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«A GOOD WIFE IS A GREAT BLESSING». FEMALE PORTRAITS THROUGH THE
LUGO DI ROMAGNA JEWISH COMMUNITY’S REGISTER OF THE DEAD (1658-1825).

The Book of the Dead of the Jewish com-
munity of Lugo di Romagna for the years 1658-
1825 offers an unexpected case study which,
despite a play of light and shadows that do not
allow the emergence of a well-rounded represen-
tation, shows a significant picture of women and
their condition within the Jewish ghetto.

Indeed, the manuscript has the merit of
focusing on the role of women in the scenar-
io of Jewish settlements. It provides a range of
new and important information within a frame-
work, that is Jewish women in history, generally
marked by a lack of documentation. Moreover,
the documentary material derives mostly from
Christian sources that present only brief refer-
ences.

Taking for granted the peculiarity of the
position of women in Jewish tradition, I tried to
trace the history of female condition within the
ghetto of Lugo starting from some topics in par-
ticular: marriage and marital relation, family,
community and professional life. On another oc-
casion, even if only in a small way, | have dealt
with the matter concerning the peculiarity of the
female experience related to forced sermons in
Lugo as well as relations with Christian society.'

Investigating the role of women means
not just giving voice to an entire category his-
torically forced to silence, but also discovering
new details that can enrich its features with un-

! See E. LoiLi, «Per trarli dalle tenebre dell’i-
gnoranza». Nuovi documenti sulle prediche coatte
agli ebrei di Lugo nel Seitecento, «Materia Giudai-
ca» 19,1-2 (2014), pp. 103-116.

> For an overview of the history of the Jewish
woman in Italy see A. Foa, La donna nella storia
degli ebrei in Italia, in C.E. Honess - V.R. JoNEs
(curr.), Le donne delle minoranze. Le ebree e le
protestanti in Italia, Edizioni Claudiana, Torino
1999, pp. 11-30.

* Qo 7,26.
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expected facets. Although belonging to Judaism
is transmitted through matrilineal line and the
female figure has assumed a central role within
the family as a mother and spouse, woman has
always had to deal with a religious environment
in which women tend to play a secondary role
and poor social visibility.

Even in the Qohelet, which could be
viewed as a cynical lamentation on the vanity of
all material things written with a strong moral
tension, there are few harsh expressions against
woman: «And I saw a thing more bitter than
death, even the woman whose heart is full of
tricks and nets».* This is what the preacher af-
firms, beginning to divine a new misogynist and
repulsive attitude that will affect the following
centuries — from the late 5" century BCE and in
the following ones, up to the 1* century CE — the
ancient Near East, also touching Judaism.*

However, the situation that emerges from
the archival sources object of the present survey
appears more complex and varied: in fact, they
give us a description of the activities that wom-
en carried out daily, related to household and
family economy, but also they outline well-edu-
cated women, even cultured, involved in trade,
teaching, craftsmanship and versed in the var-
ious meat types for ritual slaughter allowed for
the public consumption. Of course, the levels of
autonomy of the Ashkenazi Jewish communities’

* On this topic refer also to M. PErANI, Ebraismo
e sessualita nel medioevo: la Lettera sulla santita,
in P. CAPELLI (cur.), Eros e Bibbia, Morcelliana, Bre-
scia 2003, pp. 133-156; Ip., La donna nell’ebraismo
e nella riflessione mistico-esoterica della qabbalah,
in L. GRAZIANI SECCHIERI (cur.), Vicino al focolare e
oltre. Spazi pubblici e privaii, fisici e virtuali della
donna ebrea in ltalia (secc. XV-XX), Vicino al foco-
lare e oltre: spazi pubblici e privati, fisici e virtuali
della donna ebrea in Italia (secc. XV-XX): atti del
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women® are not reached, who, as Attilio Milano
had observed,’® enjoyed wide jurisdiction in the
economic, patrimonial and juridical fields. Nev-
ertheless, the sources clearly show the economic
abilities that distinguished them: in fact, they
formed relationships and entertained business
with men and women, Jews and Christian, with-
out distinction.

