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introduction 

“nonsense is nonsense, but the history of nonsense is science.” Thus Saul 
lieberman, the great Talmudist of the twentieth century, introduced Ger-
shom Scholem to his colleagues at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 
new York. lieberman’s apocryphal and oft-quoted remark testifies to the 
modern Jewish ambivalence toward Kabbalah, successfully overcome only 
by Scholem’s scientific scholarship. no one did more to perpetuate the nar-
rative of Scholem’s rescue of Jewish mysticism from the condescension of 
his scholarly predecessors than Scholem himself. enlightened scholars of 
the Jewish past had persisted in casting Kabbalah as primitive, antimodern, 
and irrational. in a word, nonsense. The demands of responsible scholar-
ship required careful and considered criticism of Kabbalah, a task Scholem 
identified with the trajectory of his own career. in the preface to the first 
edition of Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, he reflected: “More than twenty 
years have passed since i began to devote my life to the study of Jewish 
mysticism and especially of Kabbalism. it was a beginning in more than 
one sense, for the task which confronted me necessitated a vast amount 
of spade work in a field strewn with ruins and by no means ripe as yet for 
the constructive labours of the builder of a system.”1 for all its sarcasm, 
lieberman’s quip only reinforced Scholem’s carefully cultivated posture as 
the heroic founder of historical scholarship on Kabbalah. 

This book explores the substance and subsequent history of leon 
Modena’s critique of Kabbalah in seventeenth-century Venice as a chal-
lenge to Scholem’s foundational narrative. a rabbi and a preacher in the 
Venetian ghetto, Modena witnessed the transformation of Jewish society, 
culture, and institutions through the spread of Kabbalah. in 1639 he took 
the unprecedented and dangerous step of subjecting this newly dominant 
spirituality of early modern Judaism to meticulous analysis. Part religious 
polemic, part cultural criticism, and part epistolary treatise, Modena’s he-
brew exposition entitled Ari Nohem (The roaring lion) addressed a soci-
ety saturated with Kabbalah, a condition that he sought desperately, and 
with utter futility, to change. Modena argued against the antiquity of Kab-
balah by subjecting the origins of kabbalistic texts to rigorous analysis. he 

1 Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (Jerusalem: Schocken, 1941), vii. on lieber-
man’s remark and its variants, see abe Socher, “The history of nonsense,” AJS Perspectives 
(fall 2006): 32–33. 



Dweck-Scandal.indb   2 4/26/2011   2:40:09 PM

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

  

  

 

   
   

   
  

   

 
    

 
  

 

Copyrighted Material 

2  •  Introduction 

indicted the growing cults of personality that had formed around promi-
nent kabbalists, and he objected to the proliferation of kabbalistic practices 
in the synagogue and in the study house. This book tells the story of Mode-
na’s Ari Nohem, its composition in the ghetto of Venice and its criticism of 
Venetian Jewish culture, its circulation in manuscript in the ensuing cen-
turies and its appearance in print in the early nineteenth century. in this 
story, the critical history of Kabbalah emerged and developed alongside 
the spread of mystical belief and mystical praxis. Modena’s counterhistory 
formed an integral part of the history of Kabbalah in the very period it was 
coming to dominate Jewish life.2 

The Spread of Medieval Kabbalah: an early Modern 
Cultural revolution 

in the centuries before Modena subjected it to withering criticism, Kab-
balah carried a range of meanings for Jews and Gentiles. a hebrew term 
one can render as “tradition” or “reception,” Kabbalah referred to a mode 
of reading, a library of texts, a series of concepts, and a range of prac-
tices. as a mode of reading, Kabbalah encompassed a set of interpretive 
assumptions adopted by an initiate in the course of approaching a sacred 
text. Kabbalists assiduously applied these methods of exegesis to the most 
sacred of texts, the Bible, and relied on mystical symbolism to uncover its 
theological content.3 in the thirteenth century the Jewish biblical exegete 
Moses ben nahman (nahmanides) repeatedly used the phrase “by way of 
truth” in his biblical commentary to indicate the kabbalistic interpretation 
of a particular passage.4 Two centuries later and to very different effect, 
the most celebrated Christian kabbalist of the renaissance, Pico della Mi-
randola, repeatedly drew on kabbalistic modes of exegesis in arriving at 
his theological theses.5 although they maintained opposing esoteric truths, 
Pico and nahmanides both employed kabbalistic hermeneutics to arrive 
at them. Kabbalistic exegesis was most frequently applied to the Bible and 

2 for revisions to Scholem’s portrait of prior scholarship, see Moshe idel, Kabbalah: New 
Perspectives (new haven: Yale university Press, 1988), 1–10; daniel abrams, “defining Mod-
ern academic Scholarship: Gershom Scholem and the establishment of a new (?) disci-
pline,” JJTP 9 (2000): 267–302; david n. Myers, “Philosophy and Kabbalah in wissenschaft 
des Judentums: rethinking the narrative of neglect,” Studia Judaica 16 (2008): 56–71. 

3 Moshe idel, “PardeS: Some reflections on Kabbalistic hermeneutics,” in Death, Ecstasy, 
and Other Worldly Journeys, ed. John J. Collins and Michael fishbane, 249–68 (albany: SunY 
Press, 1995). 

4 elliot r. wolfson, “By way of Truth: aspects of nahmanides’ Kabbalistic hermeneutic,” 
AJS Review 14 (1989): 103–78. 

