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Sarra Copia Sulam (d. 1641) is renowned for having written a Manifesto in 
which she upholds the principle of the immortality of the soul as applicable 
both to Christians and to Jews. With this work Copia enters the annals of one 
of the most heated controversies of her age and secures a unique place for 
herself within Italian literature. Yet the subject of immortality seems to have 
occupied Copia more fundamentally: Its ramifications can be demonstrated 
in her ongoing quest for self-fulfillment. I shall trace the subject in different 
areas of relevance to Copia’s life and writings, starting with her relations 
with members of her family and her interaction with her intellectual peers; 
continuing with pictorial and poetic evidence of “the quest”; and concluding 
with a vindication of Copia’s unwavering belief in the soul’s immortality as 
proffered in an unexpected source: a wedding ode set to music.

. . . falsissima, ingiusta, e fuori di ogni ragione è l’imputazione da 
voi datami . . . che da me sia negata l’immortalità dell’anima.

The charge you brought against me . . . namely, 
that I denied the immortality of the soul, is false to 

the extreme, unjust, and beyond any reason.
—Sarra Copia Sulam, Manifesto1

E se tu aspiri a uscir di man di morte / Co’l favor de le Muse, 
io porre il piede / Con maggior forza ne l’eterna stanza.

If you aspire to escape the hand of death / With 
the favor of the Muses, I do too, putting my foot / 

In the eternal room with greater force.
—Eadem, from her sonnet “Amai, Zinan”2
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It is well known that Sarra Copia Sulam (d. 1641) wrote a Manifesto on the immortal-
ity of the soul.3 But her concern with the subject seems to go beyond the Manifesto to 
become a search for her own immortality, as reflected in both her life and her writings.

The topic of immortality came up for discussion in the literary salon that Copia 
formed in her house in the Venetian Ghetto around 1618. Copia appears to have said 
certain things that could be interpreted as a denial of the soul’s immortality, a prin-
ciple upheld in common by Christians and Jews;4 which gave one of her listeners, the 
Christian advocate and eventually bishop Baldassare Bonifaccio, reason to think that 
she did in fact deny it.

“Even if I raised some philosophical or theological difficulty in some discussion 
with you,” Copia would explain to Bonifaccio in her Manifesto, “it was not out of any 
uncertainty or indecision I ever felt about my faith.” Rather, she did so “solely out of 
curiosity to hear from you [Bonifaccio] some curious and uncustomary teaching to 
provide a solution to my arguments.”5 But Bonifaccio’s suspicions increased when, in 
a letter she wrote to him, she carelessly implied that “matter” (the body), as “an intrin-
sic, substantial part of its compound” with “form” (the soul), “is eternal”; that “what 
remains of any compound, were it to dissolve and be corrupted, is always matter”; that, 
of the two component parts, matter and form, “the first of them lasts eternally and the 
second vanishes”; and that “the Creator would not have made humans immortal by 
nature if He intended to have them preserved as such.” Moreover, she asked, if “the 
immortality that humans enjoyed in their primal state” had not been preserved, how 
would it be possible for their procreation to continue?6 But Copia never clarified that 
her various statements were advanced as arguments to be tested by discussion; or that 
the compound of body and soul remained intact only as long as humans were alive; or 
that by the notion of humanity as immortal, she was referring not to individuals but to 
the human species and its permanence from generation to generation. Whatever the 
case, Bonifaccio, who found grist for his mill, wrote a lengthy Discorso in which he 
pulled out every argument to attack Copia for denying the immortality of the soul.7

One month after the publication of Bonifaccio’s Discorso, Copia responded with 
her Manifesto, which drew her, against her will, into one of the major philosophical 
controversies of her time, starting with Marsilio Ficino and continuing with Pietro 
Pomponazzi and a long list of others. Recognizing the import of the subject, she stated 
at the beginning of the Manifesto: “Immortality? It is the most difficult and arduous 
matter to be found in philosophy.”8 The Manifesto was her only published work, and 
she made it clear, at the outset, that she wrote it “not with an end or any thought to 
achieve glory for myself, but only to defend myself against the false accusations lev-
eled at me by Signor Baldassare Bonifaccio.”9 In a sense, one can only be glad that 
circumstances forced her to disprove his charges, for her Manifesto is unique among 
the works of Italian Jews.10