Above all, in these documents, in addition
to the domestic values to which woman had to fo-
cus, emerge particularly significant figures that
are detached from the stereotypes of the time.

Even if the male characters prevail, from
the reading of the document content emerge also
rich portraits of women, whose model is found
mainly in the book of Proverbs:

[Mrs. Dolcina Beer] avoided all vices, who
may make discovery of a woman of virtue?” For
her price is much higher than jewels,? the heart of
her husband has faith in her’ / that is our honour-
able master, Mr. Rabbi gabbetay Beer, Rabbi of the

community [...]."
And it is also stated:

Who may make discovery of a woman of vir-

Museo Nazionale dell’Ebraismo Italiano e della
Shoah, in collaborazione con Archivio di Stato di
Ferrara: 18-19 novembre 2014, Giuntina, Firenze
2015, pp- 281-304.

> On the condition of Jewish women in Central-
Northern Italy, see A. VERONESE, Donne ebree italia-
ne e ashkenazite in Italia centro-settentrionale: doti,
testamenti, ruolo economico, in GRAZIANI SECCHIERI
(eur.), Vicino al focolare, op. cit., pp. 153-163. On
the status of women in Judaism in Italy I also refer
to: C. GArLAsso - M. Luzzarti, Donne nella storia degli
ebrei d’ltalia: atti del XIX convegno internazionale
Italia Judaica: Lucca, 6-9 giugno 2005, Giuntina,
Firenze 2007.

¢ A. MiLaNo, Storia degli ebrei in Italia, Einaudi,
Torino, p. 131. On the economic autonomy of the
Jews in German communities see: J.R. BASKIN, Jew-
ish Women in the Middle Ages, in Ip. (ed.), Jewish
Women in Historical Perspective, Wayne State Uni-
versity Press, Detroit 1998, pp. 150-168.

" Pr 31,10.

8 Ibid.

* Pr 31,11.

10 Cf. ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead
of the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
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tue?"" / She gets wool and linen,"? | she gets up while
it is still night” / She puts her hands to the cloth-
working rod™ | Her hands are stretched out to the
poor"” | Her husband is a man of note in the public
place'® | Strength and self-respect are her clothing'
/ Her mouth is open to give out wisdom' / She gives
attention to the ways of her family” /| Unnumbered
women have done well® | But a woman who has the
fear of the Lord is to be praised” | Give her credit
for what her hands have made® | Let her be praised
by her works in the public place. | Of this honou-
rable lady of whom they say: One woman among all
these 1 have not seen,” that it was so full of good
works, she is more value than jewels® [ ...].%

Marriage, which was the main scenario of
Jewish life, within a culture generally hostile to
celibacy, allowed to legitimize and socialize the
domestic role of women, in charge of housework
and family matters.”” The documents list the
qualities and virtues that should have been part
of the bride’s cultural baggage, respecting the
duties and an adequate conduct:

She gives attention to the ways of her fa-
mily.”® / She was an elderly and eminent, wife of the
honourable Mr. Yosef Finzi, his Rock guards him
and gives him life, she does not take her food wi-

1825, f. 13v.

11 pr31,10.

2 i, 31,13.

B i, 31,15.

" Jvi, 31,19.

¥ Tvi, 31,20.

1o Jvi, 31,23.

7 i, 31,25.

8 Jvi, 31,26.

Y i, 31,27.

20 Jvi, 31,29.

2 Jvi, 31,30.

2 Jvi, 31,31.

= Ibid.

Qo 7,28.

% Pr 3,15.

26 Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 16r.

*In this regard see R. WEINSTEIN, Marriage Ri-
tuals Italian Style: A Historical Anthropological
Perspective on Early Modern Italian Jews, Brill,
Leiden - Boston 2004, passim.

