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Preface

This work is an experimental study of the interaction of two
societies and of two cultures at one of the seminal periods of the
world’s history. I had originally intended to interpret my terms of
reference more rigidly and, taking the Jewish world as a whole
into my survey, to restrict myself to the main tide of the Renais-
sance in the fifteenth century and the first half of the sixteenth.
But I found that this would have conveyed a wholly false impres-
sion. For the essential contribution of the Jews, as Jews, to the
Revival of Learning came not during the so-called Greek Renais-
sance which was stimulated by the fall of Constantinople in 1453,
but at an earlier stage, in the original and in many ways more
significant renewal based on the Latin (and ultimately Arabic)
texts. On the other hand, in the history of music and the history
of stagecraft—aspects in which the Renaissance was protracted
into the age of the Catholic Reaction: the coincidence is not acci-
dental—Italian Jewry’s share was considerable, and in certain re-
spects (according to some enthusiasts) fundamental.

In the early Middle Ages, the Jew, with a high standard of
civilization which embraced the Arab version of ancient Hellenic
science and philosophy, and with cosmopolitan elements such as
no other section of the population enjoyed, was culturally in
advance of Europe as a whole in many respects. Hence in the
period of the Latin Renaissance he was in the Christian world a
pioneer, venerated, and perhaps sometimes feared, as the custodian
of a higher civilization. By the close of the fourteenth century,
the world about him had absorbed most of these elements, partly
in consequence of the activity of a remarkable band of Jewish
intermediaries whose work will be described in the early chapters
of this volume. In the fifteenth century, with the spread of a direct
knowledge of the Greek language and literature, and the quicken-
ing of interest that resulted from this, Europe rose rapidly above
its former cultural level, and the Jews were wholly outstripped.
From now on, their participation was as individuals, and their
preéminence (where it existed) was based on personal factors—
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x THE JEWS IN THE RENAISSANCE

perhaps emphasized in some cases by their linguistic range, their
cosmopolitan outlook, and their always advanced educational sys-
tem, in all of which a positive Jewish element can be recognized.

On the other hand, in those areas of southern Europe with
which the Renaissance was most closely associated, their participa-
tion was now retarded by a more acute discrimination than here-
tofore and by the close interaction of religious and social factors
in the world about them. Henceforth, a new atmosphere prevailed.
Previously Jewish culture had played a distinguished role in the
reawakening of European intellectual life. Now Renaissance styles
and conceptions begin to make their way timidly, and not very
successfully, into the Hebraic outlook.

This does not imply that the change that had come to pass was
universally or immediately appreciated. Some Jews were conscious
of it relatively soon, and from the fourteenth century one finds
them eagerly carrying out translations of essential scientific litera-
ture from Latin into Hebrew (this would formerly have seemed
absurd), striving for admission to the newly-established universi-
ties instead of studying under Jewish or Arab teachers, and
systematically laboring to avert the “reproach” that ignorance of

European studies prevailed among their co-religionists. Highly |

characteristic is the story told by a Provencal physician of the
period, Leon Joseph of Carcassonne, that, with the sole object of
obtaining satisfactory medical texts for the use of Jewish students,

he had learned Latin, attended lectures at the University of Mont- |

pellier, and for ten laborious years had striven in vain to obtain

sale of which to unbelievers had been forbidden by the faculty of

I

i
copies of the writings of certain eminent Christian scholars, the ]

I

|

that great seat of learning: when ultimately he succeeded, he had
to pay twice the normal price.

Nevertheless, the outside world did not realize how far the Jews’
basic scientific knowledge had been outstripped, and still imag- |
ined quite wrongly that the Jews had access to stores of recondite |
information not available to other men. Some persons indeed were
not loath to exploit the opportunities which were thereby opened
to them. There was thus a debasement of the currency of Jewish
participation in cultural life. In place of the unostentatious trans-
lators and learned scientists of a former age, the forefront of the |

0 . {
Stage was now OCCUPlCd to some extent by PICUJI'CSCIUC charlatans “




Preface xi

(there will be more than one instance in these pages) who fit into
the Renaissance pattern in a wholly different fashion.

In the same way as the origins of the Renaissance can be dis-
cerned as early as the twelfth century, so its echoes continued well
into the seventeenth. Indeed, the extension of the New Birth into
the realm of music came fully three centuries after the first exciting
renewal of Italian art. In the Jewish sphere, the Renaissance envir-
onment may be said to have ended with the Catholic Reaction and
the systematic repression that followed it. But this was a gradual
process. Though in the Papal States it is to be dated precisely,
with Pope Paul IV’s melancholy bull, Cumz nimis absurdum, of
July 12, 1555, its introduction to other Italian cities and principali-
ties extended over half a century or more. Moreover, the Italian
Jews did not immediately change their outlook on life when the
ill-fated institution of the ghetto was set up, any more than the
German Jews automatically became different beings with the
promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935. The former atti-
tudes and interests continued among them as long as that genera-
tion survived—and there were friendly souls among the general
population, clergy as well as laymen, of whom this was no less
true. At the same time, it must be remembered that Venice, the
city where the term “ghetto” had its origin (by reason of the
segregation of the Jews in the area of the New Foundry or geto
nuovo in 1516), was precisely where the institution as such—at all
events, in its earlier days—had perhaps the slightest intensity and
least validity in intellectual life. A man such as Leone Modena,
the versatile though reprehensible rabbi of that community, stood
between the two eras. It is impossible to depict a man who died in
1648 as a Renaissance figure (though some writers have fallen into
that trap) and for that reason I do not propose to deal with his
career consistently in this volume. But, born as he was in 1571, he
cannot be wholly neglected and, as will be seen, I will constantly
call his experience—especially his youthful experience—in evidence.
On the one hand, he perpetuated the traditional Italian-Jewish
cultural synthesis; on the other, he was a contemporary of Guer-
cino, Cromwell, and Menasseh ben Israel—anything but Renais-
sance types—a precursor of the modern age, and an anticipator of
the rabbis of our own time who are more actively interested in
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the interpretation of Judaism to Christians than in the spread of
its knowledge among Jews. It happens, moreover, that Modena
was exceptionally articulate, and in his letters and writings we
have an unrivaled store of detail to illustrate the domestic and
personal background of the sophisticated Italian Jew who grew
up in the sixteenth century.

Of the two cultures with whose interaction this book deals, the
Jewish element was inevitably, for the reasons that have been
given, the active factor in the main before the fifteenth century
and the passive one thereafter. There is a positive relevance for
the present time. It is probably true to say that, with the one
partial exception that will be mentioned below, there has never
been any other period in history when the Jews achieved so suc-
cessful a synthesis between their ancestral Hebraic culture and
that of the environment. In Hellenistic Alexandria, as far as we
can judge, the cultural outlook typified by Philo was confined to
a very restricted circle. Moreover, it was incomplete—Philo was
a loyal Jew, but his knowledge of essential Hebrew learning seems
to have been scanty.

In nineteenth- and twentieth-century Germany and the Euro-
pean countries generally (and the same is true of America today),
the extent of Jewish participation in general life was immeasur-
ably greater than in Renaissance Italy. But, except in the case of a
small group of professional scholars, the two interests were
divorced. It is difficult to think of any outstanding modern in-
stance in which the scientist was at the same time a talmudist, or
the philosopher an exegete, even in those cases (perhaps a minor-
ity) in which fidelity to Judaism was wholly unimpaired.

In Renaissance Italy, we have the unique phenomenon of that
successful synthesis which is the unfulfilled hope of many today.
The Jews who translated Averroés achieved distinction as physi-
cians, compiled astronomical treatises, wrote plays, directed the
theater, composed music and so on, were in almost every case not
merely loyal Jews, but intellectually active Jews, conversant with
Hebrew, studying its literature and devoted to talmudic scholar-
ship. The papal physicians who dabbled in Italian letters and were
engaged in scientific investigation acted also as rabbis of their
communities: the playwright-impresario was at the same time a
Hebrew poet who founded a synagogue: the same individual plays
a role of major importance in the history of Hebrew and of Italian

e e e —
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printing: the financiers who mingled with the Medicean circle in
Florence were students, patrons and sometimes workers in the
field of Hebrew literature. It was perhaps the only period of his-
tory, with the exception of that of Arab predominance (at which
time for obvious reasons different circumstances prevailed—among
them a basic linguistic and cultural affinity), when absorption into
the civilization of the environment had no corrosive effect on
Jewish intellectual life. Unfortunately, the Catholic Reaction and
the stranglehold of the ghetto system prevented this from achiev-
ing a lasting influence, and an obvious recession is discernible
toward the end of the period here under consideration. By and
large, the Italian Jew of the seventeenth century was a far less
cultured person in both the Jewish and European sense than his
ancestors of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

In view of what I have said, it has been necessary for me to
extend the purview of this book from the duecento, when the
Jewish contribution was most intense, to the beginning of the
seicento, when it was most characteristic—from the part played by
Jewish culture in the early Renaissance of learning to the part
played by individual Jews in the late Renaissance of music. And,
because of this exceptionally wide extension in point of time, I
have been compelled to restrict myself somewhat more severely
than I might otherwise have done in point of geography. I have
thus dealt in the main with Italy, the essential home of the Renais-
sance in its most characteristic manifestations: otherwise, this book
would have become transformed into a general study of the inter-
relations between the Jews and their neighbors in Europe in the
later Middle Ages and after. Lands other than Italy have been
taken into consideration only where it has seemed necessary for
the development of my theme.

For “Renaissance” is in fact a subjective term, with connotations
which it is easier to feel than to explain: it is used, as a_recent
inquirer has said, “to describe anything vague but splendid that
happened in Italy between Dante and Michelangelo”—or indeed
from certain points of view a good deal later than this. If T have
preferred the picturesque to the drab, and devoted space to the
curious as well as to the important, I do not feel that apology is
needed.

Cecil Roth
Oxford, June 1959












ONE

The Background of
Renaissance Jewish Life

The dazzling process that is known as the Italian Renaissance
was enacted in an area not much larger than one of the lesser
American states, or a group of English counties. Its essential stage
was not in fact the whole of Italy, but part of the country only,
from Rome northward: the south—the Kingdom of Naples and
the island of Sicily—played only a sporadic part in certain aspects
of the process. Even in the north, the share taken by the cities of
Piedmont, or by those along the northeastern frontier beyond
Venice, was of minor importance. But in the relatively small area
between Rome and Milan and between Genoa and Venice, there
was from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries an efflorescence
of genius, of vitality, and of versatility, coupled with a universal-
ity of aesthetic appreciation, such as the world has never perhaps
known at any other time—not even, it may be, in the great age
of Greece. It happened that this area was at this period—as would
not have been the case a century or so before—the seat of numer-
ous Jewish communities, and it was impossible for them not to
be affected by, and not to contribute in some measure toward, this
intellectual turmoil. It is this reciprocal process that the present
volume will endeavor to describe.

Italian Jewish history has certain characteristics which distin-
guish it from that of the Jews in any other country of the western
world. Preéminent among them is its impressive antiquity and
continuity. Jews are first mentioned in the peninsula in the
Maccabaean age, two hundred years or more before the destruc-
tion of Jerusalem by the Romans; and from that time on their
record has been unbroken. Hence in the Renaissance period the
Italian Jews (of the older stratum, at least) were in no sense

3



4 THE JEWS IN THE RENAISSANCE

aliens in the country. They were indigenous, as much as any of
their neighbors were, Italian cultural life having been part of their
normal environment for some fifteen hundred years.

The oldest center of Italian Jewry was of course Rome, where
there was an important colony already in Republican times. Sub-
sequently other settlements were established, as might be expected,
along the trade-routes which connected the capital of the Empire
with Palestine and the eastern Mediterranean: that is, in the south
of the country, especially in the seaports. In antiquity, moreover,
this area—the subsequent Kingdom of Naples—was more fertile
and more prosperous by far than was the case in later history
and was thus able to support a far larger population. It is true
that we find casual references to Jewish individuals and even
groups in various places in the north as well at this time. But
such mentions are isolated and sporadic; and the center of organ-
ized and continuous Jewish life in Italy, down to relatively late
in the Middle Ages, was the area around Rome together with the
southern provinces of Calabria and Apulia. When the famous
Jewish globe-trotter Benjamin of Tudela (the first medieval
traveler, it has been said, who generally told the truth, his work
being for this reason of fundamental importance to historians)
traveled through Italy from north to south about 1169, he men-
tioned organized Jewish communities in only two places north of
Rome: Lucca and Pisa; whereas in the south of the country every
township that he visited had its Jewish group, whose numbers
and leading members he faithfully recorded. There is evidence
that even at this period there were little settlements in certain of
the northern cities. But the traces they have left are inconsider-
able; and it is hardly possible that Benjamin would have failed
to mention them had they seemed in his eyes to be of any im-
portance, numerical or otherwise.

This point is one of some significance for the historian, in par-
ticular for the economic historian. A good deal has been written
in the past, somewhat irresponsibly, about the participation of the
Jews in the development of the capitalist system, and it has been
asserted that they took an important part in the business activity
of the great Italian mercantile republics which had so profound
an influence on Europe in the Middle Ages. The hypothesis is
based on utterly erroneous data. Since there were no important




The Background of Renaissance Jewish Life 5

Jewish groups in northern Italy down to the close of the thir-
teenth century, it was impossible for Jews to participate in the
economic life of the north Italian states. The reason for their
absence is plain. Until the period of the Crusades the Jews had
played an important (at some stages, certain scholars hold, a pre-
ponderant) part in international commerce, having by reason of
their ubiquity and cosmopolitan sense special qualifications for
such activities. Hence, at the close of the Dark Ages, when the
Italian mercantile republics began to come to the fore, they
regarded the Jews as their most dangerous rivals. We find the
Venetians, not content with excluding them from their own city,
trying to ban them from international commerce throughout
Europe; we find the Genoese hermetically sealing themselves
from infidel infection—and competition—throughout the centuries;
we find the skeptical Florentines aghast at the idea of admitting any
Jew to contaminate the purity of their faith. The independent Jew-
ish traders naturally found themselves unable to compete against
the new large-scale joint enterprises enjoying the political backing
of the Italian republics. Thus, only slender remnants were left
of their former trading hegemony, even before the Italian carry-
ing-trade received the artificial impetus of the Crusades (fought,
it may be said, between the Normans and the Saracens for the
economic benefit of the Venetians and the Genoese). In the south
of Italy, on the other hand, there was an old tradition of Jewish
handicraft, and it seems that the communities whom Benjamin
of Tudela found there depended for their livelihood largely on
the two traditional callings of dyeing and silk-weaving. So much
was this the case that when in 1231 the Emperor Frederick II set
up a governmental monopoly in these branches of industry in
Apulia, the processes and management were left in Jewish hands.
| This then was the general condition and distribution of Italian

Jewry until the thirteenth century. Then two almost simultaneous
developments caused a radical change. One was an outbreak of
persecution (a rare happening in Italian history) about the year
1290 in the Kingdom of Naples, which drove a large proportion
| of its Jewish communities ostensibly into baptism. Precise details
| are lacking-the whole story was recovered only recently—but
i what is clear is that, with this unhappy episode, the golden age
| of the Jews in the south of the country came to an end. Not all
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the communities were affected, and those that were affected be-
came reéstablished in due course; but they never again attained
their previous tranquil prosperity.

At this same period, a change in economic circumstances intro-
duced a new chapter in Jewish history in the north. The Church
had recently begun to intensify its campaign against the institu-
tion of “usury” (as all interest, however small, was designated)
as being a crime against nature. For the major operations, for
which they had become notorious throughout Europe, the
Italians now found a way out, by subterfuge, legal fictions, or
deliberate myopia. But by the same token, they began to view
with horror the overt moneylending on a small scale whereby
their own citizens and artisans tided over their urgent needs when
sick or unemployed. There were no state social services to sup-
port the needy, the religious houses could not always help, and
in effect there was now no alternative for the poor in times of
stress except to have recourse to clandestine usurers, who in
these circumstances charged fantastic rates of interest.

The situation would have been desperate in some cases, but
for one thing. The practice of usury was considered to be a sin
for any man, but seemed in Gentile eyes to be less so for Jews,
who after all had so many sins on their infidel consciences that
one more or less hardly mattered; moreover, the Popes, perhaps
vaguely aware of the social problem involved, were prepared to
grant them indulgences so as to permit them to carry on this
activity. Hence, from the second half of the thirteenth century
on, it became usual for the Italian communes, first in central Italy
and then in the north, to invite Jews (in the earlier period orig-
inating from Rome, later from Germany or France also) to open
“loan-banks”—in effect, pawnbroking establishments—preémi-
nently for the benefit of the poor. Everyone was thus gratified—
the city, which not only found its quandary obviated but also its
coffers enriched by the fees exacted from the newcomers for their
license to practice; the needy, whose requirements at time of
emergency were thus satisfied (though they would have been more
than human if they had felt as happy when the time arrived for
repayment); the Papacy, whose indulgences were not issued
gratis; and the Jews, who, now being squeezed out of their former
activities as merchants and artisans, found compensation and in
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fact salvation in this new field of enterprise. Thus there emerged
the paradoxical situation that the Italian cities, which had for so
long excluded Jews who were engaged in blameless walks of life,
threw their gates open eagerly to those who had to earn their
living in this unlovable and unloved fashion. In many instances,
in fact, Jews other than moneylenders continued for a long time
to be excluded from the places in question as rigorously as before.
But this paradoxical restriction could not be maintained indefi-
nitely, and in due course the admission of the “loan-bankers”
inevitably led in every (or almost every) case to the admission
of Jews without restriction of occupation, and thus to the forma-
tion of a normal community. This then is the background in
general terms of the establishment of the Jewish colonies in the
historic centers of northern Italy in which the Renaissance was
principally enacted.

In the course of the fifteenth century, the original native Italian
element tended to be diluted more and more, especially in Lom-
bardy, by fresh immigrants from Germany, and to a lesser degree
' from the south of France. After the expulsion of the Jews from
Spain in 1492, there was a relatively considerable immigration
from that country and later, throughout the sixteenth century,
there was a small but steady influx of the so-called marranos (that
is, persons who had been compelled to embrace Christianity but
retained their Jewish loyalties), especially from Portugal. All of
these elements enhanced the “international” outlook of the Jewish
communities, introduced among them new values and new con-
ceptions, and thus rendered Italian Jewry the more capable of
participating in Renaissance intellectual life. The settlements in
question were not large. None, even of the more important,
| probably exceeded a few hundred souls until the sixteenth
century, or a couple of thousand at the period of their greatest
development. But they were prominent and active out of propor-
tion to their numbers.

It is desirable to pause at this pomt and survey very rapldly
conditions in those parts of Italy in which the Jewish part1c1pa-
tion in Renaissance currents was most constant. It is hardly
necessary to do more than mention briefly Sicily and Sardinia.
(Corsica, for some reason, attracted no Jewish settlers at all and
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played no part in Jewish history at any time.) Over most of the
period under consideration these islands were ruled by the House
of Aragon and were under strong Spanish influence: a fact which
was responsible for the tragedy of 1492, when the expulsion of the
Jews from the Spanish dominions extended to these areas as well.
Before this date the local Jewish communities, having been com-
posed mainly of artisans and manual laborers, enjoyed scant
leisure for intellectual activity; and though under the Norman
rulers of the twelfth century the court of Palermo had been one
of the most luxurious and cultured of all Europe, these areas -
played an inconsiderable part in the true Renaissance. Much the
same may be said of the Kingdom of Naples, which extended
over most of the south of the Peninsula, and was ruled suc-
cessively by the Holy Roman Emperors of the House of Hohen-
staufen, French rulers of the House of Anjou, and a cadet (later,
illegitimate) branch of the House of Aragon. Naples itself, how-
ever, was always the seat of a brilliant court which, as we shall
see, sometimes extended its patronage to Jewish savants as well.
Morecver, after the expulsion from Spain at the end of the
fifteenth century, some of the most cultured of the exiles settled
here—especially the family of Don Tsaac Abrabanel, the learned,
devoted leader of Spanish Jewry, who had formerly been high in
royal service both in Portugal and in Castile. Here they con-
tinued their former enlightened tradition, until they were driven
out by the general edict of expulsion of 1541.

The nerve-center of Italian Jewry was Rome, under the eye
and generally the protection of the Popes. From the middle of the
fifteenth century on, the latter were among the leaders of Italian
humanism—collectors of manuscripts, patrons of the arts, devotees
of music, students of the humanities, enthusiasts for classical §
antiquity. Scholars and artists from all parts of Italy flocked to
enjoy their enlightened patronage; and Jews too were able to takef,
advantage of this benign atmosphere. The names of Nicholas Vi
(1447-1455), Paul II (1467-1471), Sixtus IV (1471-1484), Inno-i§
cent VIII (1484-1492), Leo X (1513-1521), and Clement VIIS,
(1523-1534)—the last two, members of the House of Medici—ar:
especially memorable in this connection. In the middle of th
sixteenth century, however, under the stress of the threat to th
Church involved in the Reformation movement in Germany, th:
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atmosphere changed; and as part of the Counter Reformation, a
reaction set in against the Jews of the Papal States, later to spread
to the whole of Italy. Yet even now there was among the Italian
people a basic kindliness; and even now, the long acclimatization
of the Jews in the country attuned them completely to the
Italian outlook and Italian cultural life. Thus, in a certain sense,
Renaissance conceptions prevailed even in the ghetto.
The Papal States extended over a considerable area of central
Italy from sea to sea, and were greatly extended at the end of
the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth century. It will be
recalled how, during the pontificate of Alexander VI (1492-1503),
his son, Cesare Borgia, attempted to subdue many of the lesser
states in central Italy and to build up a principality on their
ruins; in this volume, however, he will figure only as a patron of
the arts. Of the secondary cities of the Papal States, two should be
specially mentioned. The seaport of Ancona on the Adriatic
coast, which later attracted a large number of Levantine mer-
chants, was among the oldest Jewish communities in central
Italy, going back probably beyond the thirteenth century. It was
- exceeded in importance by Bologna, ruled, one might say, alter-

nately by the Popes and the enlightened “tyrants” of the House
 of Bentivoglio until the beginning of the sixteenth century, when

it was joined definitely to the States of the Church. Until the
 brutal expulsion in 1569, as part of the general reaction which
severed the connection of the Jews with so many minor centers
under the papal rule, Bologna was from the cultural point of
view one of the outstanding Italian communities.

East of this, the most important independent state was the
Duchy of Urbino. The hill-town on which it centered had been
intermittently, from the twelfth century, under the rule of the
House of Montefeltro, which had gradually extended the area
under its sway and in due course had been accorded the ducal
| title. Federigo da Montefeltro (1444-1482) had been the most
enlightened patron of literature and art of his day, and under him
and his son Guidubaldo (1482-1508) the court became one of the
greatest centers of Renaissance enlightenment. Later, the duchy
passed to the family of Della Rovere, and on its extinction in
| 1631 was joined with the Papal States, with unhappy consequences
for the Jewish population. Toward the end, the administrative
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center of the duchy was removed to the seaport of Pesaro, which
had formerly been (like Rimini, part of the Papal States from
1528 on) under the brawling, exuberant House of Malatesta, and
at one time was the seat of a resplendent little court, like other
independent city tyrannies in this region. Throughout this part
of Italy, Jewish communities based on a nucleus of loan-bankers
had been known from the close of the thirteenth or the begin-
ning of the fourteenth century.

Bordering on this area was the Duchy (as it was after the
middle of the fifteenth century) of Ferrara, under the enlightened
rule of the Este family; in the period here under consideration,
their territory extended also to Modena and Reggio. When the
main line died out at the end of the sixteenth century, Ferrara
itself passed to the States of the Church, but the family continued
to rule, still with the ducal title, over the other places mentioned.
The House of Este pursued a progressive economic policy, en-
couraging new immigrants from all parts to settle under their
rule. Hence in all these cities there were relatively large Jewish
colonies, including some originating from Germany. After 1492,
refugees from Spain also were allowed to settle in Ferrara, this
group being joined, after the expulsion of the Jews from the
Kingdom of Naples, by the family of Abrabanel mentioned above.
They were reinforced, later in the sixteenth century, by numer-
ous marrano refugees from Portugal, some of them persons of
very high intellectual attainments, so that the role of Ferrara in
certain aspects of Jewish cultural life was, for a while, extremely
significant.

As long as Florence was under a Republican regime, it piously
excluded the Jews—as much probably from economic as from
religious zeal. But with the establishment of the hegemony of the
Medici family in 1437, loan-bankers were invited to set up their
establishments for the benefit of the poor—part of the general
policy of conciliating the populace. When toward the close of
the century, the Republican regime was restored under Savonarola
and the Medici were chased away, the Jews were expelled; when
the ruling house returned in 1512, the Jews came back with them.
When the Last Florentine Republic of 1527-30 renewed the tra-
dition of Savonarola’s day, they were again ejected; and they
finally returned again to establish a settled community under the
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auspices of the Medicean Grand Duchy of Tuscany in the middle
of the sixteenth century. Notwithstanding this tardy establishment
and these periodic interruptions, Jews were thus to be found in
that lovely city in its finest hour: and thanks to the researches of
the most distinguished of modern Italian Jewish scholars, Umberto
Cassuto, we are informed in detail of the manner in which they
both participated in and reflected its eager intellectual life.

The Republic of Siena lived in traditional rivalry with Florence
until it was subjugated by the Medicean grand dukes in the
middle of the sixteenth century. Here a highly-cultured Jewish
community had been in existence since the fourteenth century
at the latest. The community of Pisa, which had succumbed to
Florentine rule in 1406, was a good deal older, being one of the
few of those in the north of the county mentioned by Benjamin
of Tudela in his classic itinerary.

In the Duchy of Milan, Jews were barely known under the
tyrants of the House of Visconti; but under the Sforza dukes
(that is, from the middle of the fifteenth century) a number of
loan-banking communities were established—mainly of German
origin. Because of religious intolerance and jealousy, they were
still not allowed to install themselves permanently in the capital
city, Milan; but there was a community in Cremona—long an
important seat of Jewish learning—with others in secondary cities
such as Lodi and Alessandria.

Piedmont, under the House of Savoy, had numerous small
Jewish communities, notably in the capital city, Turin; but this
area of Italy played a relatively slight part both in Italian life,
and in its Jewish microcosm, during the Renaissance period. The
Republic of Genoa, outstanding in this respect for its intolerance
(as has been mentioned already), had, on the other hand, hardly
any first-hand knowledge of Jews.

The House of Gonzaga had established itself in Mantua as the
result of a series of bloody deeds at the beginning of the fifteenth
century, in 1428. It was about forty years after this that the first
agreement was entered into with a group of Jewish financiers to
set up their loan-banks in the city. In the course of time, other
Jewish groups—traders, goldsmiths and the like—established them-
selves at their side; but for a long while the entire control of

t=
communal affairs was vested in the banking oligarchy who re-
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tained a dominant voice even after they lost absolute control.
By degrees, the Gonzaga consolidated their position. The rulers
were raised to the rank of marquess in 1432, and in 1530 to that
of duke. Their intellectual horizons also widened, and when in
1480 Giovanni Francesco II, who was to be the third marquess
(1484-1519), married Isabella d’Este, the superbly cultured
daughter of the Duke of Ferrara and one of the most distinguished
women of Italian history, the city became one of the most notable
seats of the Renaissance spirit in art and in letters. Their de-
scendants lost something of the swashbuckler ardor of their for-
bears, and Mantua was par excellence the seat of sixteenth-
century magnificence and luxury, its reputation reverberating
even in the pages of Shakespeare. The Jewish community was
of course affected by the prevailing atmosphere, and there was no
city of Italy in which Renaissance currents so deeply influenced it.
Mantuan Jewry unfortunately still lacks its historian, but it is
remarkable how at every turn in our story—whether in the
record of Jewish humanism, of participation in court magnifi-
cence, in the “modernistic” approach to Hebraic studies, or in the
strength of the impact of secular life—this “joyous city” (Kiriah
ha‘Alizab, as Jewish writers of the age called it) seems to take a
foremost place. Curiously enough, this hardly reflected the
attitude of the Gonzaga themselves, who, though they befriended
individuals and appreciated the intellectual collaboration of the
Jewish community, sometimes followed in other respects a far
from enlightened policy toward them.

Second it seems only to the communityof Mantua, as regards
participation in the Renaissance spirit and outlook, was the com-
munity of Venice. This community was not one of the more
ancient in Italy, Jews having been known there only sporadically
before the sixteenth century. At the time of the War of the
League of Cambrai of 1509, however, many fugitives from the
Venetian possessions on the terra firma sought refuge in the
shelter of the lagoon, under the leadership of the wealthy Anselmo
(Asher Meshullam) del Banco, formerly of Padua, and it was
impossible to chase them away. This proved to be the origin of
an established community which was subsequently to be perhaps
the most important in Italy after that of Rome. The first settlers
were either of native Italian or of German origin; later, they were
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reinforced by new “Sephardi” settlers—either traders from the
Levant, or else marrano refugees from the fires of the Inquisition
in Portugal. In other Italian cities, the Jews were allowed to
settle more or less where they pleased, until the period of reaction
- which began in the middle of the sixteenth century. In Venice,
. howev o) nditions_on which_the refugees were
. permitted to remain was that they should live together in a smgle
; area, that designated for ‘them in 1516 being the former geto
f nUovo or’“NWChurch of S. Geremia; hence
. the term ‘‘ghetto,” which subsequently spread throughout Italy—
and beyond—to aes1gnagub_e,‘].awsh quarter.
‘ In some respects, however, the Venetian rule was relatively
mild; and when reaction was in full swing elsewhere, it was here
_kept within bounds. Hence in the Venice of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, which became one of the luxury cities of
Europe, Jews intermingled freely with non-Jews and were
' affected in an exceptional degree by the prevailing literary
tendencies (as was the case also to some extent in other cities
subject to Venetian rule, such as the throbbing university town of
Padua, formerly under the House of Carrara, or Verona, long
ruled by the family of Della Scala). The most famous and most
typical of Venetian Jews was Rabbi Leone Modena, whom I
have described elsewhere as “infant prodigy and hoary prodigal;
Jack of twenty-six trades (which he enumerates with some satis-
faction) though perhaps master of none: cynic enough to com-
pose the memorial address to be delivered over his coffin, but yet
so constitutionally unfortunate as to survive the person whom
he had demgnated to give it; polemist against his own convictions,
and practicer against his own precept . . . withal a scholar of
unusual breadth, a prolific writer, and an eloquent preacher—the
pride of the Venetian ghetto even though at times its shame.”
§ Though he survived to 1648, he was pre¢minently a product of
late Renaissance influences as they manifested themselves in the
Jewish community, and owing to his rare versatility his name
)yill often recur, in various connotations, in the following pages.
It would be wrong indeed to think of the life of the Italian
Jews in the Renaissance period as being invariably care-free and
st unchequered. It must always be borne in mind that there were
¢l tWo contrasting, almost contradictory, sides to the Renaissance:

)
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so contrasting that, were it not for the versatility and volubility
of the Italian character, they could hardly have coexisted. One
may express the matter briefly by pointing out that Savonarola
was as much a son of the Italian Renaissance as Lorenzo de’
Medici, and that the reforming movement associated with his
name is as characteristic of the period and of the country as, let
us say, the career of Cesare Borgia. The general reader has the
impression that the Savonarolan interlude in Florentine history
was utterly exceptional. This is due partly to his extraordinary
personality, partly to the fact that his activity took place in such
a dramatic setting and had so poignant an end. But it is not far
from the truth to say that other Savonarolas made their appear-
ance from time to time in every Italian city, preaching repentance,
creating a wave of religious feeling, and stimulating a momentary
reaction which was often accompanied by a burning of the
vanities similar to that in Florence which is so well remembered.
And in almost every case this movement would be accompanied
—as it was in Florence in his day—by some reaction against the
Jews, more severe or less.