Copia’s arch-critic Bonifaccio declared that his correspondent was less concerned 
with the immortality of the soul than with gaining fame; or, to quote him: “If you, 
Signora, did not want fame after death, and did not believe you would have any feeling 
for it in the other life, you would not have invested so much energy into perpetuating 
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your honored name with the immortal works of your divine mind.”11 He may have had 
a point, for as Copia herself acknowledged in her rebuttal: “If I am allowed to hope for 
salvation and an afterlife, it will be in my intellect’s creations, for which I have been 
granted some fertility, so that my name, . . . lively expressed, will live on in them.”12 
Hints gleaned from a study of her biography, writings and milieu make it clear that 
Copia oscillated between viewing immortality as a philosophical principle and as a 
matter of personal fame, an antithesis illustrated by the two epigraphs.

The following remarks are in four parts, addressing the theme of the soul’s immor-
tality as it relates, respectively, to Copia’s biography; to her poetry; to the different 
portraits made of her; and to a piece of contemporary music.

Immortality in Relation to Copia’s Biography

It is touching that Copia dedicated her Manifesto to her father, Simon Copia, fifteen 
years after his death, as a sign of her unwavering affection and reverence.13 “To you 
did I want to present this little gift, yes, indeed, to you, most beloved soul, who awaken 
being in that dear compound [of matter and form, i.e., body and soul] from which I 
was generated in this world; to you, I say, most devoted parent, who, though divested 
of an ephemeral veil [viz., a body], reside midst living spirits and will reside there 
for eternity”14 (a statement avowing in itself the immortality of her father’s soul). But 
there appears to have been another reason for the dedication. Copia and her sister were 
Simon Copia’s only children. She knew that her father ached to have a son to carry on 
the family name, “as you so fervently hoped would happen in this life.”15 Her being 
a daughter weighed on her conscience, and her every aim was to prove to him that 
“having brought a woman into the world will be no less dear to you, for the conserva-
tion of your name, than having brought a man into it.”16 She hoped that he, looking 
down from above, would rejoice in “the little renown that accrues to [her] name”17 
and, as a compensation for the lack of sons, would take pride in her achievements. 
And what achievements: not only verses but a tract on immortality!

The same problem that troubled Copia in relation to her father, his not having had 
male descendants, was one that recurred in her marriage to Jacob (Giacob) Sulam: She 
produced no sons to perpetuate her husband’s name. A daughter was born to them in 
1615, but she died at the age of ten months.18 Some time before May 1618 Copia had 
a miscarriage,19 after which, as far as is known, there were no children. As with her 
father, so with her husband: She seemed determined to prove, through her verses and 
prose writings and her discussions as an intellectual on matters of literature, religion 
and philosophy, that she was worthy of respect.

It was important for Copia that nothing tarnish her reputation. Thus, when she was 
publicly accused, in writing, of denying the immortality of the soul, she saw this as 
an attack on her good name. She immediately replied to remove any blight. Lest her 
readers think she was presumptuous for writing a Manifesto on such a learned topic, 
she clarified that her only intent was to stave off the unwarranted accusations made 
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by Bonifaccio. “It was not to my advantage,” she said, “to let an excess of time or an 
abundance of gossip intervene between the offense [of Bonifaccio’s Discorso] and 
my rebuttal, for there was danger of my incurring damage as a result.”20 The damage, 
she feared, would affect her reputation not only among her Christian friends, but 
also within the Jewish community. Its members no doubt had their hands full with 
Jacob Sulam’s unconventional (to put it mildly) wife: She must, in their eyes, have 
been suspected of denying her Judaism in her dealings with Christians. Her status 
within the community was clearly at risk. It might be remembered that Uriel da 
Costa, around the same time, was excommunicated from the Jewish community 
in Amsterdam for qualifying the soul’s immortality as a principle unsupported by 
biblical precedent.21 Tongues must have been wagging, and to quell the turmoil, 
Copia, “under compulsion,” she explained, “hurriedly composed and published” 
her Manifesto.22

