Prefatory Note

“The dream is the reawakening of the interminable.”

—Maurice Blanchot, The Space aff_jremmrel

Mfchelangelo matters. In a recent essay for Commentary, the
Renaissance scholar Theodore K. Rabb made this passionate point,
explaining Michelangelo’s significance to our age.” The present book
is an exploration into why Michelangelo matters to modern Jewish
thought. It encompasses the period from the early nineteenth to the
ea[’[y twentieth centuries, focusfng, with some exceptions, on the Ger-
man Jewish cultural context; but it is not, by any means, a book about
Miche[angelo. What is before you, rather, is an essay about Jewish imag-
ination, about Jewish “dreaming” and dream work, about Jewish affini-
ties and self-expression. It is a book primarily about German Judaism
lool{ing beyc-nd German Judaism, an inquiry into elective af:ﬁniry and
cultural love as forms of self-creation. Thus, even ifinspired by the Jew-
ish reception of Mic.helangelo's works, this study is no reception history
in the strict sense of the term. In fact, L‘re::e}_}ti-sn" may nhot even be the
correct concept for what this book seeks to accomplish. It is not the Jew-
ish reception of Michelangelo that interests me but the Jewish confron-
tation: Not the response, but the calling forth.

Nor is this book, despite its intimate conversation with culture, a
culrural hisrory. Culture, that vast receptacle of Jewish reorientation in
the modern period, can act only as a transitory concept for our study, a
concept that thought needs to traverse, work through, in order to arrive
at itself. Indeed, Jewish culture and material identity are often portrayed
in opposition to practices of Jewish thought, while the history of thoughr
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and “ideas” has fallen, in recent times, into c[isrepure. I have no inten-
tion of rehabilitating intellectual history as a history “merely” of ideas.
But I see, for the purpose of this bool’s argument, culture and material
identiry as leading into thc-ught; I see rhought as emerging from the
encounter with the material world, from mking on its own “marerialiry”;
I see ideas in their impure forms.?

Nor, for that matter, is the present study a history of art. Art his-
tory is its own discipline, to which Dreaming anir:ﬁefamgw'a could not
claim to be[c-ng. If I write of art, then it is only through the screen of
literature, through selfreflections of the beholders. Thus, the subject of
Jewish artists inspired by and responding to the works of Michelangelo,
which, if it is not a matter of mere “influence,” must itself be a substan-
tial field of inquiry, did not enter this stud.y, for it would require the turn
to another dfsdpline, another discourse and, most likely, a study of its
own.*

Nor, ﬁna[ly, can this ,srur:lj,r measure up to the otherwise cognate
field of German literature and culture. To be sure, its historical backc].rop
is German Judaism and its material is borrowed from the wells of Ger-
man and German Jewish literature. Yet, it is not true to a particularly
“(German” angle, nor can it aspire to accc-mplish what a goc-c[ Crermanist
would undoubtedly achieve: an encompassing digest of German Jew-
ish literary reflection on the Italian experience and its fascination with
Michelangelo. Indeed, what I can offer is but a truncated version of a
phenc-menc-n, which, to any student of modern German literature, was
far more pervasive than these pages can possibly convey. Franz Kafka's
travel diaries berween 1910 and 1912, Karl Wolfskehl!’s letters from his
Italian exile between 1933 and 1938, Rudolf Borchardt’s vignettes on Ital-
ian cities, or Walter Benjamin’s Italian journey of 1912 are only a few of
the canonical texts the student of modern German literature could not
afford to miss.” But this study is less concerned with canons than with
exemplary patterns. It acknowledges no more than that there existed,
as we shall see, a Jewish tradition of Ita[y travel, just as there existed a
similar German tradition, reading texts only as rhey exemp[ify, epito-
mize, and variegate the origins and meanings of that tradition. Thus,
like any synthetic book, Dreaming ﬂsz'cfiefamge:’a is driven into the
dilemma of omission, into an economy of texts, which reveals, in turn,
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the direction of its argument; a direction that cuts through literature, as
it cuts through culture, without lingerfhg where other dfsciplines must
offer a fuller account. Italy may be this book’s context and Michelangelo
its text, but rhey are not its proper theme. I write as little “about” litera-

ture as [ write about art.