Such waves of religiosity took place in city after city through-
out the country at intervals—especially at the time of the Lenten
sermons, when some visiting preacher (generally of the “Ob-
servantine” branch of the Franciscan Order) would urge the
people to repentance. The names of Bernardo da Siena, Giovanni
da Capistrano, Bernardino da Feltre, Jacopo della Marca, Alberto
da Sarteano, Roberto da Lecce, constantly recur in this connec-
tion; and the enthusiasm which they sometimes aroused among
the masses was extraordinary.

Among the signs of repentance for which they generally
pressed was the segregation of the Jews and the enforcement of
the legislation against them; sometimes even (especially in the case
of Bernardino da Feltre) their expulsion from the city and th
establishment of a public loan-bank (wzomte di pietd) to provid
alternative credit-facilities for the poor. This is not the place to g
into an account of the details of this intermittent reaction. It is
sufficient to say that there was perhaps no city in Italy in whick
there was no revulsion at all against the Jews at this time; thal
frequently there were temporary, and here and _there final
expulsions; and that sometimes there were riots, even accom
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 panied by loss of life—especially in the period after 1475, when
- Bernardino da Feltre managed to stir up a charge of ritual murder
 at Trent, which had repercussions throughout northern Italy.
The political variety and competitive spirit of the Italian city-
| states, which stimulated the Renaissance in its broader meaning,
also in one sense made possible the Jews’ participation, by saving
them from disaster. In view of the country’s fragmentary political
condition, an outburst of bigotry, however severe, implied only
- an adverse local interlude. Suppressxon in one place frequently
resulted in an artificial stimulus in another: the victims of persecu-
‘tion sought refuge elsewhere, across the border, until the storm
blew over, when they returned and took up the threads of their
former life again. In a unitary state, on the other hand, if disaster
ever came, it was drastic and final. That was the reason why, for
example, the record of the Jews in medieval Germany, though
horribly stained with persecution, was unbroken, whereas in
 unified countries such as England or even Spain it was interrupted.
Although there is hardly any part of Italy north of the Papal
‘States, where the Jewish colony knew no disturbance at all
between the thirteenth and the seventeenth centuries, there was no
time during this period when there was a simultaneous attack.
Normally, indeed, until the close of the period under considera-
tion in this volume, when the Counter Reformation established its
hold, the reactions were always of short duration, and strictly
localized.

After the wave of feeling had ebbed, and the series of
sermons was ended, and the friar had moved on to another
city, the frenzy would die down as suddenly as it had risen.
The Jew repaired his broken windows, and the needy artisan
again began to bring along his valuables in the hope of raising
money, and there would be laughter and singing and perhaps
drinking in the streets, and somber ecclesiastics would agam
begin to mutter at the excessive cordiality, and it would again
be true that in no part of the world did such a feeling of
friendliness prevail as in Italy between the people and the
Jews.?

Jews were thus solidly, or at the worst intermittently, estab-

1C. Roth, The History of the Jews of Italy (Philadelphia, 1946).
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lished in the Renaissance period in those parts of Italy with which
the movement is especially associated. They were, as it might be
expressed, lapped in its atmosphere, and with their extraordinarily
high degree of receptiveness they could not fail to be affected
by it. This was so in two fashions. In externals, they, no less than
their Christian fellow-townsmen, absorbed and reflected the pre-
vailing fashions, habits and mores: at the same time, in their
religious and cultural life, their outlook was affected and
modified by the new trends and tendencies that were affecting
the religious and cultural lives of their neighbors. In some ways,
indeed, the structure of the communities fostered this new inter-
pretation. As we have seen, they were grouped around a family
or a few families of financiers who had been invited by the civil
authorities to open their loan-banks: the Italian Jewish com-
munity of this period thus started with an essentially “aristocratic™
structure, not too common in Jewish history. It is self-evident,
moreover, that the profession of moneylending is not what might
be called an exacting one, in terms of time. Like the merchant-
princes of the Italian city-states, the loan-bankers sat at home
and waited for the profits to accrue. Meanwhile, they had ample
leisure to busy themselves with cultural matters and, encouraged
all the more by the example of their Gentile neighbors, they
did so with all their might.

The households of these Jewish magnates thus reproduced on
a smaller scale those of their patrician neighbors. Their intellectual
purview extended beyond the “four ells” of traditional talmudic
lore to philosophy, poetry, belles-lettres and even art (so far as
this was possible). They scoured Italy for erudite tutors to in-
struct their children and to guide their own studies—obviously,
men of an enlightened outlook similar to their own, who could
write an Italian letter, turn an elegant sonnet, join in philosophical
speculation, read Cicero in the original and if necessary refer to
the works of the Church Fathers, as well as introduce their pupils
into the labyrinth of talmudical research. These scholars some-
times acted almost as domestic chaplains, or were called on to
serve as rabbis of the incipient communities; and it is curious to
see how in the scholastic disputes which racked Italian Jewry §°
from time to time they adopted the “liberal” and enlightened &
point of view of their employers, as contrasted with the sterner
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outlook of talmudists who acted as spiritual leaders of com-
munities with a wider composition and less selective economic
 basis.

The wealth of some of the loan-bankers in question, on whom
north Italian Jewry now centered, was very considerable: indeed,
it was necessary—and even obligatory—for them to command a
large capital (though not necessarily their own) before they
began their operations. In some instances, they were at the head
of a chain of establishments spread over a wide area. The Da
Pisa family, for example, with its headquarters in that city and
later in Florence and branches in at least half a dozen other places
in Tuscany (we will encounter their name frequently in the
following pages), is estimated to have commanded in the fifteenth
century a combined capital of 100,000 florins. This also is calcu-
lated to have been the amount of the fortune of their competitor,
'‘Manuele da Volterra, in Florence. Anselmo del Banco who is
to be considered the founder of the Jewish community in Venice,
and maintained branch-establishments throughout the Venetian
territories in northeast Italy, must have been worth something
more, if contemporaries were justified in thinking him the
'wealthiest Jew in Italy at the time. (The second was said to be
the blind, irascible Immanuel Norsa, of Ferrara, whose wife
belonged to the Da Pisa family.) Anselmo’s charitable brother,
Hayim (Vita) Meshullam of Padua, left, however, only 30,000
ducats, which perhaps provides a sounder basis for the estimate.?
I These figures must not be allowed in any case to convey a false
impression. Such fortunes did not compare even remotely with
! that of the Roman banker Chigi, who bequeathed 800,000 ducats
to his heirs, or that of the Medici who, even after their decadence
had begun, commanded a capital of at least 500,000 florins, apart
from chattels and real estate. (The old legend, that the Florentine
Jewish moneylenders accumulated some 50,000,000 florins in
three-quarters of a century, has long since been disproved as a
Jpiece of irresponsible chatter.) However that may be, the Jewish
loan-bankers could well afford to participate—on a smaller scale,

L
|
.|

2In the middle of the sixteenth century, both Samuel Abrabanel of
Ferrara and Elhanan da Fano of Bologna were said to command for-
¢h unes of 200,000 ducats; but this seems to be a wild exaggeration.
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indeed—in the luxuriance of living that characterized and con-
ditioned their environment.

But the subject with which we must deal in these pages em-
braces far more than the Renaissance spirit within the Jewish
community, or the influence of the Renaissance on Jewish in-
tellectuals. Occasionally, they participated in some measure in the
Renaissance, in its fullest sense. Sometimes, it is a question of
Jews, still as always the great internationalists—if only because at
this time the world was filled with Jewish refugees, forced to
remove from one country to another—bringing with them new
currents, ideas and conceptions; the great historic role of the
Jewish people during the past two thousand years. In such cases,
there is, one may say, an essential Jewish quality in the Jewish
participation. But not infrequently we find also individual Jews |
—volatile, impressionable, perhaps ambitious, or forced to seek
a livelihood by any means that offered itself—living in the purlieus
of the Renaissance courts and acting there in the most unexpected
capacities. The role they played in such cases was generally more fl
colorful or curious than important: but sometimes it was im-
portant as well.

The political fragmentation which has been referred to above
did much to facilitate and encourage this Jewish participation.
Obviously, it involved what might be approximately termed
a more democratic atmosphere. The Renaissance courts of which |
one speaks so readily were not remote centers of legendary ‘
splendor of the Bv7ant1ne type, inhabited by god-like beings who 1
were raised high above their fellow-mortals. They were among ‘
the people, and of them. The rulers’ palazzi in town were hardly |
more splendid than those of the rest of the bourgeois aristocracy
on the other side of the square or in the same street; their villas "h ‘
in the country were much the same as the others which dotted
the valleys of the Arno or of the Brenta. Their owners were !

normally (though of course there were exceptions) approach-
able and affable, as they had to be unless they were to live in |
utter isolation; everyone knew the families from which they were T
sprung, and many remembered perhaps when the grandfather of
the present head of the state served in his counting-house, or had s
entered into the service of the city as a penniless mercenary—a.
public employee not wholly unlike the loan-banker. Obviously,} -

]
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this atmosphere reacted favorably on the position of the Jews. In
northern Europe, they and the feudal nobility moved in different
worlds. Here, they belonged from certain points of view to the
same stratum of society as their lords. The Medici of Florence
were after all in their origin cloth-merchants and bankers, of the
same type as (though on a larger scale than) the leaders of the
Florentine Jewish community; while the Visconti of Milan or
the Malatesta of Rimini were condottieri risen out of the ranks of
the soldiers of fortune who were among the regular clients of
the Jewish financiers. Moreover, in the numerically restricted
society of the Italian cities it was not easy to exclude anyone who
could be an amusing or informative companion, merely because
of the difference of faith.

In a_certain sense, indeed, these Italian Jews of the Renaissance
periad le ives. There was the life of the loan-bank and
the city, and there was the life of the synagogue—the one re-
corded in administrative documents, the other in Hebrew records.
In the latter case, we find the biblical names in use, in the former
the Italian—and the correspondence is not always easy to recog-
nize. It is obvious that the Italian Abramzo represents the Hebrew
Abraham, or that Giacobbe implies Jacob. But sometimes there
was an intricate and remoter system of application, dependent
on a vague assonance, or the meaning of the Hebrew term, or
the similes in the Biblical Blessings of Jacob (Genesis 49) or
Moses (Deuteronomy 32). Judah, for example, was almost always
rendered Leo, or Leone, in view of the Patriarch’s statement that
his fourth son was a lion’s whelp. That was common, and natural
enough. But it was less obvious that Mordecai should become, by
assonance, Marco, or else Angelo in view of the curious rabbinic
legend that Esther’s associate was identical with Malachi, which
means “My [sc. God’s] Angel”: or that Isaac, implying laughter,
was translated generally (at least in the earlier period) as Gaio:
or that the unfamiliar Hebrew Menahem was rendered (perhaps
via the German Mendel) by a vaguely homophonous, but more
recognizable, Manuele—which seldom corresponds to Immanuel!
Most curious of all is perhaps the invariable rendering of Benjamin
(probably because in Jacob’s Blessing he is compared with a wolf,
which in Germanic dialects is vaguely like Wilhelm) by
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Guglielmo [= William]; or Hezekiah, at least as far back as the
seventeenth century, by the vaguely similar Cesare.?

It is only in the last generation that this name-correspondence |/

has been fully recognized and established, with the result that
there have emerged in the ranks of the Italian loan-bankers persons
who were already familiar to us from Jewish records for their
_patronage or participation in Hebrew literary life. Thus, for
example, Manuele di Bonaiuto, head of the Banco della Vacca in
Florence, who nearly fell victim to the anti-Jewish riot there in
1488, has now been recognized as Immanuel ben Azriel de
Camerino, a maecenas of Hebrew letters in his day. The most
distinguished Jewish scientist in Italy at the close of the fifteenth |
century was Mordecai ben Abraham Finzi of Mantua, clearly to
be identified with the local financier Angelo di Abramo, who

|
I
received permission from the Gonzaga to open a loan-bank in |
4

1435. We will have occasion to mention, too, Meshullam ben !
Menahem da Volterra, who wrote an absorbing account of his ‘

voyage to Palestine in 1481: in the records he figures, not always |

respectably, as Bonaventura di Manuele. Azariah min haAdumim,

one of the most important figures in Jewish literary life at the | r
period, signed his Italian letters as Bonaiuto de’ Rossi. These un- |

expected equivalents must be borne in mind constantly by the |
student of the Renaissance scene.

Before the background that has been hastily sketched in the |
foregomg pages there took place, then, some of the most colorful ©
chapters in the history of the Diaspora, which we may now I
proceed to describe. if

3 Mention should be made of the Jew “John the Baptist” (Glovannl’
Battista) in a name-list from Osimo! 1{’




TWO

The Jews in Renaissance Society

The term Renaissance is popularly associated not only with
the revival in letters, learning, and art, but also with the luxurious
living and hedonistic outlook which characterized this period,
especially in Italy. Inevitably this attitude was shared by the
Italian Jews, in whose narrower sphere was faithfully reflected
every facet of outside life. The study of this scene is not merely
picturesque: it demonstrates how in all ages, as in our own, the
Jew has been essentially a child of his environment. Religious
sanctions and religious solidarity were stronoer then than now.
But even so, not merely the harmless fashlons, but also in some
measure the crudest vices of the outside world penetrated into
the Jewish circle. There is a Yiddish proverb Vi es kristelt sich
azoi yidlt sich (“As the Gentile does, so does the Jew”). The
pages that follow will amply exemplify that constant fact.

The personal relations berween Jews and non-Jews—not ex-
cluding the aristocracy and even members of ruling families—
were more intimate in the Renaissance period than was ever again
to be the case in any land in Europe until the nineteenth century.
The Medici, for example, were on very friendly terms, generation
after generation, with members of the Volterra family, the
affluent Florentine loan-bankers, who were able to call on their
assistance or support at time of need. Bonaventura (Meshullam)
da Volterra presented Lorenzo the Magnificent more than once
with a gift of game from his own hunting; while his brother
Lazzaro sent the other’s son, Piero de’ Medici, in 1492, six tarts
of marzipan, with a letter expressing his regret that owing to
his absence from the city they were unable to see one another
regularly as in former times. Manuele da Camerino, this family’s
great business rival, was also familiar with members of the ruling

21
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house and able to call on Lorenzo’s help when he was in trouble
with the authorities.

The same was the case elsewhere in Italy. We see Vitale
(Jehiel) da Pisa entertaining there a Portuguese nobleman who |
came to him with an introduction from Don Isaac Abrabanel;
Ercole I, Duke of Ferrara, having a Jew as his favorite companion
at the gaming-table; “Dattero ebreo” (probably Joab da Rieti)
on intimate terms with Ottaviano de’ Medici, and constantly |

seen about at Bologna in the company of the Florentine artists 1

recommended by him; Ishmael (Laudadio) da Rieti, his brother,
the wealthy Sienese banker, enjoying such influence with Duke
Cosimo I of Florence that he was able to induce him to give his
nephew an appointment on the faculty of the University of Pisa;
the poet, Salamone Usque, in correspondence with Ottavio
Farnese, Duke of Parma, and the savant, Azariah de’ Rossi, with
the Abbot of Monte Cassino; the Duke of Mantua and his train
being magnificently entertained in the house of the balletomaniac
Isacchino Massarano; Ippolito (Joseph) da Fano communicating
to the same prince, as they strolled together after dinner, the
news of the birth of a son to the ruler of Modena, and subse-
quently proving so useful in various ways that he was created a
marquess. He was apparently the first Italian Jew, and almost the ¥
first in Europe, to be raised to the nobility, but he may have been |=
anticipated by Noah Manuele Norsa, father of the irascible |
Immanuel (Manuele) mentioned above, who in a safe-conduct '
granted him by Borso d’Este in 1469 is referred to as a noble
(nobilem virum) as well as a citizen of Ferrara. Later, the mem- !
bers of the Abrabanel family in Naples were on terms of intimacy
with Gonzalo de Cordova, the Great Captain; and it was said that ‘

|

Dofia Bienvenida Abrabanel was associated with the education
of his daughter, later Grand Duchess of Tuscany. A beautiful
synagogal Ark of the Law now in the Jewish Museum in New
York, bearing the date 1451 (formerly in the collection of the
Davanzati Palace in Florence), is said to have been the gift of the i
Duke of Urbino to the Jewish community of that city; andl

although there is nothing in the inscription to substantiate the l
report, it is not inherently impossible. Further details, and further |
instances, will be found scattered about elsewhere in this volume. '

It was at the court of Clement VIL that the friendly relations,l ;
R e .
1
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between Jews and d Christians in-Renaissance Italy reached their
climax. The s‘t67y is a fantastic one. A good deal of use will be
made in these pages of the diary of that almost incredible figure
David Reubeni, who suddenly appeared in the ghetto at Venice
in 1524 with a pretended mission from his brother, Joseph, myth-
ical king of the tribe of Reuben, to obtain military assistance from
the Pope and the various potentates of Europe in his perpetual
war against the Turk. Among those who believed implicitly in
this strange story was the Jewish artist, Moses da Castellazzo, of
whom more later on. Thanks partly to the latter’s assistance,
Reubeni was able to go to Rome, where he had a remarkable
reception. He was received in audience by Cardinal Egidio da
Viterbo, that cultured student of Jewish and cabalistic lore, of
whom more will be said later. He, perhaps misguidedly, lavished
attention on him, continued to display the greatest interest in
him, introduced him to other princes of the Church and pro-
cured him an audience with the Pope, Clement VII, at the
Vatican, whither he ostentatiously rode on a white horse. The
Holy Father seems to have believed implicitly in his curious story
and gave him letters of introduction to the various potentates of
Europe. Thereafter, all the wealth and culture of the Roman
Jewry was at his service. He was lavishly supplied with money.
When he rode through the streets, he was accompanied by a mob
of more than two hundred Christians, as well as his regular escort
of ten Jews. In the picturesque annals of the Renaissance, there
is hardly anything more picturesque.

Later he went on to Portugal, where he was received with high
honor, and a scheme was outlined to transport munitions of war
to the Orient for the arming of the mythical Jewish host. In due
course, the negotiations broke down. But Reubeni’s appearance
had by now fired the imagination of a young marrano, Diogo
Pires, who in consequence became converted to Judaism under
the name of Solomon Molcho and embarked on a career more re-
markable even than Reubeni’s. He studied the Cabala in Salonica
and Safed, aroused enthusiasm in the synagogues of Ancona by his
eloquent preaching, sat at the gates of Rome among the beggars
and the maimed in order to fulfil in his own person the rabbinical
legend relating to the Messiah; and in due course fell in again
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with David Reubeni, attempted to convince the Emperor Charles
V of his mission, and died a martyr. Meanwhile, however, he also
gained the ear and favor of Pope Clement, who gave him hos-
pitality for a long time at the Vatican and protected him when
the Holy Office began proceedings against him. It is even
recounted that, when he had been condemned to death as a
renegade from the Holy Catholic Faith, the Supreme Pontiff gave
over a condemned criminal to execution in his place. It was an
amazing episode. But it was in the full line of tradition of the
Renaissance spirit at its most tolerant.

The Juxury among the upper classes at this time, Gentile as
well as Jewish, was extreme. The latter, men and women, went
about dressed in the height of contemporary fashion. We obtain
a glimpse of the interior of the wardrobe of a Jewish home in
the provisions of the synod of the communities held at Forli, in
1418, which felt impelled to order that henceforth, in order to
avoid arousing Gentile jealousy, no person of either sex should
be permitted to wear a baldric with colored backing (foderato
cinto), or robe with slashed sleeves and silk lining, or mantle of
sable or of ermine, or cloak (giubetta) of silk or velvet, and so
on—the clothing in fact that may be seen in the representations
of domestic life in Italian paintings of the period, or for that
matter in some illuminated Hebrew manuscripts. Above all, the
women went about, as in other ages, bedecked in jewelry to an
extent calculated not only to cause comment but also to arouse
resentment, and the sumptuary laws passed by this same synod to
control this abuse had many parallels, both before and after. The
great historian of the Renaissance, Burckhardt, tells how in Italy
at this time “the use of perfumes went beyond all reasonable
limits.” In this too the Jews were over-faithful imitators. The
story was told of a blind man, who recognfzed a Jew on his way
to synagogue one feast-day by the over-scented atmosphere, and
spitefully belabored him with his staff.

Italy was famous for its pageants, and the Jews followed suit.
If a bride came from one city to marry in another, an escort of
friends of the family would come out to greet her, mounted or
afoot, and it was regarded as a great restriction when, in order
to prevent adverse criticism, the congress held at Forli restricted
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the maximum number on such occasions to fourteen.! The
election on Purim of a mock-king, with implicit rule over the
Jewish quarter (a practice formerly associated with Provence),
was introduced into Italy too, as Azariah de’ Rossi informs us,
and objections were raised when in the sixteenth century the
picturesque custom was abolished at Alessandria. The Italian
Purim Play became so elaborate that (as will be seen elsewhere in
this volume) the performances were attended by many Gentiles
and a Jewish drama and dramatic companies ultimately developed
out of it. Jews of course thronged to see the public spectacles as
well. In the seventeenth century, for example, we find a Venetian
exerting himself to secure a good place for the regatta: not
improperly, to be sure, for the Jewish community was expected
to subscribe solidly to the expenses involved. For a Jew to be
present at the carnival celebrations wearing a mask was forbidden
in papal Rome, after the reaction; but elsewhere the sermons in
the synagogue were actually suspended during the period of
the masquerades, so as to permit the faithful to go about their
pleasure without qualms of conscience—or to save the preacher
from the indignity of addressing empty benches. On such occa-
sions the Jews, too, joined the riotous throng, regardless of a
possible forbidden admixture of material (sha‘atnez) in their
dominos. Some pious rabbis of the seventeenth century dis-
cussed whether the wearing of masks was permissible in accord-
ance with Jewish law. On the other hand, the dukes of Mantua,
surveying the problem from a different angle, prescribed that
the badge, which Jews had to carry on their clothing in the age
of reaction to distinguish them from Christians, was obligatory
even when a mask was worn.

Some Italian Jews were obviously skilled in the use of arms.
Those of the lower orders streamed out of Venice with the rest
of the rabble to take part in the sack of Padua in 1509, and the
studious youth of Siena joined their fellow-citizens in defending

1A similar mounted wedding cavalcade seems to have been usual
among the Jews in France in the Middle Ages; see Tosaphoth on
Succah, 45a. There is an attractive representation of such a scene in
an illuminated Italian Hebrew prayer-book of the fifteenth century
in the British Museum.
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the ramparts during the siege of 1552. David Reubeni set down
' his opinion that the Italian Jews were intrepid and powerfully-

built, better material as fighting-men for the Jewish army that he 1
__had in mind than those of any other country.

A common failing in Renaissance Italy was card-playing and
gambling; and of this the Jews, their spirit of adventure partly
diverted into such sordid channels, had more than their share. In |
every part of the country, from at least the fourteenth century
on, the communal authorities exerted themselves to keep this
tendency in check; but in vain. Time after time, restrictive laws
were enacted by the communities, reinforced by the rabbis, and
approved by the state, but they were obviously ineffective. One
episode on record shows that sometimes obedience presented its
own problems. During festivities at the court of Sardinia in
Alghero, early in the fifteenth century, a well known Jewish
gamester who was watching the gambling was ordered by the
king to take a hand, notwithstanding the ban of excommunica-
tion which the local community had recently enacted against
persons who mdulged in the vice; and the rabbi, who happened
to be present at the time (testimony, incidentally, to the degree
of social emancipation enjoyed locally by the Jews), was sorely
perplexed to know whether or not he was to be reckoned an
offender. The synod of Forli sternly forbade any gaming or card-
playing, especially in any place where there was a convent of the
vigilant Dominican Order, and local regulations reinforced this; J
but to no avail. At the Christmas festivities at Ferrara, in 1477, a
Jew named Abraham (possibly Abraham Norsa) lost 3,000 ducats |
while playing with the duke, a circumstance which helps us to |
understand why in the same vicinity, a few years later, a luck- |
less gambler registered on the fly-leaf of a Hebrew manuscript |
Bible (British Museum MS. Add. 27210) an oath taken on the !
Ten Commandments, and repeated in the presence of a non- ’
Jewish notary, that he would play no game of chance whatsoever |
for the next ten years. The sixteenth- -century collector of curios- 1
ities, Tommaso Garzoni, tells how “Leone Ebreo” of Mantua
(perhaps the theatrical impresario, Leone de’ Sommi, one of the
most remarkable figures of Italian Jewry in the age of the!
Renaissance)? once gambled away his hose-cords, so that, having | ]

2 See below, pp. 258 f.

|
[
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to go straight on to an entertainment, where that night he was
to look after the entrance, he had to hold up his hose with one
hand and the curtain with the other! Even scholars succumbed
to the vice. The classical case is the scapegrace Venetian, Rabbi
Leone Modena. Though he wrote a book in which he con-
demned gambling, and repeatedly vowed never to indulge in it
again, he was never able to keep away from the cards for long,
lost more than one small fortune at them, and brilliantly demon-
strated, when the Venetian community tried to stem the vice, that
the proceedings were contrary to talmudic law! One is forcibly
reminded of the Christian polymath, Girolamo Cardano, of the
previous generation—physician, mathematician and astrologer; for,
though he also was an encyclopaedic scholar, whose collected
works ran to ten intimidating folios, he, like Modena, was never
able to refuse to take part in a game of cards, his all-absorbing
passion. Unlike Modena, however, he usually won (this at least
was his boast), and instead of penning a warning against the vice,
he wrote an enthusiastic volume to commend his example and
methods to those who shared it. Another expert at card-games,
who put his aptitude, however, to less deadly use, was the protean
Abraham Colorni of Ferrara—engineer, antiquarian, inventor,
cabalist and military expert—who performed the most extraor-
dinary feats of jugglery with them and has been described as the
man who invented card-tricks.3

Jews not only played cards; they manufactured them as well—
not only for domestic use: an occupation which, in the circum-
stances of the time, throws incidental light on their economic
occupation and artistic aptitudes. In 1527, when a puritan reac-
tion had forbidden card-playing in Florence, and when, to boot,
Jews were not allowed within the gates, a couple of them were
arrested there on a charge of manufacturing—that is, painting—
playing-cards and smuggling them into the city. In the following
year, another Jew was fined for importing the prohibited articles
from Siena. But such interests were not confined to Italy. In
Frankfort, in 1510, the schulklopfer who aroused the faithful for
service each morning was also a painter of playing-cards, and on
one occasion complained to the authorities that his livelihood was
undermined by other Jews who imported them from elsewhere.

3 For a fuller account of him, see below, pp. 240 ff.
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So comprehensive is the Jewish code of law that even_games
sometimes gave rise to religious problems. In the sixteenth cen-
tury, the game of tennis (of course, court tennis on a hard court
and with a hard ball, and unlike the lawn-tennis of today in some
other particulars as well) became very popular throughout
Europe. The recreation is thought to have originated in the
Egyptian rites for the Spring Festival, was introduced by the |
Arabs to Europe, was much played in France from the twelfth
century on, and in Italy had now become a folk-sport, being a
feature of popular festivities as well as a fashionable diversion.
The young Jews followed the example of their neighbors and
began to play the game with zest. But was it permissible according
to Jewish religious law to play it on Sabbaths and holy days—the
days when they had most leisure? That was the problem that was
submitted in 1560 to the learned, enlightened Rabbi Moses Pro-
venzal of Mantua, who gravely considered it from every angle.
His reply gives a description of the game as played at this time,
which is among the most important of the documents illustrating |
its history—more informative in some ways even than the pedantic |
philosophical treatise written just before, in 1555, by Antonio
Scaino. We learn that two sorts of game were played—the one
with the hand, the other with a scoop (like the modern pelota).
Special courts were necessary, and it seems that the Jewish players
hired or owned them outside the city. There was betting on the
results, and the owner of the court would take a percentage of
the winnings. The rabbi very probably objected to the size of the
stakes, which by this time had increased so much that the tennis- |
court was almost converted sometimes into a gaming-house.
Observant Jews would not handle money or deal in monetary
terms on the Sabbath, so the bets were expressed in terms of food,; '
this, however, made no real difference, as later on the stakes were |
converted into cash. Moreover, very often the game was played i |
during the hour of the sermon in the synagogue—not then during ,li
the regular morning service, but a separate function—to which ﬂ
the rabbi naturally had a strong objection if only for professional
reasons. With these reservations, however, he did not object to (]
the game as a Sabbath occupation, provided only that the players It
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used their hands and not rackets (“small bows laced with gut, |

!

and netted with string”), which might break and t_egl_p_t__t_be
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players to repair them: technically, a “forbidden work” on the
day of rest. '

The game continued in fashion among the Italian Jews for
another two generations at least. By the time of Rabbi Moses
Provenzal’s grandson Eliezer, also a scholar of repute, the supply
of rackets on the courts had become more plentiful, so that there
was now no temptation to mend broken strings; and the tennis
enthusiasts maintained, though unsuccessfully, that the former re-
striction should be removed. In Venice, however, at this time
(notwithstanding the inevitable intervention of Leone Modena),
the rabbinate forbade the playing with rackets on the Sabbath.
It is obvious from the documents that the pastime had by now
attained great popularity here, and Modena’s responsum makes
it appear that hard courts were then available in the ghetto.

