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PROLOGUE

IT WAS the end of an era. Regimes that had lasted for centuries were about to be swept away. On the Italian peninsula, the old world of papal power and traditional authority uneasily faced the disparate progeny of the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the champions of modern industry, science, and commerce. The proud warriors of the old and the new viewed each other warily, in mutual incomprehension. Each side waved its own flags, intoned its own verities, worshipped its own icons, sang praises to its heroes, and heaped scorn on its enemies. Revolutionaries dreamed of utopic futures, far different from the oppressive present; liberals envisioned a new political order, based on constitutional rule; and even conservatives began to wonder whether the old order could stand much longer. New gods were being born, new objects of adulation. In Italy, out of the patchwork of duchies, grand duchy, Bourbon and Savoyard kingdoms, Austrian outposts, and the pontifical state itself, a new nation-state was soon to take shape whose boundaries were as yet unknown and whose nature was as yet unimagined. Subjects would soon become citizens. Yet for the mass of illiterate peasants, nothing much would seem to change.

Nowhere in the West was the chasm between the old world and the new so wide as in the lands of the pope-king. Where else, indeed, could rule by divine right be so well entrenched, so well justified ideologically, so spectacularly elaborated ritually? The Pope had been a worldly prince, a ruler of his subjects, for many centuries, and the contours of his domain in 1858—stretching from Rome in a crescent sweeping northeastward around the Grand Duchy of Tuscany and up to the second city of the Papal States, Bologna, in the north—were much the same as they had been three and a half centuries before. The Pope ruled his state because that was what God willed. The revolutionary notions that people should choose their own rulers, that they should be free to think what it pleased them to think, believe what they chose to believe—these were not simply wrongheaded but heretical, the devil’s work, the excrescences of Freemasons and other enemies of God and religion. The world was as God had ordained it. Progress was heresy.

But while the pontifical state still stood in 1858, it had not survived the previous seven decades unbattered. When French soldiers streamed down the Italian peninsula in 1796–97, the Papal States were gobbled up; in the years that followed, two popes were driven from Rome into humiliating exile, and Church property was auctioned off to the highest bidder, swelling Napoleon’s coffers. Although with Napoleon’s collapse Pope Pius VII returned to the Holy City in 1814 and the Papal States were restored, what had once appeared so solid—a product of the divine order of things—now seemed terribly fragile. Conspiracies against the Pope’s worldly rule sprouted; revolts broke out. At midcentury another pope was forced to flee Rome, this time fearful of murderous mobs, and had to rely on foreign armies to restore his rule and then protect him from his own mutinous subjects.

Among those subjects—though, for the most part, far from mutinous—were the Jews, “the Pope’s Jews.” Having lived in Italy since before there were any Christians, they nonetheless could not shake off their status as outsiders, petitioners for the privilege of being allowed to remain where they were. Few in number—fewer than fifteen thousand in all the Papal States1—they were high in the clergy’s consciousness, occupying a central, if unenviable, position in Catholic theology: they were the killers of Christ, whose continued wretched existence served as a valuable reminder to the faithful, but who would one day see the light and become part of the true religion, helping to hasten the Redeemer’s return. Since the sixteenth century, the popes had confined them to ghettoes to limit the contagion. No Christian was allowed in their homes; theirs was a society apart. Still, life in the ghetto had its joys and consolations. There the Jews had a rich communal life, their own institutions, their own synagogues, rabbis, and leaders, their own quarrels and triumphs, their own divinely ordained rites that structured each day of their lives and each season of the year.

But the Jews, too, saw a new world come into view as French troops, spreading the secular trinity of liberté, égalité, fraternité, swept through the continent, hauled down the ghetto gates, and burned them in a purificatory blaze for popular edification. In the soldiers’ wake, sometimes with Christian neighbors looking ominously on, the Jews—some exhilarated, others terrified—began to take their first halting steps out of a world that was the only one they and their ancestors had ever known.

The events chronicled here, which together form a strangely forgotten chapter in the battle that spelled the end of the old regime, began in the porticoed city of Bologna, indeed in the very heart of its medieval center of cobbled streets and piazzas, in 1858. In Rome, Pope Pius IX sat on St. Peter’s throne as French troops patrolled the Eternal City. Two of the three most powerful men in Bologna were cardinals: the Archbishop, the city’s spiritual leader, and the Cardinal Legate, representing the papal government, the civil ruler. The third was a military man, an Austrian general, whose troops (along with the French forces in Rome) ensured that the tottering papal government did not fall.

Directly across the street from the general’s headquarters stood Bologna’s justly famous Dominican church, San Domenico, where Saint Dominic himself died and where his bones are to this day reverently encased. There lived the Inquisitor, charged by the Congregation of the Holy Office in Rome with combating heresy and defending the faith. Among his tasks was ensuring that the restrictions imposed on the Jews were obeyed.

For two centuries, Bologna’s inquisitors had had little reason to worry about the Jews, for in 1593 the Pope had expelled all nine hundred of them from the city and its surrounding territories. In the wake of the French occupation of the 1790s, a few adventurous Jews made their way back, but once the Papal States were restored, their status again became tenuous, their right to live in the city less than clear. Yet, by 1858 close to two hundred of them lived in Bologna, merchants for the most part, carving out a comfortable niche for their families. Given Church authorities’ mixed feelings about their presence in the formerly forbidden city, the Jews had no desire to call attention to themselves, and so had neither synagogue nor rabbi.

Like many of these Jews, immigrants from the ghettoes of other cities, Momolo Mortara and Marianna Padovani Mortara had moved to Bologna from the nearby duchy of Modena. They lived with their children and their Catholic servant in a building in the center of the city. Their obscurity was about to come to a painful end.


CHAPTER 1
The Knock at the Door

THE KNOCK CAME at nightfall. It was Wednesday, June 23, 1858. Anna Facchini, a 23-year-old servant, descended a flight of stairs from the Mortara apartment to open the building’s outer door. Before her stood a uniformed police officer and a second, middle-aged man of martial bearing.1

“Is this the home of Signor Momolo Mortara?” asked Marshal Lucidi.

Yes, Anna responded, but Signor Mortara was not there. He had gone out with his oldest son.