% Pr31,217.
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thout working for it,” but she gets up / while it is
still night, and gives meat to her family, and their
food to her servant girls® [...];*

She was a / woman who has the fear of the
Lord,*” and intelligent, and she understood the
needs of his husband and his house with modesty,
resourcefulness and honour.*

One aspect that emerges several times in
the acts of death concerns the rules of niddah,
that is menstrual blood. In the phase of life that
intervened from the appearance of the menar-
che until the arrival of the menopause, that is
the maturity, Jewish women scrupulously obser-
ved a series of behaviours, actions and gestures
regulated by the Bible,* the Talmud® as well as
the Misnah.*

As described by Leon Modena, in the pe-
riod of impurity woman was forced to isolation,
at the end of which she had to purify herself in
the miqweh or ritual bath:

# Ibid.

% Jvi, 31,15.

31 Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, f. 18v.

2 Pr 31,30.

3 Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, f. 48v.

3 Cf. Lev 15,19-33: «And if a woman has a flow
of blood from her body, she will have to be kept sep-
arate for seven days, and anyone touching her will
be unclean till evening. And everything on which she
has been resting, while she is kept separate, will be
unclean, and everything on which she has been seat-
ed will be unclean. And anyone touching her bed will
have to have his clothing washed and his body bathed
in water and be unclean till evening. And anyone
touching anything on which she has been seated will
have to have his clothing washed and his body bathed
in water and be unclean till evening. Anyone touch-
ing anything on the bed or on the thing on which she
has been seated, will be unclean till evening. And if
any man has sex relations with her so that her blood
comes on him, he will be unclean for seven days and
every bed on which he has been resting will be un-
clean. And if a woman has a flow of blood for a long
time, not at the time when she generally has it, or
if the flow goes on longer than the normal time, she
will be unclean while the flow of blood goes on, as
she is at other normal times. Every bed on which she
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quando s’avvede la donna che gli sia venuto
il suo mestruo ¢ obbligata d’avvisarlo al marito, e
lui subito se ne allontana, e non la tocca, né anco
puo porgerle una cosa da mano a mano ne riceverla
ne sederle appresso ne mangiar seco in un piatto ne
bever nel suo bicchiero. E costi sta fin che é finito
di fluire che suol essere al piu delle donne cinque
giorni, mase le durasse piu aspettare fin che si fermi
e si muta camicia, e di lenzuola il letto, e poi stando
sette altri giorni netta, si taglia le onghie e pulisce,
e si lava in un mastello, e si pettina il capo. Poi va
ad un bagno fatto apposta, il quale convien, che sia
d’acqua o sorgente, o di pioggia non posta ivi per
mano di uomo, e che vi sia acqua almeno di tre brac-
cia d’altezza e un braccio in quadro e se nene fosse
manco non valle 0 vero dove non é fatto bagno ap-
posta, va ad un fiume o fonte, 6 mare, 0 pozzo e ivi
bisogna che si attuffi tutta nuda, si che non vi resti
una minima parte del corpo che non sia tocca d’ac-
qua [...] un’altra donna le sta appresso a veder che
sia bene coperta d’acqua e cosi rivestita, e andata a
casa sua puo star con il marito, fin che torna a veni-
re il mestruo un’altra volta e cosi continuamente.*”

has been resting will be unclean, as at the times when
she normally has a flow of blood, and everything on
which she has been seated will be unclean, in the
same way. And anyone touching these things will be
unclean, and his clothing will have to be washed and
his body bathed in water and he will be unclean till
evening. But when her flow of blood is stopped, after
seven days she will be clean. And on the eighth day
let her get two doves or two young pigeons and take
them to the priest to the door of the Tent of meeting,
To be offered by the priest, one for a sin-offering and
one for a burned offering; and the priest will take
away her sin before the Lord on account of her un-
clean condition. In this way may the children of Isra-
el be made free from all sorts of unclean conditions,
so that death may not overtake them when they are
unclean and when they make unclean my holy place
which is among them. This is the law for the man who
has a flow from his body, or whose seed goes from
him so that he is unclean; And for her who has a flow
of blood, and for any man or woman who has an un-
clean flow, and for him who has sex relations with a
woman when she is unclean».