A distinguishing feature of the Italian Renaissance was the re-
discovery of-nature, which found its expression in the universal
urge of the urban patricians to spend at least part of their time at
their villas in the country, a practice made easier by the normal
prevalence of peaceful conditions, and almost imperative by the
extremity of the summer heat. In the days before the ghetto
system confined them rigorously to dank areas in the cities, the
Italian Jews shared this passion to the full, and at least the wealthy
among them—especially it seems in Tuscany—had rural retreats
to which they repaired in the torrid season in much the same
way as their Christian neighbors. When David Reubeni was in
[taly in 1524, he was entertained by the learned Vitale (Jehiel
Nissim) da Pisa (grandson of the Jehiel mentioned above) in his
country seat ensconced among the olive orchards on a hillside
not far from that city. Many of the local patricians came to visit
them there, he tells us, and the cultured women-folk of the house-
hold used to entertain the company with music. The Florentine
banker Manuele da Volterra had a villa facetiously called Pol-
veroso (“Dusty”), where his lavish hospitality was affectionately
remembered by a visiting magnate whom his son met in Egypt
on his way to Palestine twenty years later. In an inventory of
household property of this period, we find listed the hangings
and utensils sent to the family villa at the beginning of the sum-
mer, and brought back at its end. There is extant an amusing
Hebrew document written by a band of Florentine Jews relaxing
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during the summer in the country, apparently in a Jewish guest-
house, in which they summon one of their friends, in the style
of the Otto di Guardia (the police-commission of the Republic),
to join them there forthwith, under direst penalties.

How did these fifteenth-century ‘“vacationists” spend their
leisure? Certainly (as we have seen) with music, doubtless in
study, perhaps in admiring the countryside. But there can be no
doubt that at least some of them followed the fashions of their
neighbors down to the last detail, even in their pastimes. The
German-Jewish statesman, Walter Rathenau, once asserted dog-
matically that no Jew could possibly enjoy hunting, whatever he
might pretend. The Italian Jews of the Renaissance period appear
to belie this generalization. The signatories to the document just
mentioned apologize for the absence of some of their number,
who were out setting traps “for they spend all their time laying
snares for kites and ravens”; one of them, however, arrived just
in time to append his signature, accompanied by his attendant
carrying his catch (one sparrow, they said!). Bonaventura da
Volterra, having had a fortunate day’s hunting in January 1471,
sent his friend Lorenzo the Magnificent a buck and two fawns,
and another present of the sort the following winter. But obvi-
ously everything was not given away in this fashion, and there
is reason to suspect that these Florentine Jews on holiday were
not always meticulous in their observance of the dietary laws.
Nevertheless, long after the ghetto had established its stranglehold
on Jewish life, the Rabbi of Ancona, Samson Morpurgo, had to
discuss (Responsa, ii.18), in answer to a question, whether or not
hunting was permitted to Jews who could not eat the meat of
the animals they caught; incidentally he expressed in noble words
his profound disapproval of the practice, on the ground that
unnecessary suffering to the animals was caused thereby.

The love of, or rather yearning for, Palestine was at all times
extremely marked among Italian Jews. But even this expressed

itself in the time of the Renaissance in a characteristic fashion. |

It was easier for Italian Jews than for most others to go on pil-
gumages to the Holy Land, both because they lived so much |
nearer to it and because communications between the two coun- |
tries were relatively so well organized. Except during two inter- |
iudes, from 1427 to 1430 and 1467 to 1487, when the Ttalian |
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sea-captains were forbidden by the Popes to transport Jews to
Palestine (though indeed even now ways were found to overcome
the difficulty, by following a circuitous route), there was a con-
stant stream of Italian Jewish pilgrims to the country, and they
played a disproportionately large part in the renewal of its Jewish
community in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Impelled
though they were by the immemorial mystical and religious urge,
they looked about them with the acute Renaissance gaze. Several
of them left behind graphic accounts of their experiences in
which, in the pungent, nervous Hebrew prose characteristic of
the Italian Jews of this period, they noted all of the relevant
~ details. With them it was not merely a question of a list of the
. sites of pilgrimage in the Holy Land, such as had appealed to
their medieval predecessors, but a lively day-to-day record of
their journey to the country, their personal experiences on the
way and after they arrived, whom they met and what they saw,
local life and political circumstances, economic conditions and
places—not only of Jewish interest—worthy of the tourist’s inspec-
tion, sometimes accompanied by nostalgic comparisons with fa-
miliar sites in their native Italy. These are among the classics of
| Jewish geographical and travel literature. They include the de-
scriptions by Elijah of Ferrara in 1435 and by Joseph of Mon-
tagnana in 1481; the letters sent back to his father in Citta di
Castello by Obadiah di Bertinoro, the commentator on the Mish-
. nah and reorganizer of the Jewish community in Jerusalem, when
he went to Palestine via Sicily and Egypt in 1487/8; the vivacious
record of the Florentine Meshullam (Bonaventura) of Volterra,
Lorenzo de’ Medici’s friend, who went on a pilgrimage in ful-
filment of a vow in 1481; the story sent back by one of Bertinoro’s
pupils in 1495; the careful record of Rabbi Moses Basola of
Ancona in 1521-23. None of these has indeed the importance of
the accurate memoranda by the Spanish traveler, Benjamin of
Tudela, of his journeys throughout the Mediterranean world and
as far as Bagdad in 1168-72, but this greatest of medieval docu-
‘ ments of this type, terse and factual, is in a category entirely by
| dtself.
| Some persons not only wrote down accounts of their travels,
but even illustrated them with pictures of the Holy Sites in Pales-
tine; others combined their pious pilgrimage with antiquarian

b
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research, and collected (for example) specimens of ancient Jewish
coins which would be eagerly studied on their return. Highly
characteristic of the Renaissance, moreover—and reminiscent in-
decd of the quest for Prester John by Gentile savants—was the
systematic manner in which one Abraham of Perugia undertook
to assemble the accounts of Jewish travelers, in the hope of being
able to throw light on the secret of the Lost Ten Tribes. But, by
the side of the mystical yearnings toward Palestine, one finds in
the period an expression of what may be termed the classic anti-
Zionist attitude—as exceptional in older sources as it was com-
monplace in assimilated circles four hundred years later. When
David Reubeni was in Siena, he was brutally informed by his host,
Ishmael da Rieti, the affluent loan-banker who had such influence
with the Medici: “I have no desire for Jerusalem; I have no desire
or affection except for my city of Siena.”

The antiquarian interest which was a feature of Renaissance life
was also shared by the Italian Jews, who indeed sometimes based
their enthusiasms on similar faulty foundations. In 1465 there
was found at Cividale in Friuli an ancient Hebrew tombstone,
which was believed to bear the date 3156 according to the
Hebrew reckoning—that is, 605 before the Christian era! In typi-
cal fashion, the Jewish community celebrated the find by a new
inscription to commemorate their antiquity. This was set up by
the side of the original tablet in the city gate, where it may still
be seen—although the older one, which, if it existed, was certainly
not pre-Roman, has long since disappeared. It was universally
believed that four foremost Italian Jewish families—Min ha-
Adumim (De’ Rossi), Min haAnavim (Anau, Dei Piatelli) Min
haZekenim (De’ Vecchi) and Min haTapuhim (De’ Pomi: but
there is some uncertainty about this name—some versions list a
different clan)—were descended from noble families of Judaea
which had been brought back from his Palestinian campaign by
Titus, after the destruction of Jerusalem. This obviously reflected

the prevailing tendency of Italian families to trace back their

descent, with the aid of fictitious pedigrees, to classical times,
Latinizing their names so as to give verisimilitude to their claim.
Indeed, according to recent ideas, the De’ Rossi, those superbly
cultured sons of their age, owed this appellation to nothing more
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romantic than the fact that their forebears had had been engaged
in the dyeing industry.

Such patrician families, and others less exalted or of more recent
vintage, flaunted quasi-heraldic badges—embryonic coats-of-arms,
in fact—on their ritual appurtenances, manuscripts, tombstones
and so on: not infrequently embodying the traditional lion of the
tribe of Judah or the palm tree which symbolizes the upright,
but generally more individual and more distinctive (for example,
the three blackamoors’ heads, blindfolded, in use by the Norsa
family). Indeed, the chronicler Ibn Jacchia cheerfully asserted
that coats-of-arms were first introduced to the world by the
ancient Hebrews.

The Italian Jews of the Renaissance period were thus sunk to
a great degree in the literary atmosphere and intellectual tradition
of their environment. Their Hebraic training widened their in-
tellectual horizons; it did not, as was the case in so many other
lands later on, transfer them to a wholly different sphere. Any
person with the slightest pretext to education was familiar with
Dante and with Petrarch. Rabbis quoted them in their sermons,
and exegetes mentioned them in their biblical commentaries. The
Divina Comnmedia was even transliterated into Hebrew characters
by some enthusiast to whom this method of writing was more
familiar. Nor were the Jews ignorant of later poets, not yet of
full classical status. Leone Modena’s first serious experiment in
Italian versification was a rendering into Hebrew of the first
canto of Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso from the original. It is char-
acteristic that he translated similarly—and probably at the same
tender age—the twenty-eighth canto, which was omitted in the
standard editions after the end of the sixteenth century because
of its moral laxity. Something of this spirit continued into the
age of the ghetto. The eminent Italian Jewish poet of the late
eighteenth century, Salamone Fiorentino, used to recount how
his poetical appreciation was first aroused when he once heard a
Jewish mother in Siena lulling her child to sleep to the strains of
Petrarch.

Like so much else, the educational system among the Jews of
Renaissance Italy was readjusted in accordance with the new
conceptions that had come to prevail in the outside world. The
old talmudic disciplines were by no means neglected. But these
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were supplemented by studies in accordance with the Renaissance
attitudes—and this was she case even with the German immigrants,
newly established in northern Italy, whose remoter background
was hardly distinguished by the spirit of modernity. Hebrew
grammar and composition were carefully imparted, so that the
Italian Jews became distinguished for the purity and accuracy of
their prose style. Even Latin was added to the curriculum: in
the Yeshiva maintained at Siena by Rabbi Joseph Marli (that is,
D’Arles) under the auspices of the lordly Ishmael da Rieti, there
was, for example, a Christian teacher of “grammar” (presumably
Latin and Italian) who held regular classes every afternoon, the
Hebrew and talmudic studies being interrupted for this purpose.
Of course, the vernacular was not neglected. In other countries,
it was unusual to find a Jew reading the vernacular: in Italy,
Leone Modena stood amazed at the obscurantists who deliberately
confined their reading to Hebrew. On the other hand, Judah
Asahel del Bene, writing in 1646, complained that Italian was
being studied to the detriment of Hebrew, which was shamefully
overlooked. Private teachers, at least, were supposed to add to
all this instruction not only Hebrew versification, but also music
and dancing. Toward the end of the fifteenth century, Jacob
ben Judah Landau, an immigrant from Germany resident in
Naples, composed his famous but not very original compendium
of Jewish religious law entitled Agur (“The Bundle”) for the
benefit of a native-born pupil whose time was so taken up with
the study of natural science and philosophy that he had no leisure
for the Talmud.

Sometimes the knowledge of Latin, even in the upper classes,
among Italian Jewry was elementary to a degree, and we find
some Jewish writers apologizing for their poor equipment. But
the better educated had in certain cases much the same introduc-
tion into classical training as their Christian fellow-citizens of the
same social class. Manuele da S. Miniato, the scholarly loan-banker
who taught Giannozzo Manetti Hebrew,* had a good knowledge
of Latin, but was anxious to receive instruction in philosophy.

Certain of the Italian Jewish writers show a fair knowledge of | .

i

the classical literature, as we shall see in the cases of Judah Messer

4For all these names, see below, pp. 137-164.
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Leon or Azariah de’ Rossi or Leone Ebreo. Of course, the same
was true for a handful of the upper class in Spain as well: Don
Isaac Abrabanel, in a letter of condolence of 1470/1 to the Count
of Faro (son of the Duke of Braganza) quoted not only Aristotle,
but also Seneca, as he did long after in his Hebrew Commentary
on the Prophets. It is more significant in a way that a comfort-
loving businessman such as Bonaventura da Volterra, seeing a
crocodile for the first time, in Egypt, was able to quote from
memory Pliny’s description of one. Recently there has come to
light the library-catalogue of an Italian Jew of the sixteenth cen-
tury. It is written in Hebrew characters and describes a small
collection of works in various branches of knowledge, one-third
of them in Italian or Latin. This would have been out of the
question in any other country of Europe at that time.

Some Jewish scholars—especially those who had gone through
the university—could speak Latin also, and to good effect. Leone
Modena’s uncle, Abtalion, when he was sent to Rome to plead
on behalf of the Talmud, delivered an oration in Latin before
Pope Gregory XIII and all his assembled cardinals, which lasted
for two hours without interruption. Thomas Coryat, the English
traveler, visiting the Venetian ghetto in 1608, had no difficulty
in finding “a certaine learned Jewish Rabbin that spake good
Latin,” on whom he forced a religious controversy.

This was the golden age of the Italian sermon: and the Italian
Jewish community too produced, in persons such as Judah Mos-
cato and David del Bene and Azariah Picho,® eloquent preachers
who commanded a degree of popularity hardly imaginable at
present. Their pulpit addresses, normally delivered not at the
“statutory” services but generally on Sabbath afternoons (when
a couple of hours could be devoted to this and nothing else),
attracted large and enthusiastic audiences and gained their authors
a wide reputation. They did not concentrate preponderantly on
points of rabbinic scholarship, as was the case in other countries,
but were ethical, moral, and hortatory, not dissimilar in this to
those of the friars who exhorted the multitudes to repentance

during Lent. The structure too was grea{l i{l_lzqge&cgi?y that

® Generally but inaccurately called “Figo”—a faulty retransliteration
of the current Hebrew form y”3'n.
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of contemporary Italian homiletics: certainly artificial, being
based on a rigorous pattern from the biblical citation at the be-
ginning to the peroration at the end; but at the same time aesthetic
in conception and harmonious in form. Not only were the classi-
cal Jewish sources quoted, but also, as we shall see, a wide range
of classical and vernacular literature. Allusions to contemporary
conditions, moreover, make these addresses a veritable mine of
information for the social historian. Until the eighteenth century,
they were invariably published, if they were deemed worthy of
the honor, in Hebrew: but they were delivered in mellifluous
Italian. Hence they sometimes attracted considerable numbers of
non-Jews as well, including on occasion priests and friars or even
visiting princes. Leone Modena in his autobiography tells, in his
enthusiastic fashion, many tales to show how his sermons in the
Venetian ghetto attracted the most distinguished audiences, and
were sometimes referred to admiringly later on from the pulpits
of neighboring churches. Giordano Bruno is recorded to have
esteemed greatly a Jewish preacher of his day who (he observed)
said nothing in his addresses that was not full of sense: he has
been identified conjecturally with the Mantuan Rabbi Judah
Moscato mentioned just above, author of the popular collection
of sermons, Nefuzoth Judah or “The Dispersions of Judah”
(first published in Venice in 1588, and often reprinted down to
our own day) which first introduced the new standards and
styles to the synagogue and thus inaugurated a new epoch in
Jewish homiletic literature.

The Renaissance period coincided more or less with the first
association of the Jews with the European university system. The
reason is plain. In the early Middle Ages, when the level of the
Jews in general and scientific culture (especially as regards medi-

|

cine) was on the whole higher than that of their Christian neigh- ||
bors, their own schools or those of Arab teachers were sufficient |
for their needs. When European culture began to advance, and i
the Arab culture to lag, the question of training began to be of |

great importance. The universities of the Christian lands at this §

time did their best to exclude Jews, or admitted them only re- &
luctantly, the distinguished Jewish physicians of the Middle Ages | |

in most instances having received their training privately. In the |
first half of the fourteenth century, the great jurist Bartolo dc{
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Sassoferrato refused permission to two Jews, who had studied at
the University of Bologna and successfully passed their examina-
tions, to be admitted to their degree; for the doctorate was (he
said) a dignity similar to that of knighthood, from which Jews
were automatically excluded by canon law. Other legal experts
agreed with this ruling.

In time, however, a more tolerant spirit began to prevail here
and there. The earliest instance on record of the conferring of a
degree on a Jew in an Italian university seems to be as late as
1409, when Leone Benaiah, of Imola, is said to have been admitted
to the doctorate at Padua. There is some doubt as to the exact
date, but from about this time, the Jewish physicians who were
so prominent in Italy (even, as we shall see later, at the papal
curia) generally seem to have held a doctor’s degree from some
university. Christian rigorists objected; and although the protec-
tive bull issued in 1429 by Pope Martin V' (not without persua-
sion, solidly supported) included attendance at universities among
the normal Jewish activities which should not be impeded, the
Council of Basel in 1434 sternly prohibited Jews to be admitted
to academic degrees. In Italy, however, its prescriptions were
not obeyed very meticulously, or for long, and the Jewish gradu-
ates of the Italian universities at this period are relatively numer-
ous. If any doubts arose as to the legality of the procedure, a
papal dispensation or license could be obtained without much
difficulty; or else there could be some slight change in the pro-
cedure, so as to deprive it of some of its pomp and make it less
ecclesiastical in nature. Moreover, the Jews had various convivial
burdens imposed on them by custom on such occasions. At Padua,
for example, on the day of graduation they had to keep an open
table with food and drink for all who cared to come: and one
may readily imagine that some of the more impecunious Gentiles
took care to arrange their diet on the previous days in such a
way as to do justice to this enforced hospitality. In due course,
however, this usage was compounded for by a fixed tribute. Every
Jew on his graduation had to give the beadle of the university a
quantity of sweet-meats for the academic attendants, and for each
of the many “nations” into which the student body was divided.
Thus, it was reckoned that it cost twice as much for a Jew as
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for a non-Jew to graduate. With local differences, this system
probably applied elsewhere as well.

The Jews received on graduation the same elaborate diplomas
as the Gentiles; a few are extant, lavishly illuminated and em-
bodying the portrait of the graduate, though none is to hand
earlier than the seventeenth century. We have records of eighty
Jews who graduated (always in “philosophy and medicine™)
between 1517 and 1619 in Padua, as well as some in Naples (1490-
1504), Perugia (1547-1551), Pisa (1554), Siena (1543-1695), Pavia
(1563), Ferrara (c.1540) and perhaps elsewhere. When Isaac
Cohen da Viterbo graduated at Siena in 1543, the university au-
thorities jubilantly escorted him with music to the house of his
popular patron Ishmael da Rieti. In Bologna, indeed, a specific
intervention of the papal governor was necessary when Angelo
(Mordecai) Modena desired to graduate in 1528; for the univer-
sity, never having admitted a Jew to a degree before, did not
wish to create a precedent. They had to yield however; and the
new doctor, like all others who took their degree while the
Empercr Charles V was residing here for his nefarious conference
with the Pope, was raised by him to the dignity of knight. There
is extant the text of the eloquent oration made at the University
of Ferrara about this time by a distinguished jurist, Caelio Cal-
cagnini, when he conferred the degree upon a Jew named Reuben,
in accordance with the usual formalities—handing him a closed
book, placing a ring on his finger and a beretta on his head, and
giving him the kiss in sign of affection. However, such broad- |
mindedness was to disappear in most places after 1584, when Pope
Gregory XIII stringently forbade the practice of medicine by =
Jews, except among their own co-religionists. From now on, it 1‘
was only at Padua that the university retained a relatively tolerant |
attitude, becoming for the next two hundred years the main {
center of medical srudy for Jews from all over Europe

Not only were there Jewish undergraduates, but in exceptional i
cases there were also Jewish teachers. Surprisingly enough, they l '
had been known in the tolerant atmosphere of ancient Alexandria, &
where the Jews Adamantius and Domnus gave instruction in medi- |
cine in the Museum in the fifth century. In the Middle Ages, this ©
was out of the question. It is true that there are a number of |
curious legends connecting Jewish scholars with the development Il

P ——
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of some of the most ancient European seats of learning—for exam-
ple, that a Jew was associated in the eighth century, together
with an Arab, a Greek and a Latin, in the foundmor of the famous
medical school of Salerno, in south Italy, or that ]acob ibn Tibbon
(Profiat Judaeus), the scientist whose astronomical works were
used by Dante, was Regent of the Medical Faculty of Montpellier
in the thirteenth. There is assuredly no basis for either of these tales

which are manifestly quite 1mprobable. In the Renaissance period,
somewhat more plausible legends of this sort are current. Elijah
del Medigo, for example, the tutor of Pico della Mirandola, may
have taught informally in Padua, as we shall see; but there is no
record of his name in the university archives as an official teacher.
His kinsman, Samuel Menahem del Medigo, later rabbi in Candia
(Crete), is also stated to have taught philosophy in Padua a few
years later. Similarly, it is said that the learned and pious Rabbi
Judah Minz, who died a centenarian in 1508 after officiating as
rabbi in Padua for forty-seven years, had also lectured in philos-
ophy at the university of that place, and that his statue was once to
be seen on the main staircase. This tale, too, circumstantial though
it is, has no documentary support.

On the other hand, there were various Jews who certainly did
have teaching appointments in Italian universities in the period
of the Renaissance. One may leave out of account one or two
who taught Hebrew, such as Abraham Gallo, who lectured at
Ferrara, or the nephew of Ishmael da Rieti (probably Simon
Vitale, that is, Samuel ben Jehiel) who through his uncle’s influ-
ence received an appointment at Pisa, with which seat of learning
the name of one Hercules Judeus is also vaguely associated. Nor
can one take into consideration in this connection marranos whose
attachment to Judaism may or may not have been known, such
as Amatus Lusitanus, who taught anatomy at Ferrara for a short
while in the middle of the sixteenth century. There are in addi-
tion to these a small number of Jewish physicians, whose loyalties
were notorious, who received official positions as university teach-
ers. For example, that same Elias Sabot (Elijah ben Sabbetai),
who at one time attended on Henry IV of England and was in
service at many Italian courts, taught at the Umv ersity of Pavia
at the beginning of the fifteenth century; Don Judah Abrabanel
(better remembered as Leone Ebreo, the author of the “Dialogues
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of Love”) was reader in medicine and “astrology” (comprising,
of course, astronomy) at Naples nearly a hundred years later;
and—the best attested case of all—the Spanish-born Jacob Mantino,
called Giacobbe Giudeo, an extremely versatile and in his day
important figure, received official nomination in 1529 as Lecturer
on Medicine at the University of Bologna, to be followed (prob-
ably in 1539-41) by appointment as Professor of Practical Medi-
cine at the “Sapienza” organized not long before by Pope Leo X
in Rome. On the former occasion, however, the post was a sine-
cure, for this was an ingenious device of his patron, Pope Clement
VII, to secure him a regular source of income without cost to the
papal treasury.®

Among the more conservative rabbis, university attendance
raised certain specific problems. There was a great similarity be-
tween the academic robes and the normal Jewish costume worn
at this time, to the distress of German anti-Semites, who alleged
that sometimes a short-sighted student would reverently salute
a Jew under the impression that he was a Master of Arts. The
learned Italian Rabbi Joseph Colon on the other hand was asked
whether the academic robes-could be considered in the rabbinic
sense “garb of the Gentiles,” wbich a-pious Jew should not wear.
This he answered in the negative (Responsa, § 88). But another
problem arose—the cloak was square-cut, with four corners:
should the Jewish student not attach to it the ritual fringes, as
prescribed in the Book-of Numbers? This was perhaps a more
ticklish matter. Colon was inclined to answer affirmatively (§ 149),
though Judah Messer Leon of Mantua, a truer son of the Italian
Renaissance, vigorously disagreed.

University education involved, however, more fundamental
problems than this. In the first place, there was the question of
obtaining admission, for the instances that have been quoted
above were in fact exceptions proving the rule. Secondly, after

8 According to the chronicler Gedaliah ibn Jacchia (who boasted
that his uncle, Judah ibn Jacchia, was the third Jew to graduate at the
University of Padua), the grammarian Abraham de’ Balmes gave
courses at that university, which were frequented by Christian stu-
dents. The archives, however, provide no confirmation of this.

There are fuller details regarding all the persons mentioned above
elsewhere in this volume, mainly in chapters VI and X.
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the Jewish student was admitted, there was the problem of insur-
ing that his secular training did not overwhelm or obscure his
Jewish interests. In Sicily, there was a very strong medical tra-
dition among the Jews, several court physicians and even some
woman practitioners being recorded. As elsewhere in the Ara-
gonese dominions, an examination before some competent au-
thority, such as the Jewish protomedico Joseph Abenafia, was
necessary before one could be licensed. As the tradition of Arab
medicine waned here the problem of medical training became
serious. The communities of the island determined, accordingly,
on an amazing new venture—none other than to establish their
own Jewish university, in order to satisfy the needs of young
Jews who were thirsting for knowledge outside the “four ells”
of rabbinical study. They presented their petition to this effect
through their representative, Benjamin Romano of Syracuse, and
on January 17, 1466, were formally authorized by King John to set
up a university, or studium generale, in any city they might choose,
to engage and discharge doctors, jurists, etc., “and in the said
university to arrange instruction in all the approved sciences for
those who seem proper thereto and to others.” Moreover, the
king took under his protection “all the doctors, jurists, masters,
students and others who shall frequent the said studium generale
. . . as well as the said studium itself.” The precise object of the
foundation is not stated. It is obvious, however, that it must have
been intended in the main for the study of medicine and the
conferring of academic degrees in that subject: not long before,
in 1451, the practice of medicine among Christians had been
thrown open to Jews, and there had perhaps been an influx into
the profession. From the repeated mention of jurists, it is prob-
able that civil law—in which Jewish experts were obviously need-
ful for the domestic business of the communities—was to be
another subject. That the humanities were envisaged, except
incidentally, is most improbable, and Jewish studies would plainly
have been superfluous. However that may be, the scheme was
indubitably overambitious, and whether or not the Jewish uni-
versity functioned for a shgrt while, we hear nothing more about
it. But the record is of exceptional interest. The University of
Palermo was founded long after this date, at the close of the
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eighteenth century, and this is apparently the first episode in this
aspect of the academic history of the island.

In north Italy precisely a hundred years after this Sicilian
experiment, an analogous project was launched, though with a !
somewhat different slant. By this period, as we have seen, Jews
had begun to frequent the Italian universities in some numbers. ’
This involved two_difficulties. One was that Jewish elementary
education (using that term in a wider sense than would be ap-
plicable today), centered as it was on Jewish studies, provided I
an inadequate pre-university training. The other was that, once
entered at the universities, the Jewish youths would be so much I
absorbed in the general courses that they would have no time to |
pursue futher their talmudic and Jewish studies, their progress in '
which was normally interrupted in these crucial years. '

Accordingly, in the middle of the sixteenth century, Rabbi '
David Provenzal of Mantua and his physician-son Abraham, ]
launched an ambitious scheme. Because of their eminent status as |
members of a rabbinical family outstanding in that city for many ,|
generations, which combined Jewish and secular culture to a |
remarkable degree (we have encountered them before), they ’
proposed the establishment of a Jewish-academy in a prospectus |
which was printed and circulated among the Italian Jewish com- ]
munities in 1566. In this academy university instruction should |
be anticipated and in some measure supplemented; there were to !
be regular courses, not only in the Talmud and Hebrew studies
generally (including philosophy on the one hand and calligraphy |
on the other), but also in secular subjects, in which Jewish stu-
dents might be backward—Latin and Italian composition, logic,
mathematics, rhetoric, astronomy, and of course (and preémi- | |
nently) medicine. Those who could not as yet read Latin freely' !
were to study in Hebrew translations “for in science the 1rn-
portance lies in the substance, not the language.” Meanwhile,
arrangements would be made for the students to have clinical
training by attending on various physicians, Christians as well as
Jews, in their practices. They would thus be enabled to leave
the academy with a complete general culture, thoroughly imbued!
however with the Jewish spirit, and would be able to graduate
at the university of their choice in the shortest possible period of

W
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time, without being submitted to an excessive assimilatory in-
fluence.”

Whether or not anything practical resulted from this is un-
known: there is some evidence, though it is not quite conclusive,
that this “university” was in fact established and did function for
a little time. In any case, it was not until some three or four
hundred years had elapsed that such conceptions as these were
to be renewed in Jewish life.

7The spread of “modern” cultural conceptions among the Jews was,
of course, not universal: nor was it unopposed. Just as some Christian
religious revivalists of the period set themselves against the Renaissance
tendencies, so some pietists and obscurantists among the Jews adopted
a similar attitude. Thus a talmudist named Jacob ben David Provenzal,
of Naples, wrote a letter in 1490 to David Messer Leon (published
in Dibre Habamim, Metz, 1849) in which he roundly condemned all
secular learning, not excepting even the study of medicine. It is
probable that he was the progenitor of the highly enlightened
Mantuan family of a later generation! The episode illustrates the
assimilative force of the Italian environment, even in a staunch
rabbinic house.



