
The construction of a place devoted to the memory 
of the young Jewish refugees rescued in Nonantola
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Prato Galli, where a memorial-place for the Jewish young 
refugees rescued in Nonantola will be built, is in front of Villa 

Emma, in the area that separates it from the center of the village. 
It faces the mansion, just like during the war, when it watched, 

so to speak, the daily life of the group of Jews who found shelter 
there. 

Prato Galli as a passage-way, a bridge, a point of contact 
between the local community and those who came from far 
away. And there, in the symbolic density of the Nonantola 

landscape, we want to narrate that meeting, and create a place 
for that story.
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HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION TO THE STORY

In the afternoon of July 17th, 1942, a group of 
forty young Jewish refugees from Germany and 
Austria arrived at the Nonantola railway station. 

They were accompanied by nine adults. On their 
way to Palestine, they had been held up in Zagreb 
by the German invasion, on April 6th, 1941. From 
there, led by Josef Indig and thanks to a special au-
thorization of the Italian Ministery of Interior, they 
moved to Lesno Brdo, in Slovenia, where they lived 
for one year. Then they were forced to leave, once 
again. 

At that point the Italian Jewish organization, 
known as Delasem (Delegazione Assistenza Emi-
granti Ebrei) found a long time unhabitated man-
sion, Villa Emma, located in Nonantola, in the vi-
cinity of Modena, an ideal place to lodge the young 
refugees. 

Some months later, on April 10th 1943, other thir-
ty-three Jewish boys and girls joined the original 
group. They arrived from Split, and had managed 
to flee from Bosnia and Croatia. Overall, they were 
younger than those already housed at Villa Emma. 
This fact, alongside language differences, resulted 
in a somehow complicated relation between the 
two groups.

It was quite difficult and expensive to supply with 
food such a large group of people, in a period of 
rationing. Black market turned out to be an inev-
itable option. Luckily, the refugees could count 

on supplies from the rural environment they lived 
in. From time to time they starved, although the 
group leaders managed to obtain commodities in 
skillful ways.
The young Jewish refugees found themselves in a 
rural context that greatly differed from their places 
of origin, as far as mentality and material condi-
tions. Nonantola is a village, in the countryside. In 
1942 it counted 10.746 inhabitants, many of them 
living in nearby hamlets. Agriculture was the main 
occupation of locals, and it employed around 80% 
of the active population. Professionals, including 
members of the clergy and school teachers, were 
about thirty people. 
Upon closer examination, the Villa Emma young 
refugees - thirty-four girls and thirty-nine boys - 
were a mixed group, as far as age. There were thir-
teen children, males and females, ranging between 
the age of six and twelve. Forty-two adolescents, 
aged between thirteen and seventeen, and eight-
een young men and women, between eighteen 
and twenty-one. 

Having soon discarded the idea to send them to 
the Jewish School in Modena, around the middle 
of October 1942, various courses were organized 
at the Villa: four classes for each age level. The 
young refugees were taught Music, Literature, His-
tory, Philosophy, Anthropology, Judaism, Zionism 
and Modern Hebrew. Moreover, they studied Ital-
ian. It was also decided to keep a school register: 
class attendance was compulsory, while students 
were free to decide about taking exams. To sup-

villa emma in the early forties

youths arrived from split



4

port their school activities, the students could rely 
on a rich library. There were also music scores for 
piano and singing, some records and a grammo-
phone. Besides school classes, the youths were 
also trained in agricultural works and handicrafts, 
under the guidance of peasants and craftsmen 
from Nonantola.

Soon, however, contrasts aroused concerning the 
organization of the cultural activities. Umber-
to Jacchía, the director nominated by Delasem, 
would have liked more time to be devoted to 
Jewish traditions and Italian literature. Indig, who 
was a young Zionist activist, with lay and Socialist 
leanings, did not agree: “It is a farce, if you consid-
er that this group of youths reached Fascist Italy 
by chance, and they should be prepared to their 
future life in Palestine!” (from Anni in fuga, by J. In-
dig).
Whatever discussion with Jacchía was hopeless. 
The Italian Jews who lived at Villa Emma, where 
the Delasem organization had also moved its 
warehouse, were worried. At some point every exit 
from the Villa had to be authorized in writing by 
the director. Then, the older refugees, especially, 
began to go to the village “covertly”, and came 
back with the feeling they had won a challenge.
At first, there were also other problems and rea-
sons of bewilderment that affected both the 
young refugees, and the static and withdrawn lo-
cal society. Both the refugees and the inhabitants 
of Nonantola had encountered people who were 
quite distant from each others’ imagination. There 
were language differences, different lifestyles and 
mentalities. The young refugees who came from 
far away, spoke various languages and quickly 
learned Italian. They aroused the curiosity of the 