% The topic is discussed in several Talmud trea-
ties, including those of Berakot, Pesahim, Ketubbot
and Yevamot.

36 See in particular the treaty of Niddah.

3T LEONE DA MoDENA, Historia de’ riti hebraici,
vita et osservanze degli Hebrei di questi tempi [...],
Appresso Giovanni Calleoni, Venezia 1638, pp. 94-
95.
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From what we learn from the manuscript,
within the ghetto groups of women helped each
other giving rise to a sort of female connection
and shared solidarity during the phases of tran-
sition and in the sensitive points of the monthly
cycle. The Jewess, helped by her companions,
repeated ritual gestures every month to puri-
fy what was considered the female “mystery of

blood”:

Daughters of Israel weep over this widow,*
crown among women, wise in all things, especially
the “visions of the blood”,* and the particular evils
of all women [...];*

[...] @ woman who asks to be cleansed for
her husband" because of the spot of women, / and
with integrity she observed the rules of the woman
in menstruation [...];*

[...] Although she was poor, he was capable
of great gestures of generosity; she took care of the
women / during their period of impurity. She was
Mrs. Bellina Terracino [...].*

Educated, cultured and deeply religious,
sometimes of high social extraction, they taught
the sacred texts and the values of the Torah:*
this is evident from reading the death records of
two very important women within the communi-
ty. They were Gentila Rebecca Yahyah Sinigal-
lia, died on 15 Sevat 5434 (= 22" Januaryl674 )
and especially Benvenuta, daughter of the elder-
ly rabbi Selomoh Dawid del Vecchio I (dead in
Senigallia ante 1737) and wife of the chief rabbi
and judge Yishaq Berekyah da Fano III (1676-
1750), who passed away on 6 Adar IT 5510 (= 14
March 1750):

[Mrs. Gentila Rebecca Yahyah Sinigallia]
always opened her mouth wisely and with quotes
from the psalms: | on his tongue there was teaching
of goodness.* She inculcated the passage of the Bi-

3% Adapted from 2Sam 1,24.

% That is menstrual blood. See Rabbeinu Yonah
on Pirqgei Avot 3,18; Niddah 33b et al.

4 Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, f. 12r.

Y1 TB, Berakot 4a.

2 Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 13v.
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ble that is fixed for reading every week, and all the
supplications, the prayers, the liturgical poems, the
morning prayers and the verses were currents in his
mouth [...];*

and in another passage we read:

Of this woman, the excellent, elderly, dear
and crowned Mrs. Benvenuta, may her soul be tied
to the bundle of life, of a line of old people [...]. She
was full of / precepts and good works, and she was
said: «Who may make discovery of a woman of vir-
tue?»" [...] and to celebrate his praises the sheets
of paper are not enough and his praises / would not
end, since it was a good and wise woman, intelli-
gent and full of virtues. In particular / she taught
children and adults, she was fearful of God and the
Bible that is known by all members of our communi-
ty, and her merit / was recognized during her lifeti-
me by the descendants of Dayyan in Israel.*

The most impressive data concern the pro-
fessional activities of women, who were active in
various commercial and artisanal sectors, from
the sale of wine and wood, to the manufacture
of wicks for candles, from the dough of flour
bread or hallah, to the preparation of wires for
tefillin. In fact, as mentioned above, women’s
commitments were not limited to domestic work:
they were responsible for production and pur-
chases, they diligently administered business.
Moreover, they were active in the community in
different ways, practicing works of charity for
the poor and sick people, but they also welco-
med travellers, prepared fringes and tallitot and
performed various tasks in the synagogue. The
praised women were industrious workers in the
textile, manufacturing and commercial fields,
besides they were experts of the various types
of slaughter meat for food consumption. Some
examples are given below:

B Jvi, . 14v.

# See Ivi, f. 32r: «When her husband permitted
it, she studied the psalms and the daily passages, ac-
cording to her means, [...]».

* Adapted from Pr 31,26.