THREE

Manners and Morals

1
|
E
In popular imagination the Renaissance figures prominently, if ,
not preéminently, as a period of loose morality. The mere names |
of the Borgia and the Gonzaga, of Mlchelangelo and Benvenuto P
Cellini, of Machiavelli and Aretino, conjure up—not wholly un-

justifiably—pictures of moral delinquency, not to say turpitude. )
The same attitude was reflected, though certainly not as uni-

versally as is sometimes thought, in every level of society. Not- |
withstanding the very different background and circumstances of 'l
life of the Ttalian Jews in this period, and the tenacity of the |
family tradition among them, this aspect was not entirely absent |
from their lives also. It is yet another example of what will be I

found so markedly throughout these pages: h_g\_v_exgr__stmng.ly
Jewish, t 0 talian. !

rom early times, the Church had voiced the strongest possible [=
objection to sexual relations between Jews and Christians, whether [
in or out of matrimony; such relations were considered almost |
as a species of perversion. Throughout Europe such intercourse—
even though a prostitute were in question—was forbidden by =
the utmost rigors of the law; as late as the seventeenth century |
a Jewish girl was burned in Rome as the result of a love-affair| :
with a young noble. Their own strict moral code should have| ‘
prevented Jewish youths from succumbing to this hazardous
temptation, even if considerations of this nature had not applied. \
Yet, out of a total of some eighty-eight condemnations of Jews
recorded in Florence in the fifteenth century, no fewer thanf
thirty-four were for sexual offences. There is reason to believe
that the cultured Bonaventura da Volterra went on his pilgrimage’ |
to Palestine in 1481, of which he has left so vivid an account, in
fulfilment of a vow that he had made some time before whenj
he was in danger of sentence of death for such a misdemeanors
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No fewer than fifty Jewish prostitutes are said to have been
burned in Rome in our period. At Padua, to the rabbis’ horror,
there were even disorderly houses in the Jewish quarter, the civic
authorities considering the Jews’ attempts to secure their sup-
pression somewhat bizarre. In Florence, too, in 1460 the Jews
were formally permitted to have their own prostitutes; and two
“women of the town” are mentioned in the fifteenth-century
records. (This, to be sure, is not so bad as were conditions in
contemporary Spain where, if we are to believe the popular
preacher Isaac Arama [§ 20], the leaders of the Jewish community
actually encouraged prostitution in the Jewish quarter, so as to
prevent worse abuses.) In 1416, a rabbinical synod held at Bologna
took measures to stem what they regarded (it is to be hoped,
with pardonable ecclesiastical exaggeration) as the general prev-
alence of immorality among the younger generation, especially
with Gentile women. As a matter of fact, the whole question was
complicated by the fact that Jews and prostitutes, fellow-pariahs,
' were sometimes segregated in the same area of the town, as a
symbol of degradation—thus adding to the temptations of the
Jew1sh youth and to the perplexity of their mentors. It ‘may be
observed that the criticisms of the rabbinical moralists are leveled
mainly against the men; the traditional purity of Jewish woman-
‘ hood seems to have been generally maintained, even in this licen-
- tious age and environment. But Rabbi Obadiah di Bertinoro,
passing through Sicily on his way to Palestine in 1487, noted the
low state of sexual morality, and dryly observed that most brides

' came under the marriage canopy when they were already preg-

' nant. It is known that the learned, charitable, well-born Don

| Samuel Abrabanel, husband of one of the most esteemed Jewish

. women of the age, had a “natural” son—very much in the spirit

| of Gentile society in his beloved Ferrara.

. From Urbino we have an almost unique document attesting
| the solemnization there in 1511 of a marriage in the most formal
| fashion by consummation—a method regarded by rabbinical law
.| as legal but repugnant. What is most astonishing is that this took
r place in a room in the palace of the Duke of Urbino himself!
¢ | There are even cases, in sixteenth- -century Italy, hardlv to be
¢ | traced among the Jews at any other place or time, of condemna-
¢ | tions for homosexual offences.
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The moral outlook of the age is reflected in Italian Jewish liter-
ature. Immanuel of Romg, Dante’s _contemporary and imitator
(of whom much will be sa1d later in this volume) boasted im-
moderately in his poems, some of them highly erotic, of his
amatory conquests. Even though these may have been fictitious,
as such boasts frequently are, this would appear highly paradoxical
according to modern lights in a scholar, exegete and synagogal
employee—though it was not perhaps so regarded in a country
where some of the classical erotic collections were compiled by
persons who were in Holy Orders. He did not stand alone.
Giuseppe Gallo (Joseph Sarfati), son of the sixteenth-century
papal physician Samuel Sarfati, and a notable figure in his own
right in Italian Jewish literary life, composed at least one Hebrew |
poem in honor of his mistress. There is extant, too, a delightful {

Hebrew ode written by Raphael da Faenza, the Florentine Jewish

litterateur of the age of Lorenzo the Magnificent, to celebrate

the frail beauty of one Galantina Morosina, whose name (unless ’
I

it should be read mzeRossena, that is, Da Rossena, a fairly well
known italian Jewish family) reminds one of the lady-love who &
so long engaged the affections of Cardinal Bembo. This is in itself |l
curious. But what is more curious is that it was copied on the
flyleaves of a prayer-book, now in the great library of Parma,
together with a hymn composed in honor of the same lady. J
Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that in the vast majority

of cases the traditional moral standards tinued to_prevail for 1
ordinary men and women. This is vividly illustrated in an CplSOde |
in the autoblography of Leone Modena, which contains one of | '
the most moving love passages in the whole Jewish literature.
At the age of seventeen, with his complete approval, his parents |
arranged for his betrothal to his cousin Esther, though he had J
a presentiment in a dream that she was not to be his bride. When | !
in the followmg vear he arrived in Venice for the marriage, he '
found her in bed, in a decline. Her state became worse and worse.
On the day of her death she sent for Leone and threw her arms
around him and kissed him and said: “Indeed I realize that this =
is shameless conduct on my part. But God knows that in the year =
we have been betrothed we have not touched one another even|
with the tips of our fingers. Now that I am to die, it is permlttedr .

me by death.” Not long afterward, she passed away. A month’ A
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later, Leone was reluctantly persuaded to marry her sister, with
whom he lived almost from the first in perpetual friction.

Even the names borne by Italian Jewish women in this period
emphasize their assimilation to the general population among
whom they lived. The men all had biblical names, at least for
synagogue and religious usemould be known fa-
miliarly by vernacular equivalents, as we have seen. But a very
large proportion of the women had only Italian names, , which
were of a specifically non- -biblical nature—Laura, Laudomia, Im-
peria, Diamante, Marchigiana, Virtudiosa, Armonia, and so on;
sometimes even the names of pagan deities, such as Pomona.
How widely this fashion prevailed may be indicated from one
smgle instance. There is no need to apologlze for adducing once
again an example found in connection with Leone Modena, about
whose background we have far more intimate details than is the
case with any other person in this age. The woman whom he
married after the episode recounted above bore the biblical name
Rachel. But at a time of sickness and heightened religiosity, this
was symbolically altered in accordance with the prescriptions
of the cabalists. The new name chosen was Diana—which was,
incidentally, the name borne also by a pious kinswoman of his
who had a reputation as a talmudist, as well as by his daughter!
Nothing can show more vividly than this curious anecdote, told
by Modena in all innocence, the degree of cultural identification
at this time between the Italian Jews and their neighbors, genera-
tion after generation, even in a rabbinical family outstanding for
its piety and erudition.

The same spirit reflected itself in every other possible way: so
much so that, according to one perhaps biased statement, Jewish
women at Venice called on the Madonna in childbirth. Some
exquisite household appurtenances made at this period are extant,
wholly [talian in feeling but Jewish in symbolism, which show
how profoundly Jewish women were affected by the aesthetic
standards of their neighbors. The perlodlcallv-enacted Sumptuary
Laws, such as the one passed in 1418 at the Synod of Forli which
has been spoken of above, prove how they also followed the pre-
vailing fashion in dress and adornment—and how faithfully they
shared the Italian tendency to excess in such matters; and from
the fifteenth century on, many Jewish communities throughout
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the country, imitating the secular authority, periodically enacted
codes, called Pragmatiche, to enforce moderation. The employ-
ment of adventitious aids to female beauty was a perpetual pre-
occupation of Renaissance preachers and moralists, and it is cer-
tain that Jewish women followed (or anticipated) the general
fashion. During waves of repentance (such as that at Florence at
the time of Savonarola) the Christian preachers succeeded in
having such instruments of temptation publicly burned; there is
no evidence that anything of this sort ever took place within the
Jewish community, however much the rabbis may have ful-
minated. It is interesting to speculate whether the wearing of wigs
by the pious Jewish matron, so as to prevent men other than her
husband from being tempted by her crowning beauty, may not
in fact have had precisely the reverse effect from what was in-
tended; for in Italy generally no sort of ornament was more
common than false hair, generally blond, to supplement that
which nature had given, and the wealthy Jewess was able to keep
abreast of fashion simply by remodeling her wig.

Jewish women were in fact thought to be experts in the theory
and prac%k:g_@ cosmetics. In 1508, the aging Caterina Sforza,
Countess of Imola, that virago of the Renaissance—widow of three
husbands and mother of eight children living or dead—finding in
her forty-sixth year that her once-famous physical attractions
were waning, sent one of her esquires to an expert Jewish “beau-
tician” in Rome, named Anna, asking for a fresh supply of face
creams. The letter which Anna wrote to accompany the con-
signment is still extant. She sent “a black salve which removes
roughness in the face, making it fresh and smooth. Apply this at
night and allow it to remain until the morning; then wash yourself
with pure river water; next, bathe your face in the lotion called
Acqua da Canicare; then dab it with the white cream; afterwards
take a pinch of this powder, dissolve it in the lotion labeled Acqua
Dolce and apply it to your face, as thinly as possible.” A price-list
follows; the black salve cost four carlini an ounce, the Acqua da
Canicare the same amount per bottle, the white cream twice as
much, and the Acqua Dolce a gold ducat a bottle. The letter
concludes: “If your illustrious highness will apply these prepara-
tions, I am sure that you will continue to order from me.” The
countess was certainly not a very good customer after this inter-
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change, for she died in the following year. The letter in question
has been preserved in a volume containing her cosmetic and
medical recipes (copied at the close of her life by a Florentine
soldier, the Count of Montefalco), which also contains advice
on such important matters as how to make the hair blond or
auburn: it is interesting to speculate how much more of this
information may have been derived from Anna or her associates.
For Caterina was by no means the only famous Italian beauty of
the Renaissance period who had recourse to Jewish women for
such objects. Bianca Capello, the upstart Grand Duchess of
Tuscany who was to meet so tragic a fate, is said to have received
unguents and supplies from them, and once, as a token of her
gratitude, to have saved the Florentine community from expulsion
by her infatuated husband. Naturally, such interests were not
confined to Italy. A little after this, we find Esperanza Malchi,
a Jewish woman at the court of Constantinople, writing to Queen
Elizabeth of England on behalf of the Sultana and asking her for
certain “distilled waters for the face and odoriferous oils for the
hands,” of English manufacture, as a partial return for a present
of articles from the Levant for the royal wardrobe.

The Renaissance period in Italy was from certain points of view
an age of %g'ﬁmj;zm&mipation, in life if not in law. Indeed,
Jacob Burckhardt, the great historian of the movement, emphasizes
the fact that, in order to understand the higher forms of social
intercourse at this period, we must remember that women then
stood on a footing of perfect social equality with men. The
generalization, though perhaps too sweeping, is true with certain
reservations: and it was inevitable that this structure of society
should be reflected in Jewish life as well. The Renaissance may
thus be said to have witnessed in some measure in the Jewish
community, too, an anticipation of the movement for the emanci-
pation of women, at least in the social sense, which is associated
with the nineteenth century.

Even the rabbinical correspondence of the period reflects this
fact to some extent, as for example the inquiry addressed to one
rabbi which shows how the Jewish women of Casalmaggior in
Lombardy were accustomed to go unescorted about the fairs and
markets in the surrounding countryside to dispose of their wares;
or the problem addressed to another authority regarding a woman
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of Pavia who did not wish her husband to remain an innkeeper
and ran away from him when he refused to change his calling.

There were women physicians too, such as we meet at this time
also in Spain and in Provence; with the reservation that those in
Italy did not apparently restrict their attentions to their own sex.
One, Virdimura, wife of Pasquale di Medico of Catania, was
authorized to practice in Sicily, after examination, in 1736, her |
intention being, it seems, to work especially among the poor;
another, Perna, was licensed at Fano in 1460. Elsewhere in this
work an account is given of the professional or semi-professional
women singers who figured at Mantua and Venice and attained a
considerable reputation—in one case, a member of a distinguished
rabbinical house.

The education given to women in Italy at this period was
modeled on that received by the men. Although some obscurantists
objected, this was true, with certain reservations, in the Jewish |
community as well. Instruction in the Talmud was indeed con-
sidered a superfluity for the female (though as we shall see there
were exceptions); but the humanistic element in education was
enjoyed by both sexes. A separate institution, or Talmud Torab,
for the elementary instruction of girls is said to have been estab-
lished in Rome as early as 1475. The date is not quite certain, but
it is obvious that female education was not overlooked: Jewish
women of the upper class at least were initiated into elementary
Hebrew studies—if no more than this—in the same way as their
brothers. In the ghetto period the primary schools were normally
kept by women, who taught reading and writing, and obviously
must have studied before they instructed, and there is some &
evidence that the same applied from the beginning of the sixteenth I|'
century. Sometimes, the girls had private tutors: Hezekiah Rieti, §
dedicating his Judaeo-Italian® translation of the proverbs (Venice, I
1617) to Isaiah Massarani of Mantua, told how his esteem for the
family dated back to the time when he had been entrusted with
the task of “educating in good letters” his patron’s daughter-in-
law, Sorellina Saraval. We know, too, of a teacher in Piedmont at
this time, who seems to have specialized in the instruction of

1Ttalian printed in Hebrew letters, in the same fashion as Judaeo-
German or Judaeo-Spanish. i
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girls. But the instructors might be women: David Reubeni men-
tions a woman teacher who taught Bible (of course in the
original) to the daughter of a Roman Jew, whom he considered
to have made remarkable progress in her studies. The fact that
Hebrew poems were often written in honor of women obviously
implied that they were able to read and understand them.

No doubt there were some who did not advance beyond the
art of reading, and knew little of Hebrew except the words that
had entered into everyday parlance. It was for their benefit that
there were published at this time various translations of the
prayer-book, and other such works, in Judaeo-Italian, a phenome-
non which obviously reflects the limitations to their attainments.
The fact that literature of this type disappears after the middle of
the sixteenth century (the last edition was published at Mantua in
1561) suggests either that thereafter Hebrew became more widely
known, or that instruction in literary Italian became more regular.
(By this time, it would have been impossible to print such produc-
tions in Latin characters, accessible thus to non-Jews, because
of the ecclesiastical censorship.)

Although, as has been mentioned, higher—that is, talmudic—
education of the fairer sex was normally considered to be waste-
ful, if not actually harmful, in some cases women attained a grasp
of the branches of Jewish learning usually considered to be a
male preserve. Pomona da Modena, of Ferrara, was said to be as
well versed in the Talmud as any man, and was honored by
Rabbi David of Imola with a detailed responsum on Jewish law,
which only a ripe scholar could have understood. Her son,
Abraham ben Jehiel Modena, celebrated her piety in over a
thousand liturgical poems, composed between 1536 and 155:2.
Another member of this family, Bathsheba or Fioretta, mother of
the physician Mordecai (Marco) Modena and ancestress of a
whole line of scholars (including not only the wayward Leone
Modena, but also the cabalist Aaron Berechiah da Modena, one
of the last of the inspired Italian hymnologists) was more re-
markable still. She, we are told, constantly engaged in Hebrew
and rabbinic learning, had a close acquaintance with the writings
of Maimonides, mapped out for herself a regular sequence of ad-
vanced study week by week, and was considered to be largely
responsible for the love of Jewish lore which distinguished her
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remarkable family. In her old age, she emigrated to Safed in
Palestine, where she died.

Woman scribes too are not unknown. There are preserved
a number of Hebrew manuscripts of rabbinic treatises and the
like which were written at the outset of our period by Paola dei
Piatelli (Anau), wife of Jehiel ben Solomon of Rome; and the
mere fact of her copying such complicated texts, as well as her
elaborate colophons, indicates a considerable degree of com-
petence. Two centuries later, the physician Abraham Conat of
Mantua, one of the earliest Hebrew printers, active at Mantua in
1476-80, was assisted in his work by his wife Estellina, who set
up the type for at least one of the books which he produced. She
was not the only woman intimately associated with early Hebrew
printing. The widow of Meshullam Cuzi, founder, in 1475, of
the primitive press at Piove di Sacco near Padua, was responsible
for carrying on his work after his death. Much the same hap-
pened at Naples, where on the demise of Joseph Gunzenhauzen,
in 1490, his daughter seems to have taken his place for a time as
director of his press. The record of Estellina Conat however
was never quite equaled.

Some women had so far mastered the codes that they were
formally authorized to act as shobet or ritual slaughterer—hardly
a feminine occupation, indeed, but one for which no ignoramus
could qualify. It is probable that some of the illuminated Hebrew
liturgical or biblical codices now extant—especially no doubt the
Haggadah, or Passover liturgy—were written, like their counter-
parts in the secular sphere, for the use of women. When the
daughter of the wealthy Hirtz Wertheim of Padua married
Jacob, son of Anselmo del Banco, founder of the community of
Venice, he wrote for her with his own hand a lovely illuminated
prayer-book as a wedding present. But it was not a happy mar-
riage—the bridegroom fell into evil ways and was in the end
disinherited by his family.

.S‘.ggi.aﬂy,_t&Bosition of women was high, and they played a
distinguished part in communal life. When David Reubeni visited

Je.:hiel da Pisa in 1525, he was profoundly impressed not only by
his leflmed,'lavish host but also by the ladies of his household—
especially his wife Diamante, daughter of the great Anselmo del
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Banco (it had been a union of two great fortunes, not uncommon
in those days in Italy: most of the prominent families were in fact
interconnected by marriage). Noteworthy, too, were his mother
Laura, and especially his grandmother, Sarah, the latter figuring
in David’s diary as an erudite, pious, somewhat overpowering
matriarch, who attempted to control the lives of her numerous
progeny down to the last detail. Leone de’ Sommi, the play-
wright and impresario (whom we shall meet later) participated
in the middle of the century in one of the artificial polemics in
verse concerning women, pro and contra, so fashionable at the
time. He was able to mention an entire roll of Jewish women of
the lines of Rieti, Sforno, and so on—mainly in Mantua and
Bologna—who were then considered to be of outstanding distinc-
tion, though we know little of them today. Women were not
infrequently honored by receiving dedications of various works:
Lazzaro da Viterbo, for example, inscribed some Italian transla-
tions from the Hebrew, which he published at Venice in 1585,
to a daughter of Rabbi Samuel Corcos of that city.

Quite a number of contemporary Jewish writers devoted their
learning and ingenuity to a consideration, not wholly Platonic,
of the basic female charms—Judah Messer Leon in his Nofet
Zufim, Abraham Jaghel in his Moshe‘a Hosim, and the historian
Joseph haCohen in an elaborate poem in which, in the spirit of
his contemporary, Fiorenzuola, he enumerates chastely the thirty-
three essential components of beauty in the fair sex.

Characteristic of the Renaissance was the remarkable political
influence of women and the part they played in public life: and
this was true in a certain sense of the Jewish woman as well. In
Italian history at this period there stand out such characters as
Lucrezia Borgia, Isabella d’Este, Caterina Sforza, Vittoria Colonna.
It is not a coincidence that this, too, is the age when a succession
of notable women emerge in Italian ]m—indeed
one outstanding difference. Those who attained eminence in
European history at this time tended to be in a large proportion
of instances not so much famous as notorious—a characteristic
which, if only because of restricted opportunities, the Jewish
women inevitably lacked.

Two persons in particular—both as it happens of Spanish
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origin—strikingly illustrate this point: both associated incidentally
with Ferrara, the city of Lucrezia Borgia’s residence and Isabella
d’Este’s upbringing. Benvenida Abrabanel belonged both by birth
and by marriage to what was perhaps the outstanding Jewish
family in all Europe in that age. Her father was Jacob Abrabanel,
brother of Don Isaac Abrabanel, the philosopher-statesman who
had led the Jews of Spain into exile in 1492; her husband was
Don Samuel, the latter’s son, long the head of Neapolitan Jewry,
of whom contemporaries said that he was like Hermes Tris-
megistos or thrice great—great in knowledge, great in nobility
and great in wealth—and that he combined all the characteristics
which according to Jewish tradition merit the gift of prophecy.
His wife shared his qualities. Don Pedro de Toledo, viceroy of the
kingdom of Naples, thought so highly of her that he associated
her in the education of his second daughter, Leonora, who (it is
told) called her “mother,” and continued to turn to her for advice
even after she became Grand Duchess of Tuscany. When disaster
overwhelmed Neopolitan Jewry in 1541, the family removed to
Ferrara. Here they lived in magnificent style, and their mansion,
frequented by Christian and thronged by Jewish savants, was a
center of cultural life.

When Don Samuel died in 1547 through an overdose of
scammony, his widow continued his financial business on a grand
scale, securing important commercial privileges in Tuscany,
thanks to her relations with that court. Her Jewish sentiment was
as profound and eager as might have been anticipated from a
member of that great house. When David Reubeni arrived in
Italy, she was his most devoted supporter, and he carried with
him on his fabulous travels a magnificent silken banner, em-
broidered in gold with the Ten Commandments, which she had
worked for him with her own hands. The report of her pro-
found religious feelings and her acts of charity penetrated as far
as Egypt and the Holy Land. She was a munificent patroness of
learning. She is said to have ransomed over one thousand Jewish
captives out of her private means. Immanuel Aboab, the
chronicler, described her in his Nomologia in a passage that
has become classical: “One of the most noble and high-spirited
matrons who have existed in Israel since the time of our dis-
persion—such was the Sefiora Benvenida Abrabanel, pattern of
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chastity, of piety, of prudence and of valor.” And Leone de’
Sommi, in the poem mentioned above, devoted several stanzas to
this model of Jewish nobility and the qualities that she had
instilled in her children.

She was still alive and active when the most remarkable Jewish
woman of the Renaissance period, and perhaps of all ages,-arrived
to settle for a while in Ferrara. This was the famou (‘r@a_‘l\la;
or Mendes, who had been born as a marrano in Portugal, had
lived for a time in Antwerp (where she cut a considerable figure
in fashionable life, and successfully defied the Spanish authorities
who wished to impose a husband of their own choice upon her
daughter), and then escaped to Italy. Hither she removed tem-
porarily the seat of the banking and trading business of the
Mendes family, at one time among the greatest in Europe. From
1544 to 1550, she resided in Venice; in 1550, she transferred her-
self and her fortune to Ferrara, under a safe-conduct from the
duke, and declared herself openly as a Jewess. For two or three
years she remained here, living in great style, successfully man-
aging the family business, and keeping an open house; we know
for example how on one occasion she entertained the French
Ambassador to the Venetian Republic when he came on a visit.
She supported scholars too. The famous Spanish translation of
the Bible printed by Abraham Usque and Yomtob Athias in
1553 (the “Ferrara Bible”)? was dedicated to her in hyperbolic
terms “as being a person whose merits have always earned the
most sublime place among all of our people.”

Later on, the former’s kinsman, Samuel Usque, inscribed to her
his great Portuguese chronicle, “Consolation in the Tribula-
tions of Israel,” which he considered “proper to offer to your
Excellence, as the heart of this body” (that is, of the Jews of
Portuguese origin who had escaped the fires of the Inquisition)
“in whose bones your name, and your happy memory, will be

carved forever.” she had organized an amazing, incredible
W’(as it would have been termed later)

aehi undreds or even thousands of marranos had escaped
from the Peninsula, and were helped on by her agents from place

to place and station to station until they arrived in some haven of

2 See pp. 183 f.
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refuge, in Italy or in Turkey—one of the most amazing episodes
perhaps in the history of the time. In 1552 she settled in Con-
stantinople. Here for nearly twenty years she tyrannized affec-
tionately but redoubtably over the affairs of the Jewish com-
munity. When the persecution of the marranos took place in
Ancona in 1555/6—the first fruits of the reaction against Italian
Jewry—it was she who inspired and organized the movement
among the Jews of the Levant to reduce the guilty city to ruin
by means of a commercial boycott; and it was she who began
the project for the establishment of a Jewish autonomous center
in Tiberias in Palestine, afterwards associated with the name of
her nephew, Joseph Nasi, Duke of Naxos.

Active literary work was not expected from the women of
the Renaissance: it was rather in their lives that they found self-
expression. It is not therefore to be expected that Jewish author-
esses should come into prominence in this period. A Renaissance
editor indeed published two sonnets by a certain Giustina Levi-
Perotti (one directed to Petrarch, who answered it in the same
medium, the other to a Pope at Avignon), and it was believed
from her name that she must have been Jewish. But the evidence
is insufficient (“Levi” is counterbalanced by the other two com-
ponents, which are distinctly non-Jewish), and the lady’s existence
is now doubted, together with the authenticity of the poems
ascribed to her. It is not in fact until late in the sixteenth century
that the earliest Italian Jewish authoress makes her appearance in
the person of Deborah Ascarelli, whose husband was the Presi-
dent of the Catalan Synagogue of Rome. She was one of the first
persons in modern Europe who had the idea of translating
Hebrew liturgical hymns into the vernacular (though, as we now
know, the practice was already established in France in the
twelfth or thirteenth century: a number of versions of synagogal
poetry in Judaeo-French, in the meter of the originals, have
recently come to light). Her greatest enterprise in this direction
was a rendering of a section of Moses da Rieti’s Dantesque imita-
tion Mikdash Meit3 that had entered into Italian devotional use,
beginning “The Abode of the Suppliants.” A certain David della
Rocca, in gratitude for the favors he had received from the family,

3 See p. 103.
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- published this at Venice in 1602 together with the Hebrew text,
certain other translations from her pen, and some original verses
of hers on the extremely proper subject of Susannah. This, unim-
portant in itself, is perhaps the earliest independently published
work in Jewish literary history which was written by a woman.

While we know a good deal of the literary output of Deborah
Ascarelli, but virtually nothing of her life, the reverse is true of
her younger contemporary, Sarah Coppio Sullam, of Venice,
who, although she belongs strictly to the post-Renaissance period,
can hardly be overlooked in the present connection. Born in
Venice in 1592, the daughter of Simon and Rebecca Coppio, she
received a humanistic education of remarkable range, which
shows how little the ghetto walls were able to keep at bay the
spirit of Italian culture. By the time of her father’s death, when
she was in her fifteenth year, she could read Latin, Greek, and
Spanish, as well as Hebrew and Italian. To these accomplishments,
she added some poetical ability, an attractive personality, a sweet
voice, and (if her admirers are to be believed) great beauty. In
1614, she married Jacob Sullam, member of an old and wealthy
Italian Jewish family originating in Mantua, himself one of the
leading spirits of the Venetian community. The position that she
now occupied, coupled with her own abilities, rendered her a
natural leader of society in the ghetto of this place, well known
among non-Jews as well as Jews. Her home became something
of a literary salon. Patricians and merchants, rabbis and priests,
came to listen to her improvisations. Distinguished writers and
visitors from other cities—not only from Rome but even from
Paris—made a point of visiting this charming ghetto prodigy. Her
verses, though unpublished, enjoyed no little vogue and estab-
lished her reputation as a Venetian poetess. When Leone Modena
produced his Italian rifacimento of Usque’s Spanish drama on
Esther (of which we shall speak later), it was natural for him
to dedicate it to her.

Before this the Genoese poet-monk Ansaldo Seba, who had
published a once-famous epic poem on that same subject, sent a
copy to her as a matter of course, and had the satisfaction of
learning that she slept with it under her pillow. This proved to
be the beginning of a long correspondence between the two. Gifts,
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books, letters and verses proceeded from Venice to Genoa, and
from Genoa to Venice, in an unending stream. Once, when the
priest sent her a basket of fruit from his native Liguria, she
reciprocated with a gift of her portrait; but the former’s servant,
who waited on her bearing his master’s greetings, reported to
him later that it did not do justice to her beauty.

Seba, however, was not satisfied with literary exchanges, and
considered it to be his duty to secure her conversion. He had no
difficulty (and this too is characteristic) in persuading her to read
the New Testament, Plato, and even the writings of the Spanish
mystic S. Luis de Granada. But, to his disappointment, her con-
victions were not affected by this pious literature; and when he
died, five years after making her acquaintance, he could only
commend her despairingly to the prayers of his friends. His
letters to her were published posthumously in the following year.

Another Christian paladin with whom she had a brush was
Baldassare Bonifaccio, later Bishop of Capo d’Istria, who accused
her in a pamphlet of denying the immortality of the soul-—a
token at least of the importance which he attached to her
opinions. She replied in a spirited manifesto, in which she im-
plored her opponent not to rely on the precedent of Balaam’s ass.
This is the only one of her compositions to appear separately,
though a number of her sonnets are scattered about in various
publications. She was not quite fifty when she died, in 1641. Some
generations were to pass before another Jewish authoress of her
type was to re€émerge.

We have spoken above of the state of sexual morality among
Italian Jewry in the age of the Renaissance, which certainly fell
short of the traditional standard of perfection. Obviously then
Italian Jews were not immune from other types of moral mis-
demeanor popularly associated with the period. Crimes of
violence, elsewhere unusual (though not indeed so exceptional as
apologists have maintained in the past), were common enough
among them. The records make it apparent that some of them
stabbed, killed and poisoned with their compatriots, though not
perhaps quite so wholeheartedly. Acts of violence are reported,
from time to time even in the synagogue. Both the rabbinate and
the civil courts had their attention engaged at the close of the
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fifteenth century by an episode which took place at Verona,
where a young man was beaten up during service, his ritual vest-
ments torn from his back, and the pages of his prayer-book stained
with his blood. In fifteenth-century Florence, the records reveal
two cases of homicide and one of attempted poisoning in which
Jews were implicated. The hand of the hot-headed young Italian
Jew would fly to his dagger if he thought himself insulted, or he
might go home and brood over more elaborate ways of revenge.
Moreover, since quarrels take place obviously most among those
who come into intimate contact, in many cases the Jews were
the victims as well as the perpetrators. The diary of a Sienese
Jew of the lower class that has recently been discovered shows
us a ghetto society in which few persons seem to have objected
to major acts of violence to avenge petty grudges. The converted
papal musician, Giovanni Maria,* was condemned to death in
Florence for a murder in 1492, though this did not prevent him
from continuing long afterwards in the papal service. Another
convert, who had been mortally offended by the notorious
Gregorio Zampante, capitano di giustizia at Ferrara, was one of
the little band who avenged themselves on him, amid popular
jubilation, one afternoon in 1490, while he was taking his siesta. In
1477, a Jew offered his service to the signoria in Venice to rid
them of their major enemy, the Grand Turk, with the aid of his
personal physician Master Jacob of Gaeta, payment to be made,
however, only after the completion of the task. The murder
(or homicide) of Jews by Jews is recorded at this period in
Florence, in Venice, and elsewhere. In Venice, it was found
necessary to discuss the question whether it was proper to invoke
divine vengeance in the prayers recited for the repose of the
soul of one who had met his death at Jewish hands. There does
not seem to be much reason to question a priori the story of
Solomon Molcho, that personal enemies who thought his activities
dangerous attempted to remove him from the scene by poison.

