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Resonance of Redemption Appearing on Sacred Objects in Piedmont Synagogues

Piedmont since the Fifteenth Century 

Piedmont is a region in northwest Italy abutting central Italy to the south, France to the west, and Switzerland to the north. Jews started settling there in significant numbers in the early fifteenth century, although there are records of a few Jews living there some 1000 years earlier under St. Maximus, the bishop of Turin.
 

There was also limited Jewish settlement in Vercelli and Asti during the time of the Holy Roman Empire.
 Jewish merchants passed through the Carolingian Empire in the ninth century but did not establish any permanent settlements there.
 In the early fifteenth century Piedmont was divided into duchies and counties (which this is not the place to discuss at length). All the surrounding countries fought over Piedmont, especially France, Spain (which is near Provence), the Duchy of Milan, the Duchy of Mantua (the House of Gonzaga), and the Duchy of Savoy in Provence. 

Piedmont is a highly fertile region known for its agriculture (wine, linen, wheat, and cattle), in which the Jews had a strong interest.
 

The House of Savoy, on the French side of the Alps, started infiltrating Piedmont in the early fifteenth century. At that time the duchy was headed by Amadeus VIII, who slowly but surely started annexing parts of Piedmont.
 

From the early sixteenth century to the 1580s, Charles III and then Emmanuel Philibert consolidated their control of large parts of Piedmont. Under their rule, Savoy’s possessions in Piedmont were expanded. Saluzzo and Carmagnola were annexed in 1601–1630. In 1631, Victor Amadeus I, grandson of Emmanuel Philibert, signed the Treaty of Cherasco with Spain, France, the House of Gonzaga, and the Duchy of Milan. Despite having lost the war, he was able, with French support, to take over additional parts of Piedmont.

By the middle of the seventeenth century, most of Piedmont was already ruled by the dukes of Savoy (who later became the kings of Italy). Thus, in the space of 250 years, the French House of Savoy expanded its possessions in Piedmont significantly. 

The Jews of Piedmont

What was the situation of the Jews of Piedmont at that time? As we have seen, the Jewish presence in the region was minimal until the early fifteenth century. After Amadeus VIII came to power, Jews started moving in from the Duchy of Savoy on the western side of the Alps to the town of Sivigliano, and from there they spread gradually throughout all of Piedmont. 

Charles III tried to get involved on behalf of the Jews. He appointed an official known as the “protector of the Jews” (conservatore degli ebrei)
 (1551) to ensure his control of what was being done with the Jews under his protection. 

His son Emmanuel Philibert went even further: during his reign (1553–1580) he turned the port of Nice into a free port (porto franco),
 and later, in 1572, he invited all members of the “Jewish nation” (natione ebrea)—specifically, members of that race (stirpe) from Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal, the Levant, and North Africa (the last five mostly expellees from Spain)—to live in his territory;
 the idea was to encourage and increase trade. Although the law was not entirely successful due to the opposition of the Pope and certain local princes, some Jews did move in from various places.
 

It should be added that around that time Pope Paul IV issued a bull with severe anti-Jewish decrees,
 causing many Jews to leave the Papal States for remote duchies such as Piedmont. Others came from Sicily as part of the continuing aftermath of the expulsion from Spain and Portugal. Because Emmanuel Philibert sought to conduct a “positive dialogue” with the Jews, many Jews whose families had been expelled from Spain, Portugal, and southern Italy arrived in Piedmont;
 names like Segre, Navarra, Hakim, Bedarida, and Valabrega prove the origins of these families. (It should be noted that in Nice, as in Leghorn, no ghetto was ever built.) Many of the Jews of Provence were conversos who wanted to return to their Jewish roots
 and also settled in Piedmont, where they could drop the fear of the Inquisition that had plagued them for generations. Many of those who found nowhere to settle in France also went to Piedmont. 

