizia of the City and Province of Acqui, the 

Ibid. 
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special task of carrying out an investigation to determine to what extent 

Christian female servants were actually living in the Jewish ghetto.^^"^ 

Such a fact-finding mission was not the first of its kind in Acqui, having 

followed a number of other schemes instigated years earlier by the 

Church. This, however, was the first such investigation initiated by the 

House of Savoy. On April 3'^'', the police commander Cavalli responded 

to the Secretary of State in a report, stating. 

With regard to your request of January 23'^'', I am informing you 

that I have undertaken the investigation in compliance with your 

inquiry into the abovementioned alleged abuses in the ghetto in 

this city of Acqui, those that concern the violation of laws by the 

Jewish community, prohibiting Jewish families from retaining the 

services of Christian women in their households overnight. Since 

I first took command of the police in this city in 1824, I have 

endeavoured to prevent these appalling and immoral abuses in 

every way possible. Furthermore, I shall wish to state that in 

years past I have met often with the Prefect and the ecclesiastical 

authorities in this diocese, who have wished, as I do, to put an end 

to these abuses in the ghetto. After a recent meeting with the 

On such investigations and statistics dealing with illegitimate births and their later role in 
Risorgimento history, see Silvana Patriarca. Numbers and Nationhood: Writing Statistics in Nineteenth 
Century Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1996. 
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Archbishop, we agreed that the best way to follow through on this 

investigation was to ask the deputies of the Jewish Universita to 

provide us with the names of all of the female Catholic servants 

who are now working for Jewish families and to include the name 

of the families they work for, the servants' ages and the length of 

• • • • • 
time in service to their Jewish patrons. 

The report laid out the steps that the police commander was going to take 

to provide the requested information. Cavalli had been unsuccessful in 

dealing with the problem of female Christian servants and sexual abuse in 

the past, a point that he emphasized in the rest of the letter to the 

Secretary of State. "At one time," he wrote, "I took forceful action to 

identify Jewish padroni who were guilty of employing Christian donzelle 

(maidens) in their homes ovemight."^^^ He continued. 

Last year, I entered a building near the ghetto where many Jews 

were living. It was just after midnight and I discovered three 

Jewish families who were keeping servant girls. One of the 

donzelle told me that she knew of another girl named Maria 

Naretti who was pregnant. I proceeded to detain the three servants 

I found and went about asking to find the fourth named Naretti. 

AST., Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
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The next day, when I went to the judicial authorities I was 

distraught over what they told me. The judge explained that he 

had no power to enforce laws against the Jewish families because 

they were living outside the ghetto. After the incident, I felt 

'X'X'l 
powerless to do anything. 

The judge had no choice in this incident. From a legal standpoint, and 

according to the Jewish charter, the arrest of servant girls working for 

Jewish families could only take place technically inside the ghetto. 

Despite having failed in his first attempt to ferret out Christian 

servants in the Jewish ghetto, Cavalli refused to give up. As he described 

further in his letter to Roget de Cholex, 

Last year, I decided once again to send police into Jewish homes 

after midnight. The archbishop was enthusiastic about helping me 

and together we proceeded to initiate a major search plan of the 

Jewish quarter. This time, however, we did not succeed in finding 

any servants. Since your majesty has allowed more Jews to 

purchase property and live outside the ghetto, it has become even 

more difficult to identify those who abuse the law. In many cases. 

Christians and Jews live together in adjacent or connected 

Ibid. 
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buildings, some sharing the same stairwell. After the search, we 

learned that some servant girls hid from us in these stairwells. 

A persistent and intractable problem, the presence of Christian servants in 

Jewish households had exposed the jagged edges of fault lines separating 

the Jewish and Christian worlds. Since Cavalli's strong-arm tactics to 

round up Christian servants had failed twice already, the police 

commander opted for a more civil plan of action, demanding that the 

Universita Israelitica of Acqui draft an official registration of the 

members of its community who hire Christian female servants. 

Moreover, Cavalli's failure to round up Christian servants shed light on 

the royal administration's capacity to manage the ghettoization of the 

Jewish population. 

The initial response of the Universita Israelitica to the police 

commander's request was cautious. Instead of responding directly to 

Cavalli, the elders of the community decided to appeal directly to the 

King in a letter dated March 10, 1826, asking him to intervene on their 

behalf to combat the "unreasonable" and "false" charges of harboring 

Christian servants. In their opinion, no one had done anything to be 

guilty of although there may have been some debate over the use of 

Gentile labor during the Jewish Sabbath. As they explained in the appeal. 

Ibid. 
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We, the Jewish community of Acqui, have always followed the 

laws of this state with great devotion and the utmost integrity. It 

seems that rumors have emerged in this city and along with them 

the most sinister of charges are being made against our people. It 

has been suggested that there are Jewish patrons who knowingly 

keep Christian servant girls and women all night in their houses. 

Yet, we say verily, these cases are unreasonable and false. And if 

there was such a case it surely has an explanation, occurring 

perhaps during the Jewish Sabbath when at times Christian 

servants have had to stay overnight to perform tasks forbidden by 

'3'5Q 

Jewish law. 

It is important to note that the elders of the Jewish community did not 

rule out the possibility that Christian servants may have been spending 

nights in the ghetto with some families. For the Jewish leaders, 

acknowledging the state of affairs was not at issue, rather the matter at 

hand was who ultimately had the right to judge these alleged abuses and 

if required, to punish those found guilty of the crime. The Jewish elders 

made it quite clear that they felt it was under their jurisdiction to control 

these decisions and render punishment if needed, as they stated in their 

letter of March 10'**: 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 3 7: Ebrei, Mazzo 6. 
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Last month the Regio Commando asked us to provide a list of all 

of the famihes where Christian female servants are employed by 

Jews, the ages of the women and the duration of time they had 

been serving their patrons. We have no idea what purpose this list 

shall serve. How can anyone judge by such a list if there are 

indeed any possible scandalous situations among these families? 

If there are exceptional cases, we shall take the necessary steps. 

According to our condotta of 1741 we have the right to deal with 

such transgressions within our community. There is no reason for 

the Vigile Commando to take additional measures to punish 

anyone who brings servants into the ghetto under illegal 

circumstances. We are now in the process of writing a bona fide 

list of the families who we suspect may have had servants stay 

overnight in the past and we promise to take care that such abuses 

do not persist in the future. We have confidence that your 

Majesty will discern in these matters what is lawftil and true. 

Please Father-Sovereign, we beseech you to protect us in this 

matter. 

The Jewish community had the right to impose the herem Din or ban of 

excommunication on anyone who fathered children with a Christian 

Ibid. 
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woman under any circumstances because according to Jewish law, Jewish 

lineage passes through the maternal line. 

The list of female Christian servants working for Jewish families 

compiled by the Universita Israelitica was presented to the Secretary of 

State for Internal Affairs on May 20, 1826 (see figure 1). In analyzing 

the list of Christian servants, there are several aspects worthy of note. 

First, almost half of the servants' ages reveal that probably they had not 

reached child-bearing age or could no longer bear children. This suggests 

that the issues involving Christian servants may not have been entirely 

about the Church's concern for children bom out of wedlock, although 

there is no doubt that there were legitimate concerns over the sexual 

abuse of female servants as the Jewish elders had already admitted. The 

problem, as Pietro Cavalli described it, was that there was no clear-cut 

way of punishing sexual abuses of Christian servants working for Jews 

living outside the designated ghetto area. Therefore, the dispute over 

Christian servants was also a legal and jurisdictional issue in which civic 

and ecclesiastical leaders attempted to test their power within in the state. 

In the end, the final decision concerning the problem of who would 

have the ultimate authority over regulating Christian servants in Jewish 

homes in Acqui did not find its resolution in the case files. Although we 

hear nothing of the problem or similar situations after 1826, whatever the 



I l l  

outcome the debate over Christian servants in Jewish homes, it was 

indicative of other problems faced in the long and confused processes 

associated with desegregation in the Restoration period. 
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Table H 
Christian Servants in Jewish Households 

in Acqui 

May20,182^' 

Jewish Family Servant Age Duration 
of Service 

Debendetti, Moise Calovre Maria 32 8 years 
Debenedetti, Leon Traversa Maddalena 45 1 year 
Debendetti, Zaccatia Cattarina Vignola 37 8 years 
Foa, IstaeleDazia Angela 14 1 year 
Foa, Jacob Ivaldi, Antonia 26 6 years 
Ottolenghi, I. E. Gamba Cristina 35 1 year 
Ottolenghi ,Bonajut Guala Bernadina 64 16 years 
Ottolenghi, Moise Bianca Margarita 29 1 year 
Ottolenghi, Jacob Castagna Susana 40 2 years 
Ottolenghi, Salvador Porta, Teresa 12 1 year 
Ottolenghi, Israel Roggera, Maria 39 15 days 
Ottolenghi, Salamon Gabuta, Margarita 37 1 month 
Ottolenghi, Emanuel Cremonese, Maria 13 1 year and 

7 months 
Ottolenghi, Belom Pronzata, Cattarina 12 1 year and 

3 months 
Ottolenghi, Israel David Polastra, Isabella 15 1 year and 

6 months 
Ottolenghi, Simon Biglia, Maria 55 1 year and 

6 months 
Ottolenghi, Salomon M. Assandri Angela 19 1 year 
Ottolenghi, eredi Jona Ivalda Cattarina 50 1 year and 

2 months 
Ottolenghi, Samuel Vita Malfatto, Maria 19 1 year and 

3 months 
Ottolenghi, Giuseppe S. Bianchi, Maria 21 4 months 
Ottolenghi, Ezechia Ragazzo, Antonio 20 3 months 
Levi, Michele Cornara, Francesca 14 3 years and 

3 months 
Debenetti Salamon Rappetta, Luigia 19 2 days 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37: Ebrei, Mazzo 6 
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Immischiamento and 
the Case of the Christian Carpenter 

Aside from debates over Christian servants in Jewish homes, local 

authorities in Acqui debated other issues posed by the integration 

(immischiamento) of Jews and Christians in the city. Of these issues, 

debates over rentals, an ongoing concern, revealed the complexities 

involved in trying to disentangle the relations that bound Jewish property 

owners together with their Christian tenants. In this period, a small 

percentage of Christian tenants in Acqui made direct appeals to the 

Savoyard royal courts to continue to be able to rent from Jewish landlords 

or, in some cases, to enter into new rental agreements. On November 3, 

1825, a Christian carpenter named Carlo Ivaldo appealed to the Savoyard 

royal courts to rent a shop from the Jewish brothers Abraham and 

Salomone Ottolenghi in a building they owned outside the ghetto.^"*^ In 

his appeal, Ivaldo wrote: 

I am asking your majesty for permission to rent the shop in a 

building owned by the Jews, Abraham and Salomon Ottolenghi. 

The storefront faces the main market square. Since the building is 

separated physically from the ghetto, it will not encourage the 

intermingling of Jews and Christians. My wish to rent this shop 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 6. 
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will verily give honor to laws of our blessed Church. I most 

humbly appeal to your throne to approve my request. 

In contrast to issues involving Christian servants, it took royal 

administrators almost a full year to respond to Ivaldo's request. Finally, 

on October 7, 1826, Ferrari di Castelnuovo, the attorney general to the 

Royal Senate and lay expert on canon law wrote to Secretary of State 

Roget de Cholex stating his opinion on the subject of the appeal. "I have 

read the appeal made by the carpenter Carlo Ivaldo" he wrote," and I 

recommend that the state allow him to rent the shop from the Ottolenghi 

brothers. This situation alone shall be best for the safety of the 

community of Acqui."^"^"^ His explanation, however, does not focus on the 

protection and well being of the subjects. It simply reiterates Ivaldo's 

reasoning. "The shop does indeed face the town's main intersection," he 

continued, "and it would be far better that the Christian Ivaldo occupy the 

shop rather than a Jew since the latter option would surely cause a stir 

among the inhabitants by encouraging the intermingling of Jews and 

Christians in the city." 

On the one hand, the attorney's dispassionate, impersonal response 

appears quite characteristic of "liberal" jurisprudence in general where 

AST., Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
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value judgments are deemed separate from political power contests. An 

attorney general working within the Savoyard administration that 

staunchly declared its devotion to the Church needed also to be concerned 

with the way that the Ivaldo case might be interpreted under canon law by 

the papacy. Furthermore, since the state had assigned Ferrari di 

Castelnuovo the task of reporting on Jewish policy to the papacy, as I 

discussed earlier, his role in advising the House of Savoy in this capacity 

emerges strikingly within the text of his legal opinion on Carlo Ivaldo's 

appeal. "This recommendation need not and should not be seen as a 

judgment in favor of the Jews," ^"^^he wrote. "It is rather a special 

concession which the King has made to the Christian carpenter Ivaldo 

under the most unique of circumstances in this city of Acqui and it shall 

ensure that this kingdom under Sovereign and Holy Church remain as 

one."^'*® Ferrari di Castelnuovo's description of the case of the Christian 

carpenter as taking place under "unique circumstances," however, did not 

reflect the actual state of affairs. From 1821 to 1835, the archival records 

reveal that there had been over twenty appeals made to the King by 

Christians of the city of Acqui who asked for royal permission to either 

continue renting properties from or enter new contracts with Jewish 

Ibid. 
346 . 
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landlords. In fact, granting concessions to Christians to rent properties 

from Jewish landlords had become a routine practice. 

Christians who rented properties from Jewish landlords also played 

a role in advocating ghetto expansions. At a special meeting of the Town 

Council in December of 1824, a Christian pharmacist named Giuseppe 

Mordiglia spoke in support of annexing Jewish-owned property to the 

ghetto, "by carving out pockets within the city to comprise new additions 

to the Jewish community we can solve the problem of overcrowding once 

and for all." Despite his altruism, Mordiglia's support of ghetto 

expansion was motivated by personal reasons more than social justice. 

Like Ivaldo, he wanted to rent a storefront in the main public street from 

Salomon Ottolenghi. In contrast to Ivaldo, Mordiglia had in fact already 

been a tenant of Ottolenghi since 1801. "If we do not allow certain 

wealthy Jews to maintain their properties in this area," he declared," there 

will be many Christian families like mine who will have no way to earn a 

livelihood."^'^^ Mordiglia's appeal demonstrates that the discourse of 

ghetto annexation was not only about housing Jewish families. By the 

1830s, Mordiglia would be one of several Christian tenants to enter a 

formal appeal to the Regio Senato to gain special permission to continue 

AST., Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5,6,7. 
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renting from the Ottolenghi family despite an earlier decree calling for all 

Christian tenants to vacant annexed properties. He succeeded in gaining 

permission to rent from a Jewish landlord shortly after. 

These rulings reflect the unintended consequences of ghetto 

annexation projects that flourished in the 1820s. It is clear now that the 

notoriously reactionary King Carlo Felice took a rather benign attitude 

toward Jewish policy in general. During his reign, no amendments were 

made to the Royal Patents of 1816; the only "state action," as discussed in 

chapter 3, being the establishment of reform laws of December 1827 

outlawing forced baptism based on the "complaints coming from our city 

of Genova of the reprehensible conduct of some persons, those who are 

spurred on by indiscreet zeal, those who think they can confer sacred 

baptism on Jewish infants against the desire of their parents." Above 

all, as Carlo Jemolo has observed, in his arbitrary style. Carlo Felice 

"reserved the right to grant privileges to Jews to buy property but only in 

TCI 
the ghetto." The paradox of ghettoization then is that while ghettos 

were expanding, the Jewish community was becoming more integrated 

AST, Materie Eccelsiastiche, Categoria 37, Ebrei, Mazzo 5. 
See Carlo Arturo Jemolo "Gli Ebrei Piemontese ed II Ghetto Intorno al 1835-40": 4. In April 1821 

Carlo Felice asked that the Jews present a list of their properties to the Intendents of the provinces 
where they were posted, declaring after sale of the properties any property left would be put up for 
auction except for those places in the ghettos; in which the King reserved the right to grant concessions 
to Jews to buy houses in the ghetto. 
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and assimilated within society. The problems associated with Christian 

tenants and Jewish property owners served to gradually tear down the so-

called boundaries separating Jews and Christians. In the corporate 

context, as the ghetto form seemed to be expanding via annexations, it 

was, at the same time, disappearing visibly. 