One of the paradoxes of intellectual life in this period was the
manner in which skepticism and even rationalism of a kind were
combined, sometimes in the same person, with the grossest super-

4 See below, p. 281.
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stition. To cite only one familiar episode, it will be recalled how
even such a man as Benvenuto Cellini participated in a pre-
posterous incantation performed by a Sicilian priest in the
Coliseum at Rome, and believed that it was successful. The Italian
Jews shared these tendencies. Even the most erudite and, as one
would have imagined, level-headed scholars sometimes showed the
utmost credulity and harbored the greatest superstitions, much as
was the case with some of the leaders of Italian intellectual life
at this time. Johanan Alemanno, friend and admirer of Pico della
Mirandola, sought the elixir of life and was expert in magical
writing: the geographer Abraham Farisol believed in satyrs, and
the banker-economist Jehiel Nissim of Pisa in spirits; the gram-
marian Samuel Archevolti considered that there were lucky and
unlucky numbers and guided his life by that belief. The auto-
biography of Leone Modena, the representative of Jewish
enlightenment to the outside world, reveals to us an individual
who was intensely superstitious, paid preposterous respect to
omens, permitted his life to be governed by dreams and visions
(an instance of this we have already seen) and displayed un-
swerving optimism in his belief in alchemy. The historian
Gedaliah ibn Jacchia,® who also composed a book on chiromancy,
has in his #zagnum opus a chapter on witcheraft, in which he tells
among other things of a Jewish woman of Ferrara who was
haunted by the dibbuk of a Gentile malefactor hanged for
robbery. From all this, it may be imagined how steeped in super-
stition were men and women of a lower standard of erudition.
This permeated even religious life. There were some Italian Jews
who on the eve of Sabbaths and festivals would recite the
Sanctification or Kiddush twice—once aloud and once in secret,
so as to mislead the ever-present evil spirits!

The reputation which the Jews enjoyed in the outside world
as exponents of the supernatural arts was considerable, and prob-
ably exaggerated. Ariosto describes one such person, by no means
sympathetically, in his comedy of 1535, Il Negromante: one of the
Spanish exiles familiar throughout Europe at this time, who
however gives himself out to be a Greek or Egyptian or African,

5 See below, chapter XIII for some account of this scholar; similarly
for others mentioned in this paragraph.
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and constantly changes both name and costume. He claims that
he possesses the secret of invisibility, that his charms and in-
cantations can darken the day or illumine the night, that he has
the power of changing men into beasts, that he can move the
earth itself. But it is all fraud, for his real ends are disreputable—
to forward illicit love affairs, by persuading, for example, a
jealous husband that a chest in which his wife’s lover lies hidden
cannot be touched because it is full of ghosts. Ortensio Landi,
(“Philoletes Polytopiensis,” as he designated himself in the absurd
fashion of the time), too, gives an account of a Jewish magician
in his so-called “Commentary,” which he professed to have trans-
lated from the Aramaic: a worthless fellow who worked in con-
junction with a Sicilian—another race which had as it seems a
reputation in matters of this sort—with a panoply of magical
mirrors, a talking skull, and birds stopped short in their flight.
Again, in the sacra rappresentazione or morality play of “Teofilo”
—“the Italian Faust,” as it has been called—we are introduced to a
Jewish sorcerer named Manovello, who takes the hero to a cross-
road, raises the fiend Beelzebub, and, in the end, when Teofilo
professes repentance, descends into Hell.

These imaginative accounts seem to have been based to some
extent, if not on fact, at least on current belief. In Rome (where
from classical times the Jews had a reputation for dabbling in
charms, if the poet Juvenal is to be believed), the Jewish women
are described in our period as telling fortunes in the homes of the
nobility and brewing love-philters by night for languishing ladies.
Even in the ghetto period, recourse was often made to the Jewish
quarter for such purposes. Pietro Aretino (perhaps a reliable
guide in disreputable matters of this sort) informs us that the
courtesans, trying to supplement their natural attractions, re-
sorted to Jewish women who were in the possession of loathsome
charms, which he appreciatively describes. It is reported that
Leone Modena’s erudite and well-born pupil, Joseph Hamiz, used
to write love-charms for the young sprigs of the Venetian aris-
tocracy. Occasionally episodes of alleged witchcraft in the more
restricted sense are reported, though it is difficult to say what
degree of credence should be attached to them—whether, that is,
the persons accused had really dabbled in the occult. In 1600, an
aged Jewish woman of seventy-seven, named Judith Franchetti,
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was burned alive in the public square of Mantua on a charge of
sorcery, the principal charge against her being that she had be-
witched a nun recently converted from Judaism. An alleged
pupil and accomplice, Jacob Fano, suffered with her, and two
others who had fled were also implicated. At Reggio, an old
woman was stoned to death in 1598 on the steps of the cathedral
while she was carrying out the penance imposed on her for witch-
craft. In Modena, about the same time, twenty-five Jews were
punished for a similar offense by being made to go in procession,
two by two, escorting a black-draped catafalque and an image of
the Devil, their master. A woman in Venice, named Dianora,
found it so difficult to escape a reputation for witchcraft—even
among her co-religionists—that she obtained a certificate of exon-
eration from the rabbinate. It was not long after this that the
Austrian experimentalist, Johann Weihard Valvasor, learned from
a Venetian Jew “how to make a Magical Glass which should
represent any Person or thing according as he should desire.” The
clumsy baron, however, lost the secret through inattention. Man
Hebrew manuscripts of this period contain magical or cabalistic
recipes for achieving invisibility or for resisting temptation or for
stimulating love and the like.

One of the pretexts for the expulsion of the Jews from the
minor centers of the Papal States, by the bull Hebraeorum gens
of 1569, was that they were alleged to seduce weak-minded
Christians with their charms and tricks and witcheries, making
them believe that the future could be foretold and stolen goods
recovered and hidden treasure found. Gregory XIII's pronounce-
ment, Antiqua Judaeorum, in 1581, attempted among other things
to suppress the practice of magical arts by the Jews by giving
jurisdiction in such cases to the Inquisition, even where their own
co-religionists were involved. This was repeated at the height of
the ghetto reaction in the eighteenth century, implying presum-
ably that the suppression was not considered to be wholly effec-
tive. That all these allegations were utterly baseless is hardly to be
credited.

But to be sure, it was not merely a one-way traffic. We know
from Leone Modena’s correspondence how in his day some
Yenetian Jews resorted to a well known local witch. A late case
1s even on record at Urbino of a lovelorn young Jew having
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recourse to a Catholic priest to break an incantation which he
believed to have been imposed on his intended bride, at a rival’s
request, by two Jews working in conjunction with a Gentile
sorceress!

The wearing of amulets was at this time general, and among
Jews was reinforced by the development of the Cabala, which
involved credence in special mystical formulae of “undoubted”
efficacy. It was regarded as part of the normal function of the
rabbi to provide these, and even a scholar of the type of Leone
Modena eked out his living by composing them. Even in this,
the specific Italian aesthetic spirit was able to manifest itself. The
fact that it was a Gentile habit to wear a decorative religious
symbol naturally stimulated imitative Jews to have something of
the same nature, as a container or as an independent adornment,
usually bearing the divine name “Shaddai” and generally thus
called by Italian Jews. These objects were frequently admirable
specimens of the jeweler’s art, in silver or in gold, sometimes even
encrusted with precious stones, and bearing in addition to the
Hebrew lettering representations of the classical symbols of
Judaism—the candelabrum, priestly emblems and so on. Surpris-
ingly enough, in view of the prevalence of this calling among
Jews, they were often manufactured by non-Jewish silversmiths,
this being stringently forbidden by the Popes at the height of the
ghetto period of reaction.

We have dealt thus far with the background, and our atten-
tion has been perhaps distracted by some trivial details. It is time
to turn to the positive achievement.



FOUR

The Latin Renaissance and the
Jewish Translators

It was at one time usual to think of the Revival of Learning as
a dramatic process which suddenly reached breathtaking maturity
in the fifteenth century. We are today more moderate in our
evaluation. Classical learning never died out in Europe quite so
completely as was once believed, at least as regards Latin litera-
ture and scholarship; and the revival—if that is indeed the correct
term to apply to it—was a gradual process, going back to the
twelfth century, if not beyond. In the fifteenth century, a knowl-
edge of the classical Greek literature in the original became wide-
spread in Italy, and to some extent in western Europe, partly
(though not wholly) through the medium of Byzantine scholars
who fled from Constantinople at the time of the final onslaught
by the Turks in 1453; at the same time, new standards of textual
criticism and of aesthetic appreciation became general. Thus the
literary Renaissance developed. But for practical purposes orig-
inals are not necessary, and literary form is superfluous. Transla-
tions, however poor, will serve, at least in part, to convey ideas,
facts, theories, figures, problems, teachings. Hence the Revival of
Learning really started, at least in philosophy and science, long
before this time—when the lore rather than the literature of
ancient Greece became available again in translation to western
European scholars.

The cultural life of medieval Islam (apart from its literary
aspect, in which Jewish participation was of some significance:
but a consideration of this would take us far from the subject in
hand) was based, as is well known, on the scientific and philo-
sophical achievement of ancient Greece. This, forgotten or almost
forgotten at this time in Europe, had been discovered by the

64




The Latin Renaissance and the Jewish Translators 65

Arabs in the first flush of their expansion, and studied with tre-
mendous enthusiasm in the schools of Damascus, Cairo, Kairouan
and, at a later date, especially Cordova.

It was here, in Moorish Spain, that the medical wisdom of
Hippocrates, the astronomical records of Ptolemy, and above all
the science and philosophy of Aristotle, were revered, studied,
commented on and further developed. The original texts indeed
were inaccessible; the studies centered round Arabic renderings,
in some cases made from Syriac versions that had been current in
the Levant at the time of the Islamic invasion in the seventh
century. The matter, however, was the same; and from the
eleventh century on, when the breath of intellectual interest
again began to stir in Christian Europe, it was to the academies
of Andalusia that eager Christian students looked for some notion
of the wisdom of the sages of ancient Hellas. Their Arabic ex-
ponents—Averroés, Avicenna and the rest—enjoyed a prestige
barely less than theirs; and, if Christian Europe imagined that the
Greeks had discovered the gate to wisdom, it was no less con-
vinced that the Moors possessed the key. The history of European
civilization in this period is to a great extent the record of the
recovery of these treasures, by a curiously devious path.

But how to have access to them? There was at this time an
almost insuperable barrier between the two spheres: the Moslem
and the Christian—not merely religious, but cultural and linguistic
as well; and the learned world that thought and wrote in Latin
had no direct contact with the other learned world that thought
and wrote in Arabic. The link between the fwo was the Jewish
element, which was common to both, had an intellectual foothold
in each, and now played its characteristic and all-important role
in the history of civilization as the medium of understanding and
communication between diverse and even opposing cultures.

Jews with their cosmopolitan sense and their wide economic
interests have at all times tended to travel from land to land, and
it was not unusual to find among them in northern Europe in the
Middle Ages highly literate persons (an obvious example is the
twelfth-century Spanish scientist and exegete Abraham ibn Ezra,
who spent some time even in London) who had a knowledge of
Arabic and were thus qualified to serve as cultural intermediaries.
Moreover, the Jews, always sharing in the intellectual tastes of the




66 THE JEWS IN THE RENAISSANCE

environment, executed for their own use translations into Hebrew
of many of the standard scientific and philosophical texts studied
by the Arabs. These at once entered into literary currency among
their co-religionists in non-Moslem lands. Thus the humblest
Jewish scholar, in Italy or Provence, had access to intellectual
resources of which the most erudite of his Christian neighbors
was ignorant.

Hence it was to the Jews that Christian students would have
recourse in very many instances for some inkling not only of the
intellectual achievements of the Arabs, but also—the height of
paradox—for the ideas of the sages of ancient Greece, whom their
fathers of the age of the Talmud had so indignantly spurned. For
this purpose, further renderings were now deliberately made from
the Hebrew versions into Latin. The texts in question were
barbarous, inclegant, often inaccurate. But the concepts of the
originals were conveyed on the whole faithfully enough, and the
result was sufficient to open up new horizons before the wonder-
ing eyes of students. There have survived hundreds, if not
thousands, of such works, vividly illustrating the Jews’ intense
interest and fruitful participation in every branch of medieval
intellectual activity. It was these Latin versions of the Greek
classics and their Moslem exponents (whether made directly from
the Arabic or through the medium of the Hebrew versions pre-
pared by the Jews for their own use), which penetrated Christian
Europe from the twelfth century on with such far-reaching
results, constituting an important aspect of what is termed the
Latin Renaissance.

~ The significance of this process must not of course be exag-
gerated, as has been done so often. Not all translations and
versions came by the channel that has been described. Philo-
sophical texts tended to be derived by the Latin world direct from
the Arabic, whereas the scientific works were transmitted more
{ frequently via the Hebrew. But in the former case, too, the Jewish
| participation was often close, and sometimes preponderant. As has
been well expressed, when the civilization of the Arabs in Spain
decayed, it was the Jews who took the torch of learning from
heir flagging hands and with magnificent success passed it on to
the Christian world, avid for this new knowledge.
There were three main centers for this activity. One was of
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course Spain, where the two cultures intermingled most signifi-
cantly—above all at Toledo, under the patronage of the arch-
bishops of the see and the kings of Castile; and at Barcelona,
where Abraham bar Hiyya “the Prince,” one of the outstanding
medieval scientists, collaborated in the middle of the twelfth
century with the Italian Plato of Tivoli in the translation of the
treatises which introduced mathematics to the Latin world.
Another was Provence, the bridge between France and Spain,
where the local Jewish scholars (particularly of the family of
Ibn Tibbon, in successive generations) translated large numbers
of texts from the Arabic of their native Spain into Hebrew, for
the benefit of their co-religionists north of the Pyrenees. The
third—and it is this which interests us most here—was southern
Iraly, whose successive rulers displayed in this respect a degree
of intellectual interest, expressed in an enlightened patronage,
unparalleled elsewhere in Europe at any time.

In the lands over which they held sway—where the Latin,
Italian, Byzantine and Moslem and Jewish influences intermingled
—there was then a remarkable intellectual ferment. No land, not
even Spain, was better fitted to transmit to renascent Europe both
the heritage of antiquity and the great contemporary Islamic
culture. From the time of Roger II, the Norman king of Sicily
(1101-1154) whose cosmopolitan court was the center for a
brilliant circle of savants, the process was stimulated by a suc-
cession of monarchs who, though of warring dynasties (Norman,
Hohenstaufen, Angevin), were all especially alive to the new
intellectual currents. Under the brilliant Frederick stupor mundi
(“the world’s wonder”) King of Sicily and Apulia as well as
Holy Roman Emperor, the process attained its fullest develop-
ment, largely as a result of his own intense personal interest. It
was not only that various Jewish translators were in his employ
and in receipt of regular payment for the work they did, but
that he was himself in correspondence or personal communication
with them on matters of common interest.

At his invitation, for example, the scholar-physician Jacob
Anatoli of Marseilles settled, perhaps as his medical attendant, in
Naples, where in 1224 the emperor had established a university.
Anatoli translated the most important philosophical writings of
the great Arab thinker Averroés into Hebrew, and it is probable
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though not proven that the standard medieval Latin version de-
pended on his work. In addition, he was responsible for the
Hebrew renderings of numerous Arabic astronomical composi-
tions. Of his personal relations with the emperor there is a
curious relic in a volume of philosophical discourses of his in
Hebrew, in which he cites a number of allegorical interpretations
of the Bible which had been suggested to him, as he says, by
“Our Lord, the great King, the Emperor Frederick (may he live
long!).” He also cites with respect a Christian sage with whom
he was on friendly terms, who is almost certainly to be identified
with that almost legendary figure of medieval lore, Michael Scot.
The importance of such personal intercourse in the history of the
transmission of culture, even when it did not result in any specific
literary expression, cannot be overestimated.

Another Jewish scholar who was in close touch with Emperor
Frederick’s court was Judah ben Solomon ibn Makta, of Toledo,
author of a remarkable scientific encyclopaedia (largely depend-
ent on Aristotle) which he issued both in Hebrew and in Arabic.
Already at the age of eighteen, in 1233, he was in correspondence
with the emperor’s two court philosophers, John of Palermo and
Theodore of Antioch. Later, Frederick himself corresponded
with him on scientific and philosophical matters, and ultimately
brought him to Italy for more convenient personal communica-
tion. In the same environment there was working another
interesting figure: Moses ben Solomon of Salerno (known also
for his polemical writings in defense of Judaism). Between 1240
and 1250 he was engaged in composing a Hebrew commentary
on, or rather paraphrase of, Maimonides’ philosophical classic,
The Guide for the Perplexed, in which the technical terms were
rendered into Italian. He is given special significance in the
present connection by the fact that he meanwhile read that work
in Latin with Fra Niccolo di Paglia of Giovenazzo, one of the
most influential members of the Dominican Order (to which he
had been admitted by St. Dominic himself). The version they
studied had probably been commissioned by the emperor; for he,
like many educated persons of that age, was (as we know from
other sources) deeply interested in Maimonides’ writings, which
were having so profound an influence on contemporary scholastic
thought.
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Frederick II's wide intellectual interests were inherited by his
successor in his Italian possessions, his ill-fated natural son, Man-
fred—himself, it seems, a student of Hebrew. He commissioned
a number of renderings from Hebrew and Arabic into Latin—
among them the famous dialogue ascribed in the Middle Ages to
Aristotle, “The Book of the Apple,” which was translated from
the former tongue under his supervision, and perhaps with his
immediate collaboration.

On his overthrow, the tradition was perpetuated by the rulers of
the House of Anjou who established themselves as his successors,
and who combined a remarkable intellectual alertness with their
eager and sometimes fanatical devotion to the Church. Charles I
of Anjou, King of Naples from 1265, worked on a more sys-
tematic basis than any of his predecessors, or indeed than any
other medieval patron. He even engaged various professional
Jewish translators to work for him full-time, as did also his son
and successor Charles II.

The most active was Faraj (Faragut) of Girgenti, in Sicily,
who settled in the famous intellectual center of Salerno, not far
from Naples, and is referred to in the documents as a member
of the royal household. His mzagnunz opus, in the most literal sense,
was a rendering of the great medical work of Rhazes, known as
the Liber continens—one of the most bulky and most famous of
medieval scientific compositions—a copy of which had been re-
ceived by King Charles as a personal gift from the Arab ruler
of Tunis. lluminations in Faraj’s final version, which is among the
treasures of the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, show him en-
gaged in the work on behalf of his royal patron and handing
him the finished result of his labors: these are among the earliest
portraits of a Jew now extant. The Angevin registers formerly
in the Naples State Archives recorded many payments made to
him for his translations; and when his native city in Sicily rebelled,
he and his brothers were exonerated, since at the time they had
been at court in the royal service. He also served as official expert
in Jewish matters, being ordered, for example, to examine the
religious qualifications of a functionary to whom (and this too
is characteristic of the times) Charles wished to give a synagogal
appointment at Palermo.

Another Jew in the service of the court in a similar capacity
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was Moses of Palermo, who was given instruction in Latin at the
king’s expense, so as to be able to translate for him various Arabic
works assembled in the royal library at Naples. He was respon-
sible for rendering into Latin, among many other works, a treatise
ascribed to Hippocrates on the diseases of horses—one of the
earliest compositions of the sort to become current in Europe.
Even in the sixteenth century, an adaptation of this was frequently
published and republished, under the title Libro della natura di
cavalli (1517, 1519, 1537 and so on). Indeed, it has been stated
that the terseness of expression and general absence of supersti-
tion and charms are a clear indication that Moses of Palermo was
the source of most veterinary writings from his own day down to
the close of the Renaissance period.

Meanwhile, in Capua, the Jew Samuel ben Jacob translated the
most popular of all medieval books of remedies, which goes by
the name of Mesue, from the Arabic into the Hebrew version
from which it was subsequently rendered into Latin. His con-
verted fellow-townsman, John of Capua, besides some similar
work in the field of medicine, rendered into Latin from the
Hebrew version, by one Joel, the Arab collection of stories called
Kallila and Dimna, under the henceforth famous title Directorium
bumanae wvitae. This, which he dedicated to Cardinal Matteo
Orsini, was frequently published after the invention of printing
(from 1483 on) and proved to be of singular importance, for it
was the source of a great part of the European folk-tales of the
Middle Ages and of the fairy tales of modern times which depend
on them. Among the other works of this same translator was a
version of Maimonides’ treatise on diet, commissioned from him
by a papal physician. Another converted Jew active in such work
in the south of Italy was Paul the Convert (“Paulus neofidus”)
who assisted the Dominican friars Niccold da Adria and Guido
di Cipro in carrying out their versions of various texts from the
Arabic.

Robert of Anjou, King of Naples from 1309 to 1343, not only
continued the tradition of his house, but was actively interested
in Hebrew scholarship for its own sake. It was on his behalf that
Calonymus ben Calonymus of Arles, called in the records “the Jew
Calo,” translated various works of Averroés and others, having
been brought by the king from Provence to Italy specifically to
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continue his labors. He had the run of the royal library, mentions
various books that he found there, and refers to his master (though
indeed he was by no means conspicuously pro-Jewish) as a second
Solomon.

Another illustrious Jewish scholar who worked under Robert’s
auspices was Shemariah ben Elijah Ikriti, of Rome, whose name,
however, suggests his Cretan—that is, Greek—origin. This intro-
duces us to a new facet of the story. Normally, the Italian and
west European Jews knew no Greek, and the renderings of the
Greek masterpieces that they carried out were made from the
Hebrew or the Arabic. The characteristic of the later Renaissance
was, precisely, that recourse was now had directly to the Greek
originals. For this, Jews seldom had any special linguistic quali-
fication. But in this case, we have an instance of one Jew at least,
who at the dawn of this new age played his part in the process.
Unfortunately, we have no specific knowledge of his work in
this sense. There is still extant, however, a Hebrew philosophical
commentary on the Bible from his hand, of enormous bulk, car-
ried out at the Neapolitan court and under the king’s auspices,
if not on his commission, and dedicated to him in extravagant
language.

Meanwhile, similar activity had been taking place on a smaller
scale and in a less systematic fashion in central and northern Italy
as well: indeed, Calonymus ben Calonymus had done a good deal
of his work in Rome, the foibles of whose Jewish community—
its pomposities, its gluttony, its lack of proportion—he had bril-
liantly satirized in a parody of a talmudical tractate which he
contributed to the hilariousness of the feast of Purim. Even before
his day, we know how the Jewish physician, Master Bonacosa,
translated the work known as “Colliget” (a rough phonetic tran-
scription of the Arabic kwllijat or “General Rules of Health”)
embodying Avicenna’s famous attempt to found a system of medi-
cine upon the neo-Platonic modification of Aristotle’s philosophy.
This he rendered directly from Arabic into Latin at Padua in
1255, Studio ibi vigente; this phrase being incidentally most im-
portant testimony to the existence of that renowned university
at this date. This version became classical, was long used as a
medical textbook, and in the Renaissance period, after the inven-
tion of printing, was published time after time. Master Bonacosa
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may perhaps be the same person as the Master Jacob (sometimes
identified, however, with the convert John of Padua) who as-
sisted at Venice in 1280/1 in the translation of Avenzoar’s Aid to
Health (Taysir) from Hebrew into Latin, reading off from a
manuscript in the one language a vernacular version which his
Christian collaborator, a Paduan physician, set down in the other.
This is of importance as one of the few specific accounts of what
must have been a common practice among well-meaning scholars
of the two faiths at this time.

Another very active worker, though in a somewhat different
sphere, was Nathan haMeati (“of the Hundred,” perhaps there-
fore of Cento, near Ferrara, though this is not certain: there is
no evidence for the presence of Jews here at so early a date).
With his son and grandson after him he systematically set about
making Hebrew versions of the standard Arabic works in order
to replace the medical writings which, he was convinced, had
existed in the time of Solomon. Thus, as he naively informs us,
he hoped to silence the mockery of the Gentiles, who said that
the Jews possessed no such literature! Among those for whom
he worked was the papal physician Isaac ben Mordecai, generally
called Maestro Gaio—the first known in the long and distinguished
series of papal physicians produced by Italian Jewry—who was
in attendance at the end of the thirteenth century on either Pope
Nicholas I'V or else Boniface VIII. This family’s versions were for
the most part what has been called “terminal”: that is to say, they
were not retranslated subsequently from Hebrew into Latin,
where by now such literature had become either familiar or
superfluous.

By the middle of the fourteenth century, indeed, Christian
Europe had acquired through the medium of translations, whether
from the Hebrew or from the Arabic, most of the basic writings
which it needed, both of the Greek classics and of their Moslem
interpreters. Moreover, in Italy the Saracenic tradition had so far
waned that not much more could be done in this sphere. Transla-
tions into Hebrew, especially of medical works, now began to be
made from the Latin: for although the majority of cultured
Italian Jews could (and did) read that language, this was not true
of all, and in any case the tongue of the Bible appeared to them
to be the proper medium of culture in just the same way as the
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tongue of Cicero was for their neighbors. Hence, from the period
when European science began to be of some independent impor-
tance, the main stream of translations in Italy tended to be not as
previously from Hebrew (sometimes ex-Arabic) into Latin, but
vice versa.

Quite a number of the distinguished Italian Jewish physicians
of this period were interested in such renderings. An outstanding
example was the physician-philosopher Hillel of Verona, Dante’s
contemporary and a zealous champion of Moses Maimonides when
his orthodoxy was impugned, who was in touch with the pro-
fessors of the University of Bologna. He executed or commis-
sioned much work of this sort. Yet the former tradition still
persisted to some extent even now. This same scholar, for example,
rendered (it seems) certain writings of Hippocrates, the father
of Greek medicine, from Hebrew into a Latin version: this was
printed in a trilingual edition at Rome in 1647 by the French
scholar M. A. Gaiotius, and long passed for his own. At the
beginning of the fourteenth century, Judah Romano (Leone de
Ser Daniele), who taught King Robert of Naples Hebrew, justi-
fied the translation of certain Latin scholastics into the sacred
tongue on the ground that “the Christians are not completely
lacking in science.”

The period of the High Renaissance introduced a wholly new
atmosphere into such work. The treasures of ancient Greece had
by now become accessible to the Italian scholars in the original
language, and were being systematically explored. But, in the
course of this process, it became apparent that there were some
compositions which had been known to the medieval Arabs and
Jews, the originals of which were no longer to be traced; some of
them indeed had finally disappeared, being unknown even at the
present time. Very great interest was aroused in humanistic circles
when such instances were discovered, and retranslation into an
accessible language was considered to be of primary importance
for scholarship. Thus there again emerged in Italy at this period
a little school of translators of philosophical texts of ultimate
Greek origin from Hebrew into Latin, who occupy a special
niche in the history of Renaissance literature. As before, the works
in question mostly, if not exclusively, centered on the thought
of Aristotle, for the simple reason that Plato, now popular, had
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been so neglected in the medieval world that few Platonic texts
of this sort were available or needed. Hence some Jews became
widely known at this time as exponents of the peripatetic philos-
ophy, as we shall see when we deal with the relations of the Jews
with the Florentine humanists at the time of Lorenzo de’” Medici.
This was especially the case in Padua, where—in contrast to
Florence—a very strong scholastic and Aristotelian tradition per-
sisted down to the close of the sixteenth century. Arab medicine
was, moreover, unsuperseded as yet, and here, too, the role of
Jewish intermediaries could be useful, for the importance of con-
sulting the sources was becoming more and more appreciated.
Andrea Alpago, of Belluno, one of the most eminent Italian phy-
sicians of the day (who had spent thirty years in the Levant)
insisted in his lectures at the University of Padua on the impor-
tance of studying, in the original languages, the works of the
Arab writers which still figured in that university’s curriculum;
he added that, if these were not available, recourse should be had
to the Hebrew versions. Moreover, printing had by now become
a commonplace, and a number of the renderings produced by
this belated Aristotelian renaissance were immediately published
and thus entered fothwith into literary currency.

The most noteworthy name in this connection is that of Elijah
del Medigo of Crete, who was perhaps the most prolific of the
school of translators in question as well as an original thinker of
some reputation. In conjunction with his exposition of the Aris-
totelian philosophy for Pico della Mirandola and his circle, with
which we must deal later on, he carried out an important series
of translations not only of the texts of the Greek philosopher,
but also of his great Arab exponent Averroés. He knew no Arabic,
and all these works derived apparently from the Hebrew versions
which were current among the Jews. His translation of Averroés’
compendium of Aristotle’s Meteora (after Samuel ibn Tibbon’s
Hebrew text), first published in the 1488 edition of Aristotle with
Averroés’ Commentaries, is among the first productions of a living
Jewish writer to be printed. Without going into a catalogue of
his work in this sphere, one may mention also his version of
Averroés’ commentaries on Book I of the Prior Analytics (pub-
lished in a miscellaneous volume edited by the physician Lorenzo
Maiolo, Epiphyllides in dialecticis, Venice, 1497) and on the first
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seven books of the Metaphysics (ibid., 1560). Much more remains
in manuscript, including his “medial” commentary on the same
work based on the Hebrew of Calonymus ben Calonymus. Aver-
roés’ proem to his larger commentary on Book XII of the Meta-
physics was translated twice by Del Medigo: once for Pico, and
again later on for that great supporter of learning and Venetian
patriot, Cardinal Domenico Grimani—the very names of these
patrons have great significance in the story of cultural relations
in the age of the Renaissance.