2

What sort of study, then, is the present book? For a generation of
1nrerd.iscip1inary scholars, such a question may sound moot, if not inde-
cent. As the boundaries of discip[ines vanish, so does our apperception
of the historical world. We speak tod:ly of borderlands, perfphery, junc-
tions, and hybrfdiry to capture this new historical comp[exiry.f‘ Diream-
ing .::-f Micfaefngefa quietl}' engenders these CONCepTs, raking them for
granted not because of its nervous passion for new trends, but because
its subje::t presupposes them, and because its discfpline is accustomed
to functionfng,
of different, often conrradictory discourses.” Intellectual hisrory, in

as Martin Jay once put it, “at the shifting intersection

Jay’s undersranding, navigates a field of conﬂicring forces, eminent to
the afterlife of past ideas as they appear in the “rangled skein of mis-
reading and misappropriations that characterize the afterlife of any idea
and cultural creation.”” The afterlife and ever new and unpredictable
constellations of ideas constitute, for Jay, the history of thc-ughr, which,
“inevitab[y attuned to recent historical trends,” also “distrusts historical
approaches that feign indifference to current theoretical disputes.”

But it is not rnerely the attentiveness to utl’lEDI‘y”—ﬂ given, surely,
to most historians today—that determines the intellectual historian’s
craft. Ideas or, as Dominick LaCapra writes, “texts’ in a broader sense
do not only emerge from contexts but are able to reshape them, to
rethink, even “disorient” them.” A text, LaCapra argues, encompasses
a “transhistorical dimension” that both derives from and deconstructs
historical “immanence.” It offers, as phﬂosoph}r and art, a dimension of
“transcendence,” which relates, because it endures, historical experience
to the “problematic constellation or more or less changing configuration
of subject posirions” we call tticl.er1‘|:1't],f.”'c' Originating, then, in the lived
life of the “intellectual,” intellectual history accepts the simultaneous,
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“unhistorical,” presence of ideas and their essential impurity, yet also
their need for distinction and resistance to temporal abstraction and
universalfty. Unlike histoty in the proper sense of the trade, intellec-
tual histc-ty, in LaCapra’s understanding, is less reconstructive than it
is dialogical, a “conversation with the past” that becomes “performa-
tive” and, in Bakhtin’s sense, LLhetet'n:)gl-:mssic:,” for it must engage, or “dia-
logize,” multiple voices at once.'! Bakhtin himself speak.s of a theme's
uC[isper,si-:'n into the rivulets and d_roplets of social heteroglossia,” which
resists purely monolc-gic documentation demanc[ing, instead, a constant
vigilance of voices and an act of response.'” Because ideas themselves are
never uttered in indicative speech but always in a subjunctive respond-
ing to reality and putting into question, the intellectual historian can-
not reconstruct them as past events but only through their continuous
“interillumination” (Bakhtin). Thus ideas cannot have an “afterlife” in
the strict sense; nor can they be explained from the context of the intel-
lectual alone. Rather, they are, as dialogues and contestations, always
re-created and renewed. Bur this renewal also means that intellecrual
history is a discipline whose method is always reshaped by its own sub-
ject. Thought, ideas, texts, participate in their historical reiteration,
and intellectual history is, in this respect, thought self-aware of its own

genea ].Clg}".

Who are the “intellectuals” in intellectual history? In a canonical
essay on the “Jewish intellectual,” Paul Mendes-Flohr argued that intel-
lectuals in general, and the Jewish intellectual in pafticulat, constitute
cognitive insiders articulating, by virtue of being simultaneous outsiders,
axionormative dissent.'® The intellectual, in other words, is defined by
a cognitive and, as it were, “existential” in-between, or ambivalence and
loneliness, as Zygmunt Bauman put it, which enables, but also demands,
a process of constant reorientation.'* Indeed, Erich Auerbach, writing
from his Istanbul exile, identified the modern human condition as the
“problem of man’s self-orientation” and “task to create for himself a place
to be at home without fixed points of existence,” a task the intellectual,
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perhaps even already in ancient times, relives at any moment of thought
dissenting from the fixities of life.” Intellectuals are “dissenters,” not
because they think against mainstream or common sense, but because
rhey inhabit a space of simultaneous boundlessness and demarcation, a
place historically epitom'lzed, though, of course, not so[ely occupied, by
the Jewish intellectual. “I assume,” writes Mendes-Flohr, “the funda-
mental or ultimate boundary of the Jewish intellectual to be that demar-
cating of:space—rhe cognitive, cultural, and social space—in which his
or her primordial identity as a Jew appertains, and the realm in which
another more universal {or at least what is construed to be universal)
identity pre'\.rai[s.”16 Thus dissent becomes a function of a certain liminal
position, of a spiritual borderland, defined by both its demarcation and
permeabﬂity; and thus dissent directs itself both inward and ourward,
toward the “inside” and “outside” of the demarcated, in which the pro-
test against one is the affirmation of the other.

We find, among countless examples, this particular ambivalence
expressed in the Zionist thinker Walter Goldstein, who, writing of such
intellectuals as Hermann Cohen and Martin Buber in 1942, noted what
seemed self-evident to his contemporaries: that “in their minds every-
rhing resonated, everything that came from an alien source, whether
Goethe or Mozart, Bach or Schiller, Lessing and, of course, time and
again, Immanuel Kant.™ For Goldstein, whose Jewish universe resred
upon three conrrad_ictory pil[ars, Buber, Cohen, and Herzl, the meaning
of exile, Golah, was indeed to “absorb the alien and learn from it—but
to learn from it ﬁ;r w5, for our own }_:31_11“13-:353.”18 What Goldstein gleaned
from the retrospective vantage point of a failed—or never existent—
German Jewish “symbiosis” and, as he wrote, “unhappy love of Europe,”
was a theory neither of assimilation nor of mere “borrowing” or spiri-
tual appropriation. The distinction between in etgener Sache, “for us,”
and “alien sources” (dar Fremde), which, nonetheless, are “for us” and
thus not entire[y fc-reign, should be read, rather, as the trace of an invis-
ible line of limitation, a boundary drawn with the ethereal ﬁnger of the
mind on the virtual, endless[y circuitous, map of thought, a map precar-
iously suspended between the horizon of ideas and what Mendes-Flohr
called “primordial identity.” Within and despite the Jewish intellectual’s
mental and cultural universality, across and against the boundlessness of
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the ideal world of ideas, beyond and because of the dynamics of cultural
love, there remained a faint[y affirmed “for us"—the abﬂity and neces-
sity to articulate something resembling selfhood: the awareness of things
“alien,” yet the simultaneous embracing of precisely these “alien” sources,
an attitude we might describe as xenophi[ia, an eroticism of the “fc-reign”
not for its exoticism but ﬁsﬁfmﬂiar. The process of acculturation, then,
which naturally defined the Jewish encounter with modernity, must be
viewed, as Steven Aschheim wrote of the “German-Jewish Parnassus,”
as a drama between the “possibility and limits of assimilation and cul-
tural activity in genera[,” a drama of ever shiftfng, yet never mnishing,
boundaries, which produced, as Aschheim continues, a variety of “dis-
courses of ‘essences, of visible and hidden external and internal charac-
teristics of such Jewishness, the inward and outward manifestations of
an elusive but powerful Jewish being and “spirit,” which assimilation in
the last analysis could neither repress nor dissolve.”"” To delineate this
interminable space of selfhood, to trace this residue, the dissent of being,
may be the disciplinary justification of intellectual history as a form of
history. It may justify the focus on “intellectuals”—not, to be sure, as
particulafly trustworthy, much less superior, representatives of an his-
torical period, but as interspersed instances of a period_'s self-reflection
and imaginative horizons.

Intellectual history, more perhaps, than histot'y itself, is always a
histoty of the present, Gegenwartsgerfﬁicbte, for it knows no historical
events but the life of the mind as being simultaneously engaged with and
disengaged from the life of histc-ty. It synchrc-nizes, even anachronizes,
what history must l{eep in order. This does not render it, to use a favorite
term of recent theory, “radical.” To the contrary, intellectual history, to
this author at least, listens more than it narrates. [t retreats before strong,
methods and lives in great insecurity. At once permeating and contami-
nated by time, its events are “ideas.” But these ideas lack the author-
ity of origin and authenticity, for the],r become events on[y by being in
dia[c-gue with, or by ec-nfronting, the historical world through restless
mutual constitution. [n these dialogues and confrontations, in the in-
betweens of demarcation and dissent, lies the field of intellectual history
as it is employed in our study. Dreaming of Michelangelo is a medita-
tion on the spaces of Jewish selfhood. But its fundamental argument
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assumes that these spaces can be outside the cultural and social demar-
cations and boundaries the self had drawn for itself, that the self can find
itself in distant mirrors, that, in other words, the spaces of selfhood are
demarcated by its own as well as by its alternate spaces: By the powers of
119 " n ['9 - kL]

being” and “dreaming.