During this period, the legal question became: Should the Christian 

renters or servant girls be considered criminals? In the context of the 

responses of jurists we encountered earlier we realize that these acts were 

viewed contextually, that is, understanding criminality in terms of what 

people do by considering their acts in context of what preceded the act in 

question and what followed it. The transgression of "Jewish" laws and 

papal Jewry policies originated with the Office of the Inquisition as 

criminal law, not as a issue in civil law. This fact, perhaps more than any 

other, was what made it so difficult for jurists like Ferrari di Castelnuovo 

to reckon with. But not only was this a question of jurisdiction, but one 

of understanding the fundamental differences between criminal and civil 

law. Criminal law tends to see acts as discrete events, frequently treated 

in isolation from actions the accused may have performed. But what 

happened in the examples presented here is that the attorney general 

rendered his decision not by judging the act but rather the offence; more 

specifically, by describing the boundaries within which a Jewish policy 
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offender should be considered for punishment or not. Public conceptions 

of what was and what was not a "Jewish" policy offence in Acqui caused 

considerable difficulties for the monarchical administration. In this 

challenging situation, changing interpretations of civil law greatly 

restricted the power of the Church to rely on their "religious" rights to 

intervene and punish those who transgressed Jewish laws be they 

Christian or Jews. 
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CHAPTER VII: JEWISH COURTIERS 

A Tunisian Rabbi at the Savoyard Court, 1821-1826 

For much of the 1820s, and indeed the entire period of Restoration, 

the Jewish community struggled to contend with the expressions of neo-

absolutist revival from incidences of forced baptisms and ghettoization to 

court politics. This chapter considers aspects of the political culture 

surrounding neo-absolutist court society in the kingdom of Sardinia-

Piedmont through a discussion of the life and career of a Jewish courtier 

named Abram Belaiss Naskar of Tunisia. Also known as "Rabbi 

Belaiss," a frequent visitor at the royal Savoyard court, he eventually 

became the head rabbi of the Jewish community of Nice in the 1820s. A 

study of Rabbi Belaiss's life reveals much about the relations between 

various groups within the Jewish community while the eclectic subject of 

Jewish courtiers in the nineteenth century, in particular, provides us with 

an opportunity to understand better the longer historical relationship 

between "Court Jews" and the absolutist state. 

For the leaders of the Jewish communities in Piedmont and later, 

for those in Nice, the appearance of a Tunisian rabbi and self-proclaimed 

poet-courtier to King Vittorio Emmanuele I was met with suspicion 

regarding the newcomer's motives, a point which I shall address in more 



detail below. The communal elders viewed Belaiss as an opportunistic 

type who presented himself to the community as a great rabbinical 

scholar, but was, in their eyes, nothing more than a braggart. Such 

Jewish courtiers as Belaiss must have been somewhat of a cultural 

phenomenon since they are often found as mysterious and often comical 

characters in nineteenth century Victorian literature. Many had become 

the stock and trade of "ghetto comedies" by the end of the century made 

popular by Anglo-Jewish writer Israel Zangwill.^^^ Piedmontese Jews 

called men like Belaiss avventurieri or adventurers while the Ashkenazim 

labelled them the pejorative term, schnorrers, meaning literally beggars, a 

term still in cultural use. Both traditions considered these types 

"professional" charlatans who preyed on the Jewish community, using 

their charisma to con the community into supporting them, in some cases, 

by marrying into wealthy Jewish families. 

My investigation of the rabbi-courtier Belaiss's sojourn in 

Piedmont is based on court records, but also owes much to Giorgina 

Levi's fancifiil account of the "adventures" of a Tunisian rabbi in the 

See Israel Zangwill's King of the Schnorrers (New York: Dover Publications, 1894, 1965 reprint). 
Also it should be noted that the appearance of Jewish courtiers in the neo-absolutist period was a 
subject well known to Victorian readers. Two of best examples are the Jewish cosmopolitans and court 
figures in George Eliot's Daniel Deronda and in Benjamin Disraeli's Coningsby. Both authors 
exhibited quite a fascination for these types in their works. 
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kingdom of Sardinia written in the 1930s for the Italian Jewish press.^^^ 

In contrast to Levi, however, I am not interested in the subject as a "lost" 

event in the chronicles of Piedmontese Jewish history, but rather what 

Belaiss's encounters with the Jewish community and his clever 

machinations at court reveal about the nature of state intervention and 

Jewish corporate politics. In short, I am interested in the ways in which 

the Jewish community's encounter with Rabbi Belaiss reflected aspects 

of neo-absolutist revival. 

A State Intervention in Rabbinical Appointments 

On March 25, 1820, in a letter to the British Consul on conditions 

for shipping cargo from the port of Nice to Cairo, Ephraim Conqui, an 

Anglo-Jewish merchant included his observations on the arrival of the 

newly appointed Rabbino Maggiore to the city, who had "struck the 

community breathless." "The newcomer," he wrote, has 

caused quite a clamour among the Jews in this city today. Dressed 

in a foil length for-trimmed cape, wearing fine silks in Turkish 

style with his head covered in a turban, I dare say, it was quite a 

spectacle, no less than that given our royalty in England. They 

Giorgina Levi, "Le avventurose vicende di un rabbino tunisino nel regno di Sardegna," La Rassegna 
Mensile di Israel 12, n. 3-4 (1937). 
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tell me this picturesque Israelite Rabbin professes to having been 

the advisor to the Bey of Tunis. He is a lively character indeed 

but I suspect a bit of the scoundrel in him. 

Conqui's astute observations of the new Rabbi would prove more than 

accurate in the months and years to follow. Four months earlier, Samuele 

Avigdor and Giuseppe Viterbo, the eletti of the Commissione Israelitica 

di Nizza Maritima proposed that the Jewish community fill the vacant 

position of head rabbi to serve among other roles as the designated 

official to report to the government regarding communal taxes. This 

process was mandatory because the state endowed the Rabbino Maggiore 

with certain administrative duties including assessing the amount of 

riparto to be distributed in revenue collection for the state. In a letter to 

the Intendent Genemle dated December 10, 1819, they stated their 

objective: 

The Eletti of the Universita Israelitica in this city asks that your 

Excellency announce to the Council of Nice their intention to hire 

a magistero maiore, a rabbi to lead the community. Of his duties, 

let it then be stated. First, the rabbi may follow either the Scuola 

Italiana or the Spanish rite, must lead all religious ceremonial 

Meiss, Henri, "A travers le Ghetto, 1648-1860" in Nice Histohque. (Commune du Nice 1923): p. 
67. Giorgina Levi, "Le avventurose vicende,": 129-60 
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functions, be able to conduct arbitration in the rabbinical courts, 

collect and report on the tasso [assessment] to the royal 

authorities. Second, let it be known that the Universita decides to 

pursue the search for the rabbi at its own expense. It asks only 

that the government protect the community by affixing a seal to a 

ducal writ that contain special provisions against the hiring of a 

foreign Jew to the post of head rabbi in this city.^^^ 

Only two months after the eletti announced their intentions to the 

government, something extraordinary took place. King Victor Emmanuel 

I intervened in the affairs of the Jewish community of Nice by 

nominating a candidate for the vacant rabbinical position. Although the 

nominee Abramo Belaiss Naskar, a Tunisian-bom rabbi, had never been a 

leader of any Jewish community in the Savoyard states, he was 

supposedly well-known as a writer of rabbinical homilies and expert in 

Oriental languages. Furthermore, according to the records, we leam 

that Rabbi Belaiss travelled in royal circles and maintained relationships 

not only with Victor Emmanuel I of Savoy, but with the King of France 

and the Duke of Sussex, to whom he devoted poetry on a number of 

occasions. 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
Giorgina Levi, "Le avventurose vicende,": 130 
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The initiative to hire the Tunisian rabbi came first from Count 

Giuseppe Barbaroux the ambassador of the kingdom of Sardinia-

Piedmont to Rome, who at the time was negotiating the dehcate matter of 

repatriating ecclesiastical properties.^^^ Barabaroux was the key figure in 

negotiations concerning the terms of the concordat with the Pope Pius 

VII. Vittorio Emmanuele depended on him to defend royal prerogatives, 

especially the issue of appointing bishops and to systematize the question 

of the secularization of former church properties. It is most probable that 

Barbaroux met Belaiss at court and was impressed by the rabbi's 

acquaintance with bishops throughout Europe, or at least that is what he 

was led to believe. Since property expropriation was such a delicate 

matter, it is obvious that someone who was capable of negotiating with 

local church officials would be an excellent candidate for Rabbino 

Maggiore. Property was not only an issue for the state administration 

but for the leaders of the Jewish community as well. For the eletti of the 

Jewish corporation of Nice who had a say in the appointment, hiring 

Belaiss highlighted their own apprehensions over the vendita di beni 

immobili and the forced sale of all Jewish-owned property acquired 

during the Napoleonic era by January 1, 1821.^^^ According to the 

Ibid, pp. 130-31 

Reference to the Regie Patente of March 1816 



censiva of 1816, of the thirty-five Jewish famihes that comprised the 

community of Nice, twenty-two were negozianti, i.e., entrepreneurs or 

bankers, all of whom had serious concerns about maintaining their 

CQ 

properties. The leaders of the Jewish community in Nice decided to 

accept Belaiss even though they had reason to suspect he had ulterior 

motives in obtaining the position. They like Count Barbaroux, also 

recognized that his nomination by the King was not based on his 

qualifications to perform religious duties, but rather for the delicate 

political role he might provide in representing the Jewish community at a 

time when the Church was demanding properties acquired by members of 

the Jewish corporation be liquidiated. Furthermore, Nice so close to 

France was seen as a possible site of rebellion and the appointment of 

Belaiss could serve the monarchy's need to have someone keep an eye on 

any seditious activity among Jews. In the end, there is no doubt that the 

eletti did not like the idea of the state's heavy-handed intervention into 

their affairs by promoting the hiring of its own candidate for head rabbi, 

but felt it would be in their best interests not to protest the rabbinical 

appointment, at least not initially.^'''^ The state's threat of carrying out the 

public sale was ultimately their main source of concern, and Jewish 

Salvatore Foa, La politico econvomia della casa Savoia verso gli ebrei, p. 156. 
Levi, "Le avventurose vicende," pp. 140-41; Meiss Honel, "A travers le Ghetto: Coup d'oeil 

retrospectif sur I'Universite Israelite de Nice, 1648-1860." Nice historique no. 27 (1923): 63-67. 
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businessmen feared that if the Universita did not give in to state pressure 

and hire Belaiss they could stand to lose their properties. 

Abram Belaiss Naskar; The Biography of a Jewish Courtier 

Abram Belaiss Naskar was bom on the 18th of the Jewish month of 

Ab in 1773, presumably in Tunis, although he may have been bom in 

Constantinople and have come to Tunis as a child.^^' We know nothing 

about his parents or his education. His excellent Hebrew calligraphy and 

fondness for Hebrew psalms to which he made reference in his poetry 

suggest that he did obtain a serious Jewish education despite the doubts of 

the Piedmontese Jewish community that he had actually been ordained a 

rabbi as he claimed. Belaiss not only maintain that he was a rabbi, but 

claimed to have had held the position of chief Rabbi and served as 

financial advisor to the Bey of Tunis. His position at court which can 

best described as shtaldan (intercessor) for the Jewish community 

brought him into contact with dignitaries and royalty. Rabbi Belaiss's 

connections with the House of Savoy began in the 1790s, when he was 

known as a persona ben vista at the court of King Victor Amadeus IH. In 

the 1800s, he continued to maintain cordial relations with the Savoyard 

monarchy, although his precise relationship was with the royal family 

Levi, "Le avventurose vicende," p. 140-41. 
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remains sketchy. During the Napoleonic occupation of Piedmont, Belaiss 

frequented the residence of King Victor Emanuel I during his exile in 

Cagliari. He claimed in his correspondence to Piedmontese Jewish 

communities that that the King gave him money and presents including, 

among other expensive gifts, a diamond-studded snuff box.^^^ Levi 

asserts that it was more plausible that Rabbi Belaiss fled Tunis to avoid 

paying bad debts. Upon leaving Tunis in the early 1800s, the precise 

date is not certain, Belaiss settled in Jerusalem where he also succeeded 

in becoming somewhat of a noted local personality. In 1806, we find his 

name mentioned in the L'ltineraire de Paris a Jerusalem, a widely 

circulated, religiously-inspired nineteenth century travel guide to Greece, 

Tunis, Spain and the Holy Land written by the French author and 

statesman Fran9ois Chateaubriand. In 1817, Belaiss wrote in a letter to 

the Jewish community in Amsterdam that he wanted to leave Jerusalem 

in order "to raise money on behalf of poor Jews in Palestine."^^"^ His 

travels in the name of Jewish philanthropy took him from Paris and 

Amsterdam to Constantinople, until he landed in the Savoyard state on 

June 24, 1818, at which time the King granted him a special condotta that 

Levi, "Le avventurose vicende," 135. 
Yehoshua Ben Arieh, Jerusalem in the Nineteenth Century: The Old City. (New York; St. Martin's 

Press, 1984), pp. 45-46. 
Ibid. 
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gave him personal protection and privileges to reside in the Savoyard 

kingdom. 

According to Giorgina Levi, the King's willingness to receive the 

rabbi and grant him a special condotta reflects his desire to develop new 

relations with the Bey of Tunis where the Savoyard State had recently 

established a consulate to protect their economic interests in the 

AS 
Mediterranean and in recently annexed parts of Liguria. She feels that 

Belaiss had no real interest in helping the Jewish community but only in 

promoting himself, but I am, however, less concerned with his motives 

and more interested in what his relations can tell us about relations inside 

the Savoyard court in the post-Napoleonic period. By establishing 

himself as an important person in various Jewish communities and by 

using his associations with royalty, his skills as a courtier, we have so far 

a portrait far more similar to the figure of the traditional Court Jew or 

shtadlan than of a self-serving opportunist. As we shall see, it is the 

political character of his public activities once he establishes himself in 

Piedmont that reveals the ways in which the attempts to resurrect the old 

court society failed after the French occupation had ended. 

Upon arriving in Piedmont, the thirty-five year old Belaiss met and 

married Anna Montel, daughter of Jochanan Chaim Montel of Cuneo, a 

Ibid. 
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poor Jew who rehed solely on charitable assistance from the Jewish 

community to provide for his family. Financial problems in the Jewish 

community were especially acute in the years following the Napoleonic 

wars of 1814-15. In a report to the Camera di Commercio on January 2, 

1818, the Intendent General painted a dreary picture of the 

socioeconomic conditions of the Jews of Cuneo whom he described as 

"almost all poverty stricken with the exception of three families."^^^ The 

Montel family hoped that the Cunese Jewish community might appoint 

Belaiss to the position of head rabbi in their own attempt to gain status 

and a better income. In fact, on July 17, 1818, the community voted in 

favour of appointing the Tunisian rabbi, but he refused the position, 

taking his new wife and leaving the community for Amsterdam where he 

wrote in a letter to Anna's parents in Cuneo that there "was quite a 

rewarding proposition awaiting him."^^^ A year later, Belaiss returned to 

Cuneo from Amsterdam without a job or money. Most of the particulars 

of Belaiss's experiences in Piedmont appear puzzling at first glance. First 

of all, one would expect such an awenturiero at least to pursue marriage 

in a family with an income. On the other hand, by marrying into a 

Piedmontese family, Rabbi Belaiss would no longer be considered a 

Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p. 132. 

Ibid, pp. 132-33. 
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foreigner in the kingdom of Sardinia—a change of personal status 

perhaps more valuable to him at the time than an ample dowry. 

Whatever the motivation, his description of his exploits in Amsterdam 

reveals the elaborate ends to which the awenturiero went to construct his 

image. In a letter to his father-in-law dated October 3, 1819 (which was 

also presented to the King as evidence later) he wrote: 

To my dear beloved family, 

May your names be forever blessed. 

Before telling you everything, I want to announce that I am 

coming back to Cuneo to find out how you are and how 

everything is with all of our friends in the Synagogue. May their 

names and names of their ancestors be blessed forever, Amen. 

Thank-God we came to Amsterdam, where my wife and I have 

received such hospitality in the homes of the rabbis, the Spagnoli 

as well as the Tedeschi. I tell you each day was like a festival day 

filled with great happiness and merriment. Different people from 

the community, dignitaries of our nation, always came to take my 

wife out for a ride in their carriage or for a walk in the lovely 

gardens of the city. How well we were treated! And so it was 
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with the rabbi of the Sephardi synagogue Rabbi Daniel Sacerdote 

De-Azevedo. If my wife did not have lunch at his home every 

day he felt badly. What can I say? There are no words to begin 

to express the kindness we received from our brothers in 

Amsterdam and everywhere else we have been in Holland. The 

communal leaders wanted so much for us to stay, they even set up 

a special room for us to live in and they proposed to pay me a 

yearly stipend of 2,000 florins.^^^ 

This passage concludes first part of the Tunisian's awenturiero's grand 

performance. In the second part of the letter, he attempts to explain 

precisely why he has decided to return to Cuneo. It was not that the 

arrangement was unsatisfactory, but because he had to consider Anna's 

wishes. "My wife," he writes, "could no longer stand the thought of 

being away from her dear mother and father. When she found out she 

was pregnant her yearning for home became greater and greater. What 

'X'70 
could I do?" Belaiss presents himself as a selfless husband who denies 

his own interests to consider his wife's feelings. He continues: 

Azevedo who died in 1826, was the Hakham of Amsterdam and author of Sermone eulogistico, 
published by the Synagogue of Amsterdam in 1809. 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria H Ebrei Ma::o 5 
Ibid. 
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In the meantime, I received a letter from the city of Curasio 

dell'America Ollandese a place about a month's voyage by sea 

from Amsterdam. The letter said that the Jewish community was 

in need of a rabbi for the Sephardi synagogue and requested that 

the community in Amsterdam send a rabbi for which they would 

pay an annual salary of 5,000 florins which by the way is the 

equivalent of 10,000 lira. The rabbis and the council of elders 

wanted to send me and I would have gladly gone there because it 

was such a great honor. But my wife thought about it and did not 

want to come along nor did she give her consent because people 

had told her that in that city there were promiscuous women che 

in questa citta vi fa un gran colore (who cause quite a stir) and 

then she heard that all the Jewish men in Curasio were black. But 

these are just rumors, I told her. Yet, upon hearing these things 

my wife became more and more upset and started crying and 

begged me not to go there, so to respect my dear wife, I decided 

not to go. 

At the time, the King of Sardinia enlisted the help of Professor Amedeo Peyron, the head of Biblical 
and Oriental languages at the University of Torino who translated the letter from Hebrew to Italian and 
wrote that the city was probably Curacao, a Dutch colony where there existed an important Jewish 
community since the 17"' century. See Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p.134. 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
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In this passage, we leam that the Tunisian awenturiero supposedly 

abandons a lucrative offer, one that sounds too good to be true (that is, 

since the average salary for rabbinical posts in Piedmont ranged from 

only 600 to 1000 lira annually). In the end, whatever Anna's responses 

may have been, he refrains from criticism because, after all, he was 

writing a letter to his wife's parents. He concludes as follows; 

Now here we are finally in Paris celebrating the Feast of 

Tabernacles on our way back home to Cuneo to be with you our 

beloved family but most of all, I want to give Anna a chance to be 

with her dear parents. When we return to Cuneo, let me tell you, 

you shall not begin to recognize your daughter anymore for she 

has become so elegant, a gracious transformation which everyone 

'X'l'X 
she meets comments on. May peace be with you. 

Belaiss's ulterior motive in coming back to Cuneo was to present 

himself as a candidate for the vacant rabbinical position in town which he 

said was still his even though he had turned it down a year ago. He 

claimed that the community promised him the rabbinical office as part of 

the price of marriage which was witnessed and confirmed by two 

members of the community: Davide Vita Lattes and Zaccaria Emanuel 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
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'in A 
Treves. Furthermore, he maintained that it was agreed that if another 

Rabbi was hired in the interim, the community would pay Belaiss a 

'inc 
compensatory fee of 500 lire. When the community refused to 

recognize Belaiss's claims in 1819, he decided to dispute his right to 

compensation even though he was referring to verbal promises as nothing 

had ever been written in a contract! Initially, Belaiss appealed to King 

Victor Emmanuel I to help him secure a rabbinical post, making no 

mention of the dispute with the Cunese community He writes. 

Your majesty, I tremble when I reflect of the moment when I first 

met your Divine Grace. Yes, God granted me the special chance 

to make your acquaintance in Cagliari which has instilled in me a 

great respect and the highest esteem for your majesty and may I 

add, for the entire royal family of which there exists no mortal 

expression for their kindness and goodness even from this poet. I 

appeal to you on this day, your Excellency, if you can find it deep 

in your heart to please help me procure a position as a rabbi in 

your kingdom I assure you that for the rest of my life I shall be 

your loyal subject and servant. And let me say, I believe 

'inf. 
wholeheartedly that the Lord wants me to be rabbi in Cuneo. 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 
Levi, "Le Avventurose Vicende," p.l35. 
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It seemed that the awenturiero's fawning flattery worked. Almost 

immediately after, the King notified Count Barbaroux who contacted 

Abram Malvano, head of the Commissione Israelitica di Piemonte to try 

to find a position for the Tunisian rabbi in one of the Jewish communities 

in Piedmont.^^^ In the meantime, calculating Rabbi Belaiss sent a second 

appeal to the royal administration in which this time he referred 

specifically to the dispute with the Cunese community, stating that 

promises had been made to him by the two elders Lattes and Treves who 

at time "seemed eager in their desire to have him return to the bosom of 

the Cunese Jewish community."^^^ In the appeal, Belaiss explained that 

he returned to Piedmont to honor his wife's wishes "all at quite an 

expense" requesting that the King intervene on his behalf to collect the 

"indemnity payment" {indenizzazione) the community owed to him 

according to the original terms of his marriage. He wrote, 

Your Majesty, a great injustice has been done to me but because 

of my dislike of causing ill-feelings among my Jewish brethren, I 

have refrained from bringing it to your attention. I need you to 

persuade the leaders of the Jewish community in Cuneo to pay me 

the indemnity they owe me if they do not hire me for the vacant 

Ibid. 
378 TU;^ 
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rabbinical post. The pious anziani Davide Lattes and Zaccaria 

Treves promised me that I would receive the post of rabbi of 

Cuneo when it became vacant. If not, they promised to pay me a 

sum of money in compensation. And now, your majesty the 

community refuses to pay me. As my protector, 1 beg that you act 

• • • • "^70 
as the judge in this affair. 

Belaiss's personal status made a positive impact on the Chief Rabbi of 

Turin, Elia Aron Lattes, who was impressed by the fact that the Tunisian 

Rabbi had received the official protection of the King. Writing to Count 

Barbaroux, he accused the Amministrazione Israelitica di Cuneo of trying 

to cheat the rabbi out of his due. On December 30, 1819, Barbaroux 

informed the Cunese Jewish community that 

Rabbi Abramo Belaiss Naskar deserves to be treated fairly and up 

until now he has not. It appears that there are those who deny the 

circumstances surrounding this Rabbi's marriage agreement. I am 

not able to believe the people of this community who had at one 

time treated the esteemed rabbi with such great honor, today show 

him such disrespect. Neither our sovereign nor the Rabbino 

Maggiore Signor Lattes of Turin want to see the Rabbi Belaiss 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Ma::o 5 



denigrated any further. There shall be no need to engage in 

arbitration on this matter. I do not see why this is so difficult for 

the community of Cuneo since it is they who had devised the idea 

in the first place. In this opinion, I shall recommend that both the 

• 380 community pay the sum of the said indemnity. 

Not all the authorities were ready to support Belaiss. Local figures like 

the Governatore of Cuneo wrote a letter to Barbaroux on behalf of the 

Cunese Jewish community, a futile attempt to discredit the character of 

the Chief Rabbi of Turin, but nevertheless, revealing in its insights on 

attitudes towards the rabbinate in Piedmont in the 1820s. The 

Governatore writes. 

Your Excellency, I cannot permit myself to express any 

judgement on this business which is the subject of your letter, but 

at the same time I do not want you to be ignorant of controversies 

surrounding Rabbi Lattes who is well known as a tyrannical 

leader who bled the Cunese community dry by compelling them 
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to pay added expenses to the Comunita Maggiore. 

As for Belaiss, who had never registered with the police, the Governatore 

added at the end of his letter, many in the community feel that the rabbi 

quoted in Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p. 136 
AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Ma::o 5 
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"may have something to hide."^^^ The Cunese community refused to sit 

by quietly without uttering a protest and took their complaints against 

hiring Belaiss to the Communita Maggiore di Piemonte, one of the four 

institutional boards of the Jewish corporate communities in the kingdom 

of Sardinia. On December 14, 1819, the Commissione Speciale 

Provvisoria Israelitica del Piemonte offered its response in a letter to the 

King, giving their full support to the Cunese community despite Rabbi 

Q'7 

Lattes's objections. The appeal read, 

Your majesty, we humbly appeal on behalf of the Jews of Cuneo 

who do not wish that Abram Belaiss Naskar become head rabbi or 

become any part of the Jewish administration of Cuneo. Belaiss 

has never held any office in a Jewish community in this kingdom 

before. The copy of the letter to his brother-in-law Montel that 

you have sent the community does make him competent to hold 

office as head rabbi. Moreover, although he claims that he is 

returning to Cuneo because of his wife's wishes, the Jewish 

community is convinced otherwise. The allegations that the 

community owes him compensation are absolutely false. Belaiss 

wants to obtain a rabbinical position through fraudulent means 

Ibid. 
Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p. 136 
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and besides he does not know Italian, so how can he carry out the 

duties of rabbi in Piedmont? 

In the end, the Cunese Jews succeeded in keeping Belaiss out of the 

town's communal administration. Despite the protection of the King and 

the support of Chief Rabbi of Turin, Belaiss failed to be reinstated as 

Rabbino Maggiore of Cuneo.^^^ On January 26, 1820 the Chief Rabbi of 

Turin wrote to Count Barbaroux, saying that he was "depressed that 

matters had not turned out well for Belaiss." Pleading with the royal 

minister he wrote: 

I humbly appeal on behalf of the esteemed Rabbi Belaiss that he 

shall find a position as minister of his religion in Piedmont. In 

any case, your excellency, the promises that have been made to 

him should be honoured. I beseech you to compel the Jews of 

Cuneo to pay the said indeminity, so that he will be able to remain 

here and not have to return to Holland. Your obedient subject.^^^ 

Since the legal basis for such a claim would usually be decided by a 

Jewish court, the community felt secure in stating their case. How 

shocked they must have been on April 17, 1820, when Babaroux 

informed them that the King ordered them to pay 200 lira in 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5 
Levi, Le aventurose vicende, p. 137. 
Ibid. 
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compensation to Belaiss. The letter stated that legal jurisdiction for the 

causa fell under the secular arm of the state because of the nature of the 

condotta granted to Belaiss. 

The Tunisian Rabbi and the Jewish Community of Nice 

Although he had failed to get the position in Cuneo, the Tunisian 

avventuriero continued to pursue a career as a rabbi in the Savoyard state. 

When he heard about a vacant rabbinical position in Nice, he decided to 

go directly to the King this time, requesting that the royal administration 

intervene on his behalf with the Jewish community of Nice. On 16 

December 1819, the Sindaci della Comunita Israelitica di Nizza agreed to 

meet with Rabbi Belaiss. That Nice was a pocket of liberal resistance 

was well known and Belaiss knew that the government had concerns over 

the scope of underground activities, especially among French 

sympathizers in Nice. This time the Tunisian avventuriero'^ efforts met 

with success, concluding negotiations for a annual stipend of 900 lira, a 

year-long agreement contingent on one issue—his ability to master the 

Italian language well enough to give sermons. By the end of the first year 

we find complaints being made that the Rabbi who spoke French and 

Ladino and still did not speak in Italian; either his knowledge of the 

Ibid. 
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language was poor or he simply chose not to speak in Italian at all. Was 

the awenturiero-xd^hi trying to shirk his duties by not speaking Italian? 

After all, by claiming not to speak Italian he would be relieved of having 

to give sermons and teach school children. No doubt there were those in 

the community that must have suspected Belaiss of negligence rather than 

incompetency; however, no matter how one looks at it, the leaders of the 

community decided it best to retain the Tunisian rabbi to "express their 

devotion and loyalty to King Victor Emmanuel I and the Royal House of 

-7 00 
Savoy." However, they retained Belaiss with one significant 

modification to his agreement, voting to reduce his stipend from 900 to 

600 lira annually, a significant cut in pay. It is difficult to make sense out 

of why the community continued to support Belaiss despite the fact that 

he was so obviously a royal agent. We know that one of the influential 

leaders of the Jewish community, Samuele Avigdor, served both as a 

royal purchasing agent for Prussia and as a correspondent bank for House 

of Rothschild. As a representative of government and corporate interests 

outside the kingdom of Sardinia, there is no doubt that Avigdor 

considered Belaiss's position as a royal agent before acting in a way that 

may have had consequences for his clients. In the end, Giorgina Levi is 

Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p. 136. 
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of the opinion that the Jewish elders reduced Belaiss's salary as a 

strategic ploy to get Belaiss to quit his post. 

If the Jewish elders felt that cutting Belaiss's salary would 

encourage him to leave Nice and find a position in another community, 

they were wrong. On January 29, 1822, less than two weeks from the end 

of his negotiations with the leaders of the Jewish community. Rabbi 

Belaiss appealed to the King to help him renegotiate his salary. The 

lengthy petition, however, begins without any immediate reference to his 

demotion, but rather to politics, representing the approach that 

characterized the awenturiero's style of argument. He writes. 

Your excellency, I appeal humbly to your throne on behalf of the 

future of the glorious kingdom and the uncomparable House of 

Savoy. My brethren in the synagogue of Nice have caused me 

great distress and with no other recourse, I plead my case to you. 

There were particular individuals among the members of the 

Jewish community who sought to corrupt the good souls of Nice 

in 1821. They threatened decent people by supporting seditious 

activities against the monarchy. When your highness put an end 
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to the riots, I gave thanks and celebrated the restoration of 

order.^^^ 

His defence draws on making connections between local challenges 

against the Savoyard state and Jewish communal resistance to royal 

authority. "Today those subversive individuals," wrote Belaiss, "who 

challenged the legitimate sovereign remain among the Israelite Nation in 

this city now seek to do me harm. They express contempt for the way I 

carry on religious affairs and seek to ruin my reputation, even make 

threats on my life!" Ultimately, the bottom line for the avventuriero was 

the money. In the following line, he finally gets to the point, declaring 

that "the community supported by these same dangerous and narrow-

minded individuals want to reduce my annual stipend." Faced with a cut 

in pay, he not only complains but reassesses the situation shrewdly and 

comes up with a plan that involves no less than the complete overhaul of 

the system of communal contribution to the state. The word that is used 

in the documents is tasse from the Italian tassare which translates to taxes 

but in this time period it needs to clarified and not confused with taxes in 

the modem sense. It represents an assessment of tribute. Both the noun 

Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p. 136. 
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and the verb are to be found in documents throughout the history of 

Jewish settlement starting in the fifteenth century. 

Belaiss's proposition to the King amounted to extorting more 

tribute from the Jewish community. "I wish to propose," he writes, 

reform measures in the way the Universita divides its income and 

declares it budget to the Royal Treasury. The fixed taxes of the 

university can be raised by 2560 lire which would cover all 

communal expenses while the voluntary contribution taxes should 

be increased to the amount of 1500 lira which would comprise my 

yearly stipend. Your Majesty, this is a solution that will satisfy all 

parties in the causa. 

In conclusion, Belaiss requests royal intervention into his personal 

dispute for "the public good" in the form of increased revenue to the 

•2Q t 

crown as well as himself. Immediately after, it appeared that the 

politically savvy awenturiero's decision to turn his personal loss into a 

discussion of royal revenue was a calculated step in a much larger plan. 