In the next generation, particularly important work along the
same lines was done by the physician Calo Calonymus (in Hebrew,
Calonymus ben David—not to be confused with the other trans-
lator, Calonymus ben Calonymus, of two centuries before). He
belonged to a prominent family of south Italian medical practi-
tioners, his father, David Calonymus of Bari having been a court
physician and admitted with his sons to the citizenship of Naples,
in recognition of his work for the city. Calo Calonymus, “doctor
of the arts and of medicine,” often receives mention in the
Neapolitan records together with his father. When the condition
of south Italian Jewry deteriorated, he moved to Venice, where
he first figures in 1517. Here, too, he was much appreciated, if
(as seems probable) he is identical with the Dr. Calonymus who
in 1553 received from the senate a grant to keep his son at his
studies, “so that he may be useful in the service of this most
illustrious city.” His astrological interests will be spoken of later.
He is, however, best remembered today as translator of various
Arabic scientific and philosophical texts into Latin, all from the
Hebrew intermediaries. His published versions include one por-
tion of Averroés’ chief philosophical work, Destructio destructi-
onis (Venice, 1526/7)—a vindication of reason and rationalism.
He dedicated it to the future Cardinal Ercole Gonzaga, son of
Isabella d’Este and Gianfrancesco Gonzaga. This prince of the
Church will figure not infrequently in our story, for (perhaps as
a result of the influence of his teacher, the Aristotelian philosopher
Pompanazzo, who it is said had a strikingly Jewish appearance)
he showed himself intensely sympathetic to everything Jewish.
To this work, Calonymus appended an original philosophical
treatise on the creation of the world (Volumen de mundi cre-
atione, physicis probata rationibus). Four years later, his transla-



76 THE JEWS IN THE RENAISSANCE

tion from Ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew version of the famous Theorica
planetarumz by the twelfth-century Arab astronomer al-Bitruji
(“Alpetragius”), which attempted to revive the theory of homo-
centric spheres, was included in an important collection of scien-
tific texts published by Giunta (Venice, 1531). In addition, as we
shall see, Calonymus collaborated solidly in the great Venice edi-
tions of Aristotle and Averroés produced in the middle years of
the century.

His kinsman and fellow-countryman, Abraham de Balmes,
author of one of the most popular grammatical works of the
period, was engaged in a similar undertaking in moments of leisure
from a busy practice: he was grandson perhaps of the Abraham
de Balmes of Lecce who was appointed Court Physician at Naples
in 1472, but was himself a resident of Padua, where he had gradu-
ated and is said to have lectured. Later he went to Venice, where
he was body-physician to the Cardinal Grimani. It was under the
latter’s auspices that he carried out his work of translation into
Latin of various works of medieval Arabic authors, of course from
the Hebrew intermediate versions. Among these was the Liber de
mundo, by the eleventh-century astronomer Ibn al-Heitham; and
the Epistola expeditionis based on a version of a philosophical
work by Ibn Badscha (“Avempace” as he was called by European
scholars). Both of these are extant only in manuscript. He trans-
lated also Aristotle’s “Posterior Analytics” with Averroés’ “Major
Commentary”—an extraordinarily rare work which was published
at Venice about 1520, with his patron’s arms on the title-page
(Liber posteriorum analiticorum Aristotelis: cum magnis comnmen-
tariis Auverroys. Interprete Abramo de Balmes). From the table
of contents it would seem that this was intended to be the first
part of a more ambitious project which was to have included,
besides other versions, an original work of his own (Liber de
demonstratione Abrami de Balmes). But both he and his patron
died in 1523 within a few months of each other—he himself in
straitened circumstances—so that the project was interrupted and
nothing more of his was printed in his lifetime. Nevertheless, vari-
ous Averroistic materials which he had rendered into Latin were
also included, as we shall see, in the standard sixteenth-century
edition of Aristotle.

A character of greater significance from this point of view, and
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a more typical son of the Renaissance, was Jacob Mantino,
whose career presents many ‘independent points of interest. He
was of Spanish birth, studied medicine and philosophy at the
universities of Padua and Bologna and subsequently established
himself in the latter place, where he devoted his leisure to the
translation of scientific works from Hebrew into Latin. These
gained him something of a reputation, and he was befriended by
some persons who stood high at the court of Pope Clement VIL
In 1528 he received an official appointment at the Archiginnasio
of Bologna as reader in Medicine and teacher of Hebrew.! Unset-
tled political conditions later drove him to settle in Verona, where
he was befriended by the Bishop, Giovanni (Gian) Matteo Giberti,
a great patron of learning; and when the latter was taken as hos-
tage to Rome he settled in Venice. Here he attained an instanta-
neous success. He entered into relations with the doge, to whom he
dedicated one of his books. He became medical attendant to many
of the most aristocratic patrician houses and half the diplomatic
corps, the “mystery” of his Jewish origin perhaps reinforcing his
reputation. Giberti, now back in Verona, urged that he should be
exempted from the Jewish badge and should be permitted to go
about wearing a black beretta like any other practitioner, as being
both an able physician and an excellent man. Notwithstanding the
fact that this appeal was supported by the French and English
envoys, it was granted only reluctantly and for a short period.
The reason is plain: England and France were at this time in
political opposition to Spain, and the color of the headgear of the
Jewish physician was thus elevated for the moment into a minor
diplomatic question. Ultimately, however, the concession was re-
newed, at the request of the famous soldier, Teodoro Trivulzio,
Marshal of France and Governor of Genoa, another of his patients.

Among his other close associates was the noble Moorish traveler
and exile, Al Hassan ibn Mohammed of Granada, who after travel-
ing adventurously through Africa and beyond had been captured
by pirates, enslaved, and given as a present to Pope Leo X. The
latter had persuaded him to be baptized (not as it seems very
effectively) under the name Giovanni Leo, so that he published
his famous Description of Africa (Rome, 1526) and other works

1See, however, above, p. 40.
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under the name Leo Africanus, by which he is best remembered.
He took a great part in the diffusion of Oriental scholarship in
Italy (Cardinal Egidio da Viterbo was among his pupils), and
inevitably he came into close touch with Mantino, who perhaps
studied with him also. It was for him, “the learned professor and
celebrated physician,” as he calls him, that Leo compiled his tri-
lingual dictionary in Arabic, Hebrew and Latin, preserved at the
Escurial, dedicating it to him in the most affectionate terms.

When the representatives of Italian Jewish scholarship were
consulted regarding the legality according to biblical law of the
first marriage of Henry VIII of England to Catherine of Aragon,
widow of his deceased brother, Mantino was among those who
gave an opinion, at the Pope’s request, in opposition to the English
thesis.? He also came into prominence by his determined, almost
frenzied, opposition to the messianic dreamer, Solomon Molcho,
whom he denounced as a danger to Jewry at large. Subsequently,
he transferred himself to Rome, where he was body-physician to
Pope Paul III. He received in 1539 an official appointment as
Professor of Practical Medicine at the newly-organized university
in the Sapienza, where his lectures were delivered in the afternoon.
His prolonged association with academic teaching would of itself
make him a memorable figure in our story, though indeed the
teachers here at this time were said to be more numerous than
the students. After a few years, however, we find him at work
again in Venice. He died in the Levant in 1549 while acting as
physician to the Venetian consul at Aleppo. It seems a lonely and
lowly employment, after the glittering clientele on whom he had
formerly attended. It may therefore be that his unquenchable
intellectual curiosity had impelled him late in life to go eastward,
to an Arabic-speaking environment—against the advice of his
illustrious patient, Don Hurtado de Mendoza, the Spanish ambas-
sador—in the hope of perfecting himself in that language and
perhaps tracing more of the scientific classics of the Middle Ages,
to the study and diffusion of which he was so devoted.

His translations of medical and philosophical works from the
Hebrew into Latin were of considerable importance in the intel-
lectual life of the age: from this point of view, he was unques-

2 See below, p. 161.
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tionably the most prolific Jewish writer of the Renaissance period.
To mention only those that were published independently, they
included Averroés’ De partibus et generatione animalium, dedi-
cated to Pope Leo X (Rome, 1521); his epitome of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics (after Moses ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew version) which,
published at Rome in 1521 with a dedication to Ercole Gonzaga,
proved so popular that it appeared again two years later at Bologna;
his paraphrase of Plato’s Republic—a slight departure from the
normal pattern—with an interesting prefatory epistle to Pope Paul
III (Rome, 1539; Venice, 1552); and numerous other renderings
which were incorporated subsequently in standard published edi-
tions, as we shall see. In addition, he published a version of Mai-
monides’ ethical treatise popularly known as the “Eight Chapters”
(Bologna, 1526) and assisted Bishop Agostino Giustiniani in his
edition of the Guide for the Perplexed (Paris, 1520), which will
be spoken of elsewhere.
These bibliographical details are heavy and meaningless, except
to the expert who will perhaps find them trivial and inadequate.
But they are necessary in order to demonstrate the main conclu-
sions derivable from them—that the Jewish share in reconstituting
the Aristotelian texts used in the Renaissance period was very
(Lnarked. This may be strikingly demonstrated from a single mem-

rable production. In 1550-52, the Giunta press produced in
Venice, in eleven folio volumes, a splendid edition of the works
of Aristotle in Latin, accompanied where possible by Averroés’
commentaries: this is still the only source in which the whole body
of the latter is readily available. In addition, the collection includes
most of the other then-known works of Averrogs, both philo-
sophical and medical, and a number of minor texts and commen-
taries by various authors, some of them Jews. It is a work of the
utmost rarity and importance: it is recounted that when in 1722
the King of France sent his copy through the Turkish ambassador
as a gift to the sultan, only one other full set could be traced in
the entire kingdom to replace it. The material of Jewish origin
used in this great, though perhaps anachronistic, Renaissance
achievement are of the utmost significance. Many texts, for ex-
ample, are given in the version of Jacob Mantino, who has just
been spoken of. The Second Analytics figures with Averroés’
commentary which had been translated some time before by
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Giovanni Francesco Burana from Calonymus ben Calonymus’
medieval Hebrew version: in the margin the variants are given
according to Mantino and De Balmes. The last-named was respon-
sible also for the epitome of the Organon, while Averroés’ medial
commentary had been translated by Burana from the version of
Jacob Anatoli. Other versions included were the work of a trans-
lator who is called Paul the Israelite (“Paulus Israelita”)—believed
to be identical with the German convert Paulus Riccius, formerly
body-physician to the Emperor Maximilian, who had become pro-
fessor of philosophy at Pavia. There also figures a commentary on
Averroés’ “Logic” and other materials by the medieval Jewish
exegete, philosopher and scientist Levi ben Gershom of Bagnoles
in Provence (“Ralbag”), rendered from the Hebrew by Mantino.
Thus, each of the impressive volumes of which this classic edition
consists (except the last, which comprises only Antonio Zimara’s
solution of apparent contradictions) contain compositions or ver-
sions by Jewish scholars—all of them famous (celeberrimi ommes)
as the prefuce proudly states. In some volumes indeed (for ex-
ample, the first and the tenth) their contributions constitute the
greater part. Similarly, in the octavo edition of Aristotle and his
Arab exponent produced in Venice in 1560, also in eleven volumes,
Jewish versions figure in at least five. In this case, some of them
(a commentary on Averroés’ medial commentary, and a transla-
tion of his De spermate) are by Helias Cretensis—that is, Elijah
del Medigo. (The theory has been advanced that one of the ver-
sions ascribed to Paul the Israelite is also based on earlier work of
his.) In short, a great part—perhaps the majority—of the Latin
Averroés, which still formed part of the curriculum of the Uni-
versity of Padua and other seats of learning well on into the seven-
teenth century, was the work of a group of Jews of the Renais-
sance period, most of them domiciled in Venice.

Not indeed that the leaning toward Aristotle and his philosophy
was even now unquestioning and universal among the Jewish
intelligentsia, any more than it had been during the Middle Ages.
In the midst of this activity the rabbi-physician Obadiah Sforno
of Bologna (who, as we shall see, at one time taught Hebrew to
Johann von Reuchlin, on Cardinal Grimani’s personal recommen-
dation), distressed at tlie deference paid even by a man of the cali-
ber and influence of Moses Maimonides to the Stagyrite and his
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writings, entered the lists on the other side. In a work which he
entitled Or Amim, or “The Light of the Peoples” (Bologna, 1537),
he endeavored to combat, with arguments drawn from Holy Writ,
the latter’s theories regarding the eternity of matter, the divine
omniscience, and the universality of the soul, and such others of
his opinions as seemed to him to be in opposition to Jewish doc-
trine. It would perhaps be out of place to mention the work here,
were it not for the fact that, like so many of the writings of Jews
on the other side, it was introduced to the Gentile world as well,
the author himself translating it into Latin and getting it published
in due course in that language, with a dedication to King Henry
IT of France, as a contribution to the defense of revealed religion
in general, under the title Lumen gentium: (Bologna, 1548).2 It
must have been received with some cordiality, as the author later
inscribed to the same ruler the glosses on Canticles and Ecclesi-
astes which he appended to his lucid and rational Comzmentary on
the Pentateuch—the work, even now constantly republished, for
which he is still widely remembered among Jewish students of the
old school.

Apart from these scholars, there were others who were continu-
ing the old tradition of translating and commenting on philosophi-
cal and scientific classics in Hebrew. A Spanish Jew who settled
in Padua after the Expulsion from his native country in 1492,
Isaac ben Samuel Abu-l-Kheir, translated into Hebrew from the
Latin the Book of Nativities by the Arab astronomer Albubather,
as well as Rajil’s Comzpletus; in addition, he composed (or rather,
plagiarized from Handali) a commentary on Al-Fergani’s Extract
of the Almagest. So, too, Rabbi Judah Messer Leon, one of the
most humanistic of the Italian Jewish scholars of the age, com-
posed Hebrew commentaries on Aristotle’s Ethics, his Ascoltatory
Physics, and his Later Analytics (the last said by one of his
detractors—who replaced the opening lines of it by a statement to
this effect—to be plagiarized from a composition of the medieval
scholar Magister Paul). At the very end of the fifteenth century,
the ill-fated Ludovico il Moro, Duke of Milan, gave orders for

3 This work is stated by the bibliographers to have remained un-
published, bur there is a copy in the library of the Jewish Theological
Seminary of America, New York. The author’s name is given as
Servadeus Sphurnus.
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the Jewish physician “Salamone Ebreo” to be given accommoda-
tion in the castle at Pavia, with a comfortable room and a couple
of scribes at his service and access to any Hebrew books he
pleased, the object being that he was to translate for his ducal
employer various works in that language useful for the study of
philosophy and theology, and thereby for the service of God.

Another somewhat evasive figure who participated in such work
appears in the eastern Mediterranean, in Cyprus—at that time
under Venetian rule, and in a certain sense a colony of Venetian
culture. In the Middle Ages, there had been current in Arabic a
treatise which attempted to ‘“reconcile the Lyceum and the
Academy”’—that is, to harmonize the doctrines of Plato and Aris-
totle. It is ascribed to Aristotle himself, but has nothing to do with
him: for it is probably a composition of the neo-Platonic school
of the late fifth century and has been described as the last native
work of the Hellenic genius. The original Greek is lost, but it was
early translated into Arabic, and in consequence of its hypothetical
authorship had a vast influence on the Arab thinkers of the Middle
Ages and through them on medieval Latin thought. The text of
the work, however, remained unknown to the European world
until the beginning of the sixteenth century. In 1516, a copy of
the Arabic was found in a library in Damascus. This was translated
into a rough-and-ready Italian by a certain Moses Rova or Roves,
an otherwise unknown Jewish physician-philosopher living in
Cyprus, who was probably of Italian birth. From the Italian it was
rendered literally into Latin by Pietro Niccolo de’ Castellani of
Faenza, and published by Jacopo Mazochio in Rome in 1510,
under the title Sapientissimi philosophi Aristotelis Stagiritae Theo-
logia sive Mistica Philosophia secundum Aegyptios (there was an-
other revised edition, Paris, 1572). It was a curious sixteenth-
century echo of the familiar medieval process, with the reserva-
tion that in this case the bridge between the Arabic text and the
Lati{l, executed by a Jewish scholar, was an Italian, not a Hebrew,
version.

The literary activity of Moses Alatino, in the second half of the
sixteenth century, illustrates in a remarkably vivid fashion both the
perpetuation of the tradition of the Latin Renaissance in the full
cinquecento setting and the position of the Jewish savant in Ren-
aissance society. He belonged to a cultured Jewish family long
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settled at Spoleto, in central Italy, where the church of S. Gre-
gorio nella Sinagoga still perpetuates the memory of the former
Jewish settlement. His half-brother Jehiel or, in Italian, Vitale
(bisected into two separate individuals by savants and in works of
reference of the last generation), was physician to Pope Julius III.
Moses chose the same calling and entered the University of
Perugia where, besides studying medicine, he attended the philo-
sophical lectures of Francesco Piccolomini and made considerable
progress. Owing to the religious restrictions, he was admitted to
his degree in a private ceremony on July 7, 1556.

During the course of his studies, Moses Alatino came across an
ancient Hebrew manuscript comprising the paraphrase of the four
books of Aristotle’s De coelo by the fourth-century statesman-
rhetorician Themistius; this had been made from an Arabic trans-
lation of the lost Greek original, still untraced—a typical instance
of the linguistic peregrinations of some of these classical texts. His
teacher, the famous Bartolommeo Eustachi (who is reckoned one
of the great reformers of anatomical study, with Vesalius and
Fallopius, and was at the same time a competent Hebrew and
Arabic scholar), was enthusiastic about the discovery. He had
indeed good reason to show a benevolent interest in the finder,
whose brother Vitale had been called from Rome to Perugia by
the Cardinal of Urbino to attend on the professor in a very serious
illness. Encouraged by his brother, and his teacher, Moses set about
translating his find into Latin.

It turned out to be a very long task. At one time, owing to ill
health, he felt inclined to give it up, but was urged to persevere
by many scholars with whom he was in touch. Among these he
mentions Benedetto Manzolo, of Modena, secretary of the Cardi-
nal d’Este; he, nearly twenty years before, had incited a Jewish
friend and fellow-townsman, Moses Finzi of the same place, to
execute from the Hebrew version by Ibn Tibbon a translation of
a similar work by Themistius (his paraphrase of Aristotle’s Meta-
physics) which had been dedicated to the Bishop of Gubbio.
(Themistii peripatetici lucidissimi paraphrasis in duodecimum
librum Aristotelis de prima Philosophia. Moses Finzio Interprete,
Venice, 1558 and 1575. There is a copy of the former edition, the
existence of which is questioned by some authorities, in the
Bodleian Library in Oxford.) More practical help was forthcom-
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ing from a fellow philosopher-physician, Elijah de Nola, then
functioning as rabbi in Rome. He proved useful especially in
obscure passages where the Hebrew translator had used Arabic
terms: for he had experience in dealing with such problems, having
some time before translated from the Latin into Hebrew Robert
Grosseteste’s Aristotelian Sumzmna supra wviii libros physicorum,
several manuscript copies of this version being preserved.

Moses Alatino finished his task after some years of intermittent
labor. In 1572, he took his translation with him when he went to
the baths near Padua for a cure, in the train of Camillo da Varano,
a member of the former ducal House of Camerino. When the
treatment was successfully completed, he betook himself to Padua
to visit his former teacher, Francesco Piccolomini, now occupying
the chair of philosophy at that university. Naturally, he was
shown the manuscript, and, though it was still uncorrected, was
very much interested in it and urged his pupil to make it generally
accessible. Thus encouraged, Alatino at last had it published
(Venice, 1574), the Cardinal d’Este accepting the dedication,
probably through Manzolo’s intervention. (Themistii peripatetici
lucidissimi paraphrasis in libros quatuor Avistotelis de coelo nunc
primum in lucem edita. Moyse Hebraeo Spoletino medico, ac
philosopho interprete, Venice, 1574.) Alatino was also responsible
for the translation from the Hebrew into Latin of Galen’s com-
mentary on Hippocrates’ De aere, aquis et locis, which is included
anonymously in the Paris edition of Galen’s works published long
after his death, in 1679. He also began a version, similarly from
the Hebrew, of Avicenna’s Canon.

Nothing could be more characteristic of the Renaissance than
the scope of Alatino’s literary activity and the cordial circum-
stances in which he was able to carry it out. But, while he was at
work, he suffered personally from the deterioration of the condi-
tions of Italian Jewry, and his life ended in a different and sadder
world. In 1569, when Pope Pius V’s Hebraeorum gens drove the
Jews out of the minor places of the Papal States, he had to leave
Spoleto, later settling in Ferrara: and he was living here when he
addressed a letter in 1580 to the apostate censor, Andrea del
Monte, begging him to be less severe in the exercise of his newly-
established functions in respect to Hebrew literature, But full
reaction was to extend before long to Ferrara too, when Duke
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Alfonso d’Este II died in 1597 and the duchy was absorbed into
the Papal States. It was now no place for a man of his tempera-
ment; as he wrote to the councillor of the Duke of Modena at
the time, “it seemed to him that he was in another country and
in another world, where there is a continuous flux and reflux of
innovations.” He accordingly took up his residence at Venice,
where he died in 1605. His son and medical colleague, Bonaiuto
(Asriel Petahia) remained, nevertheless, at Ferrara, being com-
pelled to conduct a public disputation against a Jesuit in 1617 in
the presence of the cardinal legate, and later being one of the
Jewish commission sent to the Pope to attempt to avert the estab-
lishment of the ghetto. The record of father and son typifies the
decline in the status of Italian Jewry at this time, paralleled in
history only by the decline in the status of German Jewry in the
period immediately following the rise of Nazism. Nevertheless,
in this case too, before the relations between Jew and Christian
were so brutally interrupted, they had affected the intellectual life
of both for good.



FIVE

In the Steps of Dante

The Latin Renaissance culminated, and Italian literature bur-
geoned into sudden miraculous flower, in the superb genius of
Dante Alighieri, whose Divina commmedia is without question the
greatest literary monument of the Middle Ages. It is not merely
a vision of Heaven and Hell. It is a complete conspectus of the
Universe—the world and the After-World—exactly delineated in 1
accordance with a most elaborate plan through which the poet
is guided, and guides us, step by step. In its unflagging stanzas
there are conveyed, not only the aspirations and anguishes and
petty resentments of a human being, but also the quintessence of
the theology and eschatology, as well as a good part of the science
and the learning, of the age. _

As we have seen, in the texture of this there were many Jewish |
elements, or elements that had been transmitted through Jewish
channels. Whether Dante ever met a Jew in the flesh is question-
able; there were not many in north Italy in his day (though they
were numerous in the south), and no community was established
in Florence itself until more than a century after his death. A
couple of passages of mysterious gibberish in his great poem
(“Papé Satan, papé Satan aleppe,” Inferno, vii.i: “Rafel mai
amech zabi et almi,” ibid., xxxi.67) have received unsatisfactory
interpretations through Hebrew; but there is no evidence that he
knew a single word of that language, except for such as were
universally familiar in theological writings and circles (Hosanna,
Sabaoth, El, Eli, Malacoth); indeed he seems to deny explicitly in
one passage that he had any knowledge of the sacred tongue.
Nevertheless, the entire structure of his great poem is informed
by philosophical, scientific and even theological conceptions which )

Nreached the Latin world largely through the intermediary of
Jewish translators. The library that he used was a Latin one; yet
Hebrew versions from the Arabic stood behind a good part of it.

86
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He pays homage to Aristotle, whom he finds in the first circle of
the Inferno at the head of the philosophers, as “Master of those
who know” (Inferno, iv.131)—but, as we have seen, it was to a
great extent through the intermediary of Hebrew that Aristotle’s
heritage came into the orbit of the European Middle Ages. Dante’s
theology and a great part of his philosophy are derived from the
Summa totius theologine of St. Thomas Aquinas: the latter, how-
ever, leaned heavily on Moses Maimonides, who thus influenced
Dante too in an indirect fashion.

In the astrology and astronomy, which constitute such-an im-
portant factor in the elaborate planning of the Commmnedia, the
Judaic factor may r be determined more precisely. For this pur-
pose, Dante used the | great series of astronomical tables or “Per-
petual Almanac,” drawn _up_by the Provencal Jewish scholar
Jacob ben Makhje-ibn Tibbon QLMontpelher (c. 1236-1308),
known in Gentile-circles as Don Profiat (“one of the most hon-
orable representatives of the progress of the human spirit in the
thirteenth century,” as Renan called him), which were translated
into Latin during the author’s lifetime. These tables start precisely
with the period in which Dante placed his tremendous vision; and
it seems that he had them by him constantly as a guide to the
astronomical details which give his description so much of its
specific coloring. The work has been published in full, as a com-
panion to Dante studies, under the significant title Almanach
Dantis Alighierii, sive Profhacii judaei montispessulani alimanach
perpetuum ad annum 1300 inchoatum.

This, in fact, solved one of the old, long-discussed difficulties
regarding the precise year in which the action of the Divina com-
meedia is staged. The historical data, and a good many of the in-
ternal references, seem to make it clear that it was supposed to be
in 1300. Astronomical references, however (in particular the
passage at the beginning of the ninth canto of the Purgatorio)
give details that are reconcilable only with the year 1301. About
this point there was long and involved argument, in which many
eminent Dante scholars of the nineteenth century took part. One
of the greatest of them concluded that “we feel almost inclined
to take leave of the question in despair, with the cynical admission
that ‘there is nothing more deceptive than figures, except facts.””
However, after the publication of the volume referred to above
it was found that an ambiguity in the arrangement of the Latin
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version of the Almanach (not inherited from the Hebrew original )
could easily have led Dante to ascribe to 1300 the position actually
occupied by Venus in the vernal equinox of 13o1. This is now the
accepted solution of the long-discussed problem.

Another, though more hypothetical, Judaic element in Dante’s
background was once suggested. Numerous parallels have been
discovered in Moslem lore for various imaginative details in his
elaborately-constructed After-World. Some years ago, the theory
was put forward by a distinguished Spanish scholar, Migul Asin y
Palacios, that these derive, not from Dante’s fantasy or from
eschatological elements which were familiar in Christian theology
of the time, but from some Arabic source. In particular, attention
was directed to the writings of the Spanish Moslem Ibn al-A‘rabi,
which incidentally seem to have embodied certain more remote
rabbinical ideas. Obviously, some channel of transmission must
have existed through which the Tuscan writer was made familiar
with these concepts. It was natural, in the first instance, to suggest
that this channel was Jewish, in view of the fact that Jews were
the great intellectual intermediaries of the Middle Ages between
the Moslem and the Christian worlds. In the original Spanish edi-
tion of his work, Father Asin suggested (in a passage omitted in
the somewhat abbreviated English version) that the specific link
in this case may have been the poet Immanuel of Rome, who was
believed at one time to have been on terms of close intimacy with
Dante. (It will be necessary to revert to him and his activity later
on.) But it was recognized from the beginning that this was highly
improbable both because this intimacy is more than hypothetical
and because Immanuel, a child of the Italian environment, had
hardly more access to Arabic lore than Dante himself. More re-
cently, the suggestion was put forward that the intermediary may
have been a Franciscan friar who returned to Florence early in
the fourteenth century after long years of missionary activity
in the Moslem lands." With this plausible alternative, the Hebraic
thread running through this hypothetical bond wholly disappeared.

But at this point the story suddenly took a new twist, for the
Arabic work which almost certainly served Dante as a model was
actually rediscovered. This was a description of Mohammed’s
journey to Paradise, which enters into many details later incor-
porated by Dante into his vision. The work in question, entitled

L
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The Ladder of Mobanmmed, had been translated into Spanish in
Seville in 1264, on the instructions of King Alfonso the Wise of
Castile, and had then been rendered into Latin and even into
French. No_element of mystery remains: Dante certamly had
access to the work, and there is no reason to doubt that he used it.
Now, as it happens J:he.ongmzl version from the Arabic into
Spaﬁm’th_ifgompomlon.on which he relied and from whicl’
the later European versio s-carried-out by King
Alfonsg’s—Jewish “astrologer, Don Abraham al-Faquim (that is,—
“the Pwmmnl%iof the hostages
seized by the rebel barons in 1270. Thus the“Jewish-element in
the transmission of the background of Dante’s work reémerges
cleame inevitable Jewish middleman who played such a
vital part in medieval intellectual life.

Thwrgg_gfl_mwgl of Rome is nevertheless one of impor-
tance—one mighg almost say, of primary importance—in connec-
tion with Dante studies. He was, indeed, from the hterary point
of view the most/remarkable and the most important figure of the
Renaissance period in the Jewish world. Like Dante, he stood at
the forefront of lit in time; like Dante, he was unsurpassed in his
own field by any of his successors. But, whereas during the next
three centuries there were Italian poets (Petrarch, Ariosto, Tasso)
who can at leasy be mentioned in the same breath as Dante, Im-
manuel towers dizzily above the level of any of his Jewish com-
petitors, in Italy at least, down to the dawn of modern times.
Moreover, Dante, though the father of the new era in Italian
literature whicH begins as well as culminates with him, was medi-
eval through agd through—the typical man, it may be said, of the
Middle Ages. Immanuel, on the other hand, although in the full
tide of the trgdition of the Spanish Jewish school of poetry—in
the direct ling of succession to Judah Halevi and Solomon ibn
Gabirol and Moses ibn Ezra—was basically a son of the New Age,
ts the spirit of the Italian Renaissance more vividly than

any other Hebrew writer whatsoever. At the same time;-his poems
in the vernacular were unsurpassed in importance by those of
any other European Jew until the eighteenth century.

What we know about his background may be summed up very
briefly. He was an almost exact contemporary of Dante, having
been born four years before him, in 1261 (not, as was formerly
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believed, in 1270), perhaps at Ceprano in the Papal States, from
which his Hebrew surname, Zifroni, may be derived. He seems
to have been a rolling stone, wandering from place to place to
earn his living, presumably as a house-tutor for the children of
the wealthy Jewish loan-bankers who were establishing them-
selves throughout central Italy at this time. We find his traces in
Perugia, Fabriano, Fermo, Camerino, Ancona and Verona, as well
as outside Italy, in Vienne on the Rhone (though this is less
certain). He dabbled in medicine, perhaps not seriously. He had
some reputation as a Hebrew stylist, and was used from time to
time by Jewish communities—those, for example, of Rome and of
Ancona—to write official correspondence for them. It is probable
that he acted from time to time as cantor in the synagogue. But
generally speaking one receives the impression of the familiar type
of the seedy, down-at-the-heels “literary genius,” drifting aim-
lessly from town to town and from protector to protector, trying
his hand at all things in turn, and never quite fulfilling his early
promise.

His output was considerable, but in great part unimportant from
the modern viewpoint. He wrote philosophical commentaries on
almost every book of the Bible, though the only one published
until recent times (that on Proverbs, which appeared at Naples
in 1487) bore the name of another Immanuel—a characteristic
piece of posthumous ill-fortune. A work of his on biblical her-
meneutics, Eben Boban, is still unprinted; another, on the sym-
bolism of the Hebrew alphabet, has been lost. BULQ_ai a poet
that Immanuel is best—it would be more accurate to say, solely—
remembered today Not as a Hebrew poet only; we shall have
occasion elsewhere in this work to refer to his Italian writings:
they comprise a curious frottola, or ballad, in which he described
in an extraordinarily vivid fashion the feverish daily life at the
court of Cangrande della Scala, Tyrant of Verona from 1311 to
1329, whose patronage he apparently enjoyed at one time; and a
handful of sonnets, one of them slightly lewd, to which we will
have to direct attention later. (It is enough to say for the present
that at least one of them brings us, and the author, into touch with
Dante’s own literary circle.) There is reason to believe that this
is the remnant of a considerable production in the Italian language
that has disappeared.

B ————
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The same might have happened to his mass of Hebrew poetical
writing, but for the fact that toward the end of his life, in or
about 1328, while he was living at Fermo in the Marches of
Ancona, one of his patrons suggested to him that he should pre-
serve his verses for posterity by collecting them in a single co-
herent corpus. This he did, using for the purpose a sort of rough
narrative framework, basically autobiographical (in a highly
idealized sense)—a system that had been used long before by the
Arabic poet Ibn Ali al-Hariri of Basra for his Magamat (literally
“Assemblies,” the unity in this literary genre being conferred by

the participants).? Immanu_c_l\s_‘slrgl_l_ar_gzmpﬂatmn,_ennﬂcd the

Mihberoth Immanuel or “Compositions of Immanuel,” has some in-
dependent importance in hteraWemg ‘among the first
worksm;)ean environment, albeit in a
Semitic tongue, that narrative framework embracing many inde-
pendent episodes which was to be used not long after, with such
magn%@wDemnmn and by Chaucer
in the Canterbury Tales.

The “Compositions of Immanuel” are, however, a curious and
in many ways bewildering compilation. The framework consists
of somewhat inane conversations between the poet and his patron
or “Prince”’—presumably one of the loan-bankers who lorded it
over the Jewish communities of central Italy at this time. This,
however, was compiled merely to give some sort of organic unity
to the contents, which are of the most varied description, and
were brought together without much sense of congruity and still
less of discrimination. The author crowded into it all of his poet-
ical or semi-poetical writings that he could assemble or recall:
epigrams, puns, satires, lampoons, elegies, epitaphs, religious
poetry, narrative verses and anything else, even invitations to
penitence and to asceticism. The work comprises various hymns,
including what is apparently an experimental version of the

famous synagogal poem based on Maimonides’ Thirteen Articles
of Faith, Yigdal (“The Living God O Magnify and Bless,” in

1The Magamat as a literary form was popularized first in Hebrew
literature by the Spanish litterateur Judah al-Harizi in his Hebrew
translation of that work under the title Mibberoth Ithiel or “Com-
positions of Ithiel”; and subsequently renewed by the last-named in
his own original, but obviously imitative, Tahkemoni or “Apothecary.”
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Israel Zangwill’s superb English version). The Italian influence is
obvious on every page. The work contains the first sonnets in
the Hebrew language, written in accordance with the formal
rhyming scheme recently fixed by Guittone d’Arezzo (d. 1294).
We find other Italian poetical conventions—the Alexandrine cou-
plet, the serventese, and the traditional envoi so common in Euro-
pean poetry of the period. For example (§ viii).

My song, if one doth see thee

And ask to whom dost wend,
Say: “Manuel hath sent me,

To greet the Prince, his friend.”

Everywhere, the spirit and influence of the poets of the circle
of the Dolce stil nuovo, whose outstanding representative was
Dante, may be discerned. Immanuel writes of his beloved as the
angelic lady, who elevates her lover to a higher sphere. He first
sees her in synagogue, just as Dante first sees his Beatrice in
church; and he continues his adoration of her even after her
demise:

Corruption! Through thee now I love e’en death.
O happy, happy death, thus bound with her,
Art sweeter now than aught that draweth breath,

he writes in his third “Composition”: an obvious parallel to or
imitation of Dante’s famous lines in the Vita nuova, xxiii:—

Io divenia nel dolor si umile
veggendo in lei tanta umilta formata,
ch’io dicea:—Morte, assai dolce ti tegno;
tu dei imai esser cosa gentile,
poi che tu se’ ne la mia donna stata.2

2 And I became so humble in my grief,
Seeing in her such deep humility,
That I said: Death, I hold thee passing good
Henceforth, and a most gentle sweet relief,
Since my dear love has chosen to dwell with thee.
(Rossetti’s version)




In the Steps of Dante 93

At one point, Immanuel indicates clearly enough that he had a
secular model for his verses. His “Prince,” or maecenas, tells him
that he knew of a vernacular poem in which the author sang of
! all the arts and crafts and sciences and lands and peoples, and
expressed the desire to read something of the same sort in Hebrew.
He was obviously referring to the Serventese del maestro di tutte
Parti (“Serventese of the Master of all Arts”) by an anonymous
poet of the period:

Heo so bene esser cavaleri
Et doncello, et bo scuderi,
Mercadante andari a feri,
Cambiatore et usurieri

Et so pensare.

So piatari et avocare

Clericu so et so cantare

Fisica saczo et medicare,

Et so di rampogni, et so zolare,
Et bo sartore.

This was exactly imitated by Immanuel—in subject-matter,
meter, and construction—in the highly amusing Hebrew version
included in the Mibberoth (Composition IX):—

I'm a sailor and can row;

I’'m a weaver, I can sew;

I can build and I can hoe;

I can weigh and mix the dough;
I'm a dentist-leach.

I’'m a burglar and a crook;
I'm a tinker, I'm a cook;
I can write and bind a book;
I can give a dirty look,

And can turn a speech.

It is not, however, only in its form, but still more in its spirit,
that the Mibberoth Immmanuel betrays the Italian influence. It has
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been said that the author decked out the decorous Hebrew muse

in the skirts of a ballet-dancer. He only reflects Dante, but
also_anticipates Boccaccio—and with the additional complication,

that by reason of the curious framework in which he included
poems of every sort, the two elements jostle one another in the
same work and sometimes on the same page. Alongside of hymns
there are lewd ditties. A dignified epistle written on behalf of the
Roman synagogue comes not long after a scabrous anecdote that
might have figured in the Decameron. Notwithstanding his ideal-
ization of his beloved 4 la Dante, the author a few pages later
boasts of his conquests 4 /a Boccaccio and proudly styles himself
“the Prince of Love,” or rather “Lust.” He constantly boasts
(though to be sure without much conviction) of his amatory
adventures—of course, invariably successful. He displays an ado-
lescent interest in the female anatomy, and indulges in character-
istic undergraduate ribaldry whenever he has the opportunity:
for example, hc wonders how the constellation Virgo has pre-
served her maiden state intact for so long—a theme reverted to by
Congreve in his Love for Love three centuries later. The follow-
ing, after Composition XVI (in which he again uses a theme
common in the popular poetry of the time, as those who are
familiar with Aucassin et Nicolette will readily recall), may be
cited as one of the more decorous instances of his amatory verses:—

My heart communes within me: Were it best
To give up Heaven and cast my lot in Hell?
There would I find most surely every belle,

And all delights wherewith mankind is blest.

For why should I choose Eden for my rest?
No love is there: only the features fell
Of antique hags, whose wrinkles dotage tell.

In their abode, my soul would feel depressed.

Aroint thee, Eden! thou dost specialize

But in the halt, the blemished and the maim.
Naught are thy vaunted wonders in my eyes.

But Hell! what grace thy torments must enframe!
In thee, all beauty yet, in loving guise,

Persists to charm, and still defies thy flame.
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But it is not in his erotic writings only that Immanuel shows
himself to be remote from the traditional pietistic spirit. The fol-
lowing sonnet, for example, the translation of which also preserves
the rhyming-scheme of the original, is anticipatory of political
activists of our own day: —

Haste on, Oh Prince Messiah! do not stay!

We yearn upon thee. All our eyes well tears,
And bitter anguish rends us, night and day.

Yet hope we ever, though the Gentile jeers.

Take thou the measuring-rod in hand, and span
Zion, the crown of beauty. Calm her fears:

Let her sons know the peace of mortal man
The while she stands full upright 'midst her peers.

Arouse thee, Oh Messiah! Gird thy blade,
Harness thy prancing steed, prepare to mount:
For my heart is all broken and dismayed.

But if thou wouldst come riding on an ass,
I prithee, Lord Messiah, to dismount.
Put off thy coming to a brighter pass.

There is to be sure an air of unreality about all these erotic and
skeptical verses of Immanuel—both those in which he endeavored
to be sublime and those in which he succeeded in being lewd.
One has the impression that he thought it fashionable to write
love poems, and he wrote them; that he found that it was titillating
both to himself and his hearers to describe amatory conquests,
and he described them; but that in neither case did his composi-
tions bear much relation to actuality. Romantic love, as distinct
from marital devotion, was barely known in Jewish life at this
time; and the social circles involved were too circumscribed for
extra-marital adventure to be easy or even possible. The author,
it seems to me, was simply following the conventions of the time,
independent of his personal convictions; or he was setting out to
be amusing, without much regard to verisimilitude or to veracity.
He was a superb rhymester. But, if intensity of passion is a mark
of great poetry, he is hardly to be reckoned a poet at all.
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His reputation, however, suffered in consequence of his exhi-
bitionism. It was no doubt characteristic of the Renaissance out-
look that he was the first Jewish poet whose works were published
more or less integrally, his Mibberoth appearing at Brescia in
1491. (Jehuda halevi’s collected poems were not printed until
the nineteenth century!) They were, indeed, republished in 1535
in Constantinople; but two and a half centuries were to pass before
they were to reappear. For meanwhile a strong opposition had
developed to them on moral grounds. Already before this time
Moses Rieti (who will be spoken of later in this chapter) excluded
him from the hall of fame he erected to Jewish sages in his
Dantesque imitation, The Lesser Sanctuary, “because of his lan-
guage and gibes in his compositions of lust.” Joseph Caro, in his
authoritative sixteenth-century code, the Shulban Arukh, simply
forbade the reading of his poems and considered that anyone who
published them defiled public morals (Orah Hayim, § ccevii.i6).
An Italian Jewish poet of the ghetto period, Immanuel Frances—
close to him in spirit and otherwise—in his treatise on Hebrew
prosody, Metek Sefatayim, censured his wanton songs and warned
poets who took love as their theme against following his example.
His reputation would have been more solid had his virtuosity been
less apparent.

At the close of the Mibberoth Iimmanuel there is appended a
final section (the twenty-eighth) which has no organic connection
with the rest: Immanuel’s famous vision of Heaven and Hell,
written in obvious imitation of the Divina comrmedia of Dante and
having a most important bearing on Dante studies. Much has been
written—a good deal of it entirely fanciful-on this, called in
Hebrew Mibberoth haTophet vebaEden or “The Composition
of Tophet and Eden.” Recent research however has thrown a
new light upon its genesis and its background, and its dramatic
and personal implications have thus at last fully emerged.

The Divina commedia was, as is well known, written while
Dante was in exile, and it is impossible to understand its spirit
without bearing this fact in mind. The same was the case ap-
parently with Immanuel’s “Vision of Heaven and Hell.” In the
spring of 1321, the Pope (then living in Avignon) was persuaded
—probably by Sancha, wife of Robert d’Anjou, King of Naples
and Count of Provence—to expel the Jews from Rome. When his
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instructions reached the city, the Jews were seized with consterna-
tion. Not knowing where to turn, they sent a delegation, pre-
sumably well-furnished with funds, to induce the Pope to with-
draw the edict: at its head was the versatile Calonymus ben
Calonymus, who had been in close contact with King Robert
because of the series of translations that he had carried out under
his auspices.® There is still preserved the Order of Service recited
on the occasion of the public fast observed by the Roman Jews,
to implore the divine protection, on the day that the delegation
left.

Their mission was successful in the end, though the cost was
very high. But the road from Rome to Avignon was long, and
before they could return—perhaps even before they arrived in
Avignon—the papal edict of expulsion was, it seems, temporarily
put into effect. The Roman Jews—men, women and children—set
out on the road of exile, Immanuel among them, the main body
going northward, toward Umbria. At this period the rural areas
around Rome were in a state of semi-anarchy, the local barons
terrorizing the entire region. The exiles found themselves harried
mercilessly on their path, and among those who lost their lives
was the poet’s father-in-law, the learned Rabbi Samuel, on whom
he wrote a touching elegy (included in the Mibberoth, xiii).

At this stage, succor came from an unexpected quarter. A hand-
ful of Jewish loan-bankers had recently been allowed to establish
themselves in Orvieto, and it seems that they sallied out, or even
organized an armed force, to succor their co-religionists, many
of whom they apparently brought back with them and entertained
hospitably in their homes. Among these was Immanuel, who never
forgot this service. But Orvieto did not allow him scope for his
normal activities, and he pushed up thence to Perugia, an older
and more important Jewish center. Here, too, he was hospitably
received by one of the local magnates. His objective, however,
was further north still, the lovely Umbrian hill-city of Gubbio,
famous today for its annual feast of flowers: for here was living
an old acquaintance of his, the wealthy loan-banker Daniel, known
as a patron of learning and of poetry, of whom he had good hopes.
A disappointment was in store for him: he had barely arrived,

3 See above, pp. 70f.
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when his friend died, and Immanuel found himself abandoned, if
not destitute.

He unexpectedly found an element of compensation and even
of consolation. The most important person in_Gubbio at this time
was the poet Bosone (known today as Bosone da Gubbio) who,
like so many others of that turbulent age, passed a good part of
his life in exile, voluntary or otherwise, but had returned to his
native city two years since. He was an intimate friend of Dante,
who according to an ancient report had visited him there not long
before. Moreover, a more important literary figure, the jurist and
poet Cino da Pistoia—Dante’s close friend, and one of the most
prominent figures in the circle of the dolce stil nuovo—spent some
time in Gubbio that summer, on his way from Camerino to take
up an appointment at the University of Siena. Immanuel made
their acquaintance, and at least with the former came to be on
terms of real intimacy. A few of his sonnets written at this period,
with the heading Manuel Cudeo da Gobio, have been preserved,
probably in consequence of the accident of having been sent to
one or the other of the above-named two. The sonnets are in
part of the same character as some of his lighter Hebrew verses:
one begins “Love never read the Ave Maria,” in which he pleads
for the overlooking of sectarian differences in matters amatory;
while in another he professes his indifference to religious distinc-
tions provided he could be a polygamous Moslem from the belt
downwards. Obviously, he thought that this was the sort of thing
that his Gentile friends might appreciate. Certainly, he made an
impression on them, for when he died, there was an interchange
of sonnets between the two, as we shall see.

Immanuel was in Gubbio at the end of September, 1321, when
the news arrived that Dante Alighieri had died at Ravenna, and
it was apparently just at this time that his own friend and protec-
tor, Daniel, passed away. Such was the esteem that he apparently
enjoyed among the townsfolk, that Bosone actually addressed
Immanuel a consolatory sonnet, in which he linked together the
two deaths as similar losses to the world:—

Two lamps of life have waxed dim and died,
Two souls for virtue loved and blessed grace.
Thou, friend, may’st smile no more with happy face:

o e e e e e e ——— e S
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I weep for him, sweet song’s and learning’s pride.
Weep thou for him now taken from thy side
Whose cheerful mien bore virtue’s own impress
—Him thou hast sung so oft ere thy distress,
That is mine, too, and with me doth abide.

Not I alone bewail thy hapless lot,

But others too: do thou bewail thine own
And then the grief that all of us have got

In this, the direst year that e’er was known.
Yet Dante’s soul, that erst to us was given,
Now taken from earth, shineth anew in heaven.

Immanuel replied in the same medium and the same spirit, some-
thmg of Oriental poetic extravagance being perhaps discernible in
his hyperbole: —

The floods of tears well from my inmost heart,
Can they e’er quench my grief’s eternal flame?
I'll weep no more, though anguish is the same;

For death alone can help to smooth the smart.

Then Jew and Gentile weep, and sit with me,
On mourning stool, for sin hath followed woe.

I prayed to God to spare this misery,

And now no more my trust in Him I show ...

This interchange of sonnets was not all. Immanuel may well
have been introduced to, or if he already knew it may have dis-
cussed, Dante’s Divina commiedia with his Italian friends at Gub-
bio; and he determined to commemorate his own exile, and his
own sufferings, and his own loss, in a composition conceived alon
the same lines. This was the origin of the “Composition of Tophet
and Eden,” referred to above, which was appended to the Mibh-
beroth Immnranuel. From the allusions to the tragic events in Italian
Jewish history in the summer of 1321, which have recently been
identified, there can be no doubt that it belongs to this period of
Immanuel’s life—to the autumn, that is, of this year, within a short
period of Dante’s own death. It is, indeed, of some significance in
Dante studies that his great poem was so generally known as to
be imitated at such an early date. There must, of course, be no
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misunderstanding about this. To speak of Immanuel as “The Jew-
ish Dante,” as was done at one time, is misleading—it is more fitting
to call him “The Jewish Boccaccio.” There is no comparison
between the two compositions in scale, in profundity, in majesty,
in finish, in literary value. Immanuel’s is a by-product, dashed off
in a few days, and it wholly lacks the sublimity as well as the
elaborate construction of the original by which it was inspired.
The rhymed prose which he uses as his medium can hardly fail
to convey an impression of triviality even when it is solemn, in
contrast to the inexorable majesty of Dante’s terza rimua. Never-
theless, the dependence of the one composition on the other is
obvious throughout, beginning with the opening phrase which
indicates the poet’s age (“When sixty years had clustered o’er my
head, / And I began to fear the ministers of dread,” imitating
Dante’s “ "T'was half-way through the span of human life”), down
to the last words with their reference to the constellations (“And
may my lot be set with those that are, / Adorned with light of
justice, like a star,” following the other’s “The Love that moves
the sun and moves the stars”).

The action of Immanuel’s parergon is ingenious, and links up
directly with the circumstances in which he found himself in the
year of Dante’s death. He tells how at this time, when he had
just completed his sixtieth year, a most intimate friend of his,
named Daniel (obviously that is his patron, Daniel of Gubbio),
died in the flower of his days. This loss set the poet to thinking
of his latter end and of what would be his lot in the future world.
He accordingly called upon Daniel to inform him of this. In
answer to his ambiguous appeal, there appeared not his friend of
that name but the prophet Daniel, who guided him through the
After-World. (The suggestion, once made, that he is to be equated
with Dante, is wholly preposterous.) They go together down an
obscure and rugged pathway, pass over a torrent by a half-ruined
bridge, and arrive at a doorway inscribed with the words “Enter
who would herein, but not return” (cf. Dante’s “Abandon hope,
all ye who enter here” over the gate of Hell). They see a crowd
of damned souls being conducted by demons to torment within
the bowels of the earth. Here large numbers of the sinful figures
of the Bible are being punished in fire. Then follow the ancient
philosophers—Aristotle for believing in the eternity of matter,
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Galen for writing against Moses, Avicenna for believing that it is
possible to construct a synthetic man, and Hippocrates for being
niggardly with his wisdom (this last surely a characteristically
Jewish touch!). After this, they visit some twenty or more bands
of sinners: the lustful, hypocritical, suicides, defrauders, liars,
gamblers, misers, despisers of learning, and so on (divided into dif-
ferent categories), and make stereotyped inquiries of each. There
is none of the superb architecture of Dante’s Inferno, nor of the
dramatic fitting of punishment to crime, let alone the tragic gran-
deur of those who command sympathy even in Hell—those ele-
ments that make Dante’s poem so great. We read, however, a dis-
proportionately long account of a miserly Jew of Ancona and the
luxury in which he had lived—an episode that must have been
familiar in Immanuel’s circle. Without taking him any further (it
would have been a monotonous journey—how unlike Dante’s! ), his
mentor now describes the pains of twenty-five further classes of
the damned. Immanuel, on the other hand, is comforted by being
reminded of his “immortal” biblical commentaries, which would
insure his future felicity.

A ladder now leads to Paradise, where the sublimated souls of
those whose eternal bliss is certain sit tier by tier “enjoying the
radiance of the divine presence,” in accordance with the rabbinic
picture of the Hereafter. (There is, of course, no intermediate
purgatory, which would be alien to Jewish concepts.) A long,
and it must be said highly uninteresting, roll of the biblical and
post-biblical characters of Jewish history now follows. Just as
Dante finds himself enlisted among the immortal poets, so Im-
manuel receives the thanks of the authors of the various biblical
works for his illuminating commentaries which, they tell him,
have alone fully penetrated their meaning! The story becomes a
little more interesting when Immanuel begins to enumerate his
contemporaries—the rabbis of Rome of his day, and his own
mother, and his kinsmen; this section culminates when he sees the
felicity that is to be enjoyed by his friend and patron, Daniel,
whose recent death was the cause of his voyage into the After-
World. There is another echo of recent events when he sees the
happy lot of a band who had lost their lives apparently during
the onslaughts that accompanied the exile from Rome, their suf-
ferings at that time atoning for their misdeeds. This is followed
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by an episode where Immanuel shows an imaginative force hardly
inferior to Dante’s own. He sees ten canopies, the seats under
which are vacant, asks whose they are, and is informed that they
are those of the “Ten Martyrs” of Jewish traditional lore—the
group of rabbis who had been put to death by a Roman emperor
and figure in Hebrew legend as the prototypes of Jewish martyr-
dom. “Where are they, then?” he inquires. And he is told that
they have left their places and gone, together with his martyred
father-in-law, Rabbi Samuel, to throw themselves before the
Divine Throne and implore mercy and compassion for their exiled
co-religionists who were then suffering on earth.

There is another characteristic episode in the Vision of Paradise
which may be said to reflect the tolerant Jewish spirit and is in
striking contrast to the attitude that had been forced on Dante
by Christian theology. At one point Immanuel is shown a special
section of glory in which the “Pious of the nations of the world,”
the righteous heathen and non-Jews, enjoy eternal felicity, in
accordance with a famous talmudic dictum. It is legitimate to
imagine that licre we have an oblique allusion to the Christian
friends who helped him in Gubbio. His recent Jewish benefactors
are rewarded in a more direct fashion, when he describes the
places reserved in Paradise for the valiant Jewish leader who had
sallied out to help the exiles, and the hospitable householder of
Perugia, and Calonymus ben Calonymus who had led the delega-
tion to Rome, and above all the generous-hearted Jews of Orvieto,
who had done so much to help the sufferers in their darkest hour.

With this, the vision ends, Immanuel being enjoined by his
mentor, before the latter disappears, to write down all that he
had seen, so that others might benefit. There is little doubt that
the poet discussed the composition with his Italian friends, who
not only knew of it, but even continued to associate him in their
minds with the author of the Divina commmredia. When Immanuel
died (the date is not known, but it was some time between 1328
and 1336), Cino addressed a sonnet to Bosone in which he sug-
gested that the Jewish poet was now in the Inferno together with
Dante, both undergoing the penalties so graphically described by
the latter, for their attitude toward women. Bosone, more tolerant
if less orthodox, insists in his reply that nevertheless both will
ultimately benefit by the Great Deliverance. The text is highly
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obscure and the exact interpretation doubtful. What clearly
emerges, however, is that the Christian and the Jew who had
described the After-World have their names linked together for
that reason by the two poets who knew both of them and ap-
parently were present at the birth of the “Vision of Tophet and
Eden.”

Immanuel’s composition is by far the most important and the
most interesting of the Hebrew works inspired by the Divina
commmedia; it is, moreover, as we have seen, of some importance
in the history of Italian literature as one of the earliest evidences
of the diffusion of that work. There are, however, several other
Dantesque echoes in Hebrew. There is no need to linger over the
Vision of Paradise in the Mabberet heTene (or “Book of the
Basket”) in which the Sicilian poet-physician Ahitub ben Isaac
of Palermo vaguely described in rhymed prose a visit to Paradise;
for there are no specific reminiscences here (indeed, the compo-
sition may have been written before the Divina commedia) and
from the viewpoint of Dante studies it is of interest chiefly as
demonstrating how prevalent at this time was the idea of a visit
to the After-World.

More important by far from this point of view is the Dantesque
imitation, Mikdash Meit (“The Lesser Sanctuary”) of the fif-
teenth—century physician Moses di Rieti (c. 1388-1460). In him
we have a typical figure of Italian Jewry of the age—a physician
of note, who served the commune of Fabriano, in Umbria, in that
capacity even while attending on the humanist Pope Pius II who
must have appreciated his accomplishments. He was a prolific
writer in Hebrew on medicine, philosophy and apologetics; a
courageous polemist, who sustained the cause of Judaism against
the sermons of a friar who delivered a series of conversionist ser-
mons in Rome (perhaps the humanist Giannozzo Manetti, accord-
ing to the accepted view?), as well as in a public disputation with
certain converts at the court of Sigismondo Malatesta, Tyrant of
Rimini; and an active worker in the public life of Italian Jewry in
his day.

The Divina commedia exercised a powerful attraction on Moses

4See below, pp. 139 f. But Manetti was not a friar, and it seems

more probable that Rieti’s opponent was John of Capistrano, who
staged a virulent anti-Jewish disputation in Rome in 1450.
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di Rieti, as it did on all Italians of the time. He was no more than
twenty-one when he made up his mind to write an imitation of it
in the Hebrew language. Seven years later, he ended the task. His
Lesser Sanctuary is, however, conceived on an entirely different
plan. Before he embarks on his main theme, he provides an intro-
duction to the entirety of theological and scientific knowledge
as he conceives it—from Aristotle and Porphyry and their com-
mentators down to Maimonides and Levi ben Gershom: this,
which takes up five cantos of unequal length, he calls the Ulam
or “Hall.” Then follows the main part of the work, the Heclkal or
“Palace.”

Here the Dantesque influence becomes apparent. The author,
omitting all consideration not only of the Purgatorio but also of
the Inferno, describes, in eight cantos, a visit to the abode of the
souls of the righteous, where the heroes of Israel and the sages of
olden time enjoy eternal bliss. In the first canto, he gives a general
description of the rabbinic “Academy on High:” the second,
beginning Meon haShoalim or “The Abode of the Suppliants,”
comprises a prayer, which though it did not enter into the syna-
gogue liturgy (as is often stated) became very popular with
Italian Jewry. Thereafter, the poet enters the “City of God”
(that is, the Scriptures), on passing through which he reaches the
Ships of the Soul—that is, the talmudic literature described in
cantos iv and v. In the remaining sections of the work (vi-viii) he
enumerates the scholars and heroes who dwell for all time in the
City of God, together with an account of the miracles performed
by the pious and of the wonders of the Holy Land. In this section,
there are numerous sidelights on Jewish literary history, especially
as regards Italian Jewry of the later Middle Ages. Moreover, the
author had the forethought to provide some biographical notes,
from which we learn that he excluded from his Paradise some of
the Jewish philosophers (for example, Gersonides) because of
their erroneous conceptions of the Deity; and Immanuel of Rome,
his predecessor in this literary realm, because of his lascivious
writing. However, as has been wittily observed, it is doubtful
whether they (and especially the last named) suffered much by
their exclusion, as Rieti’s Paradise was rather a dreary one.

The Dantesque reminiscence of the Mikdash Meit is accentu-
ated by the use in it throughout of the same poetical instrument
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that is characteristic of the Divina commedia—the terza rima, or
inter-rhyming tercets, which Moses di Rieti first introduced to
Hebrew poetry. It is in his hands a flawless but languid instrument,
contrasting strikingly in this to the tremendous force that Dante’s
genius was able to infuse into it—though less to be sure in the
Paradiso, which was Rieti’s model, than in the other sections. It
has been said of the Lesser Sanctuary that it is “as pure, as melodi-
ous, as forceful, and as profound—and therefore as difficult to
understand—as Dante’s own work”; but this is somewhat of an
overstatement. It may be mentioned, however, that Rieti’s prayer
comprised in “The Abode of the Suppliants” has an importance
of its own in literary annals, for it was repeatedly translated into
Italian in the same medium—the version by the Roman poetess
Deborah Ascarelli, of whom we have spoke above, being particu-
larly noteworthy in this connection.®

A great deal more remarkable and more interesting than this,
though far less known, is the audacious and highly original
Dantesque imitation written by a young scholar named Abraham
Jaghel, best remembered today (rather unfortunately) as the
author of the earliest Hebrew catechism. He was a troubled soul,
who loved learning but was thrust into business; who profoundly
disapproved of the institution of the loan-banks, but nevertheless
earned his livelihood by this means, and later was to become
Master of the Mint to the Prince of Corregio; and late in life was
once held to ransom by brigands. In 1587, when he was at the
outset of his career, he composed in rhymed prose the fantastic
work which he entitled Ge Hizayyon or “The Valley of Vision,”
in which he recounted with a wealth of graphic detail how the
spirit of his father conducted him through the After-World. Here,
in the intervals of being shown the sights and interviewing passing
spirits, he recounted to his father the story of his somewhat
adventurous life up to that point, those in Paradise having, curi-
ously enough, no knowledge of what goes on in the earth below.
What he hears from the spirits, on the other hand, comprises
mainly exemplary tales, emphasizing the importance to a man’s
felicity of the virtues and vices. In some cases, interesting light

5 There was another version (Venice, 1585), by Lazzaro da Viterbo
(for whom see below, p. 332).
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is thrown incidentally on contemporary social conditions and
ideals; while in one case the story which he hears is of the highly-
spiced Renaissance type, such as one might read in the pages of
Fiorenzuola, if not of Boccaccio.