Jews fleeing from persecution by the Cossacks in eastern Europe headed for northern Italy, especially Piedmont. During the reign of Emmanuel Philibert, the Jewish population reached 2000. Philibert’s son, Charles Emmanuel I, toughened his policy vis-à-vis the Jews, especially with respect to lending at interest. But Piedmont had already become a refuge for Jews; Jews poured in from Spain, Portugal, and the Levant on the one hand and from central and eastern Europe on the other. 

The Jewish population increased, reaching 4000 by 1679, when the Regent, Duchess Marie Jeanne—the mother of Victor Amadeus II—decided to order the Jews confined to ghettos (more than a century after the ghettoization of the Jews in the rest of Italy). 

As of 1723, the order became feasible in all parts of Piedmont. The Jews had to fit themselves into a square of crowded streets lined with stores and workshops. Jews who had been accustomed to a life of comfort found themselves in tiny living quarters under dreadful physical conditions. At first the authorities had the problem of finding an urban square in each provincial town in which to confine the Jews, but eventually compounds were found and became densely packed places lacking basic sanitary conditions. In 1724–1732  the edict was applied to all the Jews, and by the mid-1730s the ghettos were in place, with their religious schools, synagogues, slaughterhouses, and so on. Most of the 808 Jewish families in Piedmont lived in Turin, the biggest city, but others were scattered in some 20 smaller urban centers. 

Synagogues in Piedmont

The synagogues in Piedmont differ in their interior disposition from most synagogues in Italy. Whereas most Italian synagogues have a bipolar plan (with the ark on the side nearest Jerusalem, i.e., the east, and the bimah on the opposite, i.e., western, wall)
 and the worshippers sit facing each other and the bimah-ark axis and can look at the ark or the bimah at will, in Piedmont virtually all synagogues had a centralized plan (i.e., the bimah in the center and seating arranged around it).
 

Without going into detail, I will merely note that it has been proven that the oldest synagogue in Piedmont, that of Casale Monferrato (1595), originally had a centralized plan with seating surrounding a central bimah.
 

Most of the synagogues were built shortly after the Jews were confined to the ghetto (from the early 1730s on). They include Casale Monferrato, Carmagnola, Chieri, Cherasco, Trino Vercellese, Mondovi, and Biella. All of these have a centralized plan (in other words, the ark is toward Jerusalem, the bimah is in the center of the room, the worshippers sit around the bimah, and the heads of the community sit next to the ark facing the congregation with their backs to the wall with the ark.
 

Such an interior arrangement was found mainly in eastern Europe. (It is worth noting that the Scuola Grande Tedesca, an Ashkenazic synagogue in Venice (1529), was designed that way as well but was changed in the mid-seventeenth century when the bimah was moved to the west to conform to the custom in the “trend-setting” synagogues of the Sephardic and Levantine Jews.)
 

Most of the synagogues are designed in a refined Piedmontese baroque style closely resembling French baroque. The more ornate ones, such as those of Chieri and Carmagnola, were created by artists who worked mainly for the kings of the House of Savoy, such as the Alfieri family.
 

Aside from the general synagogue plan, which as stated was Ashkenazic in nature, the decoration was purely local. One surprising feature is that the vast majority of arks, bimot, parokhot, Torah crowns, finials, and wall hangings bearing God’s name were adorned with pictures of Sanctuary vessels, Temple vessels, and related objects.
 Aside from crowns and finials, nowhere else in Italy do we find the almost compulsive repetition of patterns of Sanctuary and Temple vessels on religious furniture and religious textiles. 

(Unlike Jews in other parts of Italy, the Jews of Piedmont were permitted to work as silversmiths; a substantial portion of the silver religious articles in Italy may have been made by Piedmontese Jewish silversmiths.)

I will mention a few examples, most of them from the 1730s and 1740s. First are the paintings on the ceiling in Saluzzo, apparently from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The ceiling is covered with paintings of the Sanctuary and the Sanctuary vessels: the Ten Commandments, lavers, menorah, shewbread table, and one special picture—of the Sanctuary surrounded by the flags of the camps, as if ready for travel, and two mountains, one on either side, linked to each other and to the Sanctuary by a chain that seems to be on the verge of breaking. 

