


In the Nazi round-up and the deportation 
to Auschwitz of over 1000 Jews in the heart 
of Rome in October 1943, the relentless 
methods, the tragic violence and the 
apparently distant horrors of the Holocaust 
were visited upon the symbolic heart of 
European civilization with terrifying 
clarity. Within yards of the Coliseum and 
the ancient Roman forum, ‘under the very 
windows’ of the papal palaces of the Vatican 
and the ministries of the Italian Fascist 
state, the 2000-year-old community of 
Rome’s Jews was eviscerated in one night 
from 15-16 October. Of 1023 deportees,  
16 returned alive.



Giacomo Debenedetti, refined literary critic and intellectual, was in Rome on 
that day. He had gone into hiding with his family in central Italy, but was on a 
chance return visit. He set about gathering information and first- and second-
hand testimonies and within weeks had drafted his vividly alert, compassionate 
and intelligent account of these events. His novella-length narrative, simply 
entitled 16 October 1943, appeared in a literary magazine in late 1944 and as a 
small book the following year.  It has become a lodestone for later memories, 
stories and histories of the Nazi occupation of Rome and for the difficult 
coming-to-terms with Italy’s Fascist legacy and its role in the European 
Holocaust, as both victim and complicit partner in the horror. 

Already in 1943, alongside journalists, chroniclers and writers like Debenedetti, 
some of those close to the events of 16 October were creating images of what 
they had seen and heard of the Nazi aggression. One example, rediscovered only 
decades later, were the drawings and sketches of a local amateur boxer and artist, 
Aldo Gay, the only direct visual testimonies we have of the round-up.  Nearly 
20 years later, the great film director Carlo Lizzani reconstructed the round-up 
in the streets of the Roman ghetto at the climax of his film The Gold of Rome. 
And so it is eloquently appropriate that Sarah Laing, 75 years after the event, 
has now imagined her own graphic story of Rome in those dark days and of 
Debenedetti’s work, keeping the visual and written archive alive, and aiding us 
to remember and ponder what happened to each of those lives, their families 
and communities, among the many millions of lives destroyed in the Holocaust. 
The colour and line are varied and vivid, surprising in their sensitivity to the 
individual and to the everyday - the Nazi officer fascinated by the treasures 
of the Rome synagogue, the Jewish families fretting about food and freedom, 
the children missing their favourite toys – as the assault ratchets up and the 
clouds literal and metaphorical gather. It is humane and cruel at the same 
time; imagining for us how it must have felt in the present moment as the train 
moved off, destination unknown.

Robert S. C. Gordon (Cambridge, UK)









































































When the Embassy of Italy visited the Holocaust Centre of New Zealand 
and proposed a joint project on the Holocaust in Italy, in February 2018, I was 
instantly drawn to Giacomo Debenedetti’s story of Rome’s Jews. As a Roman, 
I grew up with 16 October as a date carved in the city’s millenary layers, while 
as an historian of the Holocaust, I long ago found in Debenedetti’s book the 
inspiration to embrace emotion as an analytical tool and to seek the lost and 
marginal voices that tell history ‘from below’. For bringing those voices to 
life with her compassionate gaze and firm hand, and for her patience with 
an uncertain editor, I want to thank Sarah Laing. I am indebted to Dr Marco 
Sonzogni for consultation on the translation of Debenedetti’s original text, 
which is drawn from published English versions by Hugh Shankland (2011) and 
Estelle Gilson (2001). My thanks go also to Rav Riccardo Di Segni, Chief Rabbi 
of Rome, for his support, and to Prof. Robert Gordon for enriching this work 
with his Foreword. Most of all, I am indebted to the Ambassador of Italy, Fabrizio 
Marcelli, for his generosity and vision, and to colleagues at the Holocaust Centre 
of New Zealand for their tireless work in the service of memory and history.
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At dusk on Friday 15 October 1943 the 
ancient mystical psalm inviting Jews to 
greet the Shabbat as a bride resonated in the 
streets of the ghetto: lecha dodi likrat kallah… 
What came instead, from across the river, 
was a woman dressed in black, dishevelled, 
sodden with rain, too overwrought to speak. 
She has come from Trastevere to deliver a 
warning of what the dawn will bring.