No sooner had the King received the appeal, we leam that Belaiss had 

received his affirmative response granting the Rabbi's request, ordering 

fixed taxes to be raised and demanding that the wealthy families come up 

See the three volume collection of documentary sources in Renata Segre, The Jews of Piedmont, 
AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
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with a voluntary contribution tax of 1500 lira to pay Belaiss's salary. It is 

no surprise that the Jews of Nice were outraged over the King's 

interference in communal administration. Rather than protecting his co

religionists, those already suffering from an inferior status due to 

government oppression, Belaiss made a political turnabout to extort 

money from the community to enlarge his yearly stipend which now had 

increased by 600 lira rather than decreased by 300. Members of the 

comunita who had initially been reluctant to challenge Belaiss now 

engaged in all-out protest. Refusing to remain quiet any longer, they sent 

a group of delegates from the Universita Israelitica di Nizza to register a 

formal ricorso in Turin, protesting against the new draconian tax 

measures and voicing their objections to Rabbi Belaiss's salary increase. 

Their appeal to the Secretary of State dated February 14, 1822, began 

with typical formalities, stating: 

On behalf of the Jews of Nice, we, the delegati of the Universita 

Israelitica di Nizza appeal humbly to the royal throne to discuss 

the present problems with the rabbino maggiore of our 

community Signor Abramo Belaiss Naskar. We ask that your 



308 

Excellency bring our grievance to the attention of the illustrious 

and wise King of Sardinia.^^^ 

Their tone changed immediately thereafter, when they continued, 

We were surprised and concerned when the Intendente Generate 

of Nice informed us that the above-named Rabbi dared to appeal 

to the Royal Throne to raise our communal taxes. This is a great 

insult, offensive to very nature of the office of rabbino maggiore. 

The same Signor Intendente also announced to us that the above-

named rabbi asked for and would be receiving an increase in his 

stipend to equal the sum of 1500 lira. This is a mockery of our 

religion and institutions! 

The Jewish elders protested the fact that Belaiss went directly to the King 

with his grievances. It represented a violation of their corporate 

relationship with the state. Moreover, the Jewish leaders' strongly-

worded defence of the community's right to have a say in matters of how 

much their communal contribution would be marks an abandonment of 

their cautious reticence on the subject a year earlier. In the section that 

follows, it appears that the elders got their courage to speak up against 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 



309 

abuse because the Intendent General suggested they submit the petition in 

the first place. They write, 

We hereby appeal to the great wisdom of your Royal Highness to 

do what is good and just in this case. In the name of the members 

of the Universita Israelitica di Nizza who have been encouraged 

by the Intendent Generate of Nice, Signor Cavaliere Crotti to 

present information that will show you precisely the 

circumstances surrounding the reduction in salary for the above-

named Rabbi. You shall see that we have never intended to insult 

or offend your majesty's kingdom, but rather our decisions to 

object to the named Rabbi have been practical ones, the result of 

the Rabbi's neglect to perform his duties, not the prejudicial 

actions of any of his co-religionists. And let it be stated that the 

members of the Universita Israelitica di Nizza have always been 

known for their obedience to the law and to authority.^^"* 

In the next part of the appeal, they move on to defending their actions 

against the Rabbi by claiming that not only was he negligent in his 

clerical duties, but that he took advantage of the community: 

Rabbi Belaiss has always been given the utmost honor in all 

respects even though he serves no useful purpose in the 

Ibid. 
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community because he does not speak a language that most of the 

Jews of Nice understand. Despite this set of circumstances, 

whatever he asked for he was given. He left his duties frequently 

to undertake voyages which the community paid for aside from 

his yearly stipend. We do not have place for a Rabbi who rarely 

comes to synagogue and who this last year gave one or two 

sermons in Hebrew to a handftil of people. In the last four or five 

months, Rabbi Belaiss has not even entered the synagogue. Let it 

also be stated that no one has never made any threats against him. 

These are all fabrications. We, the representatives of this 

Universita, appeal to fairness to be relieved of the grievous 

punishment of having to pay more taxes for no reason when it is 

Belaiss who should be penalized.^^^ 

Despite the exasperating circumstances that pushed the community to 

seek redress, it should be noted that they never ask that Belaiss be 

recalled or removed from office, a clear recognition of their own 

corporate limitations within the context of their dealings with the state 

over Belaiss. Written in a more conciliatory manner, the main section of 

the appeal abandons any further accusations against Belaiss, which given 

Ibid. 
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Belaiss's ambiguous relationship with the King might be misconstrued as 

an attack on the monarchy itself. The petition continues, 

And now we come to the heart of the matter, the stipend of 1500 

lire which you have obliged us to pay to the above-named Rabbi 

and which we dare to appeal to Your Majesty to reconsider based 

on the following observations: 

1. Since the revolution and the war, the wealthiest families of the 

Universita Israelitica di Nizza have suffered financial losses and 

some families have been ruined altogether. Even though these 

members of our Universita made their fortunes in commerce, past 

events caused considerable damage to the resources of the Case di 

Commercio in our community. 

2. The Universita is burdened with providing for the Jewish poor 

as well as a maintaining a salary for the religious instructor and a 

cantor for the synagogue. It can not afford to pay these expenses 

as well as a 1500 lire stipend to the Rabbi. 

3. We recognize that Rabbi Abramo Belaiss Naskar is highly 

regarded for his knowledge of Hebrew and other Oriental 

languages. We believe that his talents would be more appreciated 

in a Universita Israelitica that is more numerous and one 

consisting of educated scholarly persons. For this Universita, we 



312 

are looking for someone who can preach in our synagogue and 

who can instruct our children. As stated before, Rabbi Belaiss 

does not speak a language most persons in this community 

understand. 

4. If Rabbi Belaiss shall continue to be the Rabbi of this 

Universita he must be qualified to do so and that means that he 

must study the Italian language. Since we have fewer resources 

available to us than we have had in the past, we declared that the 

Rabbi be given 600 lire annually. 

For the Jewish community of Nice, there was no use in describing Belaiss 

as some kind of charlatan, a scoundrel with few if any scruples, although 

they most certainly must have been thinking that right along. Instead, 

they defended their rights by appealing to precedent and by reminding the 

King that the Jews of Nice under the Old Regime had been given free 

port privileges putting them on an equal footing with other foreign classes 

and which, in principle, protected them from paying extraordinary taxes. 

As the appeal concludes, 

And may it be said that the illustrious House of Savoy has always 

given the Universita Israeltica di Nizza special privileges first 

granted in 1648 under King Carlo Emmanuele I who conceded to 

Ibid 
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the Jews of Nice and Villefranche hberty of trade and acquisition 

'iQn 
of real estate properties. Please your Majesty consider well 

these points which we have made and see to it that this unpleasant 

matter is brought to the light of truth. 

We remain, your humble servants. 

The Supplicants 
Samuele Avigdor, 
Giuseppe Viterbo 
Samuele Polonais. 

On March 6"', the verdict was issued. The same Intendent General, 

Cavaliere Crotti, who had urged the Jewish community to petition in the 

first place, now wrote to inform them that the royal administration had 

considered their appeal and decided that the Rabbi should be paid a salary 

of 1200 lira effective as of March 29^. Moreover, the King requested an 

up-to-date statement listing all of the corporation's expenses and income 

to be signed by the head Rabbi Belaiss. Despite their well-connected 

families and the local administration's support, the Jews of Nice had 

failed to obtain any meaningful concessions. 

Two years passed with no reference to Belaiss in the records. In 

1824, we encounter once again the Tunisian Rabbi in an appeal to the 



314 

crown in which he urges the King to arrest two members of the Jewish 

community. His letter reveals the same pattern as before, of relating 

information to the crown which appears to carry potential political 

significance and then connecting it to some personal issue. On October 

14, 1824, Belaiss wrote to King Carlo Felice that it had become difficult 

for Giuseppe Viterbo and Giuseppe Bononis, Jewish negozianti of Nice, 

to sell their properties as designated by the 1816 law. As a result, the 

Rabbi alleged that they were attempting to cause trouble in the city by 

organizing some form of resistance against the government and advised 

the government "to seize the troublemakers before matters get worse." 

He then traces the chain of events leading up to the accusation as a result 

of the collaboration between subversive elements in the Jewish 

community and the local policing authority. "Under the administration of 

the first Generate di Polizia, they [Viterbo and Bononis] kept to 

themselves," wrote Belaiss, "but since the appointment of Signor 

Cavaliere Tonsi, they are no longer inhibited. It is well known that Tonsi 

is a friend of theirs." Then, at one point, Belaiss abandons any further 

discussion of sedition or collaboration, to complain about the way 

Viterbo and Bononis treat him personally. For most of the letter, 

however, he launches a smear campaign against the two members of the 
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community by attempting to inflame the passions of authorities against 

them. He writes, 

At one time, after giving my sermon, I heard both of them outside 

the synagogue talking their accursed language. It seems that my 

two invidious foes had invented a sinister libel {nera calunnia) 

against me which could ruin my honor and reputation. And all of 

this was, as I understand it, because I show respect for the 

Christian faith and its doctrines. These two and the small group 

who call themselves their friends never stop denigrating the 

House of Savoy and its government and they have influenced 

other members of the Universita Israelitica. Viterbo and Bononis 

are well known for their diatribes and revolutionary principles and 

were active in many of the activities of March and April 1821 

which is all registered in the records of the police. They have 

been and I submit to you still are a danger to keeping order not 

only in the comunita but in the city of Nice. They are like a 

deadly disease that will infect the Jewish community with their 

modem ideas and demagoguery attempting to subvert the 

legitimate power and authority of this govemment.^^^ 
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We have no idea whether any of the allegations in this passage are true. 

His sense of inflated self-importance seems almost absurd and one cannot 

help feeling disgusted by Belaiss's obvious pathological need to 

disparage others to promote his personal agenda. 

Pressing for judgment against Viterbo and Bononis, in the last line 

of the letter, Belaiss argues that the motive behind their alleged disloyalty 

to the state was a form of retaliation against the King because "they do 

not want to comply with the ancient laws stipulating the sale of Jewish-

owned properties purchased under French rule." According to the Royal 

Patents of 1816, all Jewish-owned properties had to be sold or would be 

put up for public auction in five years. As discussed above, the actual 

retention of Jewish properties by state sanctioned and legal means had 

long disposed of he 1816 mandate on forced Jewish property sales. 

Belaiss's assessment of Jewish responses to the property ban was simply 

inconsistent with the reality of the situation. 

The most important part of the rabbi's letter to Charles Felix is the 

discussion of the nera calunnia, the alleged slanderous libel against 

Belaiss's Jewish practice and beliefs. By describing the defamation of his 

character as a nera or "black" libel, Belaiss implied he feared being 

accused of heresy. The reference to the color black alludes to the 

Sephardic Jewish practice of lighting a black candle during the service of 
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excommunication for heresy, popularized in the chronicles of the trial of 

the eighteenth century Jewish heretic Baruch Spinoza. After several 

years, like Spinoza before him, Belaiss would also be accused of heresy, 

but never charged with the crime. The circumstances of Belaiss's 

eventual downfall began when the community started to scrutinize his 

writings to see if they were heretical texts. Although the community still 

did not altogether reject appealing to the royal administration to replace 

Belaiss, they now attempted to get rid of the rabbi through the channels of 

the Jewish courts. Avigdor and Viterbo ordered a special commission to 

study Belaiss's work, but found nothing significant until the end of 1825 

when on the deaths of Victor Emmanuel I, the King of Sardinia, Louis 

XVIII, King of France, and Ferdinand IV, King of Naples, Belaiss 

published encomia to the three monarchs which he had translated into 

three languages and published throughout Western Europe. The 

censorship commission gave special attention to one part in which Belaiss 

described the entrance of the three monarchs into Paradise. It read as 

follows: 

Audacious sovereigns, as you now ascend upwards to the 

heavenly gates. Seraphs and Cherubim shall greet you between 

the rays of luminous splendour. The King of Kings will crown 

you as angels sing psalms in your honor. As for us on earth, how 
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miserable we shall be that three great Christian monarchs have 

left their earthly place. Soon they will enter the portals of heaven 

where His Holiness Pius VII who preceded them in death now 

waits patiently for their arrival/''^ 

Explicit references to "King of Kings," "Christian monarchs" and Pius 

VII penned by a Jewish Rabbi may have sounded peculiar, but were 

certainly not enough to charge Belaiss with heresy. In October, the 

Commissione Speciale Provisiorio Israelitica del Piemonte of October 

stated that "the community of Nice had reason to suspect Rabbi Belaiss of 

heresy and to "enact the herem" against him, but the members of the 

committee do not find the rabbi guilty as charged.At the end of the 

meeting, however, the Commissione declared that "a formal letter would 

be sent to Rabbi Belaiss asking him to desist in making further references 

to Jesus Christ, Christians and Christianity." 

To what extent Belaiss feared a heresy trial we shall never know, 

but, we do know that from October to December, he left Nice to spent 

time as the guest of the duke of Sussex where, according to the 

newspaper La Gazzetta Piemontese, he had been invited to give "edifying 

Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p. 146; La Gazzetta Piemontese no. 44, 14 Aprile 1825, p. 255. 
Levi, "Le aventurose vicende," p. 147. 
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lessons in the castle."''®^ When he returned to Nice at the beginning of the 

new year, Belaiss resumed his rabbinical post where one of the first 

matters on his agenda was the communal budget, including a discussion 

of increasing his stipend to 2000 lira. This time, he claimed that he 

needed a raise in salary because his family had grown to nine persons. 

Bitter relations between the Jewish leaders and Belaiss intensified over 

the request, unleashing a chorus of angry voices within the community. 

On August 31, 1826, the minutes of the Universita Israelitica 

demonstrates the resentment against Belaiss, 

1. It has been stated that this Council cannot continue to provide 

funds for Rabbi Abramo Belaiss Naskar who spends his days 

writing all sorts of poetry dedicated to the princes of Europe and 

then travels for months at a time abandoning his flock in Nice. 

2. It has been stated that Rabbi Abramo Belaiss Naskar has 

amassed debts which this Universia will not and cannot pay. 

3. It has been stated that the above-named Rabbi does not fulfil 

his religious duties which include giving sermons and teaching 

the young. 

Levi, "Le aventurose vicende,": 147. Appeal from Belaiss to the Secretary of State dated September 
15, 1826. He spoke about "the Duke of Soches (Sussex)" and according to Giorgina Levi, there is also 
evidence from La Gazette des Pays Bas (October 1, 1827) that this was the sixth son of George 111 who 
was very liberal and protected Catholics, dissenters and Jews. 



4. It has been stated that he does not deserve an increase in salary 

on account of the fact that his family has grown. We do not 

believe that the indignant Rabbi Belaiss has a family of nine 

individuals. We know that he has three sons and a wife in this 

city unless he is referring to his first wife and children still living 

in Tunisi whom he deserted some years ago. 

5. It has been stated that the community has a total of 3500 lira to 

pay for a Rabbi, Cantor, a caretaker for the synagogue and on the 

education of our young. 

Besieged by an irate community who were fed up with his attempt to 

extort money from them, Belaiss once again appealed directly to the King 

for help. In a letter dated September 15, 1826, Belaiss presented his side 

of the case, asserting that 

the payment of a stipend to a Cantor or the expenses of the school 

will not always guarantee the sentiments and devotion to your 

August Royal House, but I, your majesty, will always inculcate in 

the souls of the young an obedience to their sovereign Father 

ruler. I can keep them from being contaminated by the pseudo-

principles that cause men to become revolutionaries. Besides, it is 

only fair that the community provide the appropriate level of 

ComigHo dell 'Universita hraelitlca di Nizza. 
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subsistence for the religious head of a community to maintain his 

family. Please consider this appeal as the right of a father as the 

head of a family with the most fervent devotion to the House of 

Savoy/'^'' 

This time, Belaiss's exaggerated emphasis on obedience and loyalty to 

crown may appear almost absurd to us today but is a apt representation of 

an absolutist-corporatist courtier's style. In addition, Belaiss sent a letter 

from the Archbishop of Nice, Giovanno Battista Colonna d'Istria 

attesting to the fact he had been a persona ben vista at the court of King 

Victor Emmanuel I. On September 2, 1826, Count Prospero Balbo 

recommended in a confidential letter to Samuele Avigdor, that the Rabbi 

receive a stipend of 1800 lira. A month later, Avigdor responded to the 

letter, stating that Belaiss's request for 2000 lira was "absolutely without 

foundation." "How can he instill any principles in the minds of our 

youth," he wrote, "if he still chooses not to speak in Italian? Belaiss is a 

self-righteous individual who looks down on the members of this 

community asking for money which we have allocated for our poor." 