Many attempts have been made to explain this picture. In my opinion the two mountains are really one, and as soon as the chain snaps the Sanctuary will be taken on the next stage in the journey. The picture is reminiscent of the messianic prophecy of Zechariah (14:4) about the splitting of the Mount of Olives and the passage of God between the two parts. This is also illustrated on a Florentine parokhet (discussed at length by Dr. Susan Nashman Fraiman), which says explicitly, “And the Mount of Olives shall split.”
 A messianic spirit bursts forth from these images on the synagogue ceiling, which was uncovered by chance a few years ago. Under the picture are biblical verses with messianic associations: “A song of ascents by David. I rejoiced when they told me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord.’ Our feet stood inside your gates, Jerusalem” (Psalm 122:1–2). The old ark of Saluzzo, now in the Old City of Jerusalem, also has paintings of the menorah, the Ten Commandments on Mt. Sinai, the incense altar, and the shewbread table. 

Most of these pictures on the ceiling are taken from Augustin Antoine Calmet, a French artist whose multi-volume illustrated Bible commentary was sold throughout western Europe in several languages.
 Many of the Piedmont pictures are borrowed from there. In the city of Alessandria, there is a stunning parokhet with pictures of the shewbread table; the menorah and its vessels; shofars and trumpets; symbols of Passover, Sukkot, and Shabbat Shekalim; Jerusalem; and the Temple. In this case the images are taken from the Sabbioneta edition (Mantua) of the Mishnah, tractate Menahot, pages 27 and 37 (bear in mind that Piedmont under the House of Gonzaga was an integral part of the Duchy of Mantua). In the center of the parokhet is an inscription typical of Ashkenazic Italy—“black on white in memory of the destruction”—under an illustration of Jerusalem taken from the Venice Haggadah of 1609. This special parokhet bears an amazing resemblance to the illustration on the first pages of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Bibles from Provence (France, close to Piedmont) and Catalonia (Spain).

Asti: An ark from the 1780s. Prominent in the center are the menorah, the ark of the covenant, the incense altar, a censer, the jar of manna, Aaron’s blossoming staff, and the laver and its stand (associated with the priests washing their hands). 

Vercelli: In the ark from the late eighteenth century we can see the ark of the covenant, the Ten Commandments, the shewbread table, the golden (incense) altar, the bronze altar, the two pillars known as Yakhin and Boaz, and the laver and its stand, all clearly influenced by Calmet. 

Ivrea: Late nineteenth century. On the doors of the ark we see the censer, looking like the kind that Catholic priests would wave in church (this, too, influenced by Calmet. like the other paintings in Ivrea), the menorah, the shewbread table, and the ark of the covenant.

Chieri (now in the Turin synagogue): On the six sides of the bimah are the jar of manna, the shewbread table, the tablets of the Ten Commandments, the menorah, Aaron’s blossoming staff, and the Temple. (Although it is forbidden to portray the menorah in the actual shape of the one in the Temple, Rabbi Joseph ben Solomon Colon [the Maharik], who was in Piedmont from 1462 to 1466, ruled that a relief of the menorah that cannot be used is permitted; see his responsum no. 75.) On the doors of the ark, across from and in front of the bimah panel with an illustration of the Temple, is a stunningly beautiful picture of the Temple that is identifiable as such by the octagonal plan, the dome, and the rounded windows in the ceiling, an allusion to the rounded windows in the Dome of the Rock according to depictions at that time. 

Carmagnola: A bimah almost identical to that in Chieri but without the Temple vessels; an ark, with its doors featuring images of the Temple, the Ten Commandments, the shewbread table (similar to the one in the Mantua Mishnah (1523), and the incense altar. The workmanship is stunning. 