But Copia had still other problems, within her own household. The poet Numidio 
Paluzzi, whom she had chosen as editor of her Italian verses and letters, and his bosom 
friend, Alessandro Berardelli, who, like Paluzzi, lived off Copia’s largesse, connived 
with other members of the household—the laundress and her sons and husband, the 
kitchen maid—to rob Copia and her husband of their belongings. Little by little, 
things began to disappear.23 These thieves “despoiled the Jewess of her comforts, 
. . . defrauded her of her jewels, stole her gold plate, bared her coffers, threw open 
strongboxes and looted her money.24 . . . They stole chickens, scraped off skewers, 
and cleaned out saucepans. . . . They made off with two pairs of her sheets and one 
pair of her husband’s underwear. Nor did it bother them that they were dirty!”25 When 
Copia discovered the treachery, she denounced its perpetrators to the authorities. In 
retaliation, Paluzzi and Berardelli composed abusive pamphlets, which they called 
Sareide—roughly, “Satires on Sarra.” After having them printed, they read and dis-
tributed these pamphlets in public places, including the ghetto.26 Here, too, Copia 
feared for her reputation.

Immortality in Relation to Copia’s Poetry

Of Copia’s fourteen surviving poems, all of them sonnets, a remarkable number are 
concerned with the afterlife. Even without her Manifesto, one could, on the basis of her 
verses, extrapolate an attestation of the soul’s immortality, or, barring that, of Copia’s 
own desire for immortality. Copia discourses on “heavenly stars” and the “empyreal 
heavens”;27 on how “in heaven” one “enjoys glory” for having led an exemplary life 
(“if virtue opens the doors of heaven,” she wrote, “I . . . take hope in going there to 
rejoice”);28 on “souls in the highest heaven”;29 on their “happy state”;30 on “the blessed 
who live” on high;31 on “aspiring to the heights”;32 and on the permanence of fame 
(“neither heat nor cold can consume it”).33 In a sense, Copia thought that through her 
poetry she might “escape the hand of death with the favor of the Muses . . . to enter 
the eternal room with greater force.”34
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These statements probably owe more to Copia’s wish for fame than to her concern 
over immortality. One might argue that earthly renown is important for life on earth 
but has nothing to do with immortality proper; or, conversely, that immortality is 
important in the afterlife but has nothing to do with earthly renown. It was only when 
Copia wrote her Manifesto that she confronted immortality as a subject unto itself. 
There she included “a sonnet to the human soul,” addressing it, in the first quatrain, 
as “divine”:35

O divine form of mortal life,
And sublime end of God’s works,
In which He expresses Himself and His power
And made you [the soul] a queen of as much as He created.36

In the second quatrain she invokes the mind, equating it with the soul in the sense of 
an anima razionale, an intellective soul:

Mind that informs man, in whom the immortal
Adjoins the mortal . . . 37

Both the soul and the mind are capable of reaching the heights, where “the angels 
themselves are appointed to guard and preserve [them].”38

How does the theme of the afterlife in Copia’s poetry compare with the same theme 
in the poetry of Ansaldo Cebà, her Christian correspondent in Genoa?39 Cebà was not 
concerned with the immortality of the soul. Rather, he set his sights on saving souls 
from damnation. Copia’s soul could only be redeemed, he claimed, by a change of 
faith:

You do not answer Christ and he calls you;
You place the Faithful after the Circumcised
And he awaits you, and admonishes you, and loves you.
Ah, how can you, Sarra, keep your heart
Separated from him who, if you have beauty and fame,
Elevates your name and illumines your face?40

Copia’s “fame,” for Cebà, would only be increased by her conversion. But she con-
tinues to “deny the highest Sun / Who once hid, for your salvation and mine, in Mary’s 
womb”41—“and mine,” because Cebà’s “salvation,” after consorting with a Jewess, 
depended on garnering another soul for the Church. Cebà praises Copia’s virtues, but 
one of them “still does not come into sight”:

I gaze upon all the others in you,
But Faith, alas, I do not see.
. . . Rather I am saying, and it really saddens me,
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That you still do not believe in Christ.
. . . Come, honor of our century,
Come, love of my soul,
Believe in the son of Mary,
Offer me a more living ink [viz., a poem about Christ Incarnate],
Whereby, with other hymns, I might now
Rise with you to heaven.42