Avigdor's none-too-subtle response was echoed in a letter from the 

Intendent General to Balbo shortly after. "Rabbi Belaiss," he informed 

the minister, "is in no way liked by the Jews of Nice because he has a 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37 Ebrei, Mazzo 5. 
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violent character and an arrogant despotic attitude."^®^ By October, 

Samuele Avigdor led the community in protest to demand the recall of 

the Tunisian Rabbi. On October 19, the Intendent General Crotti allied 

himself with the Jewish community in getting rid of Belaiss. In a report 

to Balbo, he wrote, 

Your Excellency, finally after a long, disgusting and raucous 

meeting we have succeeded in reaching a mutual accord on the 

subject of Rabbi Belaiss. The Sindaci degli Ebrei came to the 

conclusion and have signed a petition that they no longer want the 

named Rabbi to fill his post. I agree with them that it is 

impossible for this Rabbi to live harmoniously among the Jews of 

Nice. I recommend that special measures be enacted in exact 

terms to relieve the Rabbi of his post in a manner that is fair to all 

parties. I do hope the matter shall be resolved soon. 

The Sindaci degli ebrei was the Italian term for "Jewish Council," the 

administrative body that included all the Jewish leaders who represented 

the corporation. Under state absolutism since the eighteenth century, the 

deputati, heads of the Sindaci degli ebrei, were invested by the state with 

the authority to assess the riparto, report back to the state and finally, to 

Ibid, letter dated September 2, 1826. 
Ibid. 
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collect and hand over tribute contributions to the Savoyard royal 

administration. 

In the meantime, Belaiss sent a letter to King in which he makes a 

final effort to save his position. He writes. 

Your majesty, I appeal to your throne in the utmost humility. 

Because of my merit your majesty convinced the community to 

nominate me Rabbino Maggiore of the Universita Ismelitica di 

Nizza, When I embarked on this heroic undertaking, I encountered 

enemies, those who made every effort to undermine the purpose 

of greatness. I would never consent to the wishes of my enemies 

who in their jealousy want to only to ruin my honor with slander 

and lies. I have fiilfilled all of my duties and obligations and 

perhaps it is the result of my innocence that I have been thus 

accused. I beg your majesty to investigate this matter to honor the 

truth. I do not fear such an investigation and I know that your 

majesty shall find my accusers, especially Moise Belzakin and 

Giuseppe Viterbo, who have been consumed with resentment 

from the beginning are the ones who have created all the tumult. 

If my employment shall be terminated because I was seen as 

deficient in my duties, then banished from the city like a criminal, 

I must protest being released from my duties, for the principles of 
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Mosaic law that I am required to abide by demand that I remain 

loyal to your majesty. The city of Nice will be a test of my 

condotta and if I am meant to give it up I shall cry bitterly to lose 

the right to be a subject in this land."^*^^ 

The rights of condotta were traditionally part of the corporate 

community. The way that Belaiss uses the word condotta here reflects a 

much earlier version of Jewish state relations in Piedmont dating to the 

15*^ and 16'^' centuries. As stated above, when the first Jews were 

allowed to reside in Piedmont they were granted condotte for the 

purposes of opening pawn banks and engaging in moneylending 

activities. The word condotta could signify the granting of a franchise 

agreement for one individual. By the eighteenth century, condotta with 

respect to Jewish rights and privileges within the absolutist state meant 

the communal charters granted to the Jewish universita as a whole. 

Therefore, the way that Belaiss uses the word condotta is quite interesting 

from the standpoint that he sets himself outside the Jewish corporate 

community, which has the effect of "emancipating" him and giving him a 

civil status of an older sort that was no longer connected to the Jewish 

corporate structure of his own time. 

Ibid, letter dated October 19, 1826. 
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At the beginning of November King Carlo Felice and Maria 

Christina were to spend several days in Nice. Belaiss wrote a poem in 

honor of the royal visit which later must have been seen as an important 

event. The Universita Israelitica unveiled a commemorative monument 

in the King and Queen's honor in the form of a monolith flanked by four 

marble sphinxes at the entrance to the city's main bridge. At the end of 

his appeal, Belaiss alludes to the upcoming visit, stating, "I appeal to your 

majesty to demonstrate your vote of confidence in me in public in this 

city and show my attackers that I am under your protection."'^"^ A month 

later, Rabbi Belaiss wrote to Count Barbaroux saying that he could no 

longer remain as head rabbi in Nice asking that he arrange some 

monetary compensation. On December 26, 1826, Carlo Felice signed the 

concession ordered the community to pay Belaiss monetary compensation 

of 4,000 lira. 

Belaiss spent several years in Amsterdam before returning to 

Piedmont. On March 29, 1830, he attempted to settle in Asti but the 

Town Council refused to allow any foreign Jews in the ghetto without 

enough money to sustain themselves. He attempted to find a position in 

Milan but the Congregazioni Israelitica di Lombardia protested. In 

Ibid. 
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1835, we know he obtained a position as a dayan (judge) at the Sephardi 

Congregation of Etz Hayyim in London where he died in 1853."^"^ 

By tracing the Hfe and career of Rabbi Abram Belaiss Naskar, we 

are able to begin to understand conflicts regarding the rights of "foreign" 

Jews and the "native" Jewish leadership in Piedmont in the post-

Napoleonic period. In the Rabbi's initial attempt to settle into a 

leadership role, the Jewish elders of Cuneo rejected Belaiss's bid despite 

the fact that he had married into a Cunese family and could therefore be 

considered a member of the closed Jewish corporate community. 

Although he was not successful in his bid for the rabbinical post in 

Cuneo, Belaiss's capacity to gain the support of royal ministers like 

Giuseppe Barabaroux attest to the fact that the Tunisian rabbi was far 

more than just the average communal schnorrerl Where he failed in 

Cuneo, Belaiss succeeded to obtain a rabbinical position in the wealthy 

Jewish community of Nice. Banking on facts and rumors that Nice hd 

been and continued to be a hotbed of revolutionary activities, Rabbi 

Belaiss used his skills as a courtier to create a place for himself as an 

unofficial agent for the state, spying on the Jewish community while 

exploiting his position to demand higher wages. In the end of the Belaiss 

affair, the Jewish leaders of Nice voiced their objections and finally 

Levi, "Le Avventurose Vicende," p. 161 
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succeeded in ridding the community of the rabbi's influence. These 

episodes reveal much about the attempted Restoration of court politics 

and the role of Jewish courtiers who tried to establish themselves as a link 

between state and Jewish community. The most influential spokesmen 

for the Jewish community were the heads of wealthy Jewish firms. 
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CHAPTER VIII: JEWISH FAMILY FIRMS 

Jewish Family Firms and 

Political Economy before the Risorgimento 

One of the least understood questions in modem Jewish history is social 

mobility, yet it is referred to in almost every historical account of the 

period. While some scholars have endeavored to consider to what extent 

Jews were involved in certain sectors and industries, the subject remains 

caught among the rehashings of histories of the development of modem 

antisemitism where the discussion focuses on the influence of Jewish 

bankers and businessmen on the state and the "disproportionate" number 

of Jews in professions. In this chapter, I look at the subject of Jewish 

social mobility by tracing the history of one Jewish family firm from the 

Napoleonic era through the Restoration. The study of Jewish social 

mobility in Piedmont highlights a different set of questions, moving us 

away from endorsements or indictments of non-Jewish populations and 

leading us towards an exploration of the ways in which the Jewish-

corporate-state relations served to reconstitute the bonds of civility and 

community that led to tolerance. As legal and institutional barriers re-
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emerged in the kingdom of Sardinia after the defeat of Napoleon, the 

degree to which the heads of the wealthiest Jewish firms in Piedmontese 

society survived depended on their ability to convince the state that their 

investments were beneficial to the national economy. In the case of the 

Rothschilds, for example, they were reluctant to invest in "modem" 

manufacturing which they viewed as a dangerous source of political 

instability (although the Jewish Pereire brothers, former Rothschild 

managers in France would establish Credit Mobilier for exactly the 

opposite reason; that industry fostered social solidarity)/'® In most of the 

other cases, the wealthier class of Jewish capitalists remained in finance 

because they had been excluded socially and politically from joining the 

ranks of the industrial bourgeoisie. In Piedmont, however, government 

policy toward industrialization was intimately connected to the Jewish 

business milieu, in particular, the silk industry, and is critical to our 

understanding the bond between Jews and the liberal state as it emerged 

Niall Ferguson, The House of Rothschild: Money's Prophets, 1798-1848 (London, Penguin, 1999): 
p. 18. The extent of differentiation between the Rothschild's haute banque and the new public banks 
like Credit Mobilier has been the subject of a recent debate over the relationship between the House of 
Rothschild and nineteenth century industrialization. That the Rothschilds invested heavily in the 
railroad industry is well known and Ferguson states that he argues that the fact in part to counter anti-
Semitic characterizations of the House of Rothschild as a "parasitical private bank." Of course, 
Ferguson was paid to write a book to set the record straight about the Rothschild myth, so his stake in 
apologetics is clear. History, however, demonstrates that not only the Rothschilds but other wealthy 
Ashkenazi banking families like the Warburgs and Bleichroders, to name a few, invested in railways 
and other types of infrastructural improvements, all of which was more in line with the era of the Court 
Jews than the Industrial Revolution. 
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in modem Italy in the Restoration period.""' By the 1830s and 1840s, to 

maintain and purchase properties in the kingdom of Sardinia, Jews 

appealed to the state, presenting themselves specifically as industrialists 

committed to enhancing procedures in all aspects of textile production. 

Examining the role of such negotiations in the development of attitudes 

toward non-traditional forms of Jewish capitalism focuses renewed 

attention on older debates concerned with the nature of industrial 

modernization in Italian history.'^'^ Ironically, the prohibition against 

property ownership, the liquidation of properties purchased under 

Napoleon and enforced ghettoization all created special circumstances 

that required Jews to develop strategies for organizing their businesses in 

the interests of the "public good" as it was understood in largely neo-

absolutist states experiencing their own difficulties in navigating the new 

post-Napoleonic market. In this chapter, I rely on family chronicles and 

court records to trace the history of David Levi & Figli, one of the most 

See Bruno Maida, Dal ghetto all citta: Gli ebrei torinese nel secondo Ottocento (Turin, Silvio 
Zamorani, 2001). There is no study of the extent of Jewish involvement in the textile industry in 
Piedmont, however Bruno Maida's recent book of documentary sources on Torinese Jewish 
community above offers a collection of archival sources about Jewish banking and industry never 
before published that does highlight different manufacturing sectors. 

See John A. Davis, "Remapping Italy's Path to the Twentieth Century," The Journal of Modem 
History 66 (1994); 291—320. Since the 1970s, the image of Italy as a "late-industrialiser" has been 
challenged by scholars. In particular, newer literature points to the relationship between silk producers 
and merchants in the development of rural-based industries. 



331 

influential Jewish agrarian-based industrial firms'"^ in Piedmont, from the 

Restoration to the establishment and consolidation of the Italian liberal 

project in the second half of the century/''* 

Market Problems and the Impact of Napoleoni Restructuring: 

The Case of David Levi e Figli 

The parents of David Levi were living in Chieri when David was 

bom in 1750. The Levis' ancestors followed the consuetudini degli ebrei 

tedeschi or Ashkenazi rite in their religious life and practice, tracing their 

family's origins to Poland."*'^ It is uncertain exactly how long the family 

had been living in Piedmont, perhaps since the early eighteenth 

century."*'^ David was drawn into the family business in 1770, the same 

year that the Savoyard state promulgated amendments to the statutes 

defining Jewish policies in the kingdom, placing tighter restrictions on 

See L. Cafagna, "The industrial revolution in Italy, 1830-1914," in ed. Carlo Cipolla The Fontana 
Economic History of Europe, Vol. IV (London, 1973). The model of "industrial-agricultural" 
equilibrium focused on the silk industry is the basis of the work of Bonelli and Cafagna. 

See David Levi Ausonia: Una Vita d'Azione (dal 1848 al 1870) (Torino: Loescher, 1882) and 
Ferdinando Levi, Una Famiglia Ebrea. (Ivrea: Bologno Editore, 1998). The first Levi family history 
Ausonia: A Life of Action was written by David Levi's grandson David Emanuel Levi, a political 
activist, newspaper publisher and freemason, son of Samuele Levi (another Levi son, not to be 
confused with Isach's son Davide Graziadio Levi who is a focus of this family study). His writings 
offer us a rich source of information in understanding the ways leading members of the Levi family 
firm managed to transform themselves into privileged industrialists whose textile factories became one 
of the largest suppliers of raw silk in Piedmont for more than half a century. The second family 
chronicle is entitled Una Famiglia Ebrea (Ivrea: Bologno Editore, 1998) written and researched by 
Ferdinando Levi provides insights into the complex personal affairs of one branch of the clan and 
includes copies of printed sources including records of wills, dowries and marriage contracts and 
family business correspondence. 

F. Levi, Una famiglia ebrea, p. 9. 
Ibid, p. 9. 
F. Levi, Una famiglia ebrea, p. 9 
Ibid. 
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the community which included among other laws, prohibitions against 

Jews obtaining university degrees.'^'^ Under these terms, David Levi had 

no opportunity to advance his life chances through a professional career. 

However, unlike most Jews of the period, he was fortunate enough to 

have been bom into a successful entrepreneurial family and able to 

devote his life to commercial pursuits, which he did with great skill and 

energy. The Levi family firm, whose main business was manufacturing 

and trade in piece-goods and thread, became well-known in Piedmont as 

the first company to import cotton from England and America in 1791.'*'^ 

Details of the family's wealth in the years before the French Revolution 

remain obscure. We do, however, have some indications of the 

disproportionate extent to which the Levi firm contributed to the needs of 

the local treasury in Chieri. Communal tax records relating to expenses 

associated with the poor grain harvest of 1797 reveal that an additional 

16,000 lire were placed at the town's disposal by textile manufacturers 

and merchants in the same year."^'^ Of the 16,000 lire, the firm of David 

Levi & Figli alone put up the sum of 10,000 lire.'^^° To put this in 

perspective, the royal edict levying "extraordinary contributions" for 

October 1797 on all eight of the major Jewish communities in Piedmont 

Ibid. 
See Sergio Treves, "Gli ebrei a Chieri 1416-1848" II Vessillio Ebraico ( March 1901) 128. 
F. Levi, Unafamiglia ebrea, p. 12. 
Ibid. 
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amounted to 75,000 lire in total, approximately 9,000 lire per community. 

Therefore, in coming up with a contribution of 10,000 lire, David Levi 

was able to provide a financial share above the amount of "extraordinary" 

tribute demanded by the state for one Jewish community on his own 

accord.'^^' Despite his generous contributions to the city coffers, however, 

David Levi's legal status as a member of the Jewish community 

prevented him from expanding his investments in the family textile 

business when and how he wanted to. On September 22, 1794, he 

appealed to the state to be granted a concession to open a new "modem-

style" cotonoficio (cotton mill) and textile factory in Chieri, in which he 

planned to operate twenty looms.'^^^ The type of cotton manufacturing 

Levi proposed would revolutionize raw cotton and fustian production in 

Chieri, which had up until this point been carried out on with antiquated 

method of carding and spinning wool. The older form of textile 

production and its trade, however, was controlled by the corporate guild, 

the Universita di Fustagno. As a result, it came as no surprise that a 

protest movement emerged, initiated by the guild, to prevent the 

establishment of the new cotton factory. On November 28, 1794, the 

Universita di Fustagno entered an official protest with the Town Council 

Duboin, Raccolta delle leggi, doc. t. II, p. 704. 
AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Categoria 37, Ma::o 3. 
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of Chieri against David Levi & Figli.^^^ In response, the Town Council 

appointed a special commission (congresso) on cotton trade and 

manufacture, which would become the first in a series of similar 

commissions to monitor competition between merchants and 

manufacturers in Chierese textile production/^"* 

After the completion of their investigation, the Town Council 

board concluded that Levi would be denied a franchise license for cotton 

production, but could open the factory under special conditions that gave 

the guild a say in the operation.''^^ The commission report made clear 

that it did not intend to invalidate the rights of the centuries-old fustian 

guild, assuring that crafts relating to all types of textile production would 

always be controlled by Catholic manufacturers"To their disgrace," 

the report stated, "the Jews profess another religion other than the Holy 

Catholic faith and for this reason cannot enter freely into any business or 

trade as they choose without special consent and under certain 

497 
regulations." The commission required that if Levi engaged in 

business activities dealing with the import of cotton fabric or its 

manufacture, he had to first enter into a partnership with someone who 

Ibid. 

