An Exchange of Letters between
Gershom Scholem and Judah Goldin

YAACOB DWECK

“Goldin may be said, indeed, to have been the first American scholar to
approach rabbinic literature, midrash in particular, as literature.”!

udah Goldin approached his scholarly correspondence with the same

literary cast of mind that he brought to rabbinics, as David Stern so
memorably wrote. A series of letters that Goldin and Gershom Scholem
exchanged during the summer of 1980 demonstrates how both scholars
used their written communication as a medium of rebuke as well as clari-
fication. Thus, the letters, which reveal two of the twentieth century’s
leading scholars of Jewish Studies discussing a third scholar of great stat-
ure—Harry Wolfson—are of both literary and historiographic interest.
Both Goldin and Scholem thought long and hard about what they wrote
to one another. Their exchanges support the conclusion that the Hebrew
letter, a crucial means of scholarly debate since the Haskalah, if not earlier,
continued to serve that purpose well into the modern era.

Over the course of a long career, Gershom Scholem wrote in many
genres. His book reviews, however, were relatively few. After a flurry of
largely scathing reviews in his early years, Scholem tended to write in
seemingly every other genre—the article, the monograph, the catalogue,
the survey, the encyclopedia entry, the published letter —except the book
review. Moreover, he repeatedly turned down requests to review books in
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academic and nonacademic venues. Thus, it was somewhat out of the
ordinary when in 1979 he published a review in the Times Literary Supple-
ment of Leo Schwarz’s Wolfson of Harvard: Portrait of a Scholar? When the
book appeared in print, both the book’s author and its subject, Harry
Austryn Wolfson, had already died.* Scholem’s review was sharp. He
chastised Wolfson as someone who “hankered after gentile praise,” and
criticized Schwarz for failing to mention, much less engage with, the work
of Wolfson’s (and Scholem’s) contemporary Leo Strauss. The matter
would have likely ended there. An uncharitable review by a scholar in the
pages of a magazine—except Judah Goldin would have none of it.

Scholem was at the height of his scholarly fame when he wrote the
review. He held court in Jerusalem, where he regularly received American
visitors, some of whom were scholars and others who were writers and
intellectuals. Nevertheless, Goldin took Scholem to task. With the excep-
tion of a carefully phrased dissent by Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi in his study
of Isaac Cardoso and a trenchant footnote in an article by Leon Wieseltier
on Leopold Zunz, Goldin was the only American who dared criticize
Scholem in public and in English.*

The matter of language was not trivial. Nearly twenty years earlier, in
the late 1950s, at least four of Scholem’s colleagues had had the temerity to
criticize him: Barukh Kurzweil, R. J. Z. Werblowsky, Isaiah Tishby, and
Isaiah Sonne. Some, like Kurzweil, had done so in a newspaper, while
others like Werblowsky and Tishby, had done so in the pages of periodi-
cals, and still others like Sonne, had reserved his rebuke for the chapters of
an annual® These debates—about the theological foundations of
Scholem’s work and about his interpretation of Jewish messianism as it
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manifested itself in Sabbatianism and Hasidism —are part and parcel of
the study of Jewish mysticism. They have attracted a substantial amount
of commentary in their own right and repay repeated reading. The crucial
point is that these debates took place in Hebrew and were largely unknown
beyond the confines of the academy or the Hebrew reading public.

The version of Scholem available to English readers—both in his own
writings and in those by others about him —differed markedly from the
Hebrew works. Rather than cast himself as a scholar who worked along-
side and among many other scholars, Scholem presented himself as a sol-
itary heretic who wrote against the grain.° Moreover, he actively
encouraged a whole array of intellectuals and scholars to fashion their
portraits of him in a similar manner. In their reviews, profiles, and inter-
views, American intellectuals such as Harold Bloom, George Steiner, and
Cynthia Ozick wrote admiringly and uncritically about Scholem.” The
very same month that Scholem and Goldin engaged in their exchange
about Harry Wolfson, Cynthia Ozick had written to Scholem after a visit
in Jerusalem: “The pinnacle of our time abroad was the supernal hours
spent with you and Mrs. Scholem.... Having been appointed Ambassador
by you, I have now fulfilled my tasks.” She then went on to detail the var-
ious errands she had performed as his publicist in New York upon her
return from Jerusalem.®

At the time Scholem was in his early eighties. A version of his auto-
biography, Von Berlin nach Jerusalem, was about to appear in English, and
the first book-length study about him, David Biale’s Gershom Scholem: Kab-
balah and Counter-History, had just appeared. In a review of the English
translation of the autobiography, From Berlin to Jerusalem, Arnaldo Momi-
gliano described Gershom Scholem: Kabbalah and Counter-History as only a
confirmation “of how remote most American Jews now are from nine-
teenth-century trends of German thought.” ° When Biale objected,
Momgiliano responded: “Professor Biale should really not confuse me
with Herodotus nor himself with Scholem.”*
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This was the milieu that Judah Goldin entered when he published his
own review of Schwarz’s biography in The American Scholar."'' From their
extant correspondence, it appears that Goldin and Scholem enjoyed a
friendly if not particularly close relationship in the decades prior to this
exchange.'? Scholem was nearly two decades older than Goldin, and they
studied adjacent but different periods. Both men, however, had an abid-
ing interest in literature. And, as was the case with few other scholars of
Jewish studies over the course of the past century, their scholarship had a
literary quality to it.