The ascent to heaven was not for Copia’s and Cebà’s souls to be immortalized. Rather 
it resulted from their souls being saved. The only way for Copia to assure her salva-
tion would be through baptism, and Cebà was ready to “bathe [her] head in the sacred 
Font.”43 But Copia was stubborn:

What are you thinking, Jewess, and what are you doing?
Why do you not bathe your golden hair in the holy fount?
Are you shutting your charming, beautiful eyes
At the sight of the Sun that blazes upon Calvary’s mount?44

If she thinks that “with our arts,” i.e., with writing skills, she can “overcome / That 
ferocious and great Tyrant”—Death—“Against whom, in the end, names have no 
shield,”45 she errs:

You live in the world and die in heaven
As long as the veil,
Wrapped around your eyes,
Makes you refuse, alas, to give tribute,
On your knees,
To him [Christ] who has already come.46

“You live in the world,” says Cebà of Copia; or as he wrote in another poem, she has 
“no heart or no voice to conquer plebeian glories.”47 “[You] die in heaven”: Try as she 
may to preserve her name, without joining the Church she will be forgotten after death.

Immortality in Relation to the Different Portraits Made of Copia

Not only do written works survive (“littera scripta manet”); so does a portrait. Michel-
angelo, in one of his sonnets to Vittoria Colonna, wrote: “From the ‘idea’ (concetto) 
that, through divine art in its integrality, inspired the [sculptor] to shape the form 
and features of someone, he makes a simple model in plain matter [e.g., clay] as its 
first ‘creation,’ ” then, “for its second, works the promises of his mallet on live stone 
[marble] to endow the ‘idea’ with such beauty as to assure it, as nobody could have 
predicted, of immortality.”48 True, there is an injunction against representation in 
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Jewish law (“You shall not make for yourself a sculpture or any painting of an object 
in the heavens or on earth”; Ex. 20:4). But that did not deter Copia: she was intent on 
having her portrait done, in yet another attempt, it would seem, at self-perpetuation. 
Three different portraits are recorded: one, in 1620, by an unknown Venetian artist;49 
another, in 1622, by Alessandro Berardelli, mentioned above as Paluzzi’s accomplice 
in ransacking Copia’s belongings;50 and yet another in 1622 by the Genoese painter 
Bernardo Castello (d. 1629).51

The story of the third portrait is particularly interesting: Copia wanted Castello to 
do her portrait after the example of the first one. To this end, she sent the original to 
Cebà for him to give to Castello, his close friend.52 Though till now none of the three 
portraits has been discovered, Carla Boccato made a strong case for identifying the 
third as a work that Castello’s son Valerio copied after the original, thus enlarging the 
number of portraits to four.53 Indeed, the supposed copy was published in a catalog of 
Valerio’s paintings (see Figure 1).54

Together with the portrait sent to Cebà, Copia enclosed a sonnet of her own composi-
tion.55 In its verses she describes the details of her representation. The poetic imagery 
and painterly figuration of this and other poems exchanged between Copia the Jew 
and Cebà the Christian, not to speak of their letters at large, often took the form of a 
jeu d’amours. Copia played the part of a loving admirer of Cebà’s writings—indeed, it 
was from a reading of his epic poem on Queen Esther56 that she had been drawn to cor-
respond with him in the first place;57 Cebà played the part of a no less loving admirer 
of Copia’s soul, which he hoped to gain for Christianity. The sonnet reads thus:

The image is that of her who, in her heart,
Carries, sculpted, your image alone;
And who, with her hand on her breast, indicates to the world:
“Here I carry my idol, let everyone adore him.”
With her left hand she supports love’s weapons,
Your poems;58 her right hand signals
The place where she is wounded;59 pale and bewildered,
She says: “Ansaldo, my heart is dying for you.”
She comes before you as a prisoner60

Asking your help, and she offers you that
Chain from which my love is faithful and constant.61

Oh, accept the shadow of your faithful handmaiden,
And may my feigned appearance enjoy, if anything,
What an inauspicious star denies these eyes.62

