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Walter Benjamin, Gershom Scholem and the stones of Sinai
In the summer of 1937, Gershom Scholem began planning his trip from Jerusalem to New York to deliver the lectures that would become his classic history, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. Among his first priorities - more pressing than visiting his mother or even the Bibliotheque Nationale - was arranging a meeting in Paris with Walter Benjamin, whom he had not seen in a decade. 
Benjamin was not only his best friend, he was a thinker for whom Scholem held extraordinary, probably impossible hopes. Three years later, Scholem would dedicate Major Trends to Benjamin’s memory, but that was an act of disappointment as well as of mourning.
Five years earlier, when Scholem had returned to Europe to treasure-hunt for Kabbalistic manuscripts (in Rome, Cambridge and Berlin), their plans for a meeting had misfired. Or perhaps Benjamin, who was at a loose end and depressed almost to the point of suicide, couldn’t face his forceful, fanatically driven friend and deliberately scuttled the plans. “Oh, dear Gerhard”, Benjamin wrote on February 28, 1932, “today I noticed to my horror that you are planning to leave on the twelfth and that your letter has been lying here for almost two months . . . .”
There had been another reason to avoid that meeting. The last time they had seen each other, Scholem had introduced Benjamin to Judah Magnes, the President of the Hebrew University. At Scholem’s urging, Benjamin delivered an inspired account of how his philosophical reflections on translation, his study of Goethe and Holderlin and his interest in Judaism, had led him to the conviction that he must immerse himself in the Hebrew language and its texts. He would, given the funding, go to Jerusalem, study Hebrew and become a Jewish philosopher-critic. Magnes was taken with Benjamin, and authorized immediate payment for such a trip. Despite year after year of desultory planning and promising, however, the closest Benjamin ever came to fulfilling his part of the deal was to hire a tutor and carry a Hebrew primer around Berlin with him for a couple of weeks. Scholem was furious. Not only had he wanted a Jerusalem reprise of their student days, in which he would now take the intellectual lead, he really believed that Benjamin could be the great Jewish philosopher critic who would redeem fragments of lost Kabbalistic doctrine in a distinctively modern idiom.
In these years, Benjamin sometimes spoke as if he had in fact already done just that. He inscribed a copy of his first book, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, “to Gerhard Scholem, donated to the Ultima Thule of his Kabbalistic library”. Scholem wondered at the inscription until the end of his life. Benjamin told Adorno and others that only someone who knew Kabbala could understand his book’s “Epistemo-Critical Prologue”. It should, however, be remembered that Benjamin was always a bluff artist. “Kabbala” had been a synonym for esoterica in Europe since at least the seventeenth century, and Ultima Thule was a medieval “kingdom” that never actually existed. In 1935, Scholem sent his friend a copy of his little book of translations from the Zohar, the medieval classic of Jewish mysticism. Benjamin responded, “There can be no question of my reading the book - with the exception of your foreword - from beginning to end”, though he did go on to speak appreciatively of the Zohar’s doctrine that words were “the deposits of cosmic connections”. Benjamin took this idea from Scholem’s first selected passage, on the creation of the world through divine language, an idea to which we shall return. The book itself was a little over 100 pages long.
Nonetheless, Benjamin’s ideas of language as divine and history as containing the seeds of both apocalypse and redemption, his fondness for theological metaphors, and, of course, his deep friendship with Scholem, have led many commentators on Benjamin to speculate on the Kabbalistic origins of his thought. Such speculations do not carry conviction. After all, Scholem was disappointed in Benjamin precisely because he had not really encountered pre modern Jewish literary traditions. Benjamin scholars have sometimes been fooled by the resemblances between Scholem’s accounts of Jewish mysticism (of which they have little first-hand knowledge) and Benjamin’s ideas. But a better question is this: did Benjamin ever adapt an idea or image directly from a Jewish mystical text for his own distinctive purposes?