As the men turned away, she closed the door and returned to the apartment to report the unsettling encounter to her employer, Marianna Mortara. Marianna sat at the living room table, busily stitching, along with her twin 11-year-old daughters, Ernesta and Erminia. Her five younger children, Augusto, aged 10, Arnoldo, 9, Edgardo, 6, Ercole, 4, and Imelda, born just six months before, were already asleep. Marianna, a nervous sort anyway, wished that her husband were home.

A few minutes later, she heard sounds of feet climbing the back stairs, which could be reached through her neighbor’s apartment. Marianna stopped her stitching and listened carefully. The knocking on the door confirmed her fears. She approached the door and, without touching it, asked who was there.

“It’s the police,” a voice said. “Let us in.”

Marianna, hoping though not really believing that the policemen had simply made a mistake, told them what she prayed they did not know: they were at the back door of the same apartment they had visited just a few minutes before.

“It doesn’t matter, Signora. We are police and we want to come in. Don’t worry; we wish you no harm.”

Marianna opened the door and let the two men in. She did not notice the rest of the papal police detail, some of whom remained on the nearby stairs while others lingered on the street below.

Pietro Lucidi, marshal in the papal carabinieri and head of the police detail, entered, with Brigadier Giuseppe Agostini, in civilian clothes, following him in. The sight of the military police of the Papal States coming inexplicably in the night filled Marianna with dread.

The Marshal, not at all happy about the mission before him, and seeing that the woman was already distraught, tried to calm her. Pulling a small sheet of paper from his jacket, he told her he needed to get certain clarifications about her family and asked her to list the names of everyone in the household, beginning with her husband and herself, and proceeding through all her children, from oldest to youngest. Marianna began to shake.

Walking home beneath Bologna’s famous porticoes with Riccardo, his 13-year-old son, that pleasant June evening, Momolo was surprised to find police milling around his outside door. He hurried up to his apartment and discovered the police officer and the other strange man talking to his frightened wife.

As Momolo entered the apartment, Marianna exclaimed, “Just listen to what these men want with our family!”

Marshal Lucidi now saw that his worst fears about his mission would be realized, but felt even so a certain relief at now being able to deal with Momolo, who was, after all, a man. Again he stated that he had been given the task of determining just who was in the Mortara household. Momolo, unable to get any explanation for this ominous inquiry, proceeded to name himself, his wife, and each of his eight children.

The Marshal checked all these names on his little list. Having noted all ten members of the family, he announced that he would now like to see each of the children. His request turned Marianna’s fright to terror.

Momolo pointed out Riccardo, Ernesta, and Erminia, who had gathered round their parents, but pleaded that his other children were asleep and should be left alone.

Moved, perhaps, but undeterred, the Marshal remained firm. Eventually the Mortaras led the two policemen through the door into their own bedroom, with the three oldest children and the servant trailing them in. There, on a sofa-bed, slept 6-year-old Edgardo. His parents did not yet know that on the list the Marshal had brought with him, Edgardo’s name was underlined.

Lucidi told Anna to take the rest of the children out of the room. Once they had left, he turned back to Momolo and said, “Signor Mortara, I am sorry to inform you that you are the victim of betrayal.”

“What betrayal?” asked Marianna.

“Your son Edgardo has been baptized,” Lucidi responded, “and I have been ordered to take him with me.”

Marianna’s shrieks echoed through the building, prompting the policemen stationed outside to scurry into the bedroom. The older Mortara children, terrified, sneaked back in as well. Weeping hysterically, Marianna threw herself into Edgardo’s bed and clutched the somnolent boy to her.

“If you want my son, you’ll have to kill me first!”

“There must be some mistake,” Momolo said. “My son was never baptized.… Who says Edgardo was baptized? Who says he has to be taken?”

“I am only acting according to orders,” pleaded the Marshal. “I’m just following the Inquisitor’s orders.”

Lucidi despaired as the situation seemed to be slipping out of control. In his own report, he later wrote: “I hardly know how to describe the effect of that fatal announcement. I can assure you that I would have a thousand times preferred to be exposed to much more serious dangers in performing my duties than to have to witness such a painful scene.”

With Marianna wailing from Edgardo’s bed, Momolo insisting that it was all a horrible mistake, and the children crying, Lucidi scarcely knew what to do. Both parents got down on their knees before the discomfited Marshal, begging him in the name of humanity not to take their child from them. Bending a bit (and no doubt thinking this was all the Inquisitor’s fault anyway), Lucidi offered to let Momolo accompany his son to see the Inquisitor at the nearby Convent of San Domenico.

Momolo refused, afraid to let Edgardo into the Inquisitor’s hands.

Lucidi recalled: “While I waited for the desperate mother and father, overcome by a terrible agony, to return to reason so that the matter could be brought to its inevitable conclusion, various people began to arrive, either on their own or because they had been called there.”

In fact, with Lucidi’s permission, Momolo had sent Riccardo to alert Marianna’s brother and uncle, and to fetch their elderly Jewish neighbor Bonajuto Sanguinetti, whose wealth and community position, Momolo hoped, might ward off the impending disaster.

Hurrying back to the cafe where, less than an hour before, he and his father had left them, Riccardo came upon his two uncles, Angelo Padovani, his mother’s brother, and Angelo Moscato, husband of his mother’s sister. Moscato later described the encounter:

“As I sat with my brother-in-law at the Caffè del Genio on via Vetturini, my nephew Riccardo Mortara came running up, in tears and disconsolate, telling me that the carabinieri were in his house, and that they wanted to kidnap his brother Edgardo.”

The two men rushed to the Mortaras’ apartment: “We saw the mother, devastated, and in such a sorry state that it’s impossible to describe. I asked the marshal of the gendarmes to explain what was going on, and he responded that he had an order—though he never showed it to me—from the Inquisitor, Father Pier Gaetano Feletti, to take Edgardo because he had been baptized.”

Marianna was “desperate, beside herself,” as her brother, Angelo Padovani, recalled. “She lay stretched out on a sofa which they also used as a bed, the sofa on which Edgardo slept, holding him tightly to her chest so that no one could take him.”

Trying to find some way to stop the police from making off with Edgardo, Padovani and his brother-in-law persuaded the Marshal not to remove the child before they could consult with their uncle, who lived nearby. The uncle, Marianna’s father’s brother, whose name was also Angelo Padovani, was still at work in the small bank he ran in the same building in which he lived.