Yes, the lady shown in the portrait has her hand on her heart; yes, she carries some-
thing in her other hand (“love’s weapons,” i.e., Cupid’s arrows?); and yes, she wears 
a necklace (“chain”). Should it turn out that the image is really Copia’s—although, as 
we shall see, confirming the correlation between verses and portrait is problematic—it 
is clear that Copia was a beauty; according to Cebà, in real life she was even “more 
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Figure 1. Portrait of a woman 
approximately twenty years old 
in a painting from the 1660s; 
though once attributed to Vale-
rio Castello, it is now thought to 
be by Antonio Lagorio (see note 
54). Is the woman Sarra Copia as 
copied from an earlier painting 
by Bernardo Castello? Formerly 
in Genoa, private collection 
(present owners unknown).

beautiful than the representation in [her] portrait.”63 Since the portrait in the catalog 
of Valerio Castello’s works is blurred, and inaccessible for inspection because its pres-
ent owners wish to retain their anonymity, I asked them through an intermediary—a 
descendant of the original owner—to describe what exactly the woman has in her 
hand. It turns out, from their report, that she carries not a bunch of Love’s arrows, 
but two sprigs of laurel (a metaphor for Cebà’s poems), and, further, that she wears a 
crown of laurel leaves—a detail not visible in the portrait as reproduced in the catalog. 
Such crowns, we recall, occur in portraiture and literature, from ancient times on, as a 
designation of outstanding poets: Their works assure them of “immortality,” a theme 
that, in retrospect, correlates with Copia’s literary ambitions and her noisy dispute 
with Bonifaccio over the immortality of the soul. All this is well and good. But is the 
portrait a replica of Sarra Copia?

Copia’s Views on Immortality as Substantiated by a Poem Set to Music

Copia’s belief in the immortality of the soul is confirmed, rather unexpectedly, in a 
poem set to music by the leading Jewish composer of the early seventeenth century, 
Salamone Rossi (d. c. 1628). Rossi published eight books of Italian works, four of 
instrumental ones, and a single collection of Hebrew polyphonic works, his “Songs by 
Solomon” (1623), the first printed collection of its kind.64 It turns out that Rossi, Rabbi 
Leon Modena (d. 1648) and Copia intertwine biographically and conceptually in the 
formation of the “Songs,” which ends, most unusually, with a wedding ode by the poet 
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Jacob Segre, a rabbi and littérateur from Casale Monferrato.65 The ode, as it appears in 
Rossi’s “Songs,” celebrated the nuptials of Copia’s sister Diana (alias Stella or Rachel, 
her Hebrew name) to a son of the Mantuan musician and dancer Isacchino Massarano 
and was probably written at the request of Modena, who accompanied the prospective 
bride to Mantua in May 1623 (see below). The presence of an epithalamium as the con-
cluding item in a collection of otherwise standard liturgical pieces (prayers, Psalms, 
piyutim) is incongruous enough. Segre the poet and Rossi the composer appear to have 
conceived the poem and its music as relaying a deeper message: The two “souls that 
entered into wedlock” (to quote an image from the verses; see below) signified the 
sacred bond between God and His people. To emphasize the dialogic quality of the 
text (humans in discourse with their Maker), Segre wrote the ode as an echo poem 
with significant repeats of one or more syllables of the final word in each stanza. These 
final words all end with the syllable mah, which, by itself, means “what?” Thus, for 
example, at the close of stanza 4, ḥokhmah, “wisdom,” elicits the echo mah; and in 
stanza 8, mezimah, “evil devices,” produces zimah, “vices.”66

The first stanza reads:

Figure 2. Salamone Rossi, “Songs by Solomon” (Hashirim asher liShelomo), no. 33 (wedding 
ode), measures 1–18. Based on Rossi, “Songs by Solomon,” ed. Harrán (see note 64).
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למי אחפוץ לעשות Lemi eḥpotz la‘asot
יקר? הן לנפשות Yekar? Hen linefashot

בזווג נכנסות Bezivug nikhnasot
כגבר בעלמה Kegever be‘almah

To whom would I desire to pay
Tribute? Certainly to souls

That enter into wedlock
As a man with a maid.

After be‘almah comes the echo ‘al mah, which reads in Hebrew, playfully, as 
“what for?” or in Italian (when the syllables are recombined) as “soul” (alma, alias 
anima), confirming the “souls” (nefashot) in line 2. Be‘almah itself can be doubly 
construed as “with a maid” (Hebrew) or, homophonically (replacing the final heh 
with an alef), as le‘alma, “for eternity” (Aramaic)—the word with which the final 
stanza concludes.