Two later Hebrew imitators of Dante deserve cursory mention
before we leave this subject. Among the host of Italian writers
of a later period who were inspired by him more or less directly
was Moses Zacut, or Zacuto. Perhaps a descendant of the astron-
omer Abraham Zacuto who had flourished in the age of Columbus,
and a fellow-student of Benedict Spinoza in Amsterdam, he had
migrated to Italy, immersed himself in the mystical movement,
and proliferated verses which for that decadent age may be
considered as being on a fairly high level. He was the author of
a religious drama, on the life of Abraham, which has some im-
portance in the history of Jewish literature, and to which it will
be necessary to refer elsewhere in this volume.® But in the field
of belles-lettres his most important achievement was a long poem
of 125 five-line stanzas entitled Tofteh Arukh or “Tophet Or-
dained” (cf. Isaiah 30.33: “For Tophet is ordained of old”). This
is a sort of morality play describing the soul’s fate in the After-
World, the scene being laid first in the cemetery and then in Hell,
and the dialogue being placed in the mouths of the dead man,
and of the demon who leads him through the seven circles of
Hell and shows him the type of suffering the sinners endure in
each. It is said that Zacuto repented in his mystical old age of
having wasted his time by learning Latin in his youth and fasted
for forty days in the hope of forgetting that language; but it is
obvious in this poem that he had read, and still remembered, his
Dante. This work appeared posthumously at Venice in 1715;
nearly thirty years later, it was republished by a pious Ferrara
rabbi and poetaster, Jacob Daniel Olmo, together with a supple-
ment of 277 stanzas in the same meter from his own pen, entitled
Eden Arukh, or “Paradise Prepared” (Venice, 1743), in which
he described in a similar vein the peregrinations in Heaven of a
more fortunate departed soul. Incidentally, he mentions in Dan-
tesque fashion some of the heroes of biblical literature and sub-
sequent Jewish history—none, however, later than the classical

¢ Below, p. 333.
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period—who were enjoying eternal bliss. But it is an unconvincing
picture. None of Dante’s Jewish imitators had anything approach-
ing his poetic genius. None, moreover, was a good hater—and it
was Dante’s fierce passions that make his poem one of the greatest
in all literature.

In the realm of Italian letters, in which so far as we can tell he
was the pioneer among his co-religionists, Immanuel of Rome had
many successors, but none whose reputation or ability equaled his.
This is in itself noteworthy, for in Italy there was no intermission,
as in other countries, in the tradition of writing in the language
of the environment. Indeed, a considerable Jewish religious liter-
ature in Italian, both in prose and in verse, is extant—most of it
translations, a little original—extending back as far as perhaps the
twelfth century; and the mere list of such titles drawn up by
Moritz Steinschneider, the greatest of Jewish bibliographers, fills
a small volume. But, except for those verses of Immanuel that have
engaged our attention, all or almost all of these compositions down
to the middle of the sixteenth century were meant exclusively
for Jews, and the great majority were written in Hebrew char-
acters: for there was at one time a relatively considerable liter-
ature in Judaeo-Italian, comparable to the Judaeo-German (Yid-
dish) of northern Europe or the Judaeo-Spanish (Ladino) of the
eastern and southern Mediterranean. This dialect (it is best to call
it thus, though it approximated more closely to the accepted
literary forms than its sisters) was the medium in which Moses
di Rieti, after his Disputation in Rome, composed a religio-philo-
sophical defense of Judaism—still unpublished—which is said to be
the oldest extant work by a Jew in the Italian language.

Nevertheless, a few Jews ventured to appeal to a wider public.
For example, there was living in Ferrara in the ﬁffe—éﬁﬂi‘c‘éntury
a Jewish poet named Solomon (Salamone), whose love-lyrics were
highly esteemed and whom Giovanni Peregrini (secretary to
Lionello d’Este, 1441-1450: this helps to fix the date) compared in
an enthusiastic sonnet to the gifted poets of the dolce stil nuovo.
Salamone’s reply, also in sonnet form, is preserved. He boasts his
knowledge of the writings of Sallust, Livy, Valerius Maximus
(the moralist) and even of the Church Fathers Augustine, Am-
brose, and Firmianus. But this vaunted erudition does not conceal
the fact that he shows extraordinarily small poetical genius.

/—-\ /,‘
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It is necessary to wait a half century longer before another
Jewish name emerges in the purlieus of Italian literature. On the
death in 1500, at the age of thirty-four, of the poet Serafino Aqui-
lano, famous as a singer and improviser at the various Italian courts
(including those of the Gonzaga and of Cesare Borgia), many
Italian writers collaborated in a volume of poems in Latin, Greek
and Italian which was published in his memory (Collettance
Grece-Latine e vulgari per diversi authori nella morte de lardente
Seraphino Aquilano, Bologna, 1504, dedicated to the Duchess of
Urbino). Among the contributors, who included persons of the
eminence of (for example) Giuliano de’Medici, was one Jew,
Judah (“Giuda Hebreo”) of Mantua, from whose pen three son-
nets in Italian are reproduced. No other record of this writer is
preserved. If one may hazard a guess, it is likely that he too
was a poet-improviser, who followed the same profession as Sera-
fino himself; otherwise, it is difficult to imagine why he should
have received this outstanding compliment. (His verses are not
of so high a standard as to invite it otherwise.) This is in any case
further evidence of the consideration with which Jews were
treated in courtly as well as literary circles in Renaissance Italy.

The refugees who came to Italy from Spain after 1492, and the
cultured marranos from Portugal who followed them, gave some-
what paradoxically a new stimulus to the vernacular literary
interests of Italian Jews. Indeed, in the fourteenth century the
Jews of Aragon and Castile had taken a direct part in the Spanish
literary revival, their share in which cannot be overlooked; wit-
ness, for example, the Catalan aphorisms of Judah Bonsenior of
Barcelona, based on Arabic and Hebrew sources, produced for
Jaime II of Aragon shortly after 1300 and translated half a century
later into Spanish by another Jew, Jacob Cadique (Zadik) of
Veles; or the moral proverbs of Rabbi Santob of Carrion (iden-
tical as we now know with the synagogue poet Shem-tob ibn
Ardutiel), originally dedicated to Pedro the Cruel of Castile
(1337-1360). Or one can go back even further: the earliest known
specimens of Castilian and Spanish poetry are the snatches and
refrains preserved in Hebrew characters in the poems of the great
Hebrew singer Jehudah Halevi, and dating back to the early years
of the twelfth century. The family of Abrabanel brought some-
thing of this spirit with them when they settled in Italy; and the
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most memorable sixteenth-century contribution by a Jew to
Italian literature, in whatever language it was originally composed,
is Leone (Judah) Abrabanel’s philosophical classic “The Dialogues
of Love” of which we must speak elsewhere.

Judah Abrabanel did not stand alone. We will have occasion
elsewhere in this work to deal with the famous marrano family
of Usque, who established the earliest known Jewish press for
printing books in the vernacular for the use of their co-religionists
and produced the first published translations of Jewish liturgical
and religious works. A member of this family was Solomon Usque,
who, under the name of Salusque Lusitano (that is, Salomon Usque
the Portuguese), published what is considered the finest Spanish
translation of Petrarch’s sonnets. (Part of the edition, however,
appeared under his proper name—both Venice, 1567.) This—dedi-
cated to the Duke of Parma—was one of the most notable produc-
tions of the revival of interest in Petrarch which marked the mid-
dle of the sixteenth century and did a good deal to spread his
reputation abroad. “Salusque” had the rare gift of being able to
write poetry in two languages. In Italian, his writings included
a poem on the Creation of the World (Canzone sull opera de’ sei
giorni) which he dedicated to the Cardinal Borromeo (later to
be canonized, and never notorious for pro-Jewish sentiments).
This was included in an anthology of writings of “divers fair
spirits” published at Genoa by Cristoforo Zabato in 1572. Usque
was also associated with one of the earliest Jewish experiments
in the drama to be published and to be formally presented on the
stage; but that is a point to which we will have to revert in
another connection.

Another highly characteristic, and for that reason in this con-
nection somewhat incongruous, Jewish contribution to Renais-
sance belles-lettres is left to the last. The vernacular Italian lit-
erary revival which reached so high a level in sixteenth-century
Italy was accompanied by an artificial attempt to renew the vitality
of the classical languages—not merely for theological or academic
purposes, but as a vehicle of normal literary expression. There
was a whole school of poets, some of them of considerable genius,
whose productivity was confined to Latin, and who scorned to
write Italian, such as Navagero or Sannazaro. Among them, and
not the least in ability, was one of the marrano exiles from Portu-
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gal who were so common throughout Europe at this time. His
Portuguese name was Diogo Pires, and he had been born at Evora:
and he wrote therefore under the name of Pyrrhus Lusitanus

= the Portuguese) or sometimes Flavius Eborensis (= of Evora).
He followed the course of so many others: adopted the career
of medicine; settled in Antwerp in the hopes of escaping the
unwelcome attentions of the Portuguese Inquisition; then migrated
to Italy, practicing in succession in Venice and Ferrara, where
he lived under the protection of the ducal House of Este and
knew the great Tasso. Later he removed to Ancona; and finally,
after the outbreak of persecution against the marranos here in
1555, he fled to the independent republic of Ragusa, a little Venice
on the eastern shore of the Adriatic.

He found a congenial environment among the curious school
of neo-Latin poets who flourished here at this time. Tired, how-
ever, of a life of subterfuge, he now reverted to Judaism formally
under the ancestral name of Isaiah Cohen. But there is very little
indeed which would lead us to suspect any Jewish association or
background to his work (though indeed he refers in one touching
set of verses to his personal sufferings, and he composed the Latin
hexameters, now lost, which were inscribed on the grave of the
physician Amatus Lusitanus in the Jewish cemetery of Salonica).
The Jew who attained distinction among the neo-Latin poets of
the sixteenth century adds an unexpected new beam of light, from
an unexpected direction, to the intellectual kaleidoscope of Jewish
literary activity in this age.




SIX

With the Humanists of Florence

It is necessary to emphasize once again the fact that the settle-
ment of the Jews in Florence was relatively late, even for a city
of northern Italy. As we have seen, none was resident there so
far as may be ascertained in the age of Dante: and, at the time
when the citizens were acquiring notoriety throughout Europe
for their rapacity as moneylenders, Jewish financiers and others
were rigorously excluded from within its massive walls. The
patricians, like those of more than one other Italian city-republic,
seem in fact to have been nervous about Jewish competition, or
perhaps found a salve for their breaches of the canonical laws as
regards usury on a vast scale abroad by showing an ostentatious
regard for them at home. It was thus only in 1437 (as we have
pointed out) that the pressure of circumstances compelled the
city to summon the inevitable group of Jewish financiers to open
their loan-banks for the benefit of the poor. It is noteworthy that
the personal rule of the Medici had just begun; for the change
of policy was evidence not only of their personal enlightenment,
but also of their policy of gaining the sympathy of the populace,
the popolo minuto, however the moneyed classes might object.

Thereafter, the condition of the Florentine Jews was almost a
barometer of the political regime of the city: whenever the Medici
were under a temporary eclipse, the Jews were expelled; on the
Medici’s return, they were readmitted. Thus the heyday of the
Florentine Jewish community was between the years 1347 and
1494—the most resplendent period in the history of Florence, or
perhaps of any city in the world since recorded history began.
That was the period when Cosimo de’ Medici and Lorenzo the
Magnificent dominated the political (and not only the political)
scene; when Botticelli, Donatello, Ghirlandaio, Verrocchio and
Leonardo da Vinci were beautifying the churches and palaces;
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when Pulci was writing his verses and Macchiavelli beginning to
write his prose; and when Marsilio Ficino was only one of the
select band who discussed philosophy in the Platonic Academy
which met in the palace of the Medici. In that scene Jews, too,
were familiar figures. Elsewhere in this work there is a summary
account of some of them. Here, attention will be devoted only to
those who played their part in the ferment of intellectual activity
which reached its climax at the close of this period.

Our story may conveniently start about the year 1480, at Padua.
An amazing young prodigy, who had already begun to make his
name known in academic circles in Italy, had come to study there
at this time. Giovanni Pico, Count of Mirandola (near Parma),
was the youngest son of the ruling prince of that minute state,
which incidentally had long had a correspondingly minute Jewish
community. Although he was even now no more than eighteen
years of age, he had already spent two years at the University of
Bologna, his appetite for learning being insatiable. It was natural
for him to attend the lectures which were, it seems, being given
at Padua by a hardly less remarkable Jewish scholar, Elijah del
Medigo, now in his middle twenties.! Though of German descent,
Elijah was a native of the island of Candia or Crete, which was
under Venetian rule, and he had probably come to Italy to com-
plete his studies in medicine, the hereditary profession of his
family. He not only had an acute philosophical mind, but alse
had access to two non-Latin cultures, as was not too common in
those days: to his ancestral Hebrew, and to the Greek of his
native island. The traditional Averroistic bent of medieval Jewish
philosophy accorded with the spirit that prevailed at this time in
the University of Padua, which had not as yet succumbed to the
rising tide of Platonism. In 1480, he composed in Venice a philo-
sophical treatise, Quaestio de efficentia mundi, which, though pub-
lished with other of his writings only some years later (Venice,
1488; several editions appeared subsequently), seems to have been
widely read in manuscript and to have given him a considerable
reputation. As a result of this, he is said to have been summoned
to Padua to act as umpire in a philosophical dispute that had arisen

1 See above, pp. 39, 74 f. and 8o.
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in the university. He fulfilled this function so satisfactorily that
he was invited to remain in this ancient seat of learning to lecture.
It is true that his name does not figure in any official university
record in this connection, but there are numbers of contemporary
references to him both in Hebrew and in Latin documents as a
professor and academic teacher, and we must assume that he acted
in this capacity, even though he may not have had a formal
appointment.

It was thus that he came to make the acquaintance of the young
Count of Mirandola, who, thirsty for knowledge, wanted from
him more than could be obtained from public lectures. Del Medigo
was one of the few persons in Padua at this time who had access
to those Averroistic writings that were not as yet available in
Latin. True, he knew no Arabic, but a considerable quantity of
this literature was accessible as we have seen in medieval Hebrew
versions. Pico accordingly commissioned him to carry out an
entire series of translations or abstracts from the compositions of
Averroés: his compendium of and commentary on Aristotle’s
Meteorology, and his commentary on parts of the Metaphysics,
in addition to an original treatise (now extant only in a Hebrew
translation or draft) on the Averroistic conception of the intellect.
It is perhaps desirable to emphasize, in order to avoid any possi-
bility of misunderstanding, that except for the last-mentioned
work all these writings of Del Medigo were in Latin, some knowl-
edge of which language was as necessary for the Jewish as for the
Christian savant in Renaissance Italy. But, for the sake of truth, one
must admit that in this case the Latinity left much to be desired.

On the outbreak of war between Venice and Ferrara, in the
summer of 1482, Pico left Padua and spent a short while in travel.
Del Medigo meanwhile returned to Venice. But the two remained
in correspondence, and it may be that Del Medigo carried out
some further translations from the Hebrew at this time. In the
spring of 1485, Pico went to Florence, where he remained for
over a year, now not merely intermingling with but leading the
brilliant intellectual society of that place, and he sent for Del
Medigo to join him. It was now that the relations between the
two were at their closest. The Jewish scholar was commissioned
to translate for him from the Hebrew a whole library of philo-
sophical writings: Averroés’ paraphrase of Plato’s Republic (for
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under the influence of the newly-established academy at Florence,
Pico was now beginning to immerse himself more and more in
Platonic studies), his six treatises on Aristotle’s Logic, and so on;
moreover, at his patron’s request, Del Medigo composed a series
of annotations on the Physics, which constituted, as it were, a
supercommentary on Averroés’ glosses to that work.

But it was not a matter only of writing and translating in the
seclusion of Pico’s library, or even of private discussions between
the eager young noble and the erudite visitor. The other Floren-
tine savants too were anxious to enjoy the benefits of the latter’s
knowledge. He gave public lectures, probably in association with
the “Studio” (as the then anaemic university was called), though
once again without holding any official position. Moreover, he
took part in the philosophical discussions which were held in
Pico’s house with the collaboration of scholars such as Marsilio
Ficino the platonic philosopher, whose reputation at that time was
superior even to that of Pico, and Domenico Benivieni, one of the
foremost members of that cultured Florentine family. On several
occasions, these two were present when Del Medigo and another
Jewish physician named Abraham, also a peripatetic philosopher,
engaged in a philosophico-religious discussion with the Sicilian
convert Guglielmo Raimondo da Moncada, the distinguished
Orientalist who had translated the Koran and other works for the
Duke of Urbino and taught theology in the Sapienza at Rome.?
Long after, Ficino recalled these memorable discussions in a letter
to Benivieni. The intimacy between Pico and Del Medigo was so
close that the latter is reported to have once contracted an infec-
tious ailment from his noble patron.

Of Del Medigo’s stay in Florence, there is possibly one inter-
esting artistic record. In the chapel of the one-time Palazzo Ric-
cardi in Florence, formerly the Medicean residence, there is a
memorable fresco by Benozzo Gozzoli, which occupies the entire
wall space, representing the Journey of the Three Kings to do
homage to the infant Jesus. The main work was executed between
1459 and 1463, but there are some later modifications and addi-
tions. The setting is not that of Judaea, but the lovely hill-country

2 See below, pp. 117 f. and 145 f.
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around Florence; and the artist took pains to introduce all of the
notable personalities who were to be found in that city at the time
when he was working, including Lorenzo de’ Medici, the Byzan-
tine “Emperor” John Palaeologus, and the Patriarch of Constan-
tinople. Pico della Mirandola, too, figures there, though when
the fresco was originally executed he had not yet been born. It
would be natural for his Hebrew tutor also to have been included,
as one of the more remarkable of the foreign visitors to Florence
in this period. Now, among the smaller figures riding in the pro-
cession, in the same train as Pico though well behind him, there
is a bearded individual in the prime of life, wearing the broad-
hooded headdress characteristic of Italian Jews of the day. There
seems to be as good ground for identifying this figure with Elijah
del Medigo as there is for many of the other identifications that
have been made of characters in this great monument of Renais-
sance life.

When in the summer of 1485 Pico went on a visit to France,
Del Medigo left Florence for Bassano, in northeast Italy, where
he composed a treatise De substantia orbis, containing a summary
of discussions on the subject between the two of them before they
parted. He then went to Padua, where he apparently resumed his
philosophical lectures. In the following year, Pico returned some-
what precipitately to Italy under unfortunate circumstances, and
forthwith summoned the other to join him at Perugia—probably
to assist in the preparation of those famous nine hundred theses
which he intended to argue at Rome. Among the subjects that the
two discussed here was that of Existence and Unity, which subject
Elijah summed up afterwards in a brief treatise addressed to Pico,
dealing with it again later on in fuller fashion. They then parted
company, Pico going on to Rome (where the Pope intervened to
prevent the intended disputation) and Elijah returning to Padua.
They nevertheless remained in contact, the latter continuing to
supply his eager pupil with information, with treatises, with
letters, and with Hebrew books, for which he coyly but uncon-
vincingly refused payment. “Your worship has asked me about
the price,” he wrote on one occasion, having managed to procure
his patron a copy of Menahem Recanati’s mystical commentary
on the Pentateuch. “It has always seemed very strange to me that
it should be possible to speak in such terms between us . . . How-
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ever, so that you should not consider that I am a boor, if you send
me a little present (not a great one as you usually do) I will be as
happy with it as I would if the Grand Turk conferred a castle
on me.”

It seems that the two did not meet again after 1486. Before long,
Elijah was back in Venice, where he came to be on terms of
intimacy with Domenico Grimani (later Cardinal of S, Marco), one
of the leaders of Italian humanism, and his inseparable friend the
Venetian prothonotary Antonio Pizzamanni. For the former also
he carried out a number of Aristotelian translations from the
Hebrew—including a new version of Averroés’ introduction to
the twelfth book of the Metaphysics, as he had not retained a
copy of that prepared for Pico. He also composed in Hebrew a
treatise on the philosophy of Judaism, entitled Behinat haDat
(“Examination of Religion”), in which he maintained that the
philosopher must so interpret the evidence of revelation as to
reconcile it with the teachings of philosophy—inevitably, in his
view, that of Averroés. It is perhaps because of this work that he
became embroiled with the rabbinic authorities of the age, led
by Judah Minz or Minzi (that is, of Mainz), the aged head of the
talmudical academy of Padua, who (it is said) went so far as to
excommunicate him. This dissension may possibly have been the
reason for his return to Crete, where he was again residing from
1490 on, apparently continuing his philosophical lectures to mixed
audiences of Christians as well as Jews. He died still a relatively
young man. None of his books was published independently in
his lifetime; his “Examination of Religion,” in fact, appeared only
a century and a quarter after his death, through the devotion
of his restless, erudite, quarrelsome descendant (hardly his grand-
son, as the current works of reference suggest, unless his father
begat him in his hundredth year), Joseph Solomon del Medigo,
memorable in literature as one of the first Jews to defend the
discoveries of Copernicus and Galileo and to reconcile their philo-
sophical consequences with Jewish thought.

Pico’s intercourse with Del Medigo made him, as it were, aware
of the potentialities of Hebrew literature and its possible bearing
on his own researches. It may be that he learned from him the
rudiments of Hebrew. But it was a long time after they had been
first in contact that the implications of the study of Hebrew burst
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on him. It is said that this happened as the result of his chance
purchase of a manuscript of the Zohar, the great Jewish mystical
classic. Another account, however, tells that having heard some-
thing of its nature he sought desperately for a copy and in the
end had to pay an extravagant price for it. However that may be,
the work immediately aroused his enthusiasm, and he became
convinced that in this, and in Jewish mystical lore or Cabala
(literally, “tradition”) in general, he had discovered the key to
the essential verities of philosophy and of religion—even of the
Christian religion, which he considered to be specifically con-
firmed thereby. “In the Cabala,” he wrote, “I find what I find in
Paul; in the Cabala I hear the voice of Plato—that strong bulwark
of the Christian faith. There is in short no subject of controversy
between Church and Synagogue but finds its support for our
Christian side in these books.” And one of the theses which he
wished to defend in Rome—and which were pronounced heretical
by the Church—was that “there is no science that can more firmly
convince us of the divinity of Christ than magic and the Cabala.”

The Zohar and the other cabalistic classics were not available,
however, except in the originals—in great part indeed not in
Hebrew, but in the closely-allied Aramaic, easily accessible to any
person with a knowledge of the Holy Tongue. Accordingly, the
whole of Pico’s eager enthusiasm was devoted for a time to the
study of Hebrew and of the recondite literature to which it gave
access. In addition to Elijah del Medigo, he had a tutor for Hebrew
and the Cabala living with him in Perugia, and later in La Fratta
(where he retired after the outbreak of the plague in that city).
The scholar in question this time was not a professing Jew but a
convert, the son it was said of a rabbi. He went by the curious
name of Flavius Mithridates and translated various cabalistical
works from Hebrew into Latin (some of them for Pico himself);
he was in correspondence also with Marsilio Ficino: it is probable
that he is identical with the Sicilian Hebraist Guglielmo Raimondo
da Moncada mentioned elsewhere in these pages® for it was fash-
ionable at this time to adopt classical pen-names of this type.
Mithridates certainly had a well-marked if not wholly agreeable
nature. When the poet Girolamo Benivieni (himself a Hebraist of

3 See pp. 114 and 145 f.
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some ability) went one day to visit Pico, he found Flavius Mithri-
dates engaged in giving his lesson and wished to benefit from it.
The pedagogue flew into a rage and chased him out, not desiring
to allow the esoteric doctrine of the Cabala to become more
widely known.

It may be that Mithridates was either too exigent, or not suffi-
ciently erudite, for Pico’s requirements, for he does not seem to
have remained in the latter’s service for long. He avenged himself
for his dismissal, it seems, by appending to some of his Latin
translations the most scurrilous observations regarding the private
life and morals of his former employer, as well as of other con-
temporary patrons of letters. Pico’s mentor in Jewish studies
thereafter was a person of a different type and origin. The most
affluent and probably most cultured of the Jewish loan-bankers in
Florence at the close of the fifteenth century was Jehiel (or, as
he was known in the secular sources, Vitale) da Pisa, the friend
and correspondent of Don Isaac Abrabanel, whose family main-
tained a chain of branch banks throughout Tuscany. His com-
bination of business acumen, Jewish loyalty, and cultural eagerness
makes him represent perhaps the ideal of the Italian Jew of the
Renaissance period. All these affluent Jewish businessmen main-
tained a scholarly pensioner in their households to instruct their
children and to guide the fathers, too, maybe in more advanced
studies, as well as to copy for them books which had taken their
fancy. It was natural for Vitale da Pisa to employ for his purpose
an outstanding scholarly personality. This was Johanan ben Isaac
Alemanno, whose name indicates his remoter German origin, but
whose more immediate forebears had come from Paris. In his
youth, he had lived in Florence and had been brought up in
Vitale’s house. Later on, he began to live a wanderer’s life, acting
as tutor in patrician Jewish establishments in various places in
northern Italy. At one time, for example, we know him to have
been living in Mantua where he had an entrée to the palace of the
ruling house, along with other eager students of every branch of
human culture, not excepting Jewish lore. Here, as he records,
he heard in 1470 a performance by the blind German musician
who created something of a furor then at the court of the Mar-
quess Luigi il Turco. In 1488, he returned to Florence, where he
was hospitably received in the home of his old patron, Vitale da
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Pisa. He remained here probably until the temporary expulsion of
the Jews from the city in 1497; his later vicissitudes are obscure.

Almost contemporaneously with Alemanno, Pico della Miran-
dola also returned to Florence on the invitation of Lorenzo de’
Medici, who placed his villa at Querceto at his disposal. The Jew-
ish scholar, having no doubt heard of the other’s interest in
Hebrew studies, was, as he tells us, anxious to make his acquaint-
ance—no difficult task in that small, however resplendent, society.
Pico received him affably; he indeed urgently needed a Hebrew
mentor to take the place of Elijah del Medigo, now returned to
Venice. It seems as though for the next six years the two were in
close and intimate contact. Not only did Alemanno act as Pico’s
tutor in Hebrew, but they had long and fruitful discussions on
philosophical subjects—not presumably isolated, but with the col-
laboration of other members of that distinguished circle. This is
apparent from Alemanno’s writings, which reflect the same inter-
ests that were being discussed with such brilliant results in the
Florentine palaces and villas.

Outstanding among these is Alemanno’s commentary on the
Song of Songs, which he called Heshek Shelomo or “The Desire
of Solomon.” This is a philosophical treatise rather than a com-
mentary, and is strongly influenced by the contemporary currents
of Florentine thought. The author genially informs us about the
genesis of the work. He had long contemplated writing something
of the sort, but though he began he never made much progress
with it. During one of the earliest conversations between them,
Pico asked him whether there was any adequate Jewish treatment
of the Song of Songs in this sense. Alemanno modestly replied
that he knew of none except his own youthful attempt, which
the other asked to be allowed to read (apparently, in the author’s
Hebrew manuscript). He found it so interesting that he begged
him to finish it, which he did that same autumn in Vitale da Pisa’s
house (though he continued to revise it for another four years).

Nearly half of the work, unfortunately never as yet published
in full, consists of an introduction in which, after speaking at
length and with great erudition about King Solomon and the folk-
lore that has gathered round him, Alemanno dealt with the nature
of love: not only the carnal love of which the Song of Songs
ostensibly speaks, but also the spiritual and divine love which can
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bring about the union of the human soul with God—the essential
teaching of the biblical work according to his interpretation. In
the commentary proper, the author gives first the literal sense
of each verse and then its philosophical implications, with many
digressions which demonstrate the wealth of his reading in all
branches of contemporary literature. The language is Hebrew;
but the treatment links up with that vast literature on the nature
of love to which impetus had been given by Marsilio Ficino in
1474/5, was continued in the literary production of many other
thinkers of that generation, and later on was to inspire (as we shall
see) the most memorable Jewish contribution to Renaissance
thought. Alemanno himself dealt with this same subject in a more
systematic fashion in his m#agnum opus, on which he worked for
a quarter of a century but is still unpublished, which he entitled
“The Immortal One” or Hai ha‘Olamim. In this he delineates his
ideal human type, perfect in knowledge and in virtue and thereby
enabled to achieve the love of God and union with the Divine
which is the supreme beatitude. Another of his works, of which
only fragments are preserved (it was perhaps left unfinished), was
a philosophical commentary on the Pentateuch, conceived accord-
ing to much the same scheme as that on the Song of Songs, though
less polished and less interesting in execution.

The Heshek Shelomo acquires special interest through the naive
but acute characterization of the Tuscan genius which the author
includes somewhat inconsequentially in his preface. The Floren-
tines, he writes, are distinguished by seven remarkable qualities.
(i) All classes of society from their youth on received political
training. Even those whose normal occupation was not with prac-
tical matters, such as musicians or artists, were thus qualified to
serve the state if their names were drawn by lot to fill some public
office. He himself, who had been brought up in Florence, had
included such training in the course of study which he followed
with his own pupils (that is, presumably, the Da Pisa family,
unless he was employed also in some Christian household).* (ii)
The Florentines loved liberty passionately, and would fight des-
perately to maintain their institutions and ideals inviolate. (iii)

41t may be mentioned that Alemanno gives his ideal curriculum of
study in an Oxford MS. (Reggio 23: Catalogue, 2234) f. 64.
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They were conspicuously industrious, more than any other men.
(iv) Unlike his fellow-Jews (!), they had a strong sense of
unity and generally spoke with one voice. (v) Of all peoples,
since history began, they had most fully developed the faculty
of seizing the essential nature of any problem. (vi) At the same
time, they were extremely quick-witted, able to grasp what was
said from half sentences or indirect allusions. (vii) Finally, and
above all, there was in all classes an eager love of knowledge, this
having a profound influence both on their public and on their
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