Goldin’s review, whose title “On the Sleuth of Slobodka and the Cor-
tez of Kabbalah,” made it clear that it was an explicit response to the
review in the Times Literary Supplement, took Scholem to task on several
counts. Goldin took umbrage at the fact that Scholem had singled out
Wolfson for chasing after the accolades of gentiles. Goldin, who had lived
and worked in the American university system for almost all of his adult
life, spoke about the subject with frightening honesty. He made clear that
it was hardly only Wolfson who hankered after gentile praise but every
Jewish scholar of a Jewish subject who worked in an American university.
Nor were Scholem and Goldin themselves, by implication, immune from
this longing. Goldin wrote that, as a young man, Wolfson had fallen in
love with American English, with philological rigor, and with Harvard
University. And he had dedicated his entire life to scholarship, the results
of which were nothing short of astonishing.

Scholem quipped about Wolfson that “there was always about him
something of the air of an unfinished individual, a personality who had
paid for his ambitions by sacrificing the fullness of life.”** Goldin roared
back:

Nor is it particularly instructive to be informed “of the air of an unfin-
ished individual” of paying “for his ambitions by sacrificing the fullness
of life,” (is there another form of payment?), every word of which is true.
Who is a finished individual? The man who never marries but devotes
his whole long life to creative study and teaching is doubtless unfinished.
How about the man who marries a madwoman and in humiliation scur-
ries to collect a hundred rabbinical signatures to be granted release to
remarry, yet all the time produces important papers? Or the man who
has no children? Or the scientist who can no longer satisfy even his mis-
tress? Or the lady classicist who has never married because she has been
too busy classifying artifacts from excavations? Everyone is unfinished,
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and very likely everyone is saved from insanity or meangingless exis-
tence by being fragmentary, being consumed by the work he gives him-
self over to—which is to our profit also.*

Scholem concluded his review with a story about Wolfson delivering
a talk at the Harvard Chapel. After showing him the short printed text,
Wolfson asked Scholem, “”What do you think I like best about this piece?’
I [Scholem] must have looked helpless. He [Wolfson] said triumphantly:
“You see, nobody will ever know whether I believe anything or not.””"* To
this Goldin had responded in a somewhat jocular tone, “the tableau and
comment with which Scholem ends his review are virtually a confronta-
tion between the Litvak and the Yekke: both failed to understand one
another, since the one was being witty and the other did not have a sense
of humor.”'® As it emerges in the exchange of letters, Scholem was less
than thrilled about being called a Yekke without a sense of humor in pub-
lic. In his response Goldin took great pains to assure Scholem that he had
not used the word Yekke as a slur.

Perhaps more than the substance and severity of Goldin’s response,
perhaps even more than being called a Yekke in front of the gentiles in the
pages of The American Scholar, Scholem took great offense at the title of
Goldin’s article. In one sense, it is possible to read Scholem’s letter to Gol-
din as simply a demand along the lines of: how dare you compare me to
Cortés? He was a conquistador, and I am a scholar. Even in 1980, only two
years after the publication of Orientalism and well before the subaltern
studies collective had transformed the historical study of empire, the
name Cortés amounted to an epithet. But Goldin was not cowed, either by
a phone conversation that he had had with Scholem before he published
the review in The American Scholar or by Scholem’s letter. He answered
Scholem in one of the most effective ways a scholar can respond in the
heat of controversy: Are you telling me you didn’t get the reference? He then
proceeded to use the most brutal weapon a scholar can deploy—conde-
scension—and gave Scholem a basic lesson in the history of English liter-
ature and explained that the name Cortés was nothing other than a
reference to a line in a poem by John Keats, “On First Looking into Chap-
man’s Homer.”
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9 July 1980

Dear Friend,

Yesterday I received the issue of The American Scholar, in which appeared
your response to what I wrote in the TLS. Unfortunately I cannot agree
to a single one of your criticisms and judgements directed at me, or to
your defense of Leo Schwarz, who wrote a very mediocre book, which,
in my review, I tried to treat charitably. The two of us clearly differ in our
assessment of this book, and, to a certain degree as well, in our assess-
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ment of its subject. You are free to think what you like about—but to
call me the Cortez of Kabbalah, and specifically Cortez with all that is
implied in that name!—you are also free not to take seriously a sentence
I wrote in all seriousness and with great precision; all of this pains me
(without a doubt) but doesn’t change my affection. I learned from you
that I am a Yekke with no sense of humor, and this judgment is certainly
yours to make.

