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The most consistent anfi chrénologically extensive evidence of

the History of the Jews in the Ifalian peninsula can be found in Puglia,

in Southern Italy.

One can only guessI;é to the origin of the Hebrew presence iq@?uglia.
An ancient Chronicle talks of five thausend Jewish prisoners who were
sent to " Taranto,Otranto and other tgﬁﬁs of Puglia'" by Titus
after the destruction of the Holy City.This }nformation that can't
be verif?%d historically,has the‘;arE%;e of en;obling the origing -
of the Jewish communitiess in Puglia by linking them directi& to the

\

Holy Land and to that most tragic and glorioaskvent in the whol¥

of Israells history.

Milano,an Italian histgrign,WEites that " probably more than
prisoners they were the first Jewdsh,gé¥z§;nts to ceme and live
in Lucania,in Calabria and especially in Puglia,whose ports faced
Greece and the Brient It is also possible that this first Jewish
community,;iéﬁough limited in size,had its origin even earlier
than supposed hy the Sefer Yoseﬁon,i.e. before the destruction of the
Hebrew state".,

The fi{st official information about the Puglian Jews can be found
inm constié&tion i;;téd by Honorius,Emperor of the West,in
three hundred niPEy eigbﬁ C.E. It is kmown that in threehundred eigty three
Valentinianus ré&gked the law that exempted Jews from the holding
of certain pubblic functions. This had been gfanted to the heads
of the Jewish communities from the time of C@nstntine the Great.
In three hundred ninty seven,however,Arcadius r&tored this immunity
in the Orient.

The Jews in the West decided that they too wanted aéain
to be exgg%p from the holding of pubblic duties (!&rial charges),
but the Emperor Honorius refused and mxmzamx ordered a constitution
a summaryy of which was publilished in Milgi in three hundred

ninty eight,wereby all persons who had to attend to pubblic duties




had to fulfill them regardless of their faith. The Jews of Puglia
and Calabria,i,e, Southern Puglia,protested so ;iggrdtsily that
the Emperor had to intervéne directdy.Honorius says:
"' We have heard that many classes of people in Puglia and Calabria
have not been performing tgeir duties and with tbe excuse
of beéng Jewish|feel they are exempted by a law iggdéd in the east part
of the Empire, Therefore with this constitution we decree that
that law,if it exists,is notxsélid beceuse in my provinces it iIs harmful,
and we order also that those who are in any way subject to pubblic
duties,whatever their religion,to gcc;mplish their civic dutles
to which they are bound.'
This doaument reveals that the Jewish presence in Puglia
at that time must have been conspiciuous and gcondmically strong,
beceuse when the Jews deserted their pubblic duties,the Q%fgect of the
constitution,many towns in Apulia found themselves inﬁ??hacial difficulty.
From the IVth to the IX century there is no further information -
to be found in the literary sghrces. There exists hoever,good archeologica:
documdtation,especially inscriptions.This documentation §§§§§§§§§§§§
xkxxxxmmxﬁf?fgx %E?ndx is going to be the subject of my speech.
Otranto,situated on the extreme south-east edge of the Italian
peninsula,was a busy port in the late empire.The oldest document
to the presence of Jews in the town is a toé%tone dated early IV 'century.
We have new information about the Otranto community,starting from
the tenth century,when during one of the persecutions caused by

kede\

the Byzantines,some of its members were ma:ty:a_

Going back along The Appian Way)&ﬁicame across Lypiae,today known
as Lecce,which is the main town of the province that has the same name ,
Nea{—zfthere was Rudiae, horfland of the Latin poet Ennius. /1
The Jews are documented as being at Lypiae at the end of the 'Vth century.

The documentation consists of a funeral inscription that I found in




the Jewish catacomb of Venosa.The inscription is dedicated to a certain
\
Augusta,grand- daughter of Symonas,pater Lypigasium. It is most proﬁzble
AN
that the Lypienses’of whom we are talking/éstablished a special synagogue

in Venosa. This as we know,was one of the biggest centreg of Hebralsm

I
in Southern Italy.
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One of the biggestd centres of the Jews in Southern Italy was Orjia,
}

4
a very old town situated halfway between Brindisi and Taranto.
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As \with other communities in Puglia,that of Oria origimates with the
“(a;ta&dba‘