In the epistolary exchanges over Franz Kafka with which the two scholars patched up their friendship in the mid-1930s, Scholem repeatedly urged Benjamin to read Kafka’s stories and parables in a Jewish theological light. For Scholem, they depicted a world in which revelation was absolutely necessary but impossible, a kind of “secret law”. In a long poem entitled “With a Copy of Kafka’s Trial” and appended to a 1934 letter to Benjamin, he wrote:

This is the sole ray of revelation In an Age that disavowed you Entitled only to experience 
you In the shape of your negation.
Kafka’s texts were, Scholem wrote elsewhere, “a secular statement of the Kabbalistic world-feeling in a modern spirit”, and accordingly he gave seminars on The Trial to aspiring historians of religion at the Hebrew University. But Benjamin was the only critic whom he thought capable of producing a commentary worthy of Kafka’s texts - if only he would stop sabotaging himself with hopeless love affairs, incoherent Communism and endless dithering.
By 1937, none of their personal or intellectual differences had been resolved, but Benjamin and Scholem were nonetheless eager to see each other. After some haggling over the dates, they arranged to meet for a few days in February of 1938 in Paris. It did not go well. Benjamin refused to condemn, or even speak about, the Moscow show trials; Scholem hated Brecht’s recent Threepenny Novel (a novelization of the opera), and was less than enthusiastic about Benjamin’s new essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”. In his memoir, Walter Benjamin: The story of a friendship, Scholem wrote, “I attacked his use of the concept of aura which he had employed in an entirely different sense for many years and was now placing in what I considered a pseudo-Marxist context”. Where, before, Benjamin had written of the aura as the unique, almost holy presence of an unreplicable work of art, now he was looking forward to its disappearance as a mystifying haze produced by bourgeois capitalism. And yet, there was also an elegiac tone to Benjamin’s writing that still mourned this passing as the last remnant of cult and ritual. Scholem accused Benjamin of “sneaking in metaphysical insights into a framework unsuited to them”, and argued (as have others since) that there was no compelling connection between his evocation of the aura and his idea of film as the proletarian art form of the future. Benjamin replied that “the Revolution” would show the connection between the two. Scholem, an anarcho-Zionist party of one, was not impressed.
He was even more upset by Benjamin’s new ideas about language. They had once shared the metaphysical view that names, or at least true names, were to be distinguished from mere words, because they expressed the being of their bearers. In another now- celebrated essay, Benjamin had argued that this divine ur-language could be glimpsed in the act of translation from one language to another. Scholem found intimations of the same idea in Kabbalistic theories of revelation and the creative potency of the Hebrew language. But now Benjamin was insisting that language be demystified and understood as essentially political.
In his memoir, Scholem quotes Benjamin as saying, “I don’t understand you. You were the one who so highly commended Scheerbart . . . . And now that I commend Brecht to your attention, who is completing what Scheerbart started - namely the writing of a totally unmagical language, a language cleansed of all magic - you show no interest!”. Scholem replied that Scheerbart (a quirky Expressionist) had a sense of the infinite, to which Benjamin replied, “What matters is not infinity but the elimination of magic”. Scholem protested. What about his essays on language and translation, whose ideas were “developed further in the preface to his book on tragic drama”? Benjamin’s recent essay “On the Mimetic Faculty” had tried to give some content to the idea that “Every word . . . is onomatopoeic” with the mysterious idea that names and their referents shared a “non-sensuous similarity”. Benjamin admitted the contradiction, but was unmoved. At one point, he replied by reciting Brecht’s sonnet “On Dante’s Poems about Beatrice” to Scholem. In John Willett’s translation of the published version, the first stanza reads:

Even today, above the dusty vault 


In which she lies, whom he could never have 


Although he dogged her footsteps like a slave 


Her name’s enough to bring us to a halt.
But Benjamin recited the unpublished version, in which the last word of the second line was not haben (have), but ficken (fuck). Forty years later, Scholem still remembered the unmagical shock of the moment. He spoke, Scholem wrote, “with perfect nonchalance, as though it contained the most commonly used word, but looking me full in the face while doing so”. They came together again over Kafka and even discussed another scheme to get Benjamin to Jerusalem, but it resulted in failure. After the visit, they continued to correspond, but they also managed to miss each other on Scholem’s return voyage. Two years later, Benjamin committed suicide at the French-Spanish border after the Spanish border police refused to accept his papers.