local population because they belonged to a dif-
ferent and unknown world. Moreover, they did not 
fall within the usual judgement benchmarks of the 
local people. These facts, however, did not con-
trast the positive dynamics of good reception.
Indig sometimes even realized that in Nonantola 
only a few joined Fascism. Those few ones did it 
for reasons that were more or less “practical”. 

For the young refugees of Villa Emma, war seemed 
far away until the summer of 1943. On July 25th, 
there was a turning point: the people in Nonanto-
la and in other places, celebrated the fall of Mus-
solini, despite the fact that Marshal Badoglio, the 
new Chief of the Government, declared: “War con-
tinues”. As a precaution, in August the adults re-
sponsible for the Villa Emma group, asked the local 
authorities for new identity papers.
 
Everything changed on September 8th, when the 
Armistice with the Anglo-Americans was an-
nounced. Indig immediately turned for help to Gi-
useppe Moreali, the local physician. In the previous 
months he had weaved meaningful relations with 
the Villa Emma community. The situation was get-
ting dangerous, and hiding places for the young 
refugees had to be found. The Villa was not a safe 
place anymore. Doctor Moreali thought the best 
solution was to turn to don Arrigo Beccari. He was 
the treasurer of the Seminary annexed to the No-
nantola Abbey. With the permission of the Rector, 
mons. Ottaviano Pelati, he offered hospitality for 

agricultural works in the fields surrounding the villa

the delasem warehouse at villa emma
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some nights to a great number of boys in the sem-
inarists’ rooms. When the German soldiers entered 
in Nonantola, the next morning, on September 9th, 
Villa Emma had been abandoned. The largest part 
of the group was hiding in the Seminary. The oth-
ers had been welcomed by numerous local families. 

However, the young refugees could not hide any 
longer in Nonantola. The possibility of a Nazi 
roundup was more and more realistic. Their new 
identity papers allowed them to pass unscathed 
German Feldgendarmerie and Italian police con-
trols. 

The initial idea to take the group to the South of 
Italy and meet there the Allied forces, soon waned, 
and only some of the elder youngsters went South. 
Switzerland became the only alternative.

After some first attempts to cross the border that 
ended with rejection, our young refugees managed 
to get in contact with the Jewish organization in 
Switzerland, which interceded on their behalf with 
Swiss authorities. Divided in three groups, they left 
Nonantola between October 6th and 16th, 1943, and 

reached Switzerland in an adventurous way. There, 
they finally found shelter. After some time spent in 
different refugee camps, the group rejoined at Villa 
des Bains, near Bex. At the end of the war, almost 
all of them sailed from Barcelona to Palestine, on 
May 29th, 1945.
Everyone was safe, except for Salomon Papo and 
Goffredo Pacifici. 

Salomon, who was fifteen years old, had reached 
Nonantola with the group from Split. He had been 
sent to the sanatorium in Gaiato di Pavullo, be-
cause he was ill with tubercolosis, and could not 
follow the rest of the group to Switzerland. He was 
apprehended in March 1944, with an arrest warrant 
of the Modena Police-headquarters (Questura), 
and his name is listed among those of the depor-
tees from Fossoli to Auschwitz, in the train of April 
5th. 

Goffredo Pacifici, a Delasem official, lived at Vil-
la Emma and followed the group to Switzerland. 
Once they reached the border, he decided to re-
main in Italy, to help other Jews to cross onto the 
safe side. He and his brother were later arrested 
by the Fascist militia and deported to Auschwitz, 
where they both died.

lotti israel (left) and sarina Brodski (right) with their 
nonantola friend nera serafini

goffredo pacifici with young aron 
koen

salomon papo in 
the garden of the 
sanatorium in gaiato
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Our project has the task to make the most of 
the Prato Galli area, in front of Villa Emma, 
and build a memorial place dedicated to 

the story of the young refugees welcomed and res-
cued in Nonantola, between 1942 and 1943.
The area is presently owned by the Fondazione 
Villa Emma, and it is located in a crucial and highly 
symbolic spot. On one side it faces the main his-
torical place of the event. On the other, it repre-
sents (and it was, at the time of the facts we want 
to narrate and remember) a transit from the Villa 
and the village center. The Prato Galli area facilitat-
ed the encounter between the strangers from far 
away, and the local community. 

