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La repubblica ebraica di Carlo Sigonio 
by Guido Bartolucci. Florence: Olschki, 2007, ix + 214 pgs.

Carlo Sigonio’s Hebrew Republic was a manual of Hebrew history and 
institutions, De republica Hebraeorum, published in Bologna in 1582 by 
a famous humanist scholar and university professor who did not know 
Hebrew and had devoted the bulk of his career to the study of republican 
Rome, late antiquity, and the Italian Middle Ages. His choice to publish 
on this topic at this time has always been something of a mystery. It’s a 
mystery I myself did not attempt to solve in my 1989 book on Sigonio, 
in which I concentrated on his studies of the Roman republic and tried 
to show that, despite their evidently antiquarian character, they had ideo-
logical relevance in sixteenth-century Europe. To illustrate, and implicitly 
defend, republican models of government in ancient history was an el-
liptical challenge to the nascent absolutism of the European monarchies, 
and to the Counter-Reformation ideology of the Catholic Church, which 
was forcefully allied with absolutist monarchy. The Church was indeed 
leading the others in re-making itself as an absolutist monarchy within its 
own sphere, the Papal State, of which Bologna was the second city.

Guido Bartolucci has made a discovery that renders the mystery of 
Sigonio’s choice of topic even richer and more interesting: Corneille 
Bertram, a Huguenot scholar working in Geneva, stated in print in 1574 
that it was known to the republic of letters that Carlo Sigonio intended to 
write a work on the Hebrew polity. Bertram states this in the preface to 
his own book on the subject, De politia Iudaica. Bartolucci investigates in 
detail the personal and professional background of Bertram, setting him 
firmly in the context of political debate in what was then Europe’s labo-
ratory for political thought, the war-ravaged kingdom of France, where 
there was a polarization between Huguenotism and republican political 
sympathies, on one hand, and Catholic monarchical absolutism, on the 
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other. (In this book Bartolucci also engages at length with the writings of 
the major political theorist in France and hence in Europe, Jean Bodin, 
the exponent of absolutism.) 

Bartolucci’s discovery upsets what might be called the conventional in-
terpretation of the inspiration behind Sigonio’s late turn to Christian and 
Hebrew history. The conventional interpretation is that of the Italian his-
torian Paolo Prodi, and it arises naturally out of what Sigonio has to say 
in his own prefaces, in which he appears to attribute his inspiration to the 
programmatic intentions of one of his protectors, the cardinal archbishop 
of Bologna, Gabriele Paleotti, and date it to circa 1580. Paleotti’s program 
was to upgrade the level of knowledge of old and New Testament history 
in the schools and universities of the Italian Catholic world, thus defend-
ing it against the Protestant charge that Catholics were ignorant of, and 
prone to meddle with, the sources of Hebrew and Christian history. Prodi 
sees Carlo Sigonio as Paleotti’s close collaborator in this enterprise. It is a 
view that Guido Bartolucci’s book challenges, both by presenting us with 
irrefutable evidence that Sigonio’s interest in the Hebrew republic dates 
from an earlier point in his own career, and above all by analyzing the 
import of his portrayal of it for the history of political thought on the 
European scene. 

Bologna was a patrician city-state, but it was also integrated into one 
of the most advanced absolutist monarchies in Europe, the Papal State. 
Patrician city-states were a species of the genus aristocracy, in which a 
small number of leading families permanently restricted access to lo-
cal government to themselves and their male descendants and assumed 
corresponding marks of distinctive status; the archetypal model was the 
patrician order of ancient Rome. under patrician aegis Bologna ably de-
fended its local autonomy, which it had had the foresight to enshrine in 
contractual form as early as 1447. The best account of the republican 
ethos of the Bolognese patriciate is Angela de Benedictis’ Repubblica per 
contratto. Bologna: una città europea nello Stato della Chiesa (Bologna: il 
Mulino, 1995).

The ancient sources available to Carlo Sigonio were essentially the Latin 
Vulgate Bible, the Septuagint, and the writings of Philo of Alexandria and 
Flavius Josephus. There are occasional tantalizing traces of further re-
search, or at any rate contact, on his part with postbiblical Jewish sources 
in published Latin versions, and even perhaps with learned Jews among 
his contemporaries. He also used a source hostile to the Jewish tradition, 
Pietro Galatino. Sigonio’s use of all these sources is described in Guido 
Bartolucci’s book and will receive further elucidation in his edition, in 
the course of preparation, of the fierce but secret ecclesiastical censures 
that Sigonio had to face in the early 1580s. The book that received the  
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greatest number of censures from Roman clerics linked to the Index and 
the Inquisition was, precisely, De republica Hebraeorum. Their fundamen-
tal objection was to the way Sigonio presented the Hebrew polity as… a 
polity, with its own historical evolution and features, but generically simi-
lar to other, more familiar polities, such as Athens and Rome. The book’s 
absence of theological animus and Christian edification was extreme-
ly distasteful to them. But they also objected to what they saw, rightly, 
as the work’s pro-republican and anti-monarchical bias. Bartolucci sup-
plies a comprehensive summary of the book’s structure and contents, but 
he also knows the field of sixteenth-century studies of the world of the  
ancient Hebrews well enough to detect the features that make it novel 
and interesting. 

Particularly dense, and pregnant with possibilities for future research, 
is chapter 2, section 5, “La legge,” in which the author not only detects 
the influence of Aristotelian political theory, but also traces the hitherto 
far from obvious influence of Calvinist views of the Hebrew republic on 
Sigonio’s presentation. To reduce drastically the depth and subtlety of 
Bartolucci’s analysis, Sigonio makes a sharp distinction between what 
was divine and what was human in the law of the Hebrews, and to do so 
was to defect, in a fundamental way, from Catholic doctrine. The point 
is that Catholic doctrine was almost completely unhistorical, while the 
Protestant or Calvinist interpretation of Hebrew history was much less 
so. Sigonio was not a crypto-Calvinist, but to be a historian at this time, 
even an ancient historian, was to be a participant in European political 
thought. The ramifications of this situation for the reception of Sigonio’s 
book are explored in detail in the fourth and final chapter of the work, 
“Sigonio e il pensiero giuridico-politico europeo in età moderna.”

Perhaps the most interesting chapter, though, at any rate from the 
point of view of one familiar with Sigonio’s analyses of Roman society and 
institutions, is the third, on the form and institutions of the Hebrew state. 
In Sigonio’s view, the form of state prescribed by God for the Hebrews 
and introduced by Moses was aristocracy, and, as he depicts its vicis-
situdes, even when the central authority was weak or absent, there was 
no anarchy or power vacuum. Governmental authority simply default-
ed or yielded to the local aristocracies of the tribes or cities. When the 
Hebrews cried out for a monarch instead of republican government, and 
were granted their wish, they were defecting from God’s rule, which is the 
rule of law, and opting for the arbitrary rule of an individual in its place. 
The silent debate between Sigonio and Bodin, which also runs through 
Sigonio’s Roman studies, is thrown into stark relief here, and, in general, 
one significant achievement of Bartolucci’s is that he convincingly casts 
Sigonio as a figure of European importance, which he was. But he was 
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also a man supported and protected by the Bolognese patriciate, as much 
as, or more than, he was by Cardinal Paleotti, and that fact too, as well as 
the structural relationship between Bologna and the central state author-
ity, might have some relevance to his depiction of the Hebrew republic.

William McCuaig

Leo Strauss and the Politics of Exile: The Making of a Political 
Philosopher
by Eugene R. Sheppard. Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis University Press, 2006,  
xi + 191 pgs.

This work gives a more detailed account than has been available of the 
intellectual development of the political philosopher Leo Strauss (1899–
1973). Sheppard’s craftsman-like intellectual biography narrates how such 
experiences as Zionism and Nazism shaped the mind and outlook of 
this controversial scholar of political thinkers from Plato to Nietzsche. 
on this account, the notion of exile, or galut, becomes a central theme 
not only of Strauss’ life story but also of his thought. Such a picture, well 
taken as far as it goes, illuminates the Jewish character of Strauss’ overall 
approach as well as the provenance of his notion of esoteric writing in 
particular. However, Sheppard’s aim “to re-connect Strauss’ work to his 
life” (p. 5) encounters some serious difficulties. Though Strauss’ life was 
inescapably that of a Jew, it is not clear that his thought as a whole can 
be so easily assimilated to Jewish categories.

The outlines of the story presented here are familiar: from Strauss’ 
traditional Jewish home outside Marburg; through Weimar-era studies 
of philosophy and religion in Marburg, Hamburg, Frankfurt, and Berlin; 
to his 1932 exile to Paris and then London, each time several steps 
ahead of the Nazis; and eventually to New York.1 At each stage Sheppard 
puts Strauss’ intellectual development in the context of contemporary 
German and especially Jewish concerns. It becomes nearly impossible to  
distinguish between Strauss’ political thinking—focusing on Zionism, 
the limitations of liberalism, and the incipient rise of Nazism—and his  

 1 Sheppard importantly does not extend his study into Strauss’ Chicago years  
after 1948.
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