I (and I am not alone in this!!) heard several times from Wolfson the bit-
ter complaints about his dealings not with the Kalam, his Vietnam, but
with Harvard University, and his words are etched in my mind, but I
restrained myself from quoting them. But this was no quip, just as what
I had said about his sermon was not a quip. But what is there to argue
about here?

With all good wishes,
Gershom Scholem

Wednesday, July 30, 1980

Dear Professor Scholem,

In the summer months, I only come to the university on rare occasions,
and even then only to check something in the library. But when I happen
to be there I stop by the departmental office, where the mailboxes are
located. And two days ago I discovered your letter from the 9" of July
amongst a pile of correspondence. I read your letter immediately, and
when I returned home, I first turned to the other letters before reading
yours a second, and then a third time, because your words are of the
utmost importance to me.

I have no doubt that the two of us will not change our opinions, either
about Schwarz’s book or about Wolfson because our approaches are so
decidedly different. You judged Schwarz’s book in the context of articles
by several scholars I knew, and those articles are not mediocre but weak,
in my opinion, in their language, their style and their philosophy; and
about the book you intentionally said (which is true) that it is “gracious,
intelligent, clean,” and that it is not one of the great biographies in the
world of literature, and so on. I agree with the evaluation “clean” and
so on, and I have not come to question your evaluation. Even in our tele-
phone conversation when you said to me don’t write with “bitterness,”
I said to you that I had not responded in that spirit, but that I disagreed
with your worldview. But I don’t think this is the crucial issue right now,
and moreover, even with regard to Wolfson, I don’t have any informa-
tion that would lead me to change my mind about him. What I knew and
felt myself, I said explicitly since I was not one of his students or in his
inner circle. (Later on, in old age, he wrote me two or three short letters
which I was happy to receive.) But it would be a great exaggeration to say
that I was close to him or to those that he drew near to himself. I never
heard him complain about Harvard, to the contrary! But this doesn’t con-
tradict what you write about the bitter complaints he shared with you.
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(Perhaps, sometimes he was happy at Harvard, and at other times, not.
This is a common phenomenon with institutions among many Professors
I know —criticism outside, praise inside. And also the opposite!)

Let me respond specifically to two points. 1) When I wrote that Scholem
was a Yekke without a sense of humor, I was responding to the “tableau”
that you, not me, had evoked in the last line of your review. With this in
mind, an image occurred to me at the conclusion. Is this really the last
word on Wolfson? The impression I got from your letter is that it was not
only “without a sense of humor” but also that the word Yekke contained
a hint of mockery. I telephoned two friends of mine who are of German
origin and who I openly call Yekke, and I simply asked them is the word
Yekke a slur. The first answered laughingly, “Judah, don’t be silly.” The
second said, not necessarily, “it all depends on the tone of voice.”

And since you know full well and I know that I do not take your honor
lightly (to put it mildly!), and I wrote what I wrote about you not out of
any frivolity, nonetheless it aggrieves me that  have caused you pain. But
in no way, shape, or form was my goal to cause humiliation or suffering,
the same way I never would simply and suddenly call Wolfson a Litvak
(did I subconsciously think something “even more extreme” —this I con-
sider only now) so too I would never have suddenly said without any
reason “a Yekke without a sense of humor” about Scholem. Obviously,
intention is one thing and the nature of the act another, and so I looked
in Uriel Weinrich’s Yiddish-English Dictionary, and I copy his definition
precisely: Yekke, der — German Jew (hum.). For the record, my instinct did
not mislead me. There was not even a trace of an affront in what I had
thought.

2) Cortez—1I specifically chose this name for the title of my article so as
to indicate from the outset my admiration for the great man with whom
I intended to argue. Do you not recognize the source of the name? I am
surprised. You have heard of John Keats. And I am also certain that you
have heard about his sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer.”
I am going to cease writing by hand in order to type up the lines that
leapt into my head when it came time for me to give a title to my article
(Keats” mistake is one of the most celebrated).

... Till T heard Chapman speak out loud and bold
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies

When a new planet swims into his ken;
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes

He stared at the Pacific—and all his men
Look’d at each other with a wild surmise—

Silent, upon a peak in Darien.

Like exile, this letter is long. At first I did not know (and even now I do
not know) if you are expecting an answer, or if you will be pleased with
this. I said (and I hope I am not mistaken) maybe Professor Scholem will
think I am not paying attention to what he said. I did not begin this let-
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ter without reviewing your article in the TLS and mine in The American
Scholar and your letter. I have devoted time to your accusations. I never
thought that I had written disrespectfully, and it seems that I too deserve
the benefit of the doubt.

With all the best blessings for your every wish,
Judah Goldin
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