Acqui (now in Turin): Two doors of the ark featuring a picture of the Temple that suggests the Dome of the Rock—an octagonal building with a dome and rounded windows. On the other door are the basilica next to the Temple and the Chamber of Hewn Stone in a semicircle. Most of the ark is painted black, with some outlines emphasized in gold. Recently an almost identical ark of better quality and unknown origin was found; it is entirely gilded, which supports the theory that the ark in Turin was painted black as a sign of mourning for King Charles Albert of Savoy, even though in tests of the ark it was hard to find gold paint underneath the black. Alternatively, the black with gold trim may have been inspired by Egyptian treasures brought to the Egyptian museum established in Turin around that time. 

The last four arks were made with great skill according to the French classical style of the early eighteenth century. 

Cuneo: This ark, apparently from after the late eighteenth century, features a menorah, tongs, censer, Aaron’s blossoming staff, and the incense altar. On the lower doors are the shewbread table and the ark of the covenant. We do not see any influence by Calmet here; apparently, whoever instructed the designer relied on Jewish sources. A parokhet from the same town, made in the early eighteenth century (1719) by Isaiah Lattes of Vinesca (near Cuneo) and currently in the possession of the Cavaillon family of Jerusalem, features a menorah, Aaron’s staff, the incense altar, and the flags of the camps.
 

Now that we have seen the pictures, I will suggest three sources for them, which I have already mentioned.  

1.
Illustrations from sixteenth-century Jewish sources 

2.
Augustin Antoine Calmet’s book Commentaire littéral sur tous les livres de l’Ancien et du Nouveau Testament
3.
Fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Bibles from Provence and Catalonia (Spain) in the possession of wealthy families descended from Spanish and Portuguese Jews and conversos. On the first pages are symbols from the Sanctuary and Temple and various eschatological symbols: the menorah, censers, tongs and forks, the ark of the covenant, the shewbread table, Aaron’s blossoming staff, shofars and trumpets, and the riven Mount of Olives, all together as on the religious articles in Piedmont.
 

We have seen that Jewish descendants of Spanish and Portuguese conversos arrived en masse on the duty-free shores of Piedmont at the port of Nice—a city, incidentally, that never had a ghetto. 

These are the three possible iconographic sources of the images related to the Sanctuary and Temple on religious articles in Piedmont; the first two I have already proven in my remarks. The influence of the third source can be proven iconographically, but it is hard to prove that after 300 years there would be such a strong historical memory that it would reappear in the eighteenth century. We have to assume that some of the Jews who left the Iberian Peninsula had Bibles or pictures that were common in the rich surroundings of the expellees from Spain, and that their families kept them until they moved into the ghettos in Piedmont, at which point they used them as a source of inspiration for the design of their religious objects. 

Why the Vessels from the Sanctuary and the Temple? 

Now we have to try to understand why these elements were so widespread in the Piedmont region. 

The Jews moved into the ghettos in 1730. They were under tremendous pressure, having to find a new place to live in the overcrowded ghetto and feeling profound despair. Then came the news: the holy Or Ha-Hayyim (Rabbi Hayyim Ben Attar) had announced that the Redemption would take place in the year 5500 (1740 CE).
 (He predicted that the first 500 years of the sixth millennium would be years of darkness, but starting in the 500th year the light would burst forth). The Jews who had succumbed to despair understood that they had to prepare for the Redemption. They built some of the most beautiful synagogues that we know of, absolute pearls, in order to greet the age of Redemption. At the time, kabbalah was widespread in Italy. Rabbi Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto quoted the verse “she shall not go out (tetze) like the male servants” in connection with his wedding in 1731, the Hebrew date of which, 5491, is spelled tetze. Immanuel Hai Ricchi, a leading Italian kabbalist who compiled the teachings of Rabbi Isaac Luria, announced that the Messiah could be expected between 1739/40 and 1780. 

Thus, the Sanctuary between the two halves of the Mount of Olives in Saluzzo, with the flags of the camps, symbolizing the end of the pain of exile, all the symbols of the Temple, including shofars and trumpets heralding the coming of the Redeemer, and Aaron’s blossoming staff, representing God’s forgiveness of the nation at one of its lowest points, should come as no surprise. They all influenced the design of religious articles in Piedmont, with the symbols alluding to the imminent Redemption. 
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