After his nephews filled him in on the dramatic events at the Mortara home, Signor Padovani decided that their only hope was to see the Inquisitor. While the younger Padovani rushed back to inform the Marshal of the need for further delay, the other two men made their way to the convent.

At 11 p.m., they presented themselves at the forbidding gate of San Domenico and asked to be taken to the Inquisitor. Despite the hour, they were rushed up to the Inquisitor’s room. They implored Father Feletti to tell them why he had ordered the police to take Edgardo. Responding in measured tones, and hoping to calm them, the Inquisitor explained that Edgardo had been secretly baptized, although by whom, or how he came to know of it, he would not say. Once word of the baptism had reached the proper authorities, they had given him the instructions that he was now carrying out: the boy was a Catholic and could not be raised in a Jewish household.

Padovani protested bitterly. It was an act of great cruelty, he said, to order a child taken from his parents without ever giving them a chance to defend themselves. Father Feletti simply responded that it was not in his power to deviate from the orders he had received. The men begged him to reveal his grounds for thinking that the child had been baptized, for no one in the family knew anything about it. The Inquisitor replied that he could give no such explanation, the matter being confidential, but that they should rest assured that everything had been done properly. It would be best for all concerned, he added, if the members of the family would simply resign themselves to what was to come. “Far from acting lightly in this matter,” he told them, “I have acted in good conscience, for everything has been done punctiliously according to the sacred Canons.”

Seeing that it was impossible to get Father Feletti to reconsider his order, the men pleaded with him to give the family more time before taking the boy. They asked that he suspend any action for at least a day.

“At first,” Moscato later recounted, “that man of stone refused, and we had to paint a picture for him of the sad state of a mother who had another child she was nursing, of a father who was being driven almost out of his mind, and of eight [sic] children clutching at their parents’ and the policemen’s knees, begging them not to take their brother away from them.”

Eventually, the Inquisitor did change his mind and allowed them a twenty-four-hour stay, hoping that in the meantime the distraught mother could be made to leave the apartment, thereby heading off what threatened to become an unfortunate public disturbance. He asked Moscato and Padovani to promise that no attempt would be made to help the boy escape, an assurance they gave only reluctantly.

Father Feletti later recounted what went through his mind as he weighed the risks of permitting the delay. He knew full well, he said, of the “superstitions in which the Jews are steeped,” and so he feared not only that “the child might be stolen away,” but indeed that he might perhaps even be “sacrificed.” His was a belief shared widely in Italy at that time, for it was thought that Jews would rather murder their own children than see them grow up to be Catholic. He would take no chances. In the note he prepared for Padovani to give to Lucidi, he ordered the Marshal to keep Edgardo under constant surveillance.

Meanwhile, the vigil at the Mortara apartment continued as other friends and neighbors converged on the home. Among these was the Mortaras’ 71-year-old next-door neighbor, Bonajuto Sanguinetti, like Momolo a transplant from the Jewish community of nearby Reggio Emilia, in the duchy of Modena. Sanguinetti had already gone to bed when Riccardo, after fetching his two uncles at the cafe, came to his home and told the servant what was happening.

Sanguinetti described his first reactions when his servant woke him up: “I went to the window and saw five or six carabinieri walking about under the portico, and at first I was a little confused, thinking that they had come to take one of my own grandchildren.”

He rushed to the Mortaras’ home: “I saw a distraught mother, bathed in tears, and a father who was tearing out his hair, while the children were down on their knees begging the policemen for mercy. It was a scene so moving I can’t begin to describe it. Indeed, I even heard the police marshal, by the name of Lucidi, say that he would have rather been ordered to arrest a hundred criminals than to take that boy away.”

At half past midnight, the eerie vigil at the Mortara home was interrupted by the arrival of Moscato and Padovani, brandishing the piece of paper that they had extracted from Father Feletti. Marshal Lucidi was astonished that the Jews had had any success with the Inquisitor. He had assumed that he would not be leaving the apartment that night without the boy.

“I could see,” the Marshal later recalled,


that Signor Padovani was an erudite person, of dignified demeanor, a man who was looked up to and respected by his coreligionists, and they counted heavily on him. Indeed, they had good reason to do so, for it must have taken someone of great influence to obtain a stay in the decree, and in my opinion others would not have succeeded in getting one, all the more so when I learned that the order came from the highest level, and that the Father Inquisitor himself was not in a position to change it.



When the Marshal departed, he left a scene that he described as a teatro di pianto e di afflizione, a “theater of tears and affliction.” Aside from the ten members of the Mortara family and the two policemen guarding Edgardo, he left behind Marianna’s brother, her brother-in-law, her uncle, and two family friends.

Momolo reacted to the news of the stay with relief, saying later it gave them “a ray of hope.” He was less happy, though, to discover that in putting into effect the Inquisitor’s admonitions to guard Edgardo closely, the Marshal had ordered two of the policemen to remain with the child in the Mortaras’ bedroom.

It was a terrible night for Momolo and Marianna: “Both of the policemen stayed in our bedroom, with the guard changing from time to time with others replacing them. You can imagine how we passed that night. Our little son, though he didn’t understand what was happening, slept fitfully, shaking with sobs every now and then, with the soldiers at his side.”

The only hope left to the family was finding someone in a position to overrule the Inquisitor and vacate his order. There were only two men in Bologna who, in the view of the men of the Mortara and Padovani families, might have such power: the Cardinal Legate, Giuseppe Milesi, and the city’s famous but controversial archbishop, Michele Cardinal Viale-Prelà. Encouraged by the diplomatic success enjoyed by Marianna’s brother-in-law and uncle the night before at San Domenico, Momolo and Marianna asked them to undertake this new mission. In midmorning, on June 24, they set out.

They did not have far to go. Indeed, Angelo Moscato had been sitting practically in the shadow of the imposing building in which the Cardinal Legate worked when, the previous evening, the breathless Riccardo had brought the news about Edgardo.