The next year, Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism was published. Its dedication page reads, “To the memory of Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), the friend of a lifetime whose genius united the insight of the Metaphysician, the interpretive power of the Critic and the erudition of the Scholar. Died at Port Bou (Spain) on his way to freedom”. Scholem’s book was a work of imaginative, painstaking historical reconstruction, but it ended on an almost prophetic note. In the last paragraph, Scholem wrote, “The story is not ended, it has not yet become history, and the secret life (Jewish mysticism) holds can break out tomorrow in you or in me”. But there were only two people in whom Scholem really believed that the “Kabbalistic world-feeling” had broken out, or at least might have: Franz Kafka and Walter Benjamin.
In their Paris argument, Scholem had been right to point to the “Epistemo Critical Prologue” to Benjamin’s book The Origin of German Tragic Drama, as the most important source for the linguistic mysticism that he seemed then to be abandoning. As George Steiner writes, the book expresses “a Jewish hallowing of the word, an almost tactile sense of the mystery of saying”. It was a book so idiosyncratic, densely brilliant and obscure that when Benjamin submitted it as his Habilitationsschrift at the University of Frankfurt, it ensured that he would never hold an academic position in Germany (though this became a moot point after 1933). In a key passage of the prologue, Benjamin wrote:

In empirical perception, in which words have become fragmented, they possess in addition 
to their more or less hidden, symbolic aspect an obvious profane meaning. It is the task of 
the philosopher to restore, by representation, the primacy of the symbolic character of the 
word, in which the idea is given in self- consciousness, and that is the opposite of all 
outwardly-directed communication. Since philosophy may not presume to speak in the 
tones of revelation, this can only be achieved by recalling in memory the primordial form of 
perception . . . . Ultimately, this is not the attitude of Plato, but the attitude of Adam, the 
father of the human race and the father of philosophy . . . . Ideas displayed, without 
intention, in the act of naming, must be renewed in philosophical contemplation.
Benjamin was a murky, suggestive thinker whose work has often been misconstrued by readers too committed to turning him into a philosopher. Nonetheless, there is something like a doctrine, if not perhaps an argument, expressed here: the act of philosophical criticism (like the act of translation) has the potential to uncover the symbolic meanings of language in its primal, pre-communicative form, in which it is made up entirely of true names: pure linguistic expressions of being. The philosophical contemplation that reveals this is, as it were, the human counterpart to divine revelation, in whose tones we, at least, “may not presume to speak”. In illustrating this idea, Benjamin did employ a Kabbalistic text, or at least what he thought was one, at a crucial point in the epistemological argument of his Prologue to The Origin of German Tragic Drama.
Benjamin, who revised and rewrote the essays that were most important to him continually, had cut the passage from the final version. It is retained, however, in the valuable Gesammelte Schriften, edited by Rolf Tiedeman. There, Benjamin recounts a story about the stones at the foot of Mount Sinai: “(The stones) have impressed upon them the pattern of a . . . tree (the burning bush) whose peculiar nature consists in the fact that it reproduces itself immediately on every single piece of stone that has broken off from a stone block, and this into infinity”. It is not impossible Benjamin had this missing passage in mind when he told Adorno that one would have to be a Kabbalist to understand his book, and when he wrote the tantalizing inscription on Scholem’s copy. It is certainly the case that his earlier draft of the Prologue was more forthrightly Jewish and theological in its concepts and concerns than the copy submitted to the faculty of the University of Frankfurt.
In any event, the image was deeply related to Benjamin’s ideas of language and knowledge. As Ernst Bloch once noted, Benjamin proceeded “as if the world were language”, and as if the only true language was divine. Moreover, in The Origin of German Tragic Drama, he had elaborated a peculiarly idealistic theory of the origin (Ursprung) of an idea or work of art. The true origin of an idea was, Benjamin taught, not to be identified with its historical emergence in some particular time and place, but rather with its essence as it might have been revealed at the moment of revelation or as it would be re established at the Messianic redemption. Looking back on the book a few years later, Benjamin wrote that his concept of the origin was really a “transposition” of Goethe’s idea of Urphenomenon - of a biological archetype which replicates itself endlessly in the morphological structure of an organism - “from the realm of nature to that of history”, and from the “pagan natural context” to the “Jewish historical context”. The image of the stones at Sinai was, then, an almost perfect expression of Benjamin’s ideas, and perhaps as close as Benjamin got to fulfilling Scholem’s hopes for him. For here we have Sinaitic revelation - the very origin of the “Jewish historical context” - in which divine language was supposed to have broken forth, literally impressing itself upon the world of the “pagan natural context”, the world of stones. In doing so, it endlessly reproduces an archetypal image, in which each fragment carries with it both the aura and the full meaning of the original revelation. This image, moreover, of a tree or bush was one that Goethe, author of the Metamorphosis of Plants, would have particularly appreciated. Only it was not a myth.
In the most extensive scholarly discussion of this passage, Beatrice Hanssen has referred to it as a “Kabbalistic myth”, though as Hanssen knows, Benjamin did not learn this bit of homiletical arcana from Scholem or any other Kabbalist. Nor, of course, did it “break out” in some more mysterious way. 
Nothing from the past broke out in Benjamin or Scholem (or will break out in you or in me) that was not acquired somewhere. In this case, Benjamin read the story of the stones of Sinai in the popular eighteenth-century Autobiography of Salomon Maimon.
Maimon (1753-1800) was an Eastern European Jew who, in a characteristic act of chutzpa, had renamed himself after his philosophical hero, the twelfth-century Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides, author of the classic of medieval rationalism, The Guide of the Perplexed. In 1790, Maimon wrote a brilliant commentary on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, which Kant himself praised (“none of my critics understood me and the main problems so well . . .”). Two years later Maimon wrote his autobiography, almost as personally frank as Rousseau’s and, in some ways, even odder. Among its oddities was Maimon’s decision to place a ten-chapter critical synopsis of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed close to the centre of the book. It is here (a section many readers skipped) that Benjamin found his passage, though he didn’t really understand, or perhaps care to understand, its real meaning.
In a strikingly naturalistic moment of The Guide, Maimonides glosses the biblical statement that the two tablets of the Law which Moses brought down from Mount Sinai were “the work of God” to mean only that they were natural objects in a divinely created world. They were God’s work merely in the sense in which He “planted” the cedars of Lebanon and all other trees. The two tablets of the Law were, argued Maimonides, entirely natural objects. The precise extent of Maimonides’s naturalism here is controversial, but it was pushed to the limit by a daring fourteenth-century commentator named Moses of Narbonne, whom Maimon quoted in his Autobiography:
The stones of the mountain are engraved with the image of a bush (the Hebrew for which is sneh) and therefore it is called Mount Sinai, on account of the (burning) bush which God revealed to Moses there. And one of the notables of Barcelona, a son of Ben Hasdai, brought me one of these stones and I saw the bush engraved upon it and this engraving is divine. I broke the stone into pieces and the bush reappeared on every piece, and I broke these pieces and the bush reappeared on the surface of every fragment. I did this many times and still the bush reappeared. And I wondered at this and rejoiced greatly for it was a way to understand the meaning of our master (Maimonidies).
That is to say, the two stone tablets were the work of God in precisely the sense that every stone, tree and other natural object is the work of God. They were inscribed, as the Bible has it elsewhere, “with the finger of God”, in the sense that they were remarkably marked rocks. Moses of Narbonne, who in some respects anticipated Baruch Spinoza in his disenchanted naturalism, was making a point diametrically opposed to that of Walter Benjamin. Not only was the natural world not to be understood as divine language, the divinely inscribed tablets of Moses should be understood as merely natural. The origin of Benjamin’s stones was indeed in a medieval Hebrew text, but one he completely misunderstood. It was not a “Kabbalistic myth”, it was an anti mystical anecdote.