4

Many studies treating Michelangelo and the Jewish imagination
begin—and ﬁ'equent[y end—with Sigmund Freud, whose ever puzzling
essay [he Moses of Michelangelo has become the pinnacle of the mod-
ern Jewish fascination with both the figure of Moses and the work of
Michelangelo. I have placed this essay at the middle of this book and
built around it the broader theme of what I consider modern Jewish
statue love. But [ have not placec[ it at the center. For Freud, as [ intend
to show, stood in a longer tradition of Jewish pilgrimages to the Mases,
to the Sistine Chapel, or to the Florentine Sagrestia Nuova, the home,
most Famously, of Miche[angelo’s Mgfn‘. We will, in the fbllowing pages,
see Michelangelo rhrough the eyes of Heinrich Heine, Hermann Cohen,
Georg Simmel, Franz Rosenzweig, Martin Buber, and others from this
period, along with Jewish writers much less known to the canon or even
outside of it, such as the Italian Jewish poets of the revolutionary period,
Giuseppe Revere and David Levi. We will meet Jewish travelers to Iraly,
Jewish lovers of the Mediterranean, and Jewish dreamers of the Eter-
nal City turned Promised Land. We will meet them without particular
order, without ambition for completeness, and without necessary rags
identifying the degrees of their Jewish commitments. But we will meet
them as writers, thinkers, and rabbis, to whom, in one way or another,
Michelangelo mattered.

Jewish statue love occupies the middle of this book. But constitutes
no more than a middle. From Jewish statue love the book moves back-
ward to love itself, to cultural eroticism as a form of encounter question-
ing the model of reception, before moving forward to love again: to love
as an aesthetic category vouchsafing the dignity of man. Michelangelo
will be the interlocutor in all three of this book’s parts: Michelangelo the
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unrequired lover, Miche[angelo the sculptor of living form, Michelan-
ge[o the painter of humanity’s original image. But in each part, Michel-
ange[o will also be a metaphor, or as | prefer to say, a mirror to Jew-
ish moderniry: Miche[ange[o and Jewish Italc-philia, Miche[ange[o and
Jewish Pygmaleanism, Michelangelo and Jewish thought as art. Each of
these “ands” reflects an encounter that is at once a response and a call-
ing forth, reﬂecting, epitomizing even, the response and Caﬂfng forth
to mc-dernity. Jewish statue love, in this respecr, embodies the Jewish
call to a world wirhholding response, the Jewish love for [ta[y emerges
as an accusation of the absence of feeling in a world weighed down by
Nordic constraints, and in Jewish thought as art, we recognize the desire
for an aesthetics posrularing, in its last analysis, the human image as
one of dignity and inclusion. Fach encounter, then, with Michelangelo's
work and historical persona, is the beginning of a meditation on the
Jewish condition inside the human condition. But each encounter is also
a confrontation.

Dreaming of Michelangelo, as this book argues, is no half-con-
scious passion but a work of wakefulness. [t is Trawmarbert, dream work,
in a sense that takes Freud to where Lyotard inserted ﬁguration, and to
where this book will encounter self-formation.?” The theme that con-
nects and entangles, triadically, the chapters to follow is the theme of
unromantic love, of love as judgmenr and imperative. | take seriously
Gershom Scholem’s famous, though far from ofigfnal, image of Ger-
man Jews as “unhappy lovers,” not because I think of German Judaism
as a romance, but because [ recognize “love,” in the Jewish experience
and self-reflection, as an act of self-creation and emancipation. Modern
Jewish thought, which shall be the vehicle of our meditations, has been
cognizant of this unromantic love, viewing, on more than one occasion,
itself as love’s demanding speech. “Only the lover,” writes Franz Rosenz-
weig, “and he alone, can rruly speak and say: Love me.”*! Modern Jewish
thinkers, in this regard, were lovers trying to free the concept of love
from its Christian monopo[y, not on[y because it belonged to their own
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tradition as well, but also because it c.haﬂenged the assumptions of the
modern world. Thus, “love,” as it shall permeate this book, is both a
commentary on modern Jewish self-perception and a hermeneutical cat-
ecory. It denotes a particular being towards the world, not by “loving”

gory. P =] 3 ¥ fal
it uncondftionally, but by accusing it, as the unrequited lover will, of its
statuesque muteness.

Dreaming of Michelangelo, then, is first and foremost an instant
of Jewish cultural love, yet one that is perhaps particu[arly self-aware of
being the embodiment of this love itself. Tts Jewishness, of course, is all
but elusive and lacking in precision. Indeed, what will emerge as maodern
Jewish variations will also emerge as variations of modern Jewishness.
The voices of this book will not speal{ in unison and not with equal
[1s - n . - - " .

Jewish” accents. I have paid no particular attention to this disharmony

and to the disparate variety of Jewish experiences. For it seems to me
that these experiences, no matter how distant and disparate, intersect
where dreams disrupr the dreamers’ ordinary existence to reawaken
something that proves to be, even against their will, interminable.