Villa Emma was built in 1898, on the commission of 
Carlo Sacerdoti, a Jewish landowner from Mode-
na, who desired a family summer residence, and 
dedicated it to his wife Emma. The architectural 
project, by the Architect Vincenzo Maestri, is an 
example of a countryside mansion, typical of the 
Pianura Padana region. It was sold in 1913, and re-
mained inhabitated for a long time. At the time 
of the arrival of the young Jewish refugees, it was 
managed by Agellus, a real estate agency, based in 
Milan, from which the Delasem rented it, in 1942. 

During the second afterwar period, several chang-
es of ownership occurred, with the result of inter-
nal transformations and progressive deterioration. 
In the 1980s, the present owners started its resto-
ration, and the building regained its decorations 
and original structure.
The area where we plan to develop our project, 

Prato Galli, is exactly in front of Villa Emma, along 
Via Mavora, a road that divides Prato Galli from the 
park of the historical mansion. In the area there 
are two rural buildings, dating back to the 1800s. 
They are greatly dilapidated and their restoration 
is highly problematic. One of them was a two-floor 
house, with an attic. The other, originally a store-
house for agricultural tools, underwent a restora-
tion process that has completely changed its orig-
inal structure. 

Although they do not have significant artistic qual-
ities (the Soprintendenza Archeologia, Belle Arti 
e Paesaggio declared they are devoid of cultural 
interest), as we saw, the two buildings stand in a 
greatly symbolic place. The area was, in a sense, 
a meeting point for the two communities, and it 
allowed the coming and going from the village to 
the Villa. Moreover, during the stay of the Jewish 
refugees in Nonantola, it has progressively accom-
panied the acquaintance between the two worlds 
(that of the strangers, and that of the locals), and 
witnessed the birth and reinforcing of friendships 
and habits.
For these reasons, we think that this place should 
be enhanced, by highlighting its location and its 
evocative character. The prospect is the construc-

HISTORICAL NOTE AND DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE PRATO GALLI

aerial view: villa emma and the prato galli area (in red)

villa emma at the Beginning of the twentieth century

villa emma today
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tion of a public tale, capable of making the most 
out of the historical research, of the documents 
and photographs, and of the rich archive of au-
dio-visual testimonies that have been assembled 

within the last years. 
The different architectural, artistic, historical and 
memorial aspects will mingle in the new building.

rural Buildings at prato galli

PROJECT GUIDELINES

The competition call “In Front of Villa Emma” 
envisages the creation of a memorial com-
plex that will include the construction of a 

multifunctional building and the mapping of an ar-
tistic itinerary.
The building will substitute the two existing rural 
structures. The itinerary will mark some places in 
the village and in the outskirts, that were the thea-
tre of specific moments in the story.

1. Inside the building the following spaces will be 
created, according to functional needs:
· an exhibion area devoted to the narration of the 

historical event;
· the offices of the Fondazione Villa Emma;
· a meeting area/cafeteria for visitors and groups;
· modular spaces devoted to different uses (staff 

meetings; educational activities conducted by 
local associations and groups, with a focus on 
themes and projects dealing with the conditions 
of migrants; meetings with groups of visitors 
aiming at deepening issues and developing ed-
ucational laboratories);

· an archival space documenting the activities of 
the Fondazione Villa Emma.

2. An itinerary will begin at Prato Galli: from there, 
starting from the space in front of Villa Emma, it 
will reach different places scattered across the vil-
lage and in its immediate vicinity, to give an idea 
of the key-moments and main issues of the story:
· the arrival of the Jewish youngsters;
· meetings and acquaintance-collaboration be-

tween the two groups;
· the dwellings of some of the protagonists of the 

story;
· the agitated phases of hiding and flight (with an 

indication of the relevant places).