But what of the stones themselves? Although Benjamin had once remarked to Scholem that “a philosophy that does not include the possibility of soothsaying from coffee-grounds . . . cannot be a true philosophy”, he seems to have thought of these stones of Sinai in entirely literary terms, never as rocks. 
And yet, if Moses of Narbonne is to be believed, this is not a mythic text about divine language and the natural world; it is, in the first place, an anecdote about actual rocks, geological marvels. Were there such stones? And where would this Jewish notable of the Hasdai family have got them? The question becomes sharper when one realizes that the rabbinic tradition disavows and actively discourages any knowledge of the location of Sinai, perhaps because the mountain was associated with pre-Israelite worship. In any case, although Jews travelled to and from Jerusalem throughout the medieval period, and there were even claims by some Jewish travellers to have visited places with as much reality as Ultima Thule, no Jew ever claimed to have visited Sinai.
But medieval Christians did. There had been a monastery at the base of Jebel Musa, identified as Mount Sinai, since the fourth century. Later, in the ninth century, it became associated with Saint Catherine of Alexandria. So Moses of Narbonne’s distinguished friend must have received the stones from a Christian pilgrim who had brought them back with him from Saint Catherine’s Monastery. If this is the case, then it is perhaps the only instance of a Jewish Christian trade in sacred relics, a shared sense that these stones carried with them an aura of holiness.
For there really were (and are) such stones at Mount Sinai, or at least at Jebel Musa. These “burning-bush stones” were prized by medieval Christian pilgrims, discussed and drawn by Early Modern Orientalists and biblical scholars and even enjoyed a brief vogue in ultra-Orthodox Jewish circles in the 1970s and 80s, though Rabbi Moses Feinstein, the leading authority of that world, was unimpressed. The presence of such stones at Sinai had been discussed as early as the thirteenth century by an Arab geographer named Ibn Yaqut, who, like Moses of Narbonne a century later, linked the geological phenomenon with the etymological tradition that “Sinai” meant tree or bush. Paul Maiberger, a German biblical scholar, published Ibn Yaqut’s text in a little-read (but conventionally successful) Habilitationsschrift in 1984, and went on to speculate that it may have been precisely the presence of such stones that helped originally to make Sinai a holy site.
The rocks themselves are what geologists sometimes call pseudo-fossils, because they seem to reproduce the image of a plant so clearly. In fact, the dendrite markings are the result of manganese crystallization in the cracks of the granite. When the granite is broken it naturally tends to break along these cracks, thus exposing further tree- or bush-like markings, though not ad infinitum, as Narboni claimed, and as Maimon (thinking, as it happens, of the theories of his acquaintance Goethe) and after him Benjamin, had been happy to accept.
Gershom Scholem believed that the subterranean tradition of Jewish mysticism might truly burst forth in the work of his friend Walter Benjamin, and he was constantly urging him to read in this tradition and make it his own. Their briefly shared plan for Benjamin to learn Hebrew had not been just another proposal for a paid holiday for a struggling intellectual; it had been an almost Messianic scheme to bring Benjamin into contact with the very language of revelation. The first draft of Benjamin’s Prologue to The Origin of German Tragic Drama, with its talk of Adamic language, redemptive interpretation and the miraculous stones of Sinai was perhaps as close as Benjamin ever came to fulfilling Scholem’s hopes for him. But the stones were not, as it turns out, the stuff of Kabbalistic myth; and Scholem (who might have told him so) probably never read that draft.
If Walter Benjamin had emigrated to Jerusalem in the 1930s (a lost possibility which Gershom Scholem spent the rest of his life mourning), he could, albeit with difficulty, even have visited Saint Catherine’s Monastery and seen the stones of Sinai. Saint Catherine of Alexandria, who may never have existed, is, incidentally, the patron saint of philosophers and theologians.