Ibid. Turin, April 14, 1795. 
^^•^Ibid. 
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was a full-fledged member of the Universita di Fustagno!^^^ Under these 

terms and conditions, the final decision of the Chieri Congresso revealed 

that maintaining the rights of the textile guilds to control trade and 

production remained a priority among local leaders. At the same time, 

they wanted the benefit of innovation that Levi could provide. Such 

commissions obviously sought less to prevent conflict between Jews and 

other groups and more to placate the textile guild. In the end, as I shall 

discuss in more detail below, the commission's attempted compromise 

would not stop the guild leaders from voicing their objections to Levi's 

textile business. The state's ultimate intention was to undermine the 

guild's power, a significant point to understanding how Savoyard 

absolutism used Jewish firms to maintain control over the course of 

economic growth within the kingdom. This period saw an increase in 

conflicts between guilds and the state over the dismantling of privileges 

and levying of taxes after the enactment of the new constitution of 

1770."^^^ Levi was caught in the middle between the state's need to 

demonstrate support the guilds and its financial interests in improving 

trade and industry by undermining the guilds. In the end, a notarial act of 

February 2, 1797 reveals that David Levi e Figli entered into a legal 

AST, Materie Ecclesiatica, Categoria 3 7: Ebrei, Mazzo 3. 
M. Viora, Le costituzionipiemontese (Milan, 1928) 
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partnership with a member of the Universita di Fustagno named Giacomo 

Folco/^" In this case, that there were guild members willing to leave the 

guild and become Levi's partner also demonstrates that there were 

internal conflicts among the members of the Universita di Fustano, all 

were not united in their opinions of the situation. 

The battle over cotton production between state and guilds, 

however, did not end with the official announcement of the Levi-Folco 

partnership. Weeks later, on February 22"*^, the Universita di Fustagno 

appealed again to the Town Council, now asking that the partnership be 

dissolved immediately because, as they argued, "it threatened the very 

foundations of Christian religion and morality."The guild is an 

honorable institution," they wrote, "that assures its members the right to 

engage in commerce and guarantees 

that those who work for them are placed in a decent and 

respectable environment. For such persons to have to work 

alongside those of an alien religion, one whose members are 

known for their corruption and dishonesty, for abusing power 

when given to them because of their insatiable greed and for their 

great love of profit is not in the interests of public welfare. 

431 February 22, 1797: Archivio Communale di Chieri, Ordinati, regola 69, folio 12v-13v. 
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Innocent workers will become dependent on these evil corrupters 

who will in no time become their padroni. And how many of 

these workers who are poor young children and unmarried women 

A'X'y 
shall become seduced into working for Jewish masters? 

In this discussion, the theme of Christian servitude brings our attention to 

the guild's rhetorical strategy in their attempt to discredit Levi. It alludes 

to laws concerning the separation of Jews and Christians, but also 

emphasizes the theme of Jewish domination in the "private" work sphere 

that became so prevalent in the Catholic press in the late nineteenth 

century."^^^ The Chierese fustian guild's accusations against Jews' 

"predatory" behavior served more as a pretext for their real criticisms of 

the state's failure to enforce laws protecting them from unfair business 

practices. In addition to competition associated with illegal trade in 

cotton from France and Switzerland, Chierese textile merchants protested 

the high costs of custom duties on the importation of finer types of cloth 

not made in Piedmont such as cotton twill and gabardine.'*^'^ They 

accused the government of its laxity in policing "wealthy Jews with 

diverse connections among their co-religionists in other ports," whom 

Segre, The Jews in Piedmont, p. 2022, "Appeal from the Universita of traders and manufacturers of 
cotton in Chieri," document no. 3450, Archivio Comunale di Chieri, Ordinati, reg. 69,fol I2v-I3v. 

Kertzer, The Popes Against the Jews, p. 133-151. Jewish world domination and conspiracy theories 
were a focus of the Catholic Press since the 1880s. However, it is important to note the context in 
which a discourse of domination is used in a local situation. 

Valerio Castronuovo, L 'industria cotoniera in Piemonte nel secoloXlX(Torino: Archivio 
economico dell'unificazione italiana, 1965): section II, p. 1121. 



338 

they claimed found "plentiful" ways to escape paying custom duties."*^^ 

Thus, the guild leaders viewed the Levi-Folco enterprise, the business 

partnership which was the result of the state's intervention into Levi's 

new manufacturing venture, as a threat to textile manufacturing in the 

town and to the trade in imported cotton. Ending their appeal on a critical 

note, they declared that these factors along with "the scarcity of imported 

cotton throughout the region would soon place many of the good men of 

the Universita in a state of financial ruin."'*^^ The case files provide no 

record of response from the government to the guild's appeal, a matter 

which has been attributed to the chaotic political conditions surrounding 

the first incursions of French troops to the Italian peninsula in later half of 

1797437 

In the years to follow, the manufacturing operations of the family 

firm of David Levi & Figli—a concern of great influence and 

importance—flourished in Chieri and the adjacent countryside connected 

closely to the events of the French Revolution. Between December 1798 

and January 1799, the French provisional government continued to 

invade Piedmont, eventually occupying the Savoyard state, extending 

equal rights to Jews including the right to hold public office and purchase 

••"ibid, p. 1121 
p. 1121 

R. Segre, The Jews of Piedmont, p, 2022 
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property. At the time, Levi, close to fifty years old, became a member of 

the Town Council along with his maternal cousin, Leone Sacerdote/^^ 

From May 1799 to June 1800, the French retreated and the Austrian 

troops entered as the occupying force in Piedmont. From the time when 

Napoleon returned from his victory at Marengo in July of 1800 until the 

restoration of the House of Savoy in 1814, David Levi served as the 

mayor of the town of Chieri. During French rule, he not only increased 

his business influence, but became a prominent public figure. 

In 1806, Count Louis Mathieu Mole, a member of the Council of 

State and Napoleon's informal advisor on Jewish affairs asked David 

Levi to come up with a list of potential rabbis and lay leaders to represent 

the Jews of Italy at the Assembly of Notables, part of the government's 

plan to reverse emancipation and reimpose restrictions on Jews."^^^ Levi, 

however, suspicious of the administration's real motives, refused to 

participate in what eventually would become Napoleon's first step toward 

stripping the Jewish community of its recently gained freedoms. As he 

stated in a letter to the official consistory in Paris: "All issues relating to 

Jewish religious practice and observance are to be decided by our local 

rabbi. No one fi-om the city of Chieri shall attend the named Assembly. 

F. Levi, Unafamiglia ebrea, p. 12. 
«''lbid. 



340 

As far as a list of rabbis in Piedmont, I suggest that your Excellency 

direct his questions to someone else."''''^ By 1807, the French 

government's assault on Jewish civil liberties in Piedmont had already 

begun. Under Count Mole's supervision. Napoleon issued a ten-year 

decree outlining how much interest Jews could charge on loans and new 

laws that made debts owed to Jewish moneylenders almost impossible to 

collect in court/'*' According to Ferdinando Levi, Mole's family was 

known to have once borrowed large sums from David Levi and 

supposedly still owed him money at the time the 1807 decree was drafted 

and put into effect.'*'*^ This revelation places French debates over Jewish 

emancipation in the Napoleonic era in an entirely new perspective. In 

analyzing Count Mole's arguments to annul Jewish emancipation (as well 

as those of other well-known French royalists like Viscount Louis de 

Bonald) we must therefore take into account the possible personal 

motivations of policy administrators to understand how the government's 

attitudes towards Jewish rights had changed by 1806 to 1807, including 

AST, Sezione Riunite, Archivio Governo Francese, Mazzo 1160. 
On Napoleon and Jewish policy see Lloyd P. Gartner. History of the Jews in Modern Times. 

(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 115-122. 
F. Levi, Unafamigliaebrea, p. 13. 
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among other restrictions, limiting the ability of Jewish moneylenders to 

seize Christian properties 

Since its primary source of income did not depend on any form of 

money-lending activity but rather on direct involvement in agriculture 

and industry. The firm David Levi & Figli remained unharmed by the 

economic restrictions of Napoleon's '"'"Decret Unlike the Jews 

of Alsace, the Levi textile firm invested in land to cultivate crops and 

remodelled properties to establish spinning plants and putting-out 

factories.'*''^ The years of Napoleonic rule elevated the family patriarch to 

a new position of influence and power in the region. In just a few years, 

from the end of Old Regime in 1797 to Napoleonic rule beginning in 

1800, Levi's personal and political status had been transformed 

dramatically and there is no doubt that his role as mayor allowed him the 

opportunity to expand his business operations in ways previously 

unimaginable. He began to build his industrial empire by negotiating and 

purchasing ecclesiastical properties that had been put on the auction block 

On Louis de Bonald, see Jay Berkovitz, The Shaping of Jewish Identity in Nineteenth Century 
France (Detroit: Wayne State, 1989): p. 113-14. 

The Decret Infdme or Infamous Decree" of March 17, 1808 was one of three decrees that were 
allegedly endorsed by the Jewish deputies of the Sanhedrin. Among other limitations. Napoleon issued 
a one year moratorium on all debts held by Jews in Alsace-Lorraine and gave attorneys general in 
courts the right to deny Jews the right to collect debts if they thought they were engaging in usury or 
some type of fraud. For a detailed discussion of the decrees, see Patrick Gireud, Les Juifs de France, 
de 1789-1860: De I'emancipation a I'egalite (Paris: Calmann-Levyi, 1976): pp. 282-84. 

Paula Hyman, The Emancipation of the Jews of Alsace (New Haven and London, Yale University 
Press, 1991), pp. 35-36. In contrast to Levi's non-traditional pursuit in industry, the Jews of Alsace-
Lorraine were predominately middlemen in the marketing of agricultural products such as grain, wine, 
hops and animal hides and cattle traders to the local peasants. 
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after the French abohshed the rehgious orders in Piedmont. In this way, 

he was able to increase the family firm's assets quite substantially. The 

record of Levi family wills shows the history of the firm's acquisitions 

under Napoleon.'^''^ In 1801, David Levi & Figli purchased the monastery 

of Santa Chiara and converted it into a modem silk spinning plant. Along 

with the building, the firm acquired landholdings of 44 giornate (1 

giornate = 3810 square meters). By 1805, the family firm had acquired 

another 40 giornate including farms and vineyards belonging to the 

Societa di Oratorio di San Filippo. In 1808, the family acquired other 

properties belonging to San Filippo. On June 25, 1816, in a commercial 

dispute, the Levi firm went to court over yet another 50 giornate of land 

from the Societa di San Filippo and won.'*'*^ 

The significance of David Levi & Figli viewed within this larger 

picture of property acquired by all buyers during the Napoleonic era 

suggests, as the historian Giorgina Levi has argued, that Jewish family 

firms managed to "insert themselves into the relations of production," 

using "their capital to create and guide factories of great importance to 

the country."'^''^ A comparison of Jewish and aristocratic buyers of 

Filippo Ghirardi, Chieri Giacobina 1798-1802, (Chieri: Editore ProChieri, 1990) p. 117. 
F. Levi, Una famiglia ebrea, p. 13. 
Giorgina Levi, Sulle premesse social-economiche dell'emancipazione degli Ebrei net Regno di 

Sardegna: Estratto da La Rassegna Mensile di Israel Vol, XVIII N. 10 & 11 (Citta di Castello, 
Tipografia Unione, Arti, Grafiche, 1952) p. 4 
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nationalized church properties underscores her argument. Like Jewish 

entrepreneurs, the new market that emerged in Napoleonic Piedmont 

afforded opportunities to the nobility who also stood to gain from the sale 

of former church properties. However, there was one important 

difference between wealthy Jewish buyers and aristocratic buyers of post-

revolution real estate. The latter lacked the cash to buy up the lion's 

share of properties that came on the market, let alone provide the 

investment capital to turn former church estates into productive 

businesses. The work of Paolo Notario, who conducted extensive 

statistical research on the purchase of beni nazionali in the Napoleoni era 

reveals the disparity. Between 1800 and 1814, aristocrats represented 17 

percent of all buyers of auctioned-off church properties.'*'^^ In the same 

period, Jewish family firms managed to acquire among themselves twice 

the amount of easily-convertible church properties than those purchased 

by former nobility, to become an important part of the rising bourgeois 

class.'^^® 

David Levi's career illustrates the way in which wealthy Jewish 

entrepreneurs improved their situation by buying properties and 

transforming them into industrial businesses. Transfers of several large 

Paolo Notario, La vendita dei beni nazionali in Piemonte nel periodo napoleonico (1800-1814) 
(Milan, 1980): pp. 255-57, 265-67. 

Levi, Sulle premesse, p. 5 
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ecclesiastical estates into the hands of the Levi family in the Napoleonic 

years created the basis from which the firm launched its first major 

expansion program to monopolize industrial textile production in Chieri 

and surrounding towns. As head of the firm, Levi demonstrated his 

unusual business acumen by exploiting the profit possibilities in a variety 

of business ventures from the conversion of church properties that he had 

acquired, transforming them into lucrative industrial sites for producing 

silk and other textiles by remodelling former churches into putting-out 

factories while reconstructing convents and monasteries to provide the 

necessary space for silk production, a process that entailed setting up vast 

rooms to house fornelletti, the large vats where the silkworm cocoons 

were boiled/^' In Ausonia, David Levi's grandson depicts the firm's 

reconstruction of the Santa Chiara monastery. In this vignette of 

industrial-age progress at the beginning of the century, Levi writes, 

How astounding to see the scores of sturdy workers and able 

craftsmen everywhere passing to and fro on the grounds of the 

venerated old monastery! Some were hammering away under the 

arches of Santa Chiara while others busied themselves inside the 

massive stone sanctuary like soldiers preparing for battle. This 

once solemn place that had stood so still and quiet, filled with 

Levi, Suite premesse, p.32. 
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smoky billows of mystical darkness, perfumed with the smell of 

incense and illuminated only by votive candles whose flames 

danced between fissures in frescoed walls was now crumbling 

away all at once in a sudden explosion of industrial frenzy; 

centuries of silence broken by the continuous beatings of tools 

that rang out amidst a chorus of striking axes and screeching 

saws. At last, the triumphal moment came. Dynamite blasts 

broke through the side of one wall, spewing stone and metal into 

and out from corridors and portals, making room for the grand 

entryway that would in no time welcome the arrival of 

grandfather's new spinning machines."*^^ 

Within ten years of the reconstruction of the Santa Chiara monastery into 

a silk factory the Levi family firm had indeed triumphed, expanding their 

business not only in the Piedmont region, but by exporting textiles 

throughout Tuscany, Emiglia and Romagna and France. It was estimated 

that the firm of David Levi & Figli employed between 500 and 600 

individuals in each of its manufacturing plants."^^^ 

Excerpt from David Levi Ausonia: Una Vita d'Azione (dal 1848 al 1870) (Torino: Loescher, 1882) 
quoted in F. Levi, Una famiglia ebrea, p. 12. 
'' ^ Levi, Sulle premesse, p. 32. 
The Piedmontese economist Carlo Guilio who wrote an economic history of Piedmont in 1844, noted 
the important contribution silk production made to the national economy, citing that in 1816, the silk 
industry provided employment for between sixty-five and eighty-five thousand people throughout 
northern Italy. 
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Using his family's story as a background to a discussion of the role 

of financial speculation in the economic development of modem Italy, 

Levi's grandson argued that the abrogation of feudal rights and 

ecclesiastical privileges that followed the French Revolution "prepared 

the state for the constructive transformation of landed property, the 

veritable seed of moral and economic force that shaped the history of 

Piedmont—un miraculo." As he wrote in Ausonia, this "miraculous" 

process of economic change and progress began when 

the nobility returned from their exile to reclaim their vast estates, 

lands which they left fallow out of idleness, but mostly because 

they were too proud to engage in agricultural pursuits. Non-

Catholic and especially Jewish families, those who associated 

with nobility and the bourgeoisie bought large tracts of land from 

them, divided them up into smaller estates and resold them under 

long term repayment agreements to the contadini who had no 

other patrimony outside their own physical XsLhov—fuorche le sue 

braccia—[literally, "besides their arms"], but with hard work, in a 

few years they could settle their accounts. By the sweat of their 

brows, they turned these small uncultivated lots into fertile farms 
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that increased in value twofold. And so, this is how a new class of 

petty landowners formed the backbone {nerbo) of Piedmont.'*^'' 

The younger Levi's interpretation of events represents the liberal vision 

of development in which the transformation of the peasant classes in 

Piedmont into petty bourgeosie or, almost Jeffersonian yeomen, served as 

model for national growth that fostered a "spirit of individualism."''^^ By 

placing the relationship between Jewish property buyers and peasants at 

the heart of the origins of the Italian liberal state, the story of liberal 

progress unfolds in modernizing stages with the indispensable help of 

Jewish family firms like David Levi & Figli who shape the nation's 

subjects into free agents (or at least persuade them to think they can act 

freely). 

In sum, the absence of any sort of Jewish policy in the Napoleonic 

era created a de-regulated business environment for Jewish family firms. 

No longer legally restricted from making property purchases, firms like 

David Levi & Figli began to invest, buying property to engage in textile 

production. His main goal was not to diversify the firm's interests but 

Levi, Ausonia: Una vita d'azione, p. 2 
Levi's rendition of events is not unique. The transition from reactionary backwater to the heart of 

liberal economic progress as the imborghesimento of the peasant classes was a commonplace metaphor 
for resolve and fiscal fitness that resonated in Italian political culture at the end of the nineteenth 
century, and as Piedmontese business initiative and innovation became a pervasive part of the liberal 
discourses associated with the productivity gap between North and South. More specifically, when 
Jewish writers such as Levi invoked the memory of the part played by "non-Catholics," in Piedmont's 
liberalization, they sought to endow capitalist culture and Jewish entrepreneurship with a positive role 
in Italian politics. 
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rather to consolidate control of the textile industry from former corporate 

guilds who found themselves suddenly without the privileged protection 

of the Old Regime. By buying properties for the purpose of textile 

production, Levi aimed to dominate the textiles market replacing the 

guild's corporate monopoly with industrial organization under the 

umbrella of the family firm. Thus, in this way, we might say that David 

Levi & Figli provided the Napoleonic state with an alternative 

"corporation" to the guild form of the Old Regime, a corporate entity 

better equipped with the financial means, expertise, marketing 

connections and desire to facilitate a successful economic liberalization 

of the region. By providing the state with these "services," David Levi 

looked further than his own immediate self-interests to actively pursuing 

the transformation of the state. 

The Business Strategies of the Levi Firm in the Neo-Absolutist State 

The defeat of Napoleon in 1814 represented a serious challenge to 

the survival of the family firm of David Levi & Figli, who had not only 

placed themselves at the risk of the cycles of the textiles market under the 

French, but now found themselves subjected to the uncertainties once 

again of a newly-ordered political world. With the return of the Savoyard 
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King Vittorio Emanuele to the throne of the kingdom of Sardinia in 1814, 

Old Regime laws against Jews were reinstated, including among others 

enforced ghettoization and strict prohibitions against most forms of 

property ownership (with the exception of land for cemeteries). In these 

years, as Giorgina Levi's pioneering work on Piedmontese Jews has 

shown, the potentially devastating consequences that the enforcement of 

Jewish policy could have on the national economy opened up a series of 

public debates within the Savoyard state on the issue of Jewish property 

ownership/^^ A study of legal opinions (parere) written by royal 

ministers about the relationship between such policies and the future of 

the economy reveal that the well-known scale and scope of David Levi & 

Figli often provided the prime example for those who argued in favor of 

reforming anti-Jewish laws. The ministry's esteem for David Levi was 

quite evident in these discussions which served as covert ways of voicing 

liberal sentiments within the anti-liberal neo-absolutist atmosphere of the 

newly restored Sardinian kingdom. 

As early as August 1814, Count Borgarelli, the Secretary of State 

for Internal Affairs, pleaded with the royal government to rethink its 

oppressive policies aimed against the Jewish communities. "How," he 

asked, "can we justify imposing such chaos and hardship on the Jews 

Levi, Sullepremesse, pp. 9-13. 
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who by their nature have always been timid and pose no threat to us? 

The following March, Borgarelli's plea to tolerate Jewish subjects 

materialized when David Levi & Figli became the first Jewish firm in the 

Savoyard state to receive special privileges from the King to maintain 

properties associated with textile manufacturing. The royal concession 

to Levi read as follows: 

Let it be known that with this royal privilege is granted to David 

Levi so he can continue to operate cotton and silk manufacturing 

plants in the cities and towns of this kingdom for a limited period 

of time; that I have evaluated matters and made this exception for 

the benefit of the public good because of the many workers under 

the employment of the above-mentioned firm. Levi is also 

required to abide by Christian doctrine in any case. All factories 

are to be managed by Catholic overseers only and it shall be 

strictly prohibited to have Jews and Christians working together at 

the same location.'^^^ 

This concession to David Levi represents a pattern that emerges in the 

granting of royal privileges to Jewish firms in the Restoration. The 

privilege is linked to industrial activities, but emphasizes special 

Levi and DiSegni, Fuori dal Ghetto, p.34. 
AST, Malerie Ecclesiastiche, Cat,. 37 Ebrei Mazzo 4. 
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regulations to be imposed on Jewish-owned factories in order for them to 

exist "legally" within the limits of Christian doctrine. This model is not 

new. As we have seen in the case of the Levi-Folco partnership which 

was consummated before the Napoleonic period, the administrative 

response to the establishment of a Jewish-owned factory depended upon 

several stipulations, including the requirement that a Christian run the 

factory and that Jewish and Christian workers be separated. Only by 

guaranteeing physical segregation between Jews and Christians could 

Levi continue to participate in and be a leader in the economic system in 

the Restoration. However, as we have seen in earlier chapters, 

segregation between Jews and non-Jews after the Napoleonic era was 

almost impossible. For example, attempts to reinstate the process of 

ghettoization revealed how the properties and lives of Jews and Christians 

intertwined. 

The Levi concession was an experimental case which preceded the 

landmark decision of 1816 to modify Jewish policy temporarily, allowing 

Jewish property owners more time to reorganize their financial affairs 

before having to relinquish their real estate assets to the state. Giorgina 

Levi asserts that most civic leaders and royal ministers, however, cared 

little about reducing the financial hardship of the Jewish community, but 
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rather were preoccupied with the questions of how a mass sell-off of 

Jewish-owned properties might affect property values in the state/^^ For 

example, in 1821, when the delay to hold the auction was set to expire, 

the Vicariato of Turin wrote in a letter to the Secretary of State that "the 

Regie Finanze would not be equipped to buy up Jewish-owned properties 

at a fair price.""^^® Giorgina Levi also argues that in addition to concerns 

over property values, the government's decision to modify Jewish policy 

was based on the ministry's overall concern with the possibility of mass 

unemployment in the region if Jewish industrialists were forced into 

bankruptcy. She gives an example in which one royal administrator 

argues on behalf of supporting Jewish investments in industry by citing 

the contribution of David Levi & Figli to the national economy In a 

legal opinion to the Royal Senate, he wrote that if David Levi were forced 

to liquidate his businesses according to the regulations set forth in Jewish 

policy under the Old Regime it "would be an enormous tragedy creating 

circumstances where scores of Christians employed in the silk industry 

would suffer great hardship and loss.""^^' The Royal Patents of 1816 

delaying the confiscation of Jewish property represented an official 

acknowledgement by the Savoyard royal administration that the 

Levi, Sulle premesse, p. 14. 
Levi, Fuori dal ghetto, p. 49. 
ASTMaterie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 37 Ebrei Mazzo 4 
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establishment of the Restoration state had to consider the social costs of 

enforcing neo-absolutist policies or risk destabilizing the fragile 

relationship between state and society in times of change. 

After the government's concession to Levi in 1815 and the 

promulgation of the Royal Patents of 1816, the next major event in 

Jewish policy reform affecting the Levis and other entrepreneurs took 

place on March 2, 1818, when all three of the major Universita Israelitica 

petitioned the King to relieve the members of the Jewish community of 

oppression under the Old Regime laws, including among other requests 

the granting of concessions for the right to maintain their properties, 

permission to reopen pawn banks, hire Christian servants, engage in any 

kind of manufacturing whatsoever, and finally, permission to pursue 

university degrees. On March 14, 1818, the Attorney General wrote to 

the Secretary of State for Internal Affairs on behalf of the Jewish elders, 

stating "that the Royal Patents of 1816 will never resolve the Jewish 

problem in the state and it is incumbent on the King to act soon to find 

ways to bring this complicated problem to a satisfactory conclusion."''^^ 

He continued by saying that "everything the Jews are blamed for is 

Levi, Sulle premesse, p. 14. Unrest in the state was in some ways a blessing for the 
Jewish community, providing temporary relief for property owners by keeping the 
government at bay, at least for another year. By the time the 1822 expiration date had 
arrived there was still no discussion of the forced sale and public auction of beni immobili 
remaining in Jewish hands. Three times the attempt to enforce Jewish policies had been 
delayed. 
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because of political conditions under which they live. Since the King was 

exiled many have become owners of property. Let them take these 

properties along with their goods and other assets and invest in industries 

like the good Jew Levi of Chieri has done.""^^^ David Levi & Figli had 

become the model of Jewish and "modernizing" business initiative; his 

name had become an argument for tolerance and reform within the 

administration. 

By 1821, when the date for the forced sale of Jewish-owned 

properties had expired, the Jewish Affairs Commission advised the 

Secretary of State against holding a public auction because of the 

potential lack of buyers. In the absence of buyers, the government would 

find itself in a difficult position where the Church could demand the 

return of its properties and local notables could strengthen their power. 

Indeed, one of the most pressing problems the new regime faced was 

political control in the provinces and communes. Emergency conditions 

created by the increase in republican revolutionary movements as well as 

an attempted military coup against the House of Savoy placed the debate 

over the enforcement of Jewish policies on hold. By March 1821, the 

Jewish Affairs Commission requested that the royal administration extend 

Ibid., p. 16. 
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the deadline on the sale of Jewish-owned properties to January 1, 1822, 

and it was granted.'*^'' 

Contradictions in the application of Jewish policies as well as the 

campaign against the state by a republican opposition brought hope to the 

Jewish community that a new liberal order was on the horizon and that 

oppressive measures imposed on them might soon be annulled. This was 

inevitably tied up with the revolutionary activity of the period. Giorgina 

Levi notes that David Levi was one of a small group of Jewish 

"Jacobins" who helped finance revolts against the state and according to 

her, was the only Jewish banker in Turin known to do so.'*^^ Citing a 

report of March 1821 written by the Vicar of Turin to the royal court, she 

explains that David Levi's activities were the target of police 

surveillance. The Vicar wrote, 

I am certain that the Jewish industrialist and banker David Levi is 

one of the major sources of funding for the Carbonara federati. 

With annual profits said to be over 200,000 lira, he is known in 

these parts as the credit bank {depositario del denaro) for the 

Levi, Fuori dal Ghetto, pp. 48-51. 
Ibid, p. 48. These included Giuseppe Vita Levi of Vercelli, Abramo and Giuseppe Viterbo of Nice, 

Emanuel, Giuseppe and Isaaco Jona of Nice, Sion Cohen of Nice, Moise Colombo of Fossano, Abramo 
Davide Vitale and Antonio Vitale of Casale, Alessandro and Giacobbe Vitale of Caluso. 
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Federati to whom he furnishes enormous sums (ingente somme) 

of cash when needed."^^^ 

Giorgina Levi does not discuss the government's actions taken against 

David Levi for being involved with the Federati although there had to 

have been some repercussions. The type of funds Levi handled were 

earmarked for revolutionary activity in Venice where several wealthy 

Piedmontese families maintained connections with the Jewish circle 

surrounding Daniele Manin which has never been systematically 

researched. During the 1821 revolution, the most serious form of 

resistance against the Savoyard government was the military coup led by 

a small group of younger aristocrats whose main goal was to depose 

Vittorio Emanuele I and replace him with his brother Carlo Alberto, a 

supporter of the establishment of a constitutional monarchy on the model 

of the British parliamentary system. The point is that Levi's 

revolutionary banking activities were not an immediate concern to the 

state compared to the military coup led by the liberal aristocracy. 

In November 1822, after the Savoyard state's successful 

suppression of revolutionary activity, royal ministers resumed discussions 

over the problems of enforcing laws against Jewish property ownership. 

Ibid, p. 49 
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On November 15, 1822, the Vicar of Turin reported to the Secretary of 

State that Jewish property owners in the capital city had been 

unsuccessful in selling their properties/^^ At the same, the Jewish 

community appealed to the King, arguing that the liquidation of Jewish 

properties would bring about a "national catastrophe" and the 

"destabilization of the economy.By December 21, 1822, King Carlo 

Felice changed the date for holding the forced sale of Jewish-owned 

property to January 1, 1824."^^^ In ten years, from 1814-1824, the 

deadline set for the public auction of Jewish-owned properties had been 

extended a total of four times. After 1824, debates over Jewish-owned 

properties continued, but we have few records of the seizure of property 

except in the case of judgments against Jews who held land considered to 

be mani morte of the Church.'*^® 

David Levi & Figli also played an important role in helping other 

Piedmontese Jewish businessmen combat legal discrimination and 

survive the financial uncertainties of the Restoration. As Jewish families 

began to receive privileges to maintain properties for various reasons, 

they would often consolidate their business partnerships with other 

These cases were also quite rare. From 1821 to 1824, three cases of Jews appear who had to 
relinquish property because he was originally held by the Church. Jewish proprietors would give up 
property voluntarily to the Church rather than declare bankruptcy. 
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Jewish firms, creating in effect large-scale business cooperatives. Such 

strategies allowed Jewish family firms who feared that the government 

would initiate the forced sale of properties to group their real estate 

holdings under the protective umbrella of privileged firms like David Levi 

& Figli, allowing them to get around the law and continue to maintain 

their properties. Between 1821 and 1824, the Levi firm represented 

fifteen per cent of all new acts of incorporation and this did not include 

entering into partnerships with family members.'^^' 

Such partnerships between Jews and non-Jews are not as easy to 

assess. Since Jews could not own property and laws were meant to 

separate Jews and Christians as state subjects, financial relations between 

Jews and aristocrats were not entered as signed, sealed acts of 

incorporation into the official record. That is not to say that there were 

not cooperative arrangements made between Christian and Jewish 

property owners dating back to the first settlement of Jews in Piedmont in 

the fifteenth century. Since the Middle Ages, Jewish moneylenders had 

loaned money and extended credit to the House of Savoy and its leading 

aristocratic families, as wealthier Jewish moneylenders did in other parts 

of Europe. During the Napoleonic era, Piedmontese Jewish firms made 

business deals with aristocrats and acquired their landed estates in such 

ASTSezione Riunite, Atti di Societa 1821-22. 
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ways and under such conditions that the state would not be able to 

confiscate the lands of the exiled nobles. When the King of Savoy 

returned to throne of the newly restored kingdom of Sardinia, as scholars 

have asserted, Jewish firms held a disproportionate share of property, a 

point which Giorgina Levi and others have characterized as the beginning 

of Piedmont's "bourgeois revolution." However, my own preliminary 

research in the Rubriche insinuazione suggests that the Piedmontese 

aristocracy stood to gain by transferring and restructuring the debt on 

Jewish-owned properties after the Restoration. These strategies involved 

the reorganization of mortgages and dowries and other methods used to 

shelter assets which first came into play when the Napoleonic state 

targeted aristocratic property in the first decade of the 1800s, wealth 

preservation strategies that tried to fit the legal changes that took place 

under French rule. By 1814, the tables were turned. This time the state 

targeted Jewish wealth and restored aristocratic privilege. Alliances 

between Jews and aristocrats that had already been forged under 

Napoleonic restructuring were not easily dismantled. Although the extent 

of these alliances has not been fiilly researched, we know, for example, 

that Massimo D'Azeglio and Camillo Bensi di Cavour were part of a 

larger network of "liberal-minded" aristocrats whose families were 

involved in business dealings that depended on cooperation between 
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themselves and Jewish firms in handling cessioni (property transfers)."*^^ 

Therefore, even though this discussion has digressed from the issue of 

business cooperatives among Jewish entrepreneurs only, it is meant to 

bring out the importance of understanding how the system of gaining and 

losing privileges affected social arrangements within Piedmontese 

society. 