The first stanza, as it occurs in Salamone Rossi’s “Songs,” no. 33, has its eight 
voices divided so that four sing the stanza and the other four sing the echo (see 
Figure 2).67

But what of Sarra Copia? The wedding ode contains verses that seem to have been 
intended for her via allusions to Esther, a figure with whom she had identified ever 
since she read Cebà’s La reina Esther: In the first two lines we find: “To whom would 
I desire to pay tribute?” (Esth. 6:6), and in lines 14–16: “Great is the wealth of him 
who sells everything he has in order to take her [Esther] unto himself as a daughter” 
(after Esth. 2:7, 2:15).68 More significantly, though, the ode declares urbi et orbi that 
the soul is immortal. The last stanza reads:

ואתה אל שדי Ve’atah, El Shadai,
תברך לידידי Tevarekh liyedidai

לעלם לבלי די Le‘olam leveli dai
לאין קץ ולעלמא Le’ein ketz ule‘alma.

May You, God Almighty,
Bless my friends

Forever, without cease,
Without end and for eternity.

God is beseeched, in the last stanza (see Figure 3), to bless the poet’s and composer’s 
friends “for eternity” (le‘alma), a concept reinforced by “forever” (le‘olam—the same 
word in Hebrew), “without cease” and “without end.” Le‘alma means only one thing 
in Aramaic, “for eternity,” while in Italian, again, the last two syllables may be read 
as alma, “soul.” True, the echo to le‘alma in the manuscript source of Segre’s poem69 
is the ambiguous ‘al mah, the same echo heard at the end of the first stanza. To 
reinforce the notion of “eternity,” or better, “immortality,” Modena in his capacity as 
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Figure 3. Rossi, “Songs by Solomon,” no. 33, measures 163–182.

editor-in-chief of the collection changed the echo, presumably with Segre’s consent, 
from ‘al mah to a repeat of all the syllables of the concluding word, ule‘alma (“and 
for eternity”).

Modena, with his alteration in the final stanza, and Rossi, with his musical setting, 
thus corroborate the immortality of the soul as a tenet fundamental to Jewish doctrine. 
The ode simultaneously responds to Bonifaccio’s vitriolic discourse and exonerates 
Sarra Copia in verse and song.

The collection of “Songs by Solomon” emphasized the theme of immortality in the 
choice of traditional hymns and psalms that precede the final wedding ode, no. 33. 
Thus, in no. 26, “Ein k’Eloheinu,” the text speaks of God as saving His people from 
destruction—“There is none like our savior” (“Ein kemoshi‘enu”)—the implication 
being that they will live on forever. In no. 28, “Yigdal Elohim ḥai,” God is said to 
be immortal: “He exists and there is no term to His being” (“Nimtza ve’ein ‘et el 
metzi’uto”), nor any “end to His unity” (“Ein sof le’aḥduto”). No. 29, “Adon ‘olam,” 
offers further assertions of His immortality: “He reigned before any creature was 
created” (“Malakh beterem kol yetzir nivra”), and He is “without beginning, with-
out end” (“beli reshit, beli takhlit”). In no. 30, “Haleluyah: Ashrei ish yere Adonai” 
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(“Haleluyah: Blessed is the man who fears the Lord,” Ps. 112), the righteous man earns 
immortality: “His righteousness will last forever” (“Vetzidkato ‘omedet la‘ad”), and 
“He will never die, for the righteous shall be in eternal remembrance” (“Ki le‘olam 
lo yimot, lezekher ‘olam yiḥyeh tzadik”). No. 31, “Haleluyah odeh Adonai” (“Hale-
luyah. I will praise the Lord,” Ps. 111), asserts the immortality of God’s covenant and 
His commandments: “He has commanded His covenant [to last] forever” (“Tzivah 
le‘olam berito”); “All His commandments are sure; they stand fast forever and ever” 
(“Ne’emanim kol pikudav; semukhim la‘ad le‘olam”). All of which brings us to no. 32, 
the next to last item in the collection, “A hymn, a song for the Sabbath day” (“Mizmor 
shir leyom hashabat,” Ps. 92), in which God resides “on high forevermore” (“marom 
le‘olam”). In the Mishnah one reads that this last psalm is “a hymn, a song for the 
time to come, for the day that will be all Sabbath and rest in the life everlasting.”70 All 
these allusions to immortality show how carefully the collection was prepared, leading 
gradually and intentionally to the final piece, the wedding ode, with its declaration of 
the soul’s immortality.71

One might ask what a psalm to be recited on the Sabbath has to do with a wedding 
ode. The connection between Sabbath and wedding is evident in the piyut composed 
later in the sixteenth century by Solomon Halevi Alkabetz for inaugurating the Sab-
bath: “Go, my beloved, toward the bride; / We will welcome the presence of the Sab-
bath” (“Lekha dodi likrat kalah / Penei shabat nekabelah”). The bride of the Sabbath 
is the Shekhinah, God’s immanence in His people. Thus the continuation: “Toward the 
Sabbath [viz., the bride, or Shekhinah] let us go, / For She is the source of blessing” 
(“Likrat shabat lekhu venelkhah / Ki hi mekor haberakhah”);72 further on, it declares: 
“Come, bride, come bride, Sabbath queen” (“Bo’i kalah, bo’i kalah, shabat malkata”), 
“Your God will rejoice over you / As a bridegroom rejoicing over a bride” (“Yasis 
‘alayikh elohayikh / Kimesos ḥatan ‘al kalah”). Ps. 92, “A Song for the Sabbath,” was 
no less emphatic in signaling rejoicing: “It is good to thank the Lord and sing unto 
Your name . . . for You gladdened me, Lord, with Your acts; in the works of Your 
hands will I rejoice” (“Ki simaḥtani Adonai befo‘olekha, bema‘asei yadekha aranen”). 
Thus, Ps. 92 sets the proper frame for the wedding ode, with its expression of a “bride-
groom rejoicing over a bride.” This is clear from the introduction to Segre’s poem in 
the manuscript source: It reads “Praise the Lord. A lovely poem for the Sabbath: The 
bridegroom rejoices over the bride as a voice calling out.”73

One might also ask: Why was the wedding ode no. 33 in the collection? The number 
of pieces in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century music collections runs anywhere from 
fifteen to twenty-five or thirty. Five of Rossi’s eight secular vocal collections (with 
madrigals, canzonette or madrigaletti) comprise nineteen works each.74 Sacred col-
lections vary considerably in their contents, some with few works, other with upwards 
of thirty. Rossi’s “Songs by Solomon” is not the only sacred collection to comprise 
thirty-three pieces.75 But in the “Songs” that number has special significance, as I 
shall explain.

The bride and groom, it seems, were married on Lag ba‘omer, the thirty-third 
day in the Counting of the Omer (the Hebrew letters LG stand for 33), a period of 
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semi-mourning in the Jewish calendar extending over forty-nine days, from the second 
day of Passover (the 16th of the Jewish month of Nisan) to Pentecost (Shavuot, the 6th 
of Sivan). On Lag ba‘omer the mourning customs are temporarily lifted, and weddings 
are permitted. In the Hebrew calendar this holiday falls on the 18th of Iyar, which, 
in the Gregorian calendar for 1623—the year in which the “Songs by Solomon” were 
published76—corresponds to May 18. Rabbi Leon Modena accompanied the bride, 
Diana Copia, to Mantua in Iyar 5383 (May 1623).77 From a responsum by Modena 
(see below), we learn that the Copia–Massarano nuptials were originally to have taken 
place on the first day of Sivan 5383 (May 30, 1623). Rumors that the offspring of two 
affluent Jewish families were to be joined in matrimony appear to have spread. The 
wedding party traveling from Venice to Mantua feared that, on the way, they would be 
waylaid by highway robbers, the more so since, with the lush foliage of early spring, 
there would be ample place for the predators to take cover. It was suggested that the 
festivities be scheduled a month earlier, but the first of Iyar fell during the period when 
religious custom ruled out the celebration of a wedding. In mid-April Modena was 
asked to rule on the feasibility of the earlier date, and from the question put to him 
we learn about the original date of the wedding, the fiancé’s visit to Venice during 
the intermediate days of Passover (coinciding, in 1623, with 16–20 April) to see his 
bride-to-be, the general fears that attended the return trip and the consideration of 
the alternative date:

Question. A fellow, from among those who present this entreaty and reside in 
Mantua, became engaged to a woman who happens to be the daughter of a wealthy 
man in Venice. As the wedding date they set Sivan 1, and now, during the octave 
of Passover [April 15–22, 1623], the [prospective] groom came, as is customary, 
to see his bride[-to-be]. He was told that were they to wait another month [mid-
May], persons would be lying in ambush, on all the roads, to plunder and steal his 
property and personal belongings; and that the situation would only worsen were 
they to delay the time [until the end of May or the beginning of June]. Then the 
wheat and the tree branches are full and all the fields become a forest with places to 
hide in waiting. Rumor, indeed, reached the robbers that the couple counts among 
the rich families of Israel. Therefore, while the ways are still safe for the travelers, 
it was asked whether rulings could be secured from the rabbinical literature for 
having the wedding and its celebration under the ḥupah (canopy) on Iyar 1 [May 
1], which would allow them to go home immediately in peace, even though it is not 
customary to do so on the days of the Counting of the Omer; or, on the contrary, 
whether the literature rules against having it on that date.78

Modena responded that it is indeed possible to hold the wedding earlier, for religious 
law bends whenever the life of its observers is endangered (the principle known in 
halakhah as pikuaḥ nefesh, “protecting the soul”):79
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All the more so since there is a sensible reason and explanation [for an earlier 
date], namely the danger of bodily and financial loss. Nor is it customary [on Iyar 
1] to practice the rite of mourning. . . . It follows that the two can celebrate their 
marriage on Iyar 1 in mirth and with happiness in their hearts and luck from 
above, amen!80

The first day of Iyar marks the New Moon. That a celebration could be sanctioned 
on it lay, for Modena, in its status as a minor festival. But the fact is that the families 
decided not to hold the wedding on Iyar 1. Rather, they seem to have deferred it to 
Iyar 18—Lag ba‘omer. Their change of mind can be deduced from Modena’s autobi-
ography, in which the author tells us that “in Iyar”—i.e., during Iyar, ruling out the 
possibility that the nuptials took place on the first—he escorted the wedding party to 
Mantua. His colorful report reveals the hazards of travel, although, as it turns out, the 
highway bandits were no less frightened than the voyagers or the riflemen they brought 
along for their protection. After some tense moments, the travelers’ apprehensions 
subsided and there was general merriment:

In Iyar 5383 I went to Mantua to accompany Diana Copia, to be married to one 
of the Massarano sons. For fear of robbers we had with us thirty-six archibugieri 
(arquebus bearers). We encountered fifty Corsican mercenaries, who thought we 
were robbers, as we did them, and both sides, without a word, started to load and 
aim their rifles. We were between Sanguinetto and Castel d’Ario [not far from 
Mantua], and the women and some of the men, I among them, ran to take cover, 
until they [the arms-bearers] recognized and greeted one another. Together we 
went to Castel d’Ario, enjoying a meal in good spirits, and from there to Mantua.81

The “good spirits” would have continued until the party arrived in Mantua and, beyond 
it, through the wedding on the only day possible during the Counting of the Omer, 
Lag ba‘omer.

One thing is clear: In the wedding ode that concludes the “Songs by Solomon,” 
Rossi meets with Copia in a piece of music unique in the literature, not only because 
of its singularity within the collection, but also because of its purport as an affirma-
tion of the soul’s immortality. True, neither Rossi nor Copia needed a wedding ode to 
assure their immortality or nitzḥiyut: They will clearly live on forever, lanetzaḥ, in 
their works. Yet the wedding ode adds, in its own way, a new, unusual perspective to 
Copia’s search for “immortalization” as a motive for her actions, in her life or in her 
works. Copia acknowledged her place in a larger scheme. Only by God’s volition, she 
realized, would she achieve her aims:

My heart is consumed by a more noble desire.
. . . striving and thirsting,
I seek that fount,82 from which there habitually drips the wave83
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That confers true fame on people’s names.
Nor need one seek another fount or another stream
When, indeed, one has the desire to leave to the world,
Immortally, a living memory of oneself.84
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