5 Chaim wirszubski, Pico della Mirandola’s Encounter with Jewish Mysticism (Cambridge: 
harvard university Press, 1989). 
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particularly the Pentateuch, but a range of medieval and early modern 
thinkers used Kabbalah to interpret later authoritative texts such as the 
Talmud and other classics of rabbinic literature. Some went so far as to 
engage in kabbalistic readings of more recent works, such as Maimonides’ 
Guide of the Perplexed.6 

The term Kabbalah was also used to refer to the objects of religious 
study. Medieval and early modern readers designated a range of texts such 
as Sefer ha-Bahir (The Book of illumination), Sefer Yetzirah (The Book of 
Creation), and Pardes Rimonim (The Pomegranate orchard) as kabbalistic 
works even if these books or their authors did not always use the term Kab-
balah to describe them. By far the most celebrated work of Kabbalah was 
the Zohar (The Book of Splendor). rather than a single book, the Zohar 
comprised a corpus of texts, most of which consisted of a running com-
mentary on the Pentateuch. written in the thirteenth century in a mixture 
of hebrew and aramaic, it combined exegesis of individual verses with 
parables, homilies, and stories. Much of this commentary recounted the 
wondrous deeds of Simeon bar Yohai and his colleagues and purported to 
describe Jewish life in roman Palestine of the second century. rabbinic 
authorities attributed the Zohar, like Sefer Yetzirah and Sefer ha-Bahir, to an 
ancient author and assumed that its kabbalistic content represented age-
old Jewish esoteric traditions.7 

Both as a mode of exegesis and a library of texts, Kabbalah reverted to a 
set of ideas and motifs. for example, some kabbalists used the concept of 
the sefirot, or the spheres, to refer to a division of the Godhead into mul-
tiple entities or emanations.8 others employed the notion of gilgul, or the 
transmigration of souls, to explain what happened to a person’s soul after 
death.9 another important concept was devekut, which described the initi-
ate’s special relationship to knowledge of the divine.10 Kabbalists disagreed, 
often passionately, over the precise meaning of these and other seminal 
concepts. not all kabbalists employed the notion of the sefirot to refer 
to the Godhead, and many of those who did argued about their nature, 
division, and order. important as these disagreements were, Kabbalah had 

6 Moshe idel, Absorbing Perfections: Kabbalah and Interpretation (new haven: Yale university 
Press, 2002); idel, “Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed and the Kabbalah,” Jewish History 18 
(2004): 197–226. 

7 Boaz huss, Ke-zohar ha-rakia: perakim be-hitkablut ha-Zohar uve-havnayat erko ha-simli 
(Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik and Ben-Zvi institute, 2008); daniel abrams, “The invention of 
the Zohar as a Book: on the assumptions and expectations of the Kabbalists and Modern 
Scholars,” Kabbalah 19 (2009): 7–142. 

8 idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, chap. 6. 
9 Gershom Scholem, “Gilgul: The Transmigration of Souls,” in On The Mystical Shape of the 

Godhead:Basic Concepts in the Kabbalah, 197–250 (new York: Schocken Books, 1991). 
10 Gershom Scholem, “Devekut, or Communion with God,” in The Messianic Idea in Judaism 

and Other Essays on Jewish Spirituality, 203–27 (new York: Schocken Books, 1995). 

http:divine.10
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4  •  Introduction 

emerged as a distinct theosophical system at the end of the Middle ages, 
and its antiquity was consistently taken for granted by almost all of its 
adherents.11 

The term Kabbalah also encompassed a series of ritual practices. one of 
the primary channels through which Kabbalah spread in the early modern 
period was by means of new religious practices. for instance, kabbalists 
composed new prayers and introduced them into the liturgy of various 
Jewish communities; they undertook pilgrimages to the actual or reputed 
gravesites of the virtuous dead in order to commune with the recently de-
parted or with ancestral spirits. Kabbalists also adapted and transformed 
traditional Jewish practices. By endowing prayer with theurgic signifi-
cance, they reconfigured the function as well as symbolic meaning of a 
crucial element of Jewish life. The rites of charity, penitence, and sexual 
abstinence were all imbued with new theological import. Torah study be-
came a sacred rite with cosmic ramifications. in a centuries-long outburst 
of religious creativity, kabbalists manufactured a new Jewish discourse rich 
with symbols, myths, and rituals. They were the ultimate meaning makers. 
They sought to infuse nearly every aspect of Jewish life with theological 
importance and cosmic significance. and their success was astonishing.12 

for the religious adept, however, Kabbalah also referred to something 
beyond these rituals of practice, modes of exegesis, bodies of literature, and 
new theological concepts. Throughout the medieval and early modern pe-
riods the term Kabbalah referred to a putative tradition of esotericism, to 
secrets that God had revealed to Moses at Mount Sinai. Kabbalists main-
tained that these secrets had been transmitted orally from one generation 
to the next or rediscovered by means of personal divine revelation in the 
Middle ages.13 The term Kabbalah encompassed both the actual content of 
these secrets and the process of their transmission.14 Kabbalistic knowledge 
required initiation into an esotericist elite, and to use the term Kabbalah 

11 Gershom Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah (Philadelphia and Princeton: JPS and Prince-
ton university Press, 1987); haviva Pedaya, Ha-Shem veha-mikdash be-mishnat R. Yitshak sagi 
nehor: iyun mashveh be-kitve rishone ha-mekubalim (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2001). 

12 Gershom Scholem, “Tradition and new Creation in the ritual of the Kabbalists,” in On 
the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, 118–57 (new York: Schocken, 1996); lