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Arnaldo Momigliano and Gershom Scholem
onJewish History and Tradition
MOSHE IDEL

1. Amadio Momigliano: A 'Betrayed' 'Grandfather'?
No one is capable of choosing his progenitors; all of us are, however,
able - if we wish - to decide whom to select and adopt as our predecessors. The search for illustrious predecessors is, to be sure, not only the
patrimony of some epigones; giants ofJewish thought did so, too. Franz
Rosenzweig believed he was the transmigration of the famous twelfthcentury medieval poet and thinker Rabbi Yehudah ben Shmuel ha-Levi,
whose Hebrew poems he translated into German,' just as Gershom
Scholem chose the sixteenth-eentury German humanist and Kabbalist
Johann Reuchlin/ as his imaginary forebear. I assume that the twoJewish
thinkers spoke metaphorically; I guess that neither really believed in any
form of metempsychosis.
However metaphorical these statements of ancestry, and of course
however unable they are to exhaust the rich and variegated achievements of these modern thinkers, they nevertheless contain a grain of
truth, perhaps even a clue to something of the way in which those figures
imagined themselves. The parallelism between the strategy used by one
of the arch-anti-historicists, as Rosenzweig was, and that of a thinker like
Scholem, who was commonly described as a quintessential historicist
figure - in my opinion true, though it constitutes something of an
exaggeration" - is indeed astonishing. It even constitutes something of
a historical irony: there were few Jewish philosophers who - unlike
Rosenzweig - attributed such a great importance to historical events as
ha-Levi did; and Reuchlin, the idol ofScholem, was basically a perennialist,
certainly not a historian.
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Unlike Rosenzweig and Scholem, who were, to a great extent, also
theologians, Arnaldo Momigliano was a professional historian. Whereas
the two German Jews adopted theologians as their predecessors, Momigliano looked for a predecessor who, naturally, was a historian, a
Jewish one, and an author who, quite understandably, lived in Italy.
In the following essay, I shall attempt to compare some some strands
in the view ofJewish history and tradition in the writings of Scholem and
Momigliano, though I shall also invoke Franz Rosenzweig's approach
from time to time. The relationship between history and tradition preoccupied Momigliano. His essay 'Tradition and the Classical Historian'
ends with this statement, related to the writings ofJoseph Levenson, a
historian of Chinese society and traditions: 'He typifies the difficulty of
reasserting tradition within a historiography of change, such as we have
inherited from the Greeks.'
Nor are comparisons between Momigliano and Scholem fortuitous:
.Momigliano not only wrote about Scholem, offering some interesting
insights into his cultural background, but expressed himself in a manner
that may help us understand better some implicit positions of the distinguished historian concerning Judaism. Moreover, as I shall attempt to
point out, not only was Kabbalah a matter of Scholem's research in the
field, it also has something to do with the manner in which Momigliano
understood Judaism, prior to and independently of his acquaintance
with Scholem's scholarship. Momigliano addressed both Kabbalah and
its main researcher explicitly, and I shall try to use his succinct, illuminating formulations to make a modest contribution towards understanding
him. No claim is made here for a comprehensive picture ofMomigliano's
thought, and much of what is discussed has. to do with statements
he made in the last part of his life. I do not know to what extent the
formulations suggested below belong to the earlier Momigliano, or even
whether these problems were of interest to him.
A perusal of Momigliano's writings concerning Judaism shows the
dominant role played by the brother of his grandfather, Amadio, who .
became something of a 'grandfather.' He was an adopted - and adoredprogenitor, who was responsible for much of his grand-nephew's early
Jewish education. Arnaldo's admiration for him is without restraint,
though he does not conceive of himself as his follower. In fact, between
Amadio and the medieval earlyJewish chronicler from Oria, the famous
Rabbi Ahimaatz, Arnaldo chooses the latter as his intellectual predecessor," It is an interesting choice, about which I shall have more to say later
on. Here let me simply note that, for whatever reasons, Momigliano did
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not adopt the much more eminent sixteenth-century historian Azariah
de Rossi as his predecessor, despite the remarkable similarities between
them - they knew the same three ancient languages, and both took a
more critical stance towards their own tradition - but opted instead for a
much more traditional and obscure medieval figure. Raised by a late-age
Kabbalist," Arnaldo chose history as his academic field. As I shall attempt
to show, however, his allegiance to history is not a total one, and we shall
explore his resistance to a complete submission to a certain sort of
history, namely, historicism. This complexity seems to me characteristic
of his background more generally, and also of his decision not to divorce
himself from some aspects of his religious background. I would say that
my assumption will be that in Momigliano's case, as in that of any great
figure, a deeper understanding does not consist in finding out the one
basic assumption, but in detecting the different and divergent vectors
and voices that interact in the life and the thought.
There is a distinct tone of sadness in the manner in which the discontinuity between his 'grandfather' and the future historian is formulated.
Amadio never spoke With anyone about the content of the Zohar. Nei-'
ther had his experiences been a topic of discussion even with his beloved
'grandson." Momigliano had the distinct feeling that a certain rupture
took place between the form ofJudaism his grandfather cultivated and
the orthodoxy of his own family after his grandfather's death. The
historian quite explicitly states that there was a failure to transmit the
Jewish tradition among Italian Jews, and that he was part of this process. 7
The grandfather, as he describes him, using a phrase of Andre SchwarzBart's, was 'the last of the Tzaddiqim' of Italy."
It should be mentioned, however, that despite the explicit choice
between history and traditional experience, Momigliano does not work
with the opposition between the historical and the mythical that is
characteristic of Mircea Eliade, whose views Momigliano opposed."
Momigliano does not see himself as fallen in history, but as enacting a
spiritual and intellectual mode already in existence not only in the
academy but also in Jewish tradition, though it seems that some form of
nostalgia for the mystical past ofJudaism in Italy is also evident.

2. A Transcending Experience inJudaism
Let me start with what seems to me to be a major statement about
Judaism, which may help make sense of some of Momigliano's other, less
explicit formulations. When he describes his grandfather, we may dis-
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cern that he attributes a kind of sublime status to Amadio: 'The whole
development ofJudaism led to something ahistorical, eternal, the Law,
the Torah ... History had nothing to explain and little to reveal to the
man who meditated the Law day and night.'l0
This is a seminal statement. I read it as assuming the possibility of a
combination in Momigliano's thought of both anti-historicism and historicism. Though dealing with the manner in which his grandfather
experienced his study of the book of the Zohar, Momigliano generalizes
and claims that it is just a particular example of a larger development
that shaped Judaism in a certain manner: 'the whole development of
Judaism.' Thus, we may assume that for Momigliano Judaism developed
from a more historically oriented religiosity, perhaps the biblical Judaism, to an ahistorical one, probably commencing with rabbinic Judaism.
What this passage says is that history does not explain, religiously speaking, something valuable to those Jews who were immersed in the study
process or in the ritual, because it was not conceived of as a message
delivered in a direct manner, like the canonical scriptures. The master
key was felt to be already found in the fathoming of their content. This
does not necessarily mean, that Jews, whether or not great scholars, did
not, for the sake of their religious, economic, or political survival, learn,
understand, and accommodate their religious and secular practices - or
often misread the meaning of the historical circumstances of their lives.
The question, as formulated by Momigliano, is to what extent the traditional forms of post-biblical Judaism conceived the book of history to be
a meaningful text. His answer seems clear and in the negative. Judaism
in the manner contemplated by Momigliano is conceived of as frozen in
its gravitation around the contemplation of the text. It does not take into
consideration the centrality of ritual, customs, and communal life, so
cardinal for the manner in which Jews traditionally lived.
Again, Momigliano'sJudaism stands at the opposite pole from Eliade's
description ofJudaism as the historical religion par excellence. In fact,
Momigliano's approach is echoed in the praise of his friend Joseph
Levenson, a historian of China's traditional culture. Levenson, had he
not died in an accident, would, according to Momigliano, 'have reinterpreted Judaism - the faith of his fathers, and his own faith - in terms
of a recurrent affirmation of life according to traditional patterns.t'!
Momigliano conjures up Levenson, as he will do later the dead Rosenzweig, in order to depict a certain form ofJudaism, consonant with his
own understanding of the trans-historical experience of the traditional
student of the Law. I shall have more to say below about patterns,
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models, and tradition. I am not acquainted with the plans Levenson
might have had to tum his expertise in traditional Chinese studies in the
direction ofJudaism. Though Momigliano may correctly diagnose some
hidden intention of his friend, the statement may just as well point to his
own hidden agenda. How the categories used by Levenson to elucidate
Chinese traditional culture could be applied to traditional Judaism is a
matter that transcends both my expertise and the framework of this
modest study. But it seems that what he expected from Levenson he had
once expected from another figure he admired, Rosenzweig.

3. Gershom Scholem versus Franz Rosenzweig

I

Momigliano seems to extrapolate from his acquaintance with the manner in which his 'grandfather' allegedly experienced his study of the
book of the Zohar, to what he conceived to be a major development in
Judaism. But this extrapolation does not hold water. Momigliano himself, as has been pointed out, reported that his grandfather never revealed anything about his Kabbalistic studies. Neither do I assume that
the young Arnaldo, no more than sixteen years old at the time his
grandfather died, was capable of drawing the aforementioned conclusion from observing Amadio. So the question is, how did he know about
the transcending experience related to the study of the Law? I would
suggest that his description of his grandfather, and of the 'whole development ofJudaism,' comes, at least in part, from a much later source:
Rosenzweig's vision ofJudaism as an ahistorical religion (compared to
Christianity as the historical religion).
In her introduction to Momigliano's essays onJudaism, Silvia Berti has
pointed out the affinity between the anti-historicist casts of mind of two
other Jewish thinkers of Momigliano's generation, with whom he was
well acquainted: Leo Strauss and Scholem.V I am confident that with
Strauss anti-historicism was a basic approach. With Scholem, however, the situation is much more complex. In my opinion, if as a
phenomenologist Scholem was much closer to the anti-historicists, as a
historian and a Zionist he was, on some main points, much closer to the
historicists.
In our context, the question is how Momigliano saw Scholern's scholarly project in the light of his own view that some forms ofJudaism, like
Kabbalah, both transcended and sublated history. Let me quote a fascinating remark of Momigliano's that only a thinker who had himself
transcended historicism could produce. He claims that Rosenzweig, 'if
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he had lived longer, would have been the only scholar capable of challenging Scholem's interpretation of judaism.'!" This conjuration of a
thinker dead for more than forty years is indeed formulated in the
context of Scholem's vision of Judaism,' but we may only guess what
might have been the direction of Rosenzweig's alternative interpretation
from the philosopher's relatively articulated anti-historicist legacy. Such
a reading would be consonant with the manner in which Momigliano
conjured up the hypothetical reinterpretation ofJudaism by Levenson,
as quoted above: dealing with permanence rather than with changes. All
this despite his understanding of history as having nothing to do with
permanence: 'I cannot forsee history ever becoming a science of the
permanent.t '" For him history 'is always a choice of facts fitting into a
.static or dynamic situation which appears worth studying.'15 Momigliano
then adduces a passage in which Scholem himself pointed out the
profound political differences between himself and Rosenzweig.l" As
important as this passage is, however, I believe that Momigliano's remark
hints at a divergence that is more systemic.
My assumption is that between Scholem, the scholar of Kabbalah with a
strong historical orientation, and Rosenzweig, who was rather allergic to
mysticism but had been interested to a certain extent in Kabbalah,
Momigliano conceived of Rosenzweig's thought as more consonant with
what he understood to be the 'whole development ofJudaism.' Or, to put it
in other terms, between Scholem, whom he conceived of as a sort of
anarchist.!" and Rosenzweig, the conservative figure, Momigliano definitely
preferred the latter. As great a historian as he was, when he thought about
Judaism, he was much more inclined to envisage it as a phenomenon that
transcended history, at least in the moments of intensely experienced Torah
study. Again, there may be a difference between a more historical
Momigliano's apparent embracing of an evolutionary vision of religion, and
Rosenzweig's essentializing approach to the structure ofJudaism as ahistorical.
I do not claim Rosenzweig as the specific source of Momigliano's vision of
Judaism, but his statement about Rosenzweig's ability to offer a different
interpretation than Scholem's demonstrates that Momigliano wished that
such an interpretation would be offered.

4. Tradition, Mysticism, and Messianism
in Momigliano and Scholem
It seems that Momigliano's adherence to an anti-historicist orientation a

la Rosenzweig, as opposed to the more change-oriented approach es-
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poused by Scholem the historian, is nowhere more pronounced than in
the case of messianism. In his description of the culture of Italian Jews,
Momigliano emphasizes the fact that Kabbalism survived better - held
on longer - than Talmudism. But with his grandfather an end comes to
it, too. In this context, Momigliano wrote rather elegiacally, Jewish
culture has seldom been transmitted in the sense we Jews intended it to
be transmitted.t-" This is no doubt a general statement about the decay
of traditional study of Judaism in Italy. However, its context is much
more personal: it has to do with the discontinuity between the study of
the Zohar by Amadio and its non-transmission to the next generation. It
is in fact Arnaldo himself who did not continue this tradition. He, who
studied Hebrew under Amadio, was a natural candidate to continue the
tradition. Here we have a tension between his awareness of the need for
transmission, and of tradition in general- 'we Jews' - and the fact that
he nevertheless did not perpetuate his grandfather's tradition. Still, the
adolescent Arnaldo could hardly blame himself for not continuing
the tradition, since the grandfather refused to discuss it with anyone.
Interestingly enough, Momigliano was not content with surveying the
Kabbalistic tradition in Italy: as he confessed, he attempted to find out
whether his grandfather was part of a broader Kabbalistic tradition in
the family but in the end did not find any evidence of such a possibility.'?
Elsewhere, Momigliano identifies the orthodox Kabbalists with Tradition itself: 'When the Kabbalists turned into apostates or illuminists or,
finally, Zionists - and then gather in the streets to march into a promised
land - no model and no tradition can serve Scholem. '20Momigliano also
describes Scholem as unclassifiable at the point where 'his Zionism and
his kabbalistic pursuits intersect.v! 'Tradition' and 'model' are thus
rather similar categories, and I would like to learn something fro~ the
term model: it implies a relatively fixed pattern that is recognizable
beyond variants and thus may be classified. Thus, it is reminiscent of the
con.cept of permanence attributed to Chinese and Jewish traditions, as
envisioned, at least in principle, by Joseph Levenson. I assume that this
permanence is embodied by spiritual preoccupations rather than by
other forms of religious activity.
Int~r~stingly enough, the tradition, or the Kabbalah, is described by
Momigliano as connected also to Scholerri's statement that ifhe believed
in transmigration he would conceive of himself as the incarnation of
Johann Reuchlin - again an instance of some form of permanence. 22 It
seems that Momigliano suspected that Scholem had some affinities with
the great religious anarchists he described in his academic studies.s''
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It is here that the orthodoxy of the historian becomes quite evident.
He draws a sharp line between the Kabbalistic phenomena, which are
understood to constitute tradition, and their antinomian transformations, which presumably include also Zionism. As long as study is the
focus of a certain approach, it remains in the domain of tradition. Any
'attempt to put it into practice turns it into anarchy. This stark distinction
may constitute the background of Momigliano',s insistence that 'the
world that was closest to him was not one of practice but of theory. '24 So
what.Scholem conceived of as a major development in Judaism, namely,
the intersection between theory and praxis, or the entrance ofJews into
history by creating a messianic movement and then Zionism - the
culmination of a tradition - Momigliano conceived of as its moment of
break. In his essay 'The Apocalypse and Exodus,' he wrote about messianic time not as apocalypse but as an aeon in which the strengthening of
the JOy of a contemplative life under the Law' took place. 25 I suspect
that the resort to the concept of contemplation is reminiscent much
more of the meditative manner in which Philo described the evasive sect
of Therapaeutes in his Devita contemplativa than of the actual practices of.
any ordinary rabbinic yeshiva. It is in this essay, in which the attitude
towards messianism and apocalypticism becomes quite reticent, that he
reveals his reserve also towards Scholem's academic project. 'The anomie
impulse is repressed by normative Judaism practically until the nineteenthcentury: anomie was brought back into fashion by G. Scholem in
the twentieth century.'26 I assume that 'anomie' is a word paralleling
'antinomianism.' This statement is, in my opinion, true: Scholem
identified his vision of messianism as apocalyptic above all, and as disruptive of the rabbinic order. So, for example, Scholem states: 'The very
historical research of the topic of messianism is new. Today, we are all
wise, we all understand [this topic], we all read Zion, we all read books on
messianic movements. '27 Elsewhere he states that to the extent that
messianism entered 'as a vital force in the messianism of the mystics, it is
permeated by apocalypse and it also reaches ... utopian conclusions
which undermine the rule of the Halakhah ... in the days of redemption. '28He also writes, 'When the Messianic idea appears as a living force
in the world ofJudaism ... it always occurs in the closest connection with
apocalypticism.F" At least in an implicit manner the 'historical consciousness' mentioned by Scholem in this context has to do with his own
studies of messianism. His acknowledgment of the affinities between the
national renascence and his own deep concern with history is quite
explicit.t" Thus the combination of mysticism and messianism is con-
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ceived by Scholem as having been the very motor of history since the
seventeenth century, to the extent that an active attitude has been
adopted by Jews.
Momigliano, however, divorced nationalism and religion, allowing the
expression of national feelings and activities to Jews in Italy.31 But, by
contrast, aJewish religious movement, especially a messianic one, would
constitute a sort of aberration, at least in so far as Italian Jews were
concerned. It would mean, according to Momigliano's logic, a betrayal
of their national commitment to the surrounding society and politics by
adopting independent forms of activity, and a betrayal of the spiritual or
the metahistorical structure of Judaism by submitting it to the vicissitudes of history. Therefore, there is no deep structural difference between Scholem and Momigliano: both regard nationalism as part of
historicity, but whereas the former integrates nationalism and religion
into an inseparable unit}', the latter starkly distinguishes between the
two. It takes, however, only a superficial reading ofScholem's monumental Sabbatai Sevi, to discern how deeply immersed Italian Jews and their
spiritual leaders were in the course of the Sabbatean movement.
In fact, according to Scholem, it is not only the 'intersection' between
messianism and mysticism that created public effervescence but even
mysticism itself, in many of its manifestations. According to his analysis,
the mystical experience of some form of contact with a nebulous, ineffable realm of existence is inherently in tension with a more structured
tradition as accepted by society.32 It is therefore not only the messianic
fervour but also the mystical act of transcending the normal mode of
experience and existence that creates a tension between the ways in
which the mystic understands reality and religion. This tension is also
registered in the way they are understood by the common communal
apperceptions. Scholem is interested less in the manner in which tradition colours the experience itself than in the contribution of the nebulous experience to tradition at the moment when it is formulated in
terms of that tradition. To borrow spatial imagery, Scholerrr's mystic has
access to an ontological realm higher than and, axiologically speaking,
superior to tradition. By ascending to it, the mystic feels capable of
offering, or compelled to offerunother interpretation of what ordinary
people accept. In a quite anti-historicist manner Scholem writes:
What exactlyis this 'secret' or 'hidden' dimension oflanguage, about whose
existence all mystics for all time feel unanimous agreement, from India and
the mystics of Islam, right up to the Kabbalists and Jacob Boehme? The
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answer is, with virtually no trace of hesitation, the following: it is the symbolic nature of language, which defines this dimension. The linguistic
theories of mystics frequently diverge when it comes to determining this
symbolic nature. But all mystics in quest of the secret of language come to
share a common basis, namely the fact that language is used to communicate
something which goes way beyond the sphere which allows for expression
and formation: the fact also that a certain inexpressible something, which
only manifestsitselfin symbols, resonated in everymanner of expression.33
Here Scholem adopts an approach that unifies all mystics throughout
history in some form of linguistic universalism. Kabbalah, as a generic
term, is perceived as intending to reach a transcendental realm, in so far
as that is possible: 'In Kabbalah, one is speaking of a reality which cannot
be revealed or expressed at all save through the symbolic allusion. A
hidden authentic reality, which cannot be expressed in itself and according to its own laws, finds expression in its symbol.P"
I am unable to understand the meaning of 'an authentic reality' in a
frame of thought other than the anti-historicist. Mysticism and Kabbalah
are therefore united by a symbolic mode, and thus transcend the differences created by the particular traditions that hosted them, at least by a
certain linguistic strategy, which articulates in words what is not articulated or articulable in experience. For Scholem, there is a universalistic
moment in the transcendence of the tradition and experiencing of the
ineffable, which only subsequently becomes a particularistic tradition
after it has been articulated in words and concepts.
For Momigliano, however, the traditional Jew contemplates tradition
or the Law as a structured and already articulated order, and thus his
contemplation reinforces that tradition as it already is, rather than
reinterpreting it. The contemplativeJew does not live under the aegis of
God, but under Law, as Momigliano put it in the two cases adduced
above. According to Momigliano, it is the structured Law, not an amorphous divine realm or its intuited experience, that governs the sublime
religious experience. Given this articulated experience, the religious
man does not have to struggle for his own formulation or look for
specific meaning in history. He already has a spiritual anchor. Like
Amadio, he can be silent as he constantly re-experiences this transcendental dimension. Instead of the 'ineffable,' understood as a basic category in Scholem's phenomenology of mysticism, and attributed by him
to the experience of the mystic elite, Momigliano was interested in the
more traditional forms of spirituality, and in the post-revelatory forms of
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contemplation that are strongly related to a reconfirmation of tradition.
Their discussions touch different social layers and different moments in
the development of the Jewish tradition. Scholem dealt more with the
exceptional, Momigliano with the ordinary.

5. Did Amadio Indeed Study the Book of the Zobar?
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In order to prevent our history of the Jews ofVenice from being treated as a
series of superficial representations, or from limiting the story to the usual
generic episodes that characterize everyJewish community and differ only
in minor details depending on the individual cases, we must pay attention
above all to the spiritual orientation of the Venetian community and focus
the narration of events on this spiritual orientation. This means that we
should narrate the history of the penetration and exchange with the surrounding culture that took place within the ghetto, the conflicts and compromises to which it had to adjust ... It goes without saying that the writer of
this note considers this solution as absolutely definite, and not only for the
Jews ofVenice.t"

Let me return for a moment to speculate about why Amadio did not
speak with his family about the content of his studies. One way to
account for it is to assume that an experience of the ineffable cannot, by
definition, be conveyed in words. Scholars sometimes make such an
assumption about the nature of mystical experience. This is also the case
of Kabbalah, as understood by Scholem and his followers.P So, for
example, Scholem might assume that profound truth demands silence.I"
Yet I wonder if a more down-to-earth explanation might not be more
appropriate in our case. If the reading of the book of the Zohar was
conceived of as study in the normal manner, namely, the digesting of the
content of a book by its perusal, it is hard to understand why nothing of
its content lived in Amadio's family. After all, Kabbalah was conceived of
by the older and more authoritative friend of Amadio, the famous Rabbi
Elijah ben Amozegh of Leghorn, as a lore that had already become an
exoteric sort of knowledge. However, if we assume that the text of the
Zohar had been read loudly without an effort made to fathom its meaning, but just as sacramental recitation, the absence of discussion of its
content by Amadio becomes more understandable. Indeed, this was the
manner in which the book of the Zohar had been studied for generations in North African popular circles.V Like the custom of the North
African Kabbalists, Amadio is reported to have sung the famous song Bar
Yohai during the feast of Lag Ba-'Omer. 38 Since this custom could have
been known also in Northern Italy, especially given the great concentration of North MricanJews in Leghorn, I see no problem with assuming.
an acquaintance with it by Amadio. 39 After all, how could one begin at an
advanced age to understand a rather complex book without studying
with a more accomplished master, or possessing a pertinent library of
Kabbalistic books? In general, studies of Kabbalah by traditional Kabbalists
are not so much concerned with this book as with Lurianic texts.

For Momigliano,it is a principal requirement for writing Jewish history to pay special attention to a 'spiritual orientation' in lieu of an
anecdotal report of external events. This spiritual orientation is under'stood as involving exchanges with the surrounding culture. Momigliano's
calls for another form of history, which focuses on spiritual activities
rather than on other aspects of life, like the economy, society, or politics
for example, is interesting in itself. Unlike Cecil Roth's approach, which
saw the Italian Jews during the Renaissance as intellectually dependent
upon Christians' possessing higher culture, Momigliano seems to imply
a more interactive approach. There is, after all, an inner spiritual orientation, which can come into contact with an outer intellectual world.
I see this spiritual orientation as reminiscent of the concept of tradition and as connected to the concept of permanence in matters of
spirit. This orientation can enter into a variety of exchanges with other
spiritual orientations. In his essay 'Historicism Revisited,' Momigliano
distinguishes quite sharply between the preliminary moral or religious
judgments that precede historical research and the practice of the historian, and he assumes that not only writing history but 'even the notion of
transforming history by studying history implies a metahistorical faith. '41
I wonder whether this 'metahistorical faith' has something to do with the
concept of spiritual orientation he mentioned in the passage quoted at
the beginning of this section. In any case, whether the equation is
accepted or not, this last formulation is reminiscent of the combination
of historicist and anti-historicist factors.

6. A 'Spiritual Orientation,' or: How to Write J ewisb History

7. Some Conclusions

In a review of Cecil Roth's History of theJews in Venice written early in his
academic career, Momigliario made the following remark:

The confrontation between the two forms of tradition expounded by
these two giants of scholarship reflects their initial biographical starting
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points: the orthodox piety of the PiedmonteseJewry, and a version of the
early twentieth-eentury flirtation with anarchism that still reverberated
in Scholem's later vision of apocalypticism. Momigliano, as a Jew who
internalized a rabbinic stance - even if he did not practise it - was
fascinated by continuity, or permanence; in good rabbinic fashion.
Scholem, who broke with the cultural orientation of his family towards
some acculturation of German culture, was much more fascinated with
antinomianism and ruptures. While Scholem celebrated his departure
from his family geographically, ideologically, and culturally, Momigliano
first underwent a much slower development, which brought him, after
the Holocaust, far away from some of the religious aspects cultivated in
his family, and from the places in which he had previously preferred to
live and work. Interestingly enough, Momigliano the historian envisionedJudaism as primarily a spiritual orientation, which had little to do
with other forms of history. Momigliano was suspicious of acts triggered
by messianic aspirations. Scholem, on the other hand, the scholar of
mysticism, was obsessed by the need to enter history and envisioned the
peak ofJewish mysticism as the convergence between it and messianism,
creating a popular movement.
The divergences between Momigliano and Scholem go even deeper.
For Scholem, there was a very strong connection between spiritual
orientations and the communal body of persons that was supposed to
support them. That is why he did not believe in a double identity, or in a
Jewish-German dialogue and coexistence. In a way, this is the expression
of Scholem's ardent Zionism. Nevertheless, he never stopped writing
and lecturing in German and in Germany.
Momigliano, on the other hand, was very proud of his - to use a
modern term - hyphenated identity, as his essay on Italian Jewry amply
demonstrates. He assumes that one may be a good religiousJew, confessing one's ancestral religion, and, at the same time, a good Italian citizen,
participating in Italian national projects. Nevertheless, he himself was a
rather cosmopolitan scholar, who mastered Greek, Latin, and Hebrew
and who embraced in his scholarship a variety of ancient cultures. He
constantly circulated between Pisa, London, and Chicago and sometimes visited Jerusalem. He followed the pattern that he described with
reference to the major Greek historians: 'To acquire and convey his
knowledge and wisdom, the historian had to detach himself from the
surrounding society. In Greece the "great" historians were almost invariably exiles or at least expatriates. '42 It would be interesting to compare
this positive vision of expatriation as a condition for creativity with
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George Steiner's vision of the cosmopolitan, cultured Jewish intellectuals who are creative precisely because of their detachment from a specific commitment to place or nationalism.P The two European scholars
not only lived far from the places where they were born, using languages
different from those they were born into, but also chose double academic addresses and, perhaps, also multiple passports. Like Momigliano,
Steiner also sees in the text some form of motherland. Scarcely surviving
the Holocaust, they both attempted to diversify their life and status by
not subscribing to a single allegiance. Last but not least, both were
fascinated by Scholem's scholarship - as becomes obvious from Steiner's
recent Errata - because, in my opinion; he constituted the most important example of someone who made a historical choice very different
from theirs and nevertheless succeeded tremendously from an intellectual point of view.
Scholem spent most of his life, from the time of his 'aliyah in 1923, in
the same city, Jerusalem, where he died in 1982. He concentrated his
scholarship on a vast, complex, and rather neglected mystical literature
pertaining to one form of religion. If, at the end of his essay on Italian
Jewry, Momigliano is quoting R. Ahimaatz, a medievalJewish author who
describes the welling of the Torah from Oria and Bari, Scholem, I
assume, would subscribe to the biblical verse that Torah will emerge out
of Zion. We have here just another interesting variant of the well-known
tensions between Jerusalem and Babylonia.
For Momigliano, the question was how to preserve Jewish religion
(notJewish history) by detaching it from the temporary, conceiving of it
as governed by devotion, contemplation, or meditation on an immutable Law. Scholem was much more concerned with dramatic processes,
changes, and ruptures in the development ofJudaism: in the past, in the
present, and, we may assume, also in the future.t! Those changes are, for
the Italian historian, more at the level of society, but do not, so to speak,
concern piety. I would say that the phrase Momigliano uses in order to
describe the nineteenth-eentury classicist Eduard Fraenkel, 'He dismissed
with a characteristic ancestral gesture what was not orthodox.Y' also fits
his own approach. Immersed in historicism as a historian.i" he still
believed that there was another level of reality in which, for some Jews at
least, history could be imagined as irrelevant or as a 'metahistorical
faith.' I return again to a statement Momigliano made in his essay on
Jacob Bernays: 'Having received a faith, he did not have to !ook i?
history for one.'47 If his characterization of Bernays's approac? IS applIcable to his own, then a 'metahistorical faith' is notjust a certain general
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worldview but also a rather religious one. What is the relationship between the practice of history and the metaphysical faith? According to
the context of his reference to metaphysical faith, the practice of history
is impossible without such an underlying faith. This faith may be explicit
or not, but it seems always to be active. Such an assumption follows from
the manner in which Momigliano described Emile Durkheim's understanding of Australian tribes: 'It is interesting that Australian totemic
society should have beerrJudaized by Durkheim and should have come
to resemble one of those small communities, no longer agitated by waves
of mysticism or Messianism.f'' that Durkheim, born in 1858; must have
known in the Alsace-Lorraine of his precocious and earnest childhood. '49
The possible impact of the rabbinic background of Emile David
Durkheim on the manner in which he described the importance of the
communal life of archaic tribes, alluded to by Momigliano, has not been
accepted, for the time being at least, in scholarship.s" and it is not my
concern here to discuss its correctness or plausibility. It is fascinating,
however, to see the emphasis on the dissipation of the messianic fervour
as something that causes the return of the small communities to their
'rabbinic' mode, part of Momigliano's aforementioned anti-apocalyptic
propensity. It suffices to note that Momigliano formulated so explicitly
the nexus between Durkheim's religious background and the specific
claims he made as a sociologist. Might this strong, historicist affinity,
suggested by Momigliano, hold true, albeit in a looser manner, for
Momigliano's own way of understanding history? Has he, too, judaized
Hellenistic history, as he claimed Durkheim did to the totemic Australian aboriginals? My ignorance of the intricacies of the main fields to
which Momigliano contributed so much prevents me from offering a
meaningful answer, and I turn to more learned colleagues to supply one.
I would, however, say that this is not a more absurd question than
assuming that David Durkheim, alias Emile, unconsciously adopted rabbinic communal patterns for analysing distant tribes who knew even less
about rabbinism than did the Greeks.
Or was Momigliano a more detached, dispassionate scholar in the
manner in which he envisioned the dissociation between 'faith' and
scholarship in Jacob Bernays? I suspect that no simple answer is available. Faith, in the way Momigliano apparently understood it, does not
need historical action, or historical confirmation. To learn from Amadio,
even speaking might be superfluous. Faith transcended and perhaps
sometimes informed the historical approach but was in any case not to
be attracted into history. On the basis of a statement of Momigliano's
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concerning Greek historians - 'At least the "best" historians would
provide men of action with models of explanation and behaviour for
what was felt to be transient in society"! - one would expect the
metahistorical to inspire the practice of historians, if not politicians.
History, therefore, is understood as addressing the meaning of mundane, contingent affairs, unlike the metahistorical, which dealt with
more permanent and continuous factors. I see here a parallel to the
manner in which Momigliano described the development ofJudaism as
reaching a moment in which history was not relevant by studying the
Law. His resort to the term 'model' is reminiscent of his use of it in the
context of the impossibility of relating the historical acts of the Kabbalists
as described by Scholem, to prior models. However, at least in so far as
modern Judaism is concerned, Momigliano did not make any effort to
supply models for understanding its history. Perusing the content of
Silvia Berti's wonderful collection of essays, one may ask whether a more
pertinent title would not be Essays in Ancient Judaism and Some Modern
Jewish Scholars. For modern Judaism is hardly the business of his discussions: neither the Holocaust nor the establishment of the State of Israel
elicited special or elaborated treatments. Of course, he did not have to
discuss them, as his main academic fields were so remote. By choosing
not to do so, however, he adopts a certain attitude to modern history. His
parents' death during the, Holocaust and his visits to Israel were not,
presumably, topics that invited his analysis, since they did not represent
exchanges between Jewish thought and external cultural approaches.
Those historical events are, however, dramatic upheavals that do
problematize Momigliano's vision ofJewish history as mainly a cultural
interplay. Nor could a 'metaphysical faith' make simple sense of ~em.
Or, did he, perhaps, fear that by treating these events he ran the risk of
becoming another 'minor' historian, dealing with local topics or tribal
events, a traditionalist, as he described some Greek historians in his essay
'Tradition and the Classical Greek Historians'?
Scholem's view, however, was much more dialectical. On the one
hand, historical events, or at least major traumas, were conceived of as
having shaped religion, and, on the other, religious systems could shape
history, as he showed in the various forms of connections he suggested
between the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, the Safedian Kabbalah,
Sabbateanism, and the repercussions of the latest messianic movement
in quite diverse phenomena such as Hasidism, Reform, Enlightenment,
and perhaps also Zionism. Unlike Momigliano, Scholem dealt at lengt?
with the crises and dramatic developments, even political ones, of hIS
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generation, and was in close contact with persons who were involved in
political processes in Israel. Moreover, according to one of Scholem's
statements, the experience of the trauma of the Holocaust could possibly help the scholar to understand Kabbalah better, which was itself,
sometimes, a response to crisis. 'In a generation that has witnessed a
terrible crisis in Jewish history,' Scholem writes, 'the ideas of these
medieval Jewish esoterics no longer seem so strange. We see with other
eyes, and the obscure symbols strike us as worth clarifying.'52 It is not
easy to explain how exactly a scholar might learn from the Shoah about
events in medieval Spain. I suspect it was, according to Scholem, the
relevance of the Kabbalistic theories about the power of evil, and the
centrality of the myth of exile and redemption. But that means some
form of permanence in history, or at leastJewish history - a certain type
of recurrence that transcended the major changes in particular circumstances over centuries. I would say that Scholem started to believe in the
pertinence of history immediately after it gave the strongest blow to
the Jews. His shift from Enlightenment and Romanticism to historical
modernism is - to follow a view of Reinhold Niebuhr - 'not so much
confidence in reason, as faith in history. The conception of a redemptive
history informs most diverse forms of modem culture.'53 Scholem and
his school of research were, indubitably, great believers in the power of
history to shape Kabbalah, and in the power of Kabbalah, especially in its
messianic forms, to shape the course of Jewish history. He himself
assumed, as we have seen, that history might, sometimes, even teach the
scholar of Kabbalah how better to understand this lore, itself a historysaturated sort of literature.
Scholem's strong emphasis on the historicity of Kabbalah notwithstanding, a description of his opus as belonging in its totality to historicism does not do justice to his more complex intellectual position.
Earlier in his career Scholem embraced an anti-historicist stand, looking,
as he confessed, for the essence of reality by resorting to historical tools.
In a 1937 letter addressed to Zalman Schocken, a friend of Scholem's
and a patron of the nascentJewish studies in the land ofIsrael, Scholem
described his expectations from the study of Kabbalah: 'I arrived at the
intention ofwriting not the history but the metaphysics of the Kabbalah. '54
He intended to 'penetrate through the symbolic plane and through the
wall of history. For the mountain, the corpus offacts, needs no key at all;
only the misty wall of history, which hangs around it, must be penetrated.
To penetrate it was the task I set for myself.'55
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At this relatively early stage in Scholem's career, history is no more
than a misty cover that disguises the core of reality and, as such, had to
be overcome. The message he was looking for was not found within
history but beyond it. Scholarship is conceived of not as a construction
of history but as its necessary deconstruction en route to something
more valuable. This core may be understood as more articulated and
much less ineffable, unlike the views about the Absolute that Scholem
adopted later in his career. I assume that the trauma of the Holocaust
contributed much to this change of mind. Beginning in the 1940s,
Scholem searched Kabbalistic metaphysics, especially in the special structure of Lurianic theosophy, for a transfigured reverberation of Jewish
history rather than one representing an ontological core of reality. 56
To summarize some of the points made above: my assumption is that
there is a stark divergence between Momigliano's and Scholem's visions
of Judaism: whereas Momigliano saw the Sacred Scriptures as the ultimate object of study, elevatingJews beyond history, for Scholem it is the
Gnostic antinomianism that represented what David Biale called a
'counter-history,' helping bring Jews 'back into history' through the
detonation of the messianic impulses - found already in earlier Jewish
mysticism - in the Sabbatean movement. Scholem emphasized developments withinJudaism, and hoped for some type of convergence between
Judaism and Jewish nationalism in a certain form of cultural Zionism.
With Momigliano, however, religion and history coexist, for Jews at
least, on two different and unrelated spheres. That is why he insists that
Scholem, notwithstanding his recurring assertion concerning the meaninglessness of the Jewish-German dialogue in his writings, nevertheless
was imbued with the German culture of the beginning of the twentieth
century; he even designates Scholem as belonging to German 'Catholic
romanticism.P? I assume that by projecting upon Scholem's intellectual
Bildung the phrase 'Catholic romanticism,' he was trying to place
Scholem's mindset in a cultural framework to which he himself belonged. It is possible that he was indeed right. Scholars are rarely able to
detach themselves fully from the intellectual soil that nourished them in
the formative part of their academic life. As ardent a Zionist as Scholem
was, and as successful a scholar as he was in Israel and abroad, it is
difficult to deny the existence of a certain sense of alienation on his part
from some aspects of life in the State of Israel. 58 Nevertheless, unlike
Momigliano (and for our purpose also unlike George Steiner), Scholem
was able not only to open a new field of research but also to establish a
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whole school of research, given the critical mass and the unexpected
relevance of his chosen field for a broader audience, first in Israel and
more recently abroad.
Last but not least: the most important divergence between the two
scholars is a phenomenological one. Momigliano embraced a traditional
vision of Judaism with the study of Law at its centre, in a vein not so
different from that of Rabbi Ahimaatz, the first Jewish Italian historian.
Scholem was much more concerned with the drastic historical developments and subversive triggers, like Gnosticism and apocalypticism.P'' that
changed traditional Judaism into the much greater variety of religious
outlooks that is evident in the modern period. If Scholem the historian
was in search of changes in faith and history as they run together, for
Momigliano the changes are reduced to history, and the faith remains
part of a trans-historical sphere. Scholem, a scholar of mysticism, tuned
his ears after the Holocaust to the lessons of history. Momigliano, the
historian immersed in the Book of the Maccabees, preferred to listen to
the voice of the rabbinic tradition he had observed in his childhood,
long after the experience of the Holocaust and the establishment of the
State of Israel, as if these historical events had never taken place. Maybe
the true historian knows too well that there is not much to be learned
from them or from other historical events. However, in order to really
understand such a stance one would first have to become such a historian.
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