1 Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 16r.

47 Pr 31,10.

% Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of



Female portraits in the register of the dead from Jewish Lugo

[...] She gets wood and linen® to prepare
the fringes for our community and for the city of
Ferrara / working at the business of her hands™ to
prepare all the tallitot, for rich and poor people.
She gets up while it is still night>' to praise and sing
and to send her husband and son to the synagogue
to pray with the sentinels of the morning. She puts
her hands to the cloth-working rod, and her fingers
take the wheel,” to weave fringes and all what was
needed in our homes. / Her hands are stretched out
to the poor® and to help all the needy, especially vis-
itors. Her husband is a man of note®" in his place
near the elders and angels;>

[...] A woman who has the fear of the Lord
like her / is to be praised therefore give her credit
for what her hands have made.’ The chassis gave
her the right reputation, [...], let her be praised by
her works in the public place® [...];*

[...]He had to deal / with men and women, he
was an expert in all kinds of meat, even not kaser,
his strength was that of knowing how to live with
elevated and lower spirits. She was the eminent old
woman, / Mrs. Diana Pesaro [...];®

[...] Mrs. Sarah Nehemah, widow of the hon-
ourable lord, Rabbi Selomoh Yahyah, the memory
of the righteous and the saint may be blessed, / de-
parted for the eternal dwelling on the night of the
holy Saturday, 19 Tevet 454 (= 16™ January 1694),
may rest with the right women in the garden of Eden.
She was an eminent woman /, with her hands wove
fringes for everyone and prepared the threads for
the tefillin and the wicks for the lights of the syna-
gogue [...];%

[...] she was a skilled trader: she sold wine
and timber and everything necessary for her work. /
He sent his sons to the synagogue to study the Bible;

the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, . 45v.

¥ Pr31,13.

0 Ibid.

*Tvi, 31,15.

5 Jvi, 31,19.

5 Tvi, 31,20.

i, 31,23.

» Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 16r.

* Pr 31,30.

> Tvi, 31,31.

%8 Ibid.

* Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 44v.

0 Jvi, f. 12r.
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she was always among the first to wake up. She was
eminent and with a pure heart like that of a dove;
far from folly, she ate only the allowed food. / She
worked and stayed at home, she was Mrs. Chiara
Treves [...];*

We are therefore faced with women whose
role transcended the boundaries of family life:
for this reason even husbands and children en-
joyed the fruits of their labour, praising their
work:

Unnumbered women® they went virgins to
husbands’ brides, but she is beiter than all of them®
[...]. / Fair looks are a deceit, and a beautiful form
is of no value,” but, despite being beautiful, her
beauty was in being a woman with the fear of the
Lord, and is to be praised.®® Her children became
Rabbis and they give her credit for what / her hands
have made.%" She did the good for everyone, for the
living and the dead, let her be praised by her works
in the public place® [ ...];”

A woman of virtue is a crown to her hus-
band.™ | She was an important and praised woman
and the heart of her husband has faith in her, ™
her children get up and give her honour, and her
husband gives her praise.  She was Mrs. / Sulamit,
his soul may be bound in the bundle of life, beloved
wife of the honourable lord Sullam Yahyah [...].”

Work was not just the source of the well-
being of families, but opened up to a wider sha-
ring in the social sense, to provide concrete help
for the poor and the needy:

o1 Jvi, f. 26v.

%2 Jvi, f. 19v.

% Pr 31,29.

% Ibid.

% Jvi, 31,30.

% Ibid.

" Jvi, 31,31.

% Ibid.

% Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 16r.

 Pri2.A.

™ v, 31,11.

” Jvi, 31,28.

» Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 53v.
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[...] Her hands are siretched out / to the
poor; yes, she is open-handed to those who are in
need™ according to what was in her possibilities
[...].®

[...] She went up to the highest skies, / all the
poor were with her because her hands are stretched
out to the poor; yes, she is open-handed to those
who are in need;™ her eyes give attention to the
ways of her family, she does not take / her food wi-
thout working for it.”” Her children get up to appro-
ve all her works™ [...];”

[...] Her hands are stretched out to the poor;
yes, she is open-handed to those who are in need®
and to all the poor, especially to visitors [...]. She
gives attention to the ways of her family,® she pre-
pared food for others too [...];*

[...] for the love of the faithful sick who ca-
me to her; he welcomed all people and forgave their
sins.®

Women, in fact, although not bound by
law, which obliged men instead, supported the
needy with the same energy that was used within
the family unit: care of the house and solidarity
appear combined in view of a full realization of
the ideal of justice described in Isaiah 58:

Is not this the holy day for which I have given
orders: [...] Is it not to give your bread to those in
need, and to let the poor who have no resting-place
come into your house? To put a robe on the unclo-
thed one when you see him, and not to keep your
eyes shut for fear of seeing his flesh? Then will light
be shining on you like the morning, and your woun-

“ Pr 31,20.

" Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 16r.

" Adapted from Pr 31,20.

™ lvi, 31,27.

® Jvi, 31,28.

“ Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, 1. 19v.

8 Pr31,20.

8 Jvi, 31,27.

8 Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
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ds will quickly be well: and your righteousness will
go before you, and the glory of the Lord will come
after you.*

Ultimately, a new, rich and varied model
of femininity emerges, which is at the same time
a custodian of the values of the Torah, but also
up with the present. Their professional accom-
plishment was not in contrast with their role in
domestic life. In this way, the woman became a
source of esteem not only for husbands and chil-
dren, but also for the elderly and the wise, that
is, the most respectable people in the community,
who praised their skills by detaching themselves
from the most conservative and fundamentalist
traditions: let her be praised by her works in the
public place;® her mouth is open to give out wis-
dom, and the law of mercy is on her tongue;®
fair looks are a deceit, and a beautiful form is of
no value; but a woman who has the fear of the
Lord is to be praised;* <her merit has been rec-
ognized by the sons and sons of the sons, by the
eminent and expert teachers of the Torah and
the precepts»;® «[...] To celebrate her praises
and her wisdom, paper is not enough, and her
praises would not end, because she was perfect
in observing the Torah, / in wisdom, in activity
and in humility».*

Elena Lolli
PhD Universita di Bologna

e-mail: elena.lolli4@unibo.it

1825, 1. 43r.

8 Jvi, f. 15r.

# s 58,6-8.

% Pr 31,31. The quote appears in most of the fe-
male death records.

% Jvi, 31,26. See Ms. New York, JTS, Register of
the dead of the Jewish community of Lugo for the
years 1658-1825, f. 16r.

% Pr 31,30.

% Ms. New York, JTS, Register of the dead of
the Jewish community of Lugo for the years 1658-
1825, . 44v.

8 Jvi, f. 49r.
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SUMMARY

The Register of the dead of the Jewish community of Lugo di Romagna is a very important man-
uscript, unique of its kind. It contains all the death recordings of the community from 1658 to 1825,
as well as the statutes and resolutions of the charitable association called Hevrat gemilut hasadim i.e.
Good Works or Mercy Society. This precious and largely unpublished manuscript, which is now stored
at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, presents an exceptional interest on different levels. For
example, we can reconstruct various aspects of its members, also concerning women. Indeed, the un-
doubted merit of the Register is to provide a significant picture of the female universe within the ghetto of
which, in a completely unexpected way, a rich and articulated profile emerges. The document provides
an interesting description of the activities that women performed daily, which were often essential for
household as well family economies, but there are also female figures playing an active role in trading,
teaching, craftwork and ritual slaughter.

KEYWORDS: Jewish community of Lugo; Internal sources; Book of the Dead; Jewish Women.
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Fig. 1 - New York, Jewish Theological Seminary of America, Register of the dead of the Jewish community of
Lugo for the years 1658-1825, . 45v. At the bottom of the page you can read the death recording of Benvenuta,
daughter of Selomoh Dawid del Vecchio I and wife of Yishaq Berekyah da Fano III.
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