The business cooperative set up between the Jewish family firms of 

Fratelli Olivetti and David Levi & Figli illustrates, for example, how 

consolidation among Jewish firms helped to safeguard Jewish-owned 

properties despite the government's policies. When the Fratelli Olivetti 

wanted to maintain his property in the town of Moncalieri in the foothills 

overlooking Turin, the Olivetti brothers approached David Levi and the 

two firms entered into an act of incorporation in April of 1821. In doing 

so, they transferred a percentage of ownership in their property to David 

Levi & Figli. Several well-to-do Jewish families including members of 

the Levi family resided on the Olivetti property which was situated in the 

medieval town of Moncalieri with its breathtaking views of the city 

below. It would seem that the Olivetti brothers' motivation to incorporate 

My prelimnary investigations in the records of the Rubriche Insinuazione located in the Archivio di 
Stato di Torino, Sezione Riuinite reveal that the Tapparelli family of Saluzzo (Massimo D'Azeglio's 
father) formed a network of credit relations with several Jewish banking families. On Cavour's 
business connections, see Giovanni Silengo's Le lettere delfattore di Cavour da Grinzane (Torino: 
Tipografia Toso, 1979). 
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with Levi was to protect them against the chance that the government 

might attempt to expropriate their property when the deadline for auction 

arrived. However, the actual threat to the Olivetti property did not come 

until seven years later. In 1826, the attorney general persuaded the 

government to issue a judgement that the Olivetti brothers sell their share 

of the property at once. The demand appeared suspicious to the Secretary 

of State, who accused the attorney general of taking a personal interest in 

the Levi-Olivetti building to acquire the property for himself! Both 

David Levi & Figli and the Olivetti brothers appealed to the government 

to cancel the judgement, but in the end it was the appeal of Angelo 

Fillippa, a priest, and his brother Luigi that eventually convinced state 

authorities to reconsider taking legal action. It turned out that the Fillippa 

brothers received income from a life annuity (vitalizia) which was 

attached to the Moncalieri property. Since selling the property would 

result in a de-valuation of their life annuity, the Fillippa brothers argued 

that their income would be reduced drastically or perhaps cut out 

altogether depending on the outcome of the property sale. On February 

22, 1827, the Secretary of State cancelled the attorney general's causa 

against Olivetti and Levi "to ensure the Fillippa brothers' well being." 
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One of the problems facing the Levi firm was how to expand their 

business within the restrictive atmosphere of the neo-absolutist state. 

Although he had been the first Jewish entrepreneur to receive permission 

to maintain his properties as far back as 1815, those privileges did not 

give him the automatic right to invest in new business opportunities as he 

saw fit. Levi's ability to circumvent anti-Jewish legislation would 

become the most important factor in determining the scale and range of 

industrial activities he would eventually undertake. He relied on his 

personal connections from the French period to plead with the authorities 

on his behalf. When he wanted to expand his cotton mill in Chieri and 

purchase new properties he turned to Colonel Ceppi, the head of the royal 

military command in Chieri, who wrote to Royal Senate on Levi's behalf 

to expand his Chieri plant. In a letter dated June 5, 1822, Ceppi states: 

David Levi already employs more individuals in his plant in this 

city than anyone else in the region. If his ability to continue 

running factories is denied, hundreds of poor workers will indeed 

become beggars. We cannot allow the royal administration in its 

short-sightedness to aid in bringing about a terrible calamity 

F. Levi, Una famiglia ebrea, p. 14 
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On the following June 17'*', the royal authorities granted Levi a 

concession to expand textile production, allowing him to purchase several 

properties on the periphery of the town to open a silk plant. 

Throughout the Restoration period, numerous references to David 

Levi & Figli emerge as a prime example of why the Old Regime 

regulations against Jews were not in the best social and economic 

interests of the state. In 1823, Count Ghilossi di Lemie, the Procuratore 

Generate di Commercio, urged the government to rethink the existing 

laws demanding the forced sale of Jewish property, supporting the right 

of the Jewish community to own property. In his legal opinion dated 

February 17, 1823, he argued that Jewish-owned property connected to 

industrial activity should no longer be targeted for sequestration by state. 

"The issue of Jewish property ownership," he wrote, 

poses an interesting problem of public economy to be solved. 

That Jews own properties and of those said properties there are a 

number of textile plants among them whether for silk, cotton, 

woollen goods or any other type of materials is known. Should it 

also be against the law to let them own the buildings in which 

these operations take place? In each case, there are workers that 

carry out the textile production and their livelihoods need to be 
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considered. However, we know that many Jews are involved in 

particular in cultivating cocoons and in silk production, but all of 

them with the exception of David Levi entered the industry during 

the years of French rule. If they begin to abandon their businesses 

it will result in incalculable losses to the state.'*^'' 

Thus, while emphasizing the need to maintain the continuity of the Old 

Regime property laws against Jews, Ghilossi di Lemie questioned 

whether or not Jewish industrial enterprises should be defined under the 

rubric of property at all. Although he would not succeed in getting the 

state to agree with his interpretation of what should or should not 

constitute the legal definition of Jewish property ownership, his 

arguments would continue to fuel appeal initiatives from the leading 

Jewish silk firms to expand their industrial production in the 1830s and 

1840s.^^^ 

In 1823, the children of David's deceased partner Abram Giacob 

expressed the desire to disengage from the business and to terminate 

Levi's management of their funds; they elected rather to draw income 

AST Materie Ecclesiastiche Categoria 3 7: Ebrei, Mazzo 4. 
In 1838, the Marchese Giuseppe Ricci di Ceresetto sued the Jewish silk firm of Luzzati & Fiz for 

obstructing his ability to sell a 25% share of a building they owned jointly. Under laws demanding the 
liquidation of Jewish owned properties, there should have been no question that Ricci di Ceresetto 
would be able to claim his property and sell it as he wished. However, since the property was attached 
to a silk mill, the judge ruled in favor of Luzzati & Fiz, stating that the Jews did not have to divide the 
property if they chose not to because they demonstrated "superior and good conduct." See AST Materie 
Ecclesiastiche Categoria 3 7: Ebrei, Mazzo 9. 
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from property.''^^ They opted to divide the properties not attached to 

textile production by the ancient Jewish system of drawing lots. David 

drew the first lot which included a building known as the Casa Garessio 

in Turin purchased by the firm in 1808, including six apartments all 

rented by family members, half ownership in a farm called La Ravetta 

located outside Chieri, and another family house in Turin known as La 

Spada as well as 150 giornate of forest lands. The three children of 

Abram Giacob received land and houses in Chieri where the family had 

resided for centuries. The choice to revert to the Jewish system of casting 

of lots between business partners was not a common practice in the post-

Talmudic era, but in this case, it may be seen as a safe method of dividing 

up property in the firm without actually transferring deeds, which were 

illegal for Jews under the Restoration prohibition. Drawing lots 

constituted a verbal obligation (kinyan devarim in Hebrew), which in 

ATI 
Jewish law carried as much weight as a written contract. It had also 

F. Levi, Unafamiglia ebrea, p. 15. 
Rabbi Isaac Herzog, The Main Institutions of Jewish Law Volume II: The Law of Obligations. 

(London and New Yoric: Soncino Press, 1967), p. 31. Herzog explains that the system of drawing lots 
to divide property in this situation reflects an interesting aspect of Jewish law. Historically, the 
partition of multiple parcels of land by co-owners in a partnership by means of casting lots (in Hebrew, 
goral) was considered by the rabbis as a fair way to resolve disagreements, tracing the casting of lots to 
the division of the soil of ancient Palestine under the biblical figure Joshua. The logic was that if the 
co-owners of properties agreed to the casting of lots then there would be no reason for recourse among 
the consenting parties. Some Talmudic opinions even attribute the casting of lots to divine authority 
stating that "whoever disobeys the decision of the lot it is accounted to him as if he has disobeyed the 

Ten Commandments." 
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become a useful "tradition" in concealing property arrangements from 

outside scrutiny. 

Following the division of property, Levi decided to make 

arrangements that each of his four sons should have their own 

manufacturing businesses. In 1824, with this in mind, he embarked on 

the first of several projects to expand into silk manufacturing in 

Piedmont, appealing once again to the state to acquire new property for 

the purposes of establishing a spinning mill and silk factory in the town 

of Racconigi. The property called La Cittadella, had belonged to an 

aristocrat named Count Viausson and consisted of "two large stables, a 

residence and lovely gardens."'^^® Levi's attempt to purchase the property 

revealed some of the difficulties Jews faced during the Restoration, 

especially from those in the royal administration who wanted to see 

Jewish policy applied and strictly enforced.'^^® The attorney general was 

bitterly opposed to the sale of the Viausson property, condemning it as 

"an association to clear accounts" that would only jeopardize the people 

of Racconigi."'^' In this case, "an association to clear accounts" referred 

to the Count's way of paying off debts against a loan from the Levi 

banking firm. The attorney general refused to recommend that Levi be 

AST, Materie Ecclesiastiche, Cat. 37 Ebrei Mazzo 5. 
^"Ibid. 
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allowed to reside in the city, which he argued "would result in the 

settlement of more Jewish families within no time and with it the threat 

that the people will be drawn in by Jewish usurers who will happily take 

advantage of them." In 1827, the textile workers of Racconigi and 

surrounding villages protested the attorney general's obstinate refusal to 

recommend granting the royal concession to the Levi firm. On June 20"^, 

he backed down, writing another opinion in which he decided to 

reconsider "the advantages for workers in Racconigi." He suggested 

permitting David Levi & Figli to open the plant only if he employed 

Catholic workers. On June 25, 1827, the King Carlo Felice signed the 

royal concession granting Levi the right to open a new factory in 

Racconigi. 

After 1827, there are no more records of appeals from David Levi 

& Figli to gain permission to open new textile factories. Levi's dream of 

establishing separate textile factories for each of his four sons never 

materialized. It is unclear exactly why, but as the appeals suggest, under 

the restrictive Jewish policies of the Restoration, Levi was probably more 

successful at obtaining concessions to expand existing factories than at 

opening new ones. Nevertheless, in these years, the elder Levi, who had 
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been suffering from a long drawn-out illness that robbed him of his 

mobility, still managed to plan for the future management of business 

operations to ensure the survival of the family dynasty. By 1828, he 

reorganized the firm, appointing his sons to head different divisions of the 

business. Levi gave his son Isach Donato the silk spinning mill in 

Racconigi. However, since the state's Jewish policy stipulated that only a 

Christian could supervise the operation, work on the premises managing 

employees and day-to-day operation, Isach Donato lived in Turin and 

became the head of the family bank. Ezechia and Samuele managed the 

firm's cotton and fustian production in Chieri and Salomone managed the 

rental incomes from the firm's agricultural estates. The assignment of 

positions "pleased each of the heirs," writes Ferdinand© Levi, "and there 

was no protest that Isach Donato became the head of financial operations 

since he was the only son who had the skill to manage the money." 

On August 9, 1831, at the age of eighty-one, David Levi, the 

family patriarch and former mayor of Chieri died of complications from a 

gangrenous growth on his leg. After their father's death, the four brothers 

agreed that Isach Donato, Levi's youngest son would be best suited to 

take over as the head of David Levi & Figli, while the other sons took 

equity stakes in the family holdings. The new arrangements passed 

F. Levi, Una famiglia ebrea, p. 26 
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without the heirs encountering problems related to financial settlements 

or legal battles over the family estate. The reason for this was not that the 

family relations were necessarily harmonious, but rather that 

circumstances surrounding the illegality of Jewish property ownership in 

the Savoyard state forced the family to be more circumspect about their 

affairs and settle whatever differences they may have had in private. 
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CONCLUSION 

In historical accounts of Savoyard neo-absolutism, the legacy of 

Napoleonic era on Piedmontese society has not been adequately 

understood. Scholars have not been able to "explain" the Savoyard 

state's liberal turn, which is crucial to understanding how Italian 

unification happened at all. This examination of disputes between 

members of the Jewish community, the Catholic church and other 

corporate entities in the Savoyard kingdom has revealed particular 

problems faced by the neo-absolutist state in reimposing ancien regime 

religious policies. These problems had become the foundation for 

incremental changes in government attitudes that included not only an 

increase in tolerance for the Jewish minority, but a boost to opening trade, 

breaking monopolies and above all, to creating an intellectual-pragmatic 

arena in which a rationale for extending the rights of property ownership 

to Jews could be achieved. 

The first dispute to emerge over the Royal Patents of 1816 was 

aimed to confiscate all Jewish-owned properties that had been purchased 

during the Napoleonic era. Rather than moving forward with a forced 

sale of properties, government ministers urged the crown to rethink 

Jewish property policies and the negative effects they may have on the 

nation's economy. By the 1820s, the crown, neither able nor willing to 



371 

enforce laws to confiscate Jewish owned properties by mass liquidation, 

opted to grant privileges on a case by case basis. At the same time, the 

newly elected Pope Leone II backed by the "zealous" factions within the 

Vatican had begun an aggressive campaign to reclaim ecclesiastical 

properties that had been confiscated under Napoleon. Moreover, since 

Carlo Felice declared his rule to be a staunchly solid marriage between 

throne and altar, the papacy was determined to test the Church's 

international authority within the state and it did so first by demanding a 

report on the nature and enforcement of Jewish policies in the Savoyard 

state. 

The second pattern of dispute to emerge over the Royal Patents of 

1816 between the Jewish community and other corporate associations 

laid bare tensions within the state itself The struggle for local control 

over jurisdictional authority included conflicts over the government's 

policy to ghettoize the city's Jews. Conflicts over the process of 

ghettoization created structural changes within the city, creating new 

market zones and reorganizing existing neighborhoods. New attempts to 

enforce policies to liquidate Jewish property and "return" Jews to the 

ghetto along with the subject of rents reveal much about the nature of 

public power in modernizing societies and thus provides empirical 

support for the emphasis, found in the writings of Eric Wolf, on the 
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complexity of social and political interactions as opposed to an 

4 0C 
essentialized and distorted view of civil society. In addition, we have 

seen how disputes involving the Jewish corporate community over forced 

baptism, the hiring of Christian servants and the control of rabbinical 

appointments allow us to examine the way the neo-absolutist revivals 

ironically led to liberal change. There is no need to reiterate the basis for 

these conflicts here; my final task, rather, is to present a general 

characterization of the importance of understanding the relationship 

between Jewish policy, neo-absolutism and liberal state formation. 

Despite the Savoyard monarchy's avowed return to a privileged 

hierarchical order in 1814, Piedmontese society developed into the most 

"liberal" of Italian states by 1848. This transformation in values, 

attitudes and above all, constitutional structure reflects in part the 

relationship between Jewish corporate organization and the state, 

focusing on the social unit of the "firm." As in all the cases presented in 

this study, the example of David Levi e Figli shows how "traditional" 

political and social patterns were mediated by Jewish family firms 

through an almost endless process of appeal and negotiation to maintain 

and purchase property. The rise of the Levi family during the Napoleonic 

Eric R. Wolf, Envisioning Power: Ideologies of Dominance and Crisis. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999). 
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era coincided with the development of new coalitions in the government, 

allowing Levi and his sons greater mobility and new ways to increase 

their ability to maximize resources and to develop new adaptations to 

altered niches. Ironically, however, such Jewish corporate forms proved 

to be at their most resilient when faced with the obstacles of 

discriminatory regulation of the Restoration. 

The research that has been presented has shown that the alliance 

between the Savoyard monarchy and Jews was a result of changes in 

Jewish social structure under and in response to Napoleon. It also, 

however, reveals the ways in which state intervention within a neo-

absolutist system relied on the negotiation of Jewish policies to 

accommodate other corporate interests. We are therefore justified in 

arguing that regime transition in Piedmont brought the most capable 

Jewish businessmen and firms to the fore, a clear pattern that had already 

begun under Napoleon, and which would continue in the Restoration. 

This realization requires that we rethink the social origins of Italian 

unification to an earlier period to understand the foundations of liberal 

restructuring in modem Italian history which emerged out of the 

problems faced by the Italian Jewish corporate community caught 

between ghetto and state. 
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