The hulking government palace, the old Palazzo Comunale, loomed over the city’s central square, the Piazza Maggiore. Opened as the center of government in 1336 and built up further over the next two hundred years, it was as much a fortress as an administrative center. Its opening had coincided with the completion of the vast, imposing wall that surrounded the city, a wall nine meters in height that made a lopsided circle seventy-six hundred meters around the old city. Each night the great gates closed their portals to protect the city’s inhabitants (and rulers) from their enemies. When the palace and the outer wall were built, Bologna was an autonomous city-state, battling, among others, papal forces that sought to subdue it. It was a struggle that the city ultimately lost, and with the triumphal entry of Pope Julius II into Bologna in 1506, the city and its territories were annexed to the Pontifical State.

Giuseppe Milesi Pironi Ferretti had come to Bologna just two months earlier, having at age 41 been simultaneously named a cardinal and appointed legate to the province of Bologna. Arriving to take up his new duties in Bologna on the evening of April 30, 1858, he was met with due ceremony as he made his way to his offices and apartment in the government building. The resident Austrian troops sounded an artillery salute.

Not everyone in Bologna, however, was pleased about the Cardinal Legate’s arrival, for hostility against papal rule, and against the Austrian troops who for years had enforced it, pervaded the city. Enrico Bottrigari, one of those Bolognesi influenced by the ideas of the Risorgimento, the national unification movement that one day in the not very distant future would help drive Milesi out of the city, described the Cardinal Legate’s arrival:

“Hardly had he arrived in his quarters when the senior senator of Bologna came to pay his respects in diplomatic style, followed by many noble personages and citizens, the usual ones who bow before power! Those who have seen him say that the new legate, at first sight anyway, has the appearance of a man cold as ice, a person graced with little intelligence.”2

The Inquisitor had given both Cardinal Milesi and the Archbishop advance notice of the planned seizure of the Jewish child. When Angelo Padovani and Angelo Moscato reached the gate of the Cardinal Legate’s headquarters, they were told that His Eminence was not in Bologna. There was little they could do but try to find the one other person they believed could help them: Bologna’s archbishop, the redoubtable Michele Viale-Prelà.

Once again, they did not have far to go, for the archdiocesan headquarters, connected to the cathedral of San Pietro, was no more than a stone’s throw from the government palace. The two Jews were not optimistic, for in the brief time that the famous cardinal had been in Bologna, he had developed a reputation as the leader of the Church movement against liberalism, a crusader for religious purification and morality, a friend of the Inquisition, and a steadfast warrior in the battle to protect the Pope’s position as a temporal ruler.

The previous night, when the Mortara family and their friends in Bologna’s tiny Jewish community had gathered at their home, desperately casting about for a way to prevent the police from taking Edgardo, Sanguinetti had suggested that they try to bribe someone in the Church hierarchy. The idea was not shocking to them, for it was an approach that Italian Jews over the past centuries had occasionally used with success, even with popes. However, no one thought Viale-Prelà was the sort to be bought off.

As it happened, Padovani and Moscato would not even have the chance to try, for they received the same reception at the Archbishop’s as they had at the Cardinal Legate’s: they were told that the Archbishop was on a trip outside Bologna and would not be available that day.3 The priest with whom they spoke, upon hearing what lay behind their pressing request to see the Archbishop, threw up his hands and told them he had no idea what they could do.

It was noon by now and time was running out. Angelo Moscato gave up: “Seeing that all hope was lost, we decided to let things take their unhappy course. I decided not to return to the Mortara home, for it would have only made me more bitter.”

At the Mortara apartment, the tension was unbearable. Marianna’s sister, Rosina, arrived in midmorning and found Marianna still clutching Edgardo, sobbing. As Rosina moved to comfort Edgardo, he gave his aunt a kiss and, gesturing toward the policemen who remained ever at his side, told her simply, “They want to take me away.”

Rosina did the only thing she could think of to help. She took her other nieces and nephews back to her home to join her own six children. “I didn’t want them to see their mother in such a state any longer,” she said.

While Rosina took the children away, the men gathered in the apartment decided that something had to be done about Marianna herself. She had spent all night in Edgardo’s sofa-bed with him in her arms and still would not let go of him. They feared what would happen if she were home when the carabinieri came that night to tear her son from her grip. And they were worried, too, about little Imelda, whose hungry cries were being ignored by her preoccupied mother.

Momolo explained: “As the day passed, amidst anxiety and fear, seeing my wife in a deplorable state, indeed driven almost insane, I decided it was best if she were taken from the house so that she wouldn’t be made to see the separation, for the sight would have killed her.” The Mortaras’ 52-year-old friend Giuseppe Vitta, a fellow Jew from Reggio who lived near the Mortaras in Bologna, offered to take Marianna to his own apartment, where his wife was waiting. Vitta, along with Momolo and Marianna’s brother, spent two hours trying to convince her that it would be best if she left: there was nothing she could do there, and Imelda’s health depended on her getting away.

Finally, Marianna relented, but as Vitta waited for her she found it hard to stop kissing Edgardo. The men had to carry her out of the building and into the closed carriage, for her strength had left her. As they took her out, she cried so pitiably, said the family’s servant, that it broke the hearts of all who heard her. Indeed, during the short trip to the Vitta home, Marianna’s wails were so piercing that, although the carriage was covered, the unsettling noise brought people throughout the neighborhood hurrying to their windows.

Momolo had one last hope: the Inquisitor. Only he could call a halt to the looming disaster. Accompanied by Marianna’s brother Angelo, Mortara set out for San Domenico.

At five o’clock, the two men arrived at the convent and were ushered into the Inquisitor’s rooms. Momolo, in a loud but unsteady voice, declared that there had surely been some mistake about the supposed baptism of his son, and asked Father Feletti to tell him what grounds he had for thinking that the child had been baptized. The Inquisitor would not respond directly. The rules of the Holy Tribunal had been scrupulously followed, he said, and there was no point in asking for any further explanation. When Momolo begged for another delay, Father Feletti told him it would serve no purpose.

Momolo should not worry, the Inquisitor said, for his son would be treated well; indeed, little Edgardo would be under the protection of the Pope himself. He suggested that Momolo prepare some clothes for the boy; he would send someone to pick them up. Having a nasty scene when the police took Edgardo away, the Inquisitor warned, would benefit no one.

When Momolo returned home, he realized that time had run out on him. The house had emptied. Marianna and baby Imelda had been taken to the Vitta home; the rest of the children were with their aunt. Other relatives and friends had found the Mortara home too painful to endure and so remained at home, awaiting word of what was to come. Aside from the two policemen, who would not even allow Edgardo to go to the lavatory by himself, there remained only Momolo, his brother-in-law Angelo, and Giuseppe Vitta, back after having delivered Marianna to his wife’s care.

Marshal Lucidi had meanwhile prepared carefully for the child’s departure. Brigadier Agostini, Lucidi’s silent companion of the night before, was assigned the task of driving Edgardo away, and for this had been given the best coach the Bologna police possessed. Lucidi came in a separate carriage, with a supporting police contingent. He arrived at the apartment at about eight o’clock. Accompanied by a number of his men, he climbed the stairs. In the apartment, Momolo held Edgardo in his arms; the boy remained calm, perhaps not comprehending what was about to happen. When Lucidi took Edgardo from his father’s trembling arms, tears flowed from the eyes of the two policemen who had been guarding the boy.

Vitta ran desperately down the stairs first, followed by the policemen, and then a stricken Momolo. The sight of his son being carried off, draped from the policeman’s shoulders, drained Momolo of his little remaining strength, and as he followed Edgardo he fell in a dead faint. As the boy was passed to Brigadier Agostini in the carriage, Vitta tried to calm him. “Don’t worry,” he said, “your father and I will follow you in another carriage.” Vitta assumed, as did the rest of the Mortara family, that Edgardo’s ride would be a short one, that his destination lay within the city walls. In this they were mistaken.

On the sidewalk, the frantic Vitta spied a Catholic neighbor, Antonio Facchini, a 31-year-old merchant, who happened to be passing by. Facchini tells of the startling encounter:


As I was walking down via Lame, I found a carriage standing in front of the house that the Mortaras were then living in, and I saw a policeman stationed at the door. I was stupefied by this, all the more so when I heard shouts coming from the stairs from someone, and then I saw another person rushing out of the door calling to me, “Come! Come see, Facchini! what a pathetic picture!” It was the Jew Vitta, a friend of mine. When I asked him what was going on, he told me to come in. I went into the building with him, and saw at midstairs a policeman who was coming down with a boy in his arms, and just behind him, out cold and lying across the stairs, the Jew Mortara.… We rushed to help him, and carried him into his home, where we put him down on a sofa.



When Vitta explained what had happened, Facchini became enraged, and rushed to spread the word at the nearby Caffè del Commercio. There, he said later, “if I’d only found a couple of dozen of my friends, I would’ve tried to follow the carriage, stop it, and take the boy so that he could be given back to his poor parents.” Whether this was simply braggadocio on Facchini’s part, we do not know.


CHAPTER 2
Jews in the Land
of the Popes

Bologna la grassa, Bologna la dotta—Bologna the fat, Bologna the learned. Second only to Rome itself in population and social, political, and economic importance, Bologna had never been fully digested by the Papal States. The site of booming international commerce even before it was enveloped by the papal forces in the early sixteenth century, and home of Europe’s oldest university—whose thousands of students from throughout the continent were hiring their own professors and running the school until the clerics took charge—Bologna, and not Rome, was the site Charles V chose for his consecration as emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in 1530.

At the time Charles received Pope Clement VII’s blessing in the massive San Petronio basilica on the Piazza Maggiore, Bologna had a bustling Jewish community, immersed in the city’s famed trade and commerce. Eleven synagogues dotted the central quarter, where most of the city’s eight hundred Jews lived. Hebrew book printers and famed Jewish scholars complemented Bologna’s reputation as a center of learning.

The sixteenth century, however, was not kind to Italy’s Jews. The Roman Church, besieged farther north in Europe by Lutherans, Calvinists, and other heretical reformers, counterattacked. The campaign to enforce orthodoxy had as one of its victims the Jews, long an anomaly in Christian Europe.

For Bologna’s Jews, the result was catastrophic. In 1553, their Hebrew books, including hundreds of copies of the sacred Talmud, were publicly burned by orders of the Pope and the Holy Office of the Inquisition. Three years later, the Jews were told to move to a single, walled-in zone, in the shadow of Bologna’s famed two towers. The 1555 papal decree calling for the confinement of the Jews, Cum nimis absurdum, grew out of basic Church theology: “It is absurd and utterly unacceptable that the Jews, who due to their own guilt were condemned by God to eternal slavery, can, with the excuse of being protected by Christian love and thus tolerated living in our midst, show such ingratitude toward the Christians.” No more would the Jews be allowed to mingle with the Christians; they were to be shut up into ghettoes.1

Scarcely had they begun to adjust to this life of confinement when, in 1569, came the first papal order for their expulsion from Bologna. A thousand Jews, their worldly possessions strapped to their backs or swaying atop wooden carts, left the city behind them. Amidst the packs of their clothes, books, and kitchen utensils were nestled the bones of their ancestors. Pope Pius V offered the Jewish Cemetery of Bologna as a gift to the nuns of the convent of Saint Peter the Martyr, telling them “to destroy all graves … of the Jews … and to take the inscriptions, the memorials, the marble gravestones, destroying them completely, demolishing them … and to exhume the cadavers, the bones and the fragments of the dead and to move them wherever they please.”2 After seventeen years in exile, the city’s Jews were permitted to return in 1586, but in 1593 Pope Clement VIII ordered them out of Bologna again and indeed expelled them from the pontifical state, excepting only the capital of Rome and the Adriatic city of Ancona, where ghettoes would be allowed to remain. The Spanish Bourbon rulers of the Italian south, inspired by Spain’s example, had earlier in the century expelled Jews from their entire territory, from Naples to Palermo. The south, which up through the eleventh century had been the home of Italy’s most thriving Jewish communities, now had no Jews at all.

Fortunately for Bologna’s dispossessed Jews, just to the northeast and northwest of Bologna lay Ferrara and Modena respectively, lands still under the control of the Estensi dukes. When forced for the second time to leave Bologna, most of the displaced Jews headed not to Rome or Ancona but out of the Papal States altogether, seeking refuge in the Estensi lands. Although Ferrara was itself soon swallowed up by the Papal States, the popes left that city’s Jews where they were, and Ferrara’s Jewish communities—swollen by the immigrants from Bologna and other lands where Jews had been expelled—lived on.