J < 0
ins%aii%tﬁon of Jewish prisoners brougt from Jerusalem after TH¥"'s conquest

of the Holy City. '
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The Megillat Agimaaz,written in the XIth century is very rich in

information about the community of Oria. According to thés Chronicle

\
the spiritual life of the community was very intense.When Aaron of Bagdad-’
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a 1earnéd repreéentd}tive of the Babylonian culture,arrived there in the
d \
IXth century,the community appeared to his }'eyes as an xssembly of "tents
A\

L
erected near the water courses that lOORQdLEEEE_EEEES growing along the

rivers"; he also found kkmxzxmkx established schools of thougt
A L
"fleurishing like c%dar trees that gr@w near water”.Some of the most

{
Famous personages to remember are Amittai,Shefatyah b.Amittai and Amittai

b.Shefattiah.
\
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Amittai b.Shefatiah is the author of the well-known poem recitfieRsr

in the Burial service of the Roman rite:"Even if a man could live a

thousand years and could be all-powerfull ,

4
he will still descend into the grave without riches and appear before God,

the impartial judhe. "

[}
I recognizép a stanza of this poem xrxaxxmx incised in a tombstone
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Brindisi has the honour of kemimg beéng mentioned in the Mishnah,

as being the port of embaréﬁtion of Akiba and other co&%lgues

who were returning to Erez Israel.
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Situaded in the Byzantine area,The Oria community became involved
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in a violent persecution during the time of Basilio (second half of the

ninth century).According to tradition,Shefatyah b.Amittai mammged )
texxawr saved the town and four other Puglian centres from the intollerance
of the Bgzantine King. But this is pure legend. Amittai b.Shefathiah hymns
testgfay that aa%tg.and children were forced to im;%}se themselves
FrxghexRiuxidx in which he calls "the turﬁd waters'" of the baptism

and proclaim the Trinity insteade of the One.The apparent suggges

of Basilio's enterprise in Byzantine Italy 1is re- echsed in a calabrian
chronicle of the tenth century:"The Jews were baptized in the year

six kurdx theusend| three hundred{eighﬁ}g t¥o( that is eigl hundred

seventy three C.E.) 1

>

After the storT/the Jewish life récommenced even in Oria.Tt was
conditioned, hdgver by all the events that effected the region.So we see
the terror of the persecution %1ternating with that of the Muslim raids,
common to all.It is not surprising therefore that Shefathiah b,Amittai
in a prayer asks God to '"Destroy Seir and his father-in-law',that is
christians and Muslims.

Oria was taken by the Arabs in nine hundred xwmrErrRxtwenty five;

) GOk
the majority of its inhabitants /killed or made slaves.

Some Jews manag d to escape to Bari,centre of a famous community.

For Bari also the dddest documetation is archeological.
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In 1922-a_necropolis was dsscovered that consisted of tombs d

in the rock and covered with large-slabs of- a. In..some cases-even—the—

Wéll§_92_tEEfégQggggﬁpsieteézeiziargafs1abs—uf‘§ﬁiﬂﬁkone.
?
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Iﬂ—%he~same~ﬁreaf§ n 1923 a small catacomb was discovered,that was

X

s similar in outline and structurex to whet of Venosa{tnéortuna@ahL
(}eot g3\ VVf}L G%VJi
E% short whille after its discovery the hypogeum was 5]

so that a house could be built.The necropolis revealed a few tombstones
S '
that came from %%e~open air gemetery situafled on the same land where

the hypogeum had been excavated.
A
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The inscriptions see® to be IB¥—*% Xth century|They are dedicated

to Yosep b.Shamuel,David b.Manasse,Moshe b.Taddai,Moshe b.Eliah,

e, - @l k.

Eliah b,NcshélE}@x nScr1pt10n7 dedicéted to £liah b. Moshngg\\Qery simple.

Inciséﬁ,in a very rghgh way indeed,on a brikk,it contains only the
names of the dead pwrson and of his father.On the back,however,there is
something that had never been found before,and that is the title of

. . . 2 . . . cy s
Eliah b.Moshe: 1stratlgbs(strateglst). From classical times it is the

S\G\

first time a Jew appears assoc1ated with this title. I don't think

that the title indicates a strictly religious office and certawly

W1
not a military office. It proba y indicated a high ranking représentative

\ P e Q

of the community,who had civil and administrative authorlty.
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As we have said,a few réﬁugees of the pillage of Oria in 425

escaped to Bari‘which had became Byzantine again in %% 875:]

In the town,a few yé&s later,kke Hananel b.Paltiel of Oria started to

-

¢ \
look for a few of the things that the refugees had saved £from the raid.

