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Note on Legal Terms



As you read this story, you may come across familiar figures like judges, magistrates and prosecutors, but the English and Italian terms do not necessarily correspond.


Whilst a long discussion of the differences between our legal systems would be off-putting and unnecessary, a little background information might be helpful. In Italy, giudici (judges) and procuratori (public prosecutors) are colleagues: both roles come under the independent institution known as the magistratura, and in fact prosecutors are often referred to as judges in everyday usage.


Under the Napoleonic Code, which formed the basis for the Italian system, judges performed an investigative role as well as presiding over trials and handing down sentences.


Another feature of the Italian system touched upon in the stories is the co-existence of two separate national police forces: the carabinieri are a military police force, whereas the polizia di stato (state police) are now a civilian force. Both have a long history, and have developed sometimes overlapping responsibilities, which can lead to rivalry and confusion.
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JUDGE SURRA ARRIVED IN MONTELUSA FROM TURIN A FORTNIGHT after the first prefect of the United Italy, a Florentine called Falconcini, had taken up his post on the island.


Even before the judge reached the town, a few things about him became known. How? By what means? Perhaps one of the staff who came with Falconcini had known him previously and spread the word.


For instance, it became known that even though his Christian and family names were Sardinian, he himself was not – his great-grandfather on his father’s side, who was from Iglesias, and who had moved to Turin when the Piedmontese bartered Sicily for Sardinia, had children with a Turinese woman and never again ventured away from the city.


It was also established that Judge Surra was around fifty, that he was a little less than average height, that he invariably dressed soberly, that he was married with one son who was a lawyer but that he would be coming to Montelusa on his own.


At least to begin with.


Further, that he was a man of few words and kept himself to himself.


On the other hand, little was known about him as a judge, since he had always been employed inside the ministry and had not seen service in a courtroom.


The challenge facing him on his arrival was anything but straightforward. It consisted in totally reconstructing a court of law which quite simply no longer existed. In plain terms, the task was to replace the previous president of the court, Fallarino, whom Garibaldi’s followers wished to arrest on account of his intractably pro-Bourbon views – he had refused to recognise the Savoy monarchy and had in consequence resigned; then to bring back those judges who had worked with the Bourbons and who would be happy to continue in post in the new state, but only after their outlook had been changed; and finally to introduce the Piedmontese code of law, which was still unknown to judges and lawyers alike.


Obviously, even in the nobles’ club, whose membership consisted not only of noblemen but also of wealthy landowners and tradesmen, there was much discussion about the judge who was due to arrive. “Surra,” Don Agatino Smecca said. “In our towns and villages that’s a word meaning ‘belly’ which, as you all know, is the most delicate and tasty part of the tuna fish. So, going by his surname, this judge is very promising.”
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