When the Estensi lost control of Ferrara in 1598, the ducal family moved its home to Modena. The duchy of Modena encompassed not only the city of that name, thirty-nine kilometers from Bologna, but the city of Reggio Emilia, twenty-four kilometers farther northwest in the Po Valley. In the centuries when Jews were barred from living in Bologna, both Modena and Reggio had flourishing Jewish communities, and it was from these that Edgardo Mortara’s family came. In 1858, Bologna, unofficial capital of the pontifical state’s northern territories, known as the Legations, was ruled by Pope Pius IX. Modena and Reggio lay in the domain of Duke Francesco V.3

Momolo Mortara was born in Reggio just two years after the Estensi duke had been restored to power in Modena following Napoleon’s fall and the withdrawal of French troops from the duchy. Momolo’s father, Simon, born in 1797, had had little experience with the legal restrictions of ghetto life, for his birth had coincided with the arrival of French troops, the burning of the ghetto’s gates, and the abolition of all restrictions on the Jews.4 Like many of Reggio’s 750 Jews, Simon owned a small shop, where he was assisted by his wife and four children. His family had lived in Reggio for well over a century, but they felt part of a much wider Jewish community. Along with the other Jews of the peninsula, they shared the burden of the laws aimed against them and the sense of living as not entirely welcome guests in a land belonging to others. They were united, too, by the manifold ritual prescriptions they followed, the teachings of their holy texts.

When, in 1814, the Duke of Modena returned to power, he put most of the old discriminatory regulations back into effect. Under these laws, Jews could not spend the night outside the ghetto or own stores outside its walls. Christians were forbidden to venture into the ghetto after dark, nor could they work as servants for Jewish families. On the other hand, Christians were warned not to harass the Jews or make fun of them. This was especially a problem in the duchy, as throughout Italy, during Carnival and Lent, times when it was a valued part of popular tradition to taunt Jews. To avoid provoking the Christians, the law forbade Jews to leave the ghetto for the duration of Holy Week.

The ducal decree of 1814, after condemning the Jews’ collaboration with the French-installed regime, reinstated the old code but abrogated some of its most irksome features, including the obligation to close the gates of the ghetto at sundown and to return to the ghetto before nightfall. Also abolished was the centuries-old requirement that Jews wear a distinctive emblem on their clothes so that all would know that they were Jews. In Modena, this emblem had consisted of a red ribbon, which Jews wore prominently atop their hats. Although the prohibition on Jewish residence and ownership of stores outside the ghetto remained technically on the books, it was suspended in exchange for a hefty annual payment from the Jews to the Duke. And so, after the fall of the French, the Mortaras were among the Reggio Jewish families who continued to live and keep their store outside the ghetto walls.5 All in all, the duchy’s Jews could have been worse off. In Rome, restoration of papal power in 1814 not only led to reghettoization, but the city’s rabbis were once again required to make their humiliating appearance at Carnival. Forced to dress in grotesque black outfits, with short pants and a little cloak, they were made to march through the streets as part of popular festivities, their loose neckties serving as a target for rotten food and other missiles hurled by the jeering throngs.6

When it was time to find a husband or a wife, a Reggio Jew could draw on a dense kin network that extended indifferently across political borders. It went without saying that the spouse should be Jewish, not only because this was required by Jewish law but because marriage of a Jew to a Christian was forbidden by the state as well.

A woman moved to her husband’s home upon marriage. Momolo’s grandfather married a woman from Mantua, who moved to Reggio in 1789; his father married a woman from Verona in 1815, and she likewise moved. When it was time for Momolo to marry, in 1843, his bride, Marianna Padovani, from a family of successful merchants herself, moved from Modena to join him.

It was common for Jews in Modena and Reggio to live in large, extended families. Momolo followed this tradition, bringing his new bride into his parents’ home. Their marriage was blessed with many children. By the time their fourth child, Augusto, was born, in 1848, the house was getting crowded. In addition to Momolo, Marianna, and their children, it included Momolo’s father and mother, his 26-year-old bachelor brother, Abram, and another brother, Moses Aaron, with his new bride, Ricca Bolaffi. When, just a month after Augusto’s birth, Moses and Ricca had their first child, Momolo and Marianna must have felt not only that their living quarters were tight, but that the store which provided all of them with their living could no longer do so. It was time to move.

Generations of marriages linking men and women from different ghettoes produced far-flung networks, stretching from Rome and Ancona through Livorno and Florence to Ferrara, Turin, and Venice. In deciding where to move, Momolo and Marianna acted no differently than their fellow Jews, no differently than their ancestors had: they turned to these networks. In discussions with kin and friends, the attractions of Bologna became clear.

The young couple knew a number of Jewish families, including Marianna’s wealthy Modena neighbors the Sanguinettis, who had recently moved to Bologna. Much larger than either Reggio or Modena, and a much more important center of commerce, Bologna offered broader scope for an enterprising young man like Momolo. The very fact that there were hardly any Jews in the city—a result of two centuries of banishment following 1593 and the renewed government restrictions on Jews in the Restoration years—meant that the economic niche occupied by Italy’s Jews in local commerce was largely open. Of course, this also meant that the thick web of Jewish social, economic, and religious institutions familiar to Momolo and Marianna in Reggio and Modena would not be found in Bologna. But the Mortara family would not be alone in their new home. It was a family decision. Around the same time that Momolo and Marianna arrived with their children, Marianna’s parents, her uncle, and her married brother and sister also moved there.

As they were debating the move, dramatic events unfolding in the larger world could not be ignored. The year 1848 was one of upheaval and revolt throughout Europe, when rulers were chased from their palaces. In Modena and Bologna people rebelled, and armed revolt blended with general chaos. The very month that the Mortaras’ son Augusto was born, the Duke of Modena, Francesco V, fled his capital, alarmed by reports that insurrectionary forces from throughout his dukedom were marching on Modena, together with hundreds of armed rebels on the move from Bologna. In both Modena and Reggio, civil militias filled the vacuum, installing a provisional government committed to constitutional law and individual rights.

The center of the uprising was the city of Bologna itself. Although part of a different state, it exercised considerable influence over Modena. Little more than three decades earlier, during the years of French rule, the two areas had been joined together in a single government.7 When papal rule was restored in 1814 at the end of the Napoleonic wars, the Church had tried to impose tighter control over the rebellious northern Legations. These efforts were met with resistance by the Bolognesi: the years of French occupation had left a legacy of liberal ideas among the upper classes, and a growing cadre among the educated in this university city regarded papal temporal rule as an insufferable anachronism.