The scholars of Bari contested that ,according to traditional teaching,
. w” . .
an object belonged to whoever saved it.Hananel's answer is very

\
interesting:0ur tgeachegyinstruct us to:Follow the aw law of

the dga;ry( .

€\

A compromise was made and the refugee regained half of his thingh@/

A
amongst which there was an old cgpy of the Bible.
\ekes
The Bari community returns to the scene again a few decadés later,

\

g ™
at the time of the byzantine epperor Romano Lecapeno(920-944).
\

N\ .
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The Byzantine epperor had aroused an anti-Jewish campaagn that was aimed

Jews
mostly at the destruction of Jewish books.The grrzgir of Otranto,

-
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\
warned in time,maﬁagéd to save the bholy books. However three learqéd

and pious men were killed:R.Yudah,R.Menachem and R,Eliah.R.Merachem wvan be

. e .. v .
identified as the poet Menachem Corizzi.The persecution was violent

but very brief.
A letter reporting the facts was sent by the head of the Bari

Vool

. . . o .
community,the doctor Avraham b.Sasson,to Hésdal ibn Shaprut,adviser to

Abd ar-Rahman III,caliph of Corduqa:in Spain.




Rituuning now to the 0Old Appian Way,we find Taranto,were there is
B good documetation in the form of inscriptions that fggge without
interruption from the IVth to the Xth century.

Leaving Taranto ,the 01d Appian Way goes towards Rome passing by Matera,

Gravina,Venosa,cities that were all centres of Jewlsh communities.

y oL
Venosa,the home town of the poet Horace,is Xammmmux famous

P < ﬂs\‘f‘im ,2\'/("}’ Hvieg

for its 3ewish catacombs. The ;atacoméwas discovered in 1853. The burials
were untgucﬁted,The hope of finding hidden tressjures however brought

about the complete destrgctmon of the inscriptions and bones pf t&e dead.
About £xxyx fifty inscriptions were copied in time,many of them were later

destroyedThe inscriptions belong to the IV-VIIth centuries C.E.
The languages used in the inscriptions axze Greek,Latin and Hebrew.

O
Considering the relafltionship of the Venosa Jews with- the town

" aw \
council, two inscr%@ions attribute to two of them the title of "patron'

i IS
or "patronos" civitaEES.It is known that the title of "patron" was given

. )
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o rlch,lnflantlal and well deserving people of the town .or munfégligy
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The use of the hypogeuns seems to end in the first decades of »
Wkl /
the VIIth century.The Hebrey communitv stated to bury their dead
s~ / ]

$
in an open cemetery that presumably was situated(é 1/4 of a mile !
\
£rom town.Most of the 1nscr1ptlons thnt came from thls ceme*ery / }
.1 "C‘J‘-‘-\;\(L < oA e, v\.‘/w\-lé \'/ € )L
bear a ilzte,the dates ranae oetween 308 and 848 C.E.The era is that of

l
the destruction of the femple,somtimes accompanied by that of the

creation of the worﬂgjhe names of these inscriptions are nrevalent

Jewish nemes,but there are also G3reek and Latin names that testify

citacombs lived on to the IX century

Aol

in Venosa,even after the Lombard qonques .

T M ke bt Sl I S e

that the Jewisifoooulation of the

At the end of the IXth cen*ury the Venusian Jewish community

EAaL

seems to disappear.It is only as léte as the XVth century that

we hear ax-in of Jews at Venosa.Il behieve th:ot the Arah raids in the

f

g
‘rénion havs -reatly contibuted to theijd dispersion &f the ol

.
B

Ve must not forget th:t the disastrous zcnditions of the
Y At fonmtac |

city forced the ‘emgeror Ludovico the Second in 867 to plan its

gommunityr

reconstruction,

Jewish life continued in 2%3?&%%nxikxiy until the fife hundred
re
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Qany Jews of Puglia found refuge in Corfu,were up to the 3
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years pféceding the Holocaust,the descendénts of these exiles continued

to pray in the old SaXmmkm dialect of this country.A% in the prayer X %,{

s vl oty b s A

recitidé@ in the Haggadah dof Pésach : J( v /T“’ r iLJZ \
. y
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As we divide this bread,so the Saint,blessed be He,divided .

W

the Red Sea,so that eur fathers crossed it in twelve colomns,and He made
for them wemdsxsxard miracles and wonders.My He do the mame for us

this year;am® next year in the Land of Israel,free men !"

7.
The words of the prayer expressesx the anxié%y to return to Erez
Israelj;but the use of the Puglian dialect also clearly expresses their

fa;th to the land that was homeland for centuries and centuries.