Such an itinerary will be designed alongside the 
project of the new building, to be erected in the 
Prato Galli area. They will both have a symbolic and 
artistic value. We therefore foresee that in the pro-
ject phase, both languages (architecture and art) 
will be integrated, by means of close collaboration 
between the architect and the artist, in ways to be 
chosen and suggested by the participants to the 
call.
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“DAVANTI A VILLA EMMA” 
THE WINNING PROJECT

The Examining Commission has proclaimed the 
winning project by the Studio Bianchini e Lusiardi 
Associati in Cremona. 
Their project best interpreted the guidelines con-
tained in the competition call and in the feasibility 
study, and was able to grasp the most important 
aspects. 
Specifically, it was capable to grasp and interpret 
the following aspects in a significant way:

1. spatial relation: between Prato Galli – subject 
of the competition – and Villa Emma, as well as 
with the more general urban and historical con-
text of Nonantola;

2. welcoming: the project is characterized by an 
open structure towards the story, and the ‘me-
morial density’ evoked by the events;

3. transit/passage: between the site, subject of 
the competition, and the territory of Nonanto-
la; between past and present, retrieving an idea 
of solidarity connected to a specific historical 
fact and to the reality of present times; between 
the local dimension and the broader European 
context, the background of the entire story that 
interested different nations: Germany, Poland, 
Austria, former Yugoslavia, Italy, Switzerland, 
and Spain;

4. refusal of the ‘concentrationary paradigm’ 
evoked by Shoah representations: the story of 
the young Jewish refugees of Villa Emma relates 
a welcoming gesture and an action of solidarity 
towards endangered people;

5. linear and essential artistic itinerary: concretely 
achievable and manageable;

6. a building with a high symbolic value: but, at the 
same time, with a linear and flexible structure;

7. sustainability aspects: well studied and thought 
of.

DISTRIBUTION AND FUNCTIONAL PROGRAM 
OF THE MAIN BUILDING

The main building, as indicated by the competi-
tion guidelines, is conceived as a multifunctional 
center, and will contain the following interior spac-
es: 

· exhibition space to be used for the narration of 
the historical events;

· work space: offices of the Fondazione Villa 
Emma, or shared with the local administration;

· meeting point/refreshment area for vistors and 
groups;

· modular space equipped for different functions 
(workshops; work space for local associations 
and groups, for local services dealing with hospi-
tality programs and migrations);

· archival space whose function is to document 
the activities of the Fondazione Villa Emma.

Once visitors have accessed the area, they are led 
to the museum section through a long covered 
hallway, flanked by a wall portion from a pre-ex-
isting building. The planned exhibition will portray 
the encounter between the local community and 
the foreign refugees, coming from far away. 
The space at the entrance, leading to the exhibi-
tion area, opens towards the group meeting-point 
area, and the Cloakroom and Restrooms area.
The centrality of the work, carried out within the 
building, is indicated by the location of the internal 
environment: the location of offices and archive 
indicates they are full part of the itinerary; all the 
rooms have been planned with a regular layout, in 
order to provide use flexibility, also thanks to mov-
able partitions. The classroom is placed at the end 
of the exhibition area, as the final stage of the visit. 
All the ambients have an exit/entrance also from 
outside the building. 

ARCHITECTURE COMPETITION PROJECT
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THE ARTISTIC ITINERARY

The artistic itinerary is marked by small chairs, the 
ultimate welcome and hospitality symbol. The 
bronze-cast chairs are placed in the vicinity of 
some landmarks of the story. Their purpose is to 
highlight the strong existing relation between the 
main memorial scene, placed in front of the place 
where the story took place, the historic center of 
Nonantola, and its immediate outskirts. In turn, 
those places represent the poles around which it 
was organized welcoming, friendship between the 
persecuted and the locals, and the final rescue of 
the group. 
Therefore the chair – a common use object – 
evokes the most domestic and, at the same time, 
the most significant part of the story: the network 
of homes, workshops and shops which welcomed 
the group of young Jewish refugees arrived in No-
nantola from eastern and central European coun-
tries, and from the Balcanic region.



via Roma 23/A, 41015 Nonantola (MO)
tel 059 547 195
fax 059 896 557

segreteria@fondazionevillaemma.org

For information on the project and on the story of Villa Emma
www.davantiavillaemma.org