Publicly organized resistance was, of course, viewed by the authorities as treason, so the political opposition formed secret societies, including the famed Carbonari. Revolts against the old order in Naples and Turin in 1820–21 prompted Pope Pius VII to excommunicate members of the Carbonari. In the ensuing police inquiries into the secret society, one of those whose names came up most often in Modena was a member of the Sanguinetti banking family.8

Leo XII, elected pope in 1823, decided that extraordinary measures were required. In his five-year reign he canceled the modest reforms that had been enacted by his immediate predecessors, and imposed heavy-handed police surveillance. He demanded that the old measures against the Jews be enforced, and that the rest of the population be watched carefully to ensure that Church precepts with regard to fasting and religious observance were followed. Practices identified with modernity—and so deemed at odds with divinely ordained ways—were attacked. Even smallpox vaccinations were halted.9

To deal with the unrest in the Romagna area—the portion of the Legations that stretched from Bologna across to Ravenna and Ferrara—the Pope appointed Agostino Cardinal Rivarola as his legato straordinario. The Cardinal was to have unlimited powers, and he quickly acquired a reputation for brutality and repression. In 1825, after summary trials, he oversaw the sentencing of five hundred men from Romagnola for participation in carbonarismo and conspiracy. A year later, in return for his efforts, the Cardinal Legate was the target of an assassination attempt in Ravenna; after a narrow escape, he fled the Legations, but his replacement continued his iron-fisted policies, executing four of the men judged guilty for the attempt on the Cardinal’s life.

Despite the campaign to stamp out political opposition, the next decade began with a new wave of unrest in the Legations. In early 1831, local elites led an uprising aimed at winning greater liberty and constitutional rule. In February, a nervous Cardinal Legate abandoned Bologna, and people rushed into Piazza Maggiore to celebrate the end of papal rule. They ripped the papal insignia from atop the door of the government palace and hoisted in its place an Italian national tricolor. Amidst the revolutionary fervor, papal troops fled the city, and a provisional government was formed, headed by the prominent local jurist Giovanni Vicini. When Duke Francesco IV of Modena heard about the successful revolt in Bologna, he hurriedly departed his capital. In Reggio the tricolor replaced the Duke’s flag, and while his officers joined him in flight, the bulk of the troops joined the rebels.

On February 6, 1831, the very day that cardinals gathered in Rome to install Gregory XVI, the new pope received the news of the revolt in Bologna. Two days later, Vicini’s provisional government declared an end to papal rule over Bologna. On February 19, seeing the Legations slipping away from him, Gregory urged Austria to send its troops to crush the rebellion. Two weeks later, thousands of Austrian soldiers poured into the duchy of Modena to retake it for the Duke, who had ties of blood to the Habsburg throne. On March 24, Austrian troops entered Bologna, and Vicini and his colleagues fled.10

This was not the first time that Vicini had provoked the wrath of papal authorities. Just five years before the 1831 revolt, he had been punished for his notorious public defense of Jewish rights in the Papal States. His action was prompted by a sermon given during Lent in 1826 by Ferdinando Jabolot, a monk known for his oratorical zeal, in Bologna’s San Petronio Church. To make the sermon’s message available to a wider audience of the faithful, the monk had it published. His topic was the Jews, who were, he pronounced, the plague of humanity, a bunch of filthy usurers and lawless ruffians, richly deserving of the divine punishment that had been meted out to them.

The roots of Jabolot’s diatribe lay in centuries of Church dogma concerning the Jews. In Catholic theology, embodied in papal declarations of various kinds over the centuries, Jews were a people to be tolerated, but only within strict limits. As the people from which Jesus sprang, and a people whose Bible formed one of the Church’s holy books, they enjoyed a special place that other non-Christian peoples did not. Yet they also bore a special guilt, for they were responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus. While the Jews were once God’s favored people on earth, they had become God’s enemies. Their temples in Palestine had been destroyed as divine punishment, and they were consigned by God to be perpetual wanderers, leading a wretched life.

Until the mid-sixteenth century, Church policy toward the Jews showed a certain restraint. They were allowed to practice their rituals, to have their synagogues, for they were a people who had played a special role in God’s work on earth, and their continued existence bore testimony to that historic role. Yet the day would ultimately come when the Jewish people would see the true way, embrace God’s Church, and in this way help to usher in the Second Coming. This attitude, however, changed dramatically with Pope Paul IV’s declaration in 1555 consigning the Jews to ghettoes. Their conversion was no longer something to await passively; it was to be pursued vigorously.11

Vicini, reacting to the anti-Semitic campaign in Bologna and to the discriminatory laws directed against the Jews in the Papal States, published his own views in 1827, in the form of a brief on a thorny legal question that had recently come up. Giuseppe Levi, a converted Jew, had died without a will. He left behind three brothers; one of these had also converted, but the other two remained Jews. The prevailing juridical view in the Papal States was that only the brother who had converted should inherit, because, according to canon law, in the act of being baptized converts severed ties with their Jewish kin. As Vicini put it in his 154-page analysis of the case, the central issue was “whether the baptism of a member of a Jewish family dissolves the ties of kin and of blood that he has with the members of his family who remain Jews.” Vicini’s opinion was that they did not, and that consequently the Jewish brothers should be allowed to inherit.12

Bologna’s legal profession, or at least that part of it identified with the government, was scandalized by Vicini’s claims. The city’s most distinguished expert in civil law, Vincenzo Berni degli Antonj, a professor at the University of Bologna, prepared a denunciatory reply, published that same year. Following the time-honored Church credo on the Jews, he denied, first of all, that Jews had any rights of citizenship. He dismissed Judaism as a vicious religion, and Jews as a people condemned by God to wander homeless across the land, an object of scorn among God-fearing peoples.

The professor went on to enunciate the following basic legal principles:


	That Jews in the Papal States are simply slaves to be tolerated.

	That they have no right to share along with Christians in the intestate inheritance of a Christian relative.

	That the Jews themselves, in order to fulfill the nefarious requirements set down by a religion marked by an implacable hatred of Christians, are called upon to treat them with all manner of trickery, of treachery, and of torture, and to work tirelessly to reduce Christians to perpetual slavery.

	That the restrictions under which Christians permit Jews residence are entirely necessary in order to avoid the deadly effects of their religion.13



The Inquisition in Bologna, only recently back in business at the Dominican monastery after being abolished during the period of French occupation, took a dim view of Vicini’s heresy. Both he and the printer who published his defense of the Jews were found guilty and condemned to spend eight days confined in a convent to reflect on their sin.14 Three years after this sentence, Vicini had the satisfaction—albeit short-lived—of pronouncing the end of papal rule in Bologna.

The Austrian soldiers who retook Bologna remained in the city for another half-dozen years to ensure that there would be no further challenge to the rule of the Cardinal Legate. But barely a decade after their departure, Bologna once again rose in revolt, this time along with much of the rest of the peninsula.

The Italian revolts of 1848–49 followed insurrections elsewhere in Europe in that fateful year. In February, an uprising in Paris spawned a new Republic; the next month a revolution in Berlin led to the granting of a constitution and the installation of a liberal government in Prussia. Most important of all for Italy—most of which came under Austrian influence in one way or another—a revolt in Vienna in March brought about the fall of the redoubtable Prince Metternich and the formation of a liberal government there as well.

In Italy itself, the Sicilians were in revolt for their freedom from the inept Bourbon rulers of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. When the revolt spread to the capital, Naples, King Ferdinando II was forced to grant a constitution, and his example was followed by the other rulers on the peninsula, unnerved by the prospect of popular revolt: Carl Albert, King of Sardinia, with his capital in Turin; Leopold II of Tuscany; and the Pope himself, Pius IX, who had ascended St. Peter’s throne just two years before.

The Viennese uprising in March prompted a revolt against Austrian rule in Milan, center of the Austrian territory of Lombardy-Veneto, which stretched across the northeast of what would become the new Italian state. Those who dreamed of a unified Italy, free of foreign tyrants, called on the Savoyard king of Sardinia to help them throw out the Austrians and their lackeys. The creation of an Italian nation ruled only by Italians seemed to be within reach. In Milan, people threw up barricades and began to fight the Austrian troops. Fourteen days after Augusto Mortara’s birth, Duke Francesco V of Modena fled his duchy. By the end of March, the Austrian troops had been driven from both Milan and Venice, and provisional governments were formed to replace the old regimes. King Carl Albert decided to send his soldiers to Lombardy, hoping to rout the Austrians and expand his kingdom. Newly installed governments from Modena to Venice deliberated the annexation of their lands to the Sardinian kingdom, to make Carl Albert the king of all Italy. By the beginning of April, volunteers from Modena and Bologna were heading north to join the war against the Austrians.

The war for national unification, the end of foreign rule, and the achievement of a state based on constitutional principles guaranteeing basic rights to its citizenry were initially viewed by most partisans of Italian unification as having the Pope’s blessing. When he had assumed the papacy two years earlier, Pius IX had been widely regarded as a champion of reform and modernity. Some, indeed, had imagined that he would serve as honorary head of a confederation of constitutional states that would together make up the Italian nation. These hopes were dashed for good, however, when, at the end of April 1848, Pius IX announced his opposition to involvement of the Papal States in the war against the Austrians. In Rome and throughout the Papal States, the rebels found that they had a new target: the pope-king himself.

In Bologna, enthusiasm for the war against Austria ran high, while the Pope’s announcement of late April undermined the moderates, who had been preaching the compatibility of a united Italy with continued papal rule. When, later in the spring, Austrian troops began to take the offensive and news of the first reverses of the Piedmontese forces began to come in, Bologna was in turmoil. Increasing numbers of defeated soldiers flooded into the city, and reports that Austrian troops were heading for Modena and Romagna left the population nervous and afraid.

In early August, the Austrians marched into Modena and reinstated the duke. They then moved on to Bologna, where, after a fierce battle against a rapidly mustered, largely civilian force, they were repulsed from the city. Tales of the Austrians’ cruelty as they retreated—sacking houses and killing people on the way—fueled popular hatred.

Rome’s increasingly tenuous hold on Bologna gave way in the fall when, following the assassination of his prime minister and facing the threat of a popular uprising, Pope Pius IX fled Rome and the Papal States altogether, seeking refuge in Gaeta, a fortified coastal town north of Naples. Demonstrations in Bologna forced the conservative city council to resign. In February 1849, following Giuseppe Garibaldi’s arrival in Rome, the victorious rebels announced the birth of a new Roman Republic, while in Bologna there appeared the first decree of the Roman Constitutional Assembly:


Article I. The papacy’s rule and temporal power over the Roman State is declared over.

Article II. The Roman Pontiff will have all the guarantees necessary for his exercise of spiritual authority.

Article III. The form of the government of the Roman State will be pure democracy, and will take the glorious name of the Roman Republic.



In Bologna—although conservatives warned of impending anarchy—demonstrators rushed to the city’s public buildings, removed the papal insignias from their portals, piled them up in the middle of Piazza Maggiore, and lit a great fire.15

Three days later, Bologna’s newly elected council proclaimed the city’s proud adherence to the Roman Republic. But however joyous the night of celebration that followed, it could not hide the widespread conviction that, in the face of opposition from the Austrians as well as the French, the new government would not last long.

Indeed, Bologna had little defense, other than its wall, against the Austrian troops who, in the name of the Pope, soon marched on the city. After an eight-day siege in mid-May 1849, the Austrians entered Bologna, restored the papal insignias, prohibited all public gatherings, required all residents to be off the streets by midnight, reinstated censorship of the press, and banned all displays of the national tricolor. Bologna was once again part of the Papal States. Two weeks later, Francesco V reentered Modena to take back his duchy. A month after that, French troops marched into Rome, destroying the last remnants of the republic and sending Giuseppe Garibaldi and Giuseppe Mazzini into exile.16

Too weak to stand on its own, papal rule in Bologna would now be ensured by the presence of a large, permanent force of Austrian troops and a reign of repression. In 1850, with order returning, the Mortaras made their move from Reggio to a home in the center of Bologna. Although they followed political developments with interest, they were preoccupied with the tasks of caring for their five small children and getting a new business started. They avoided the attention of the Austrian troops and the papal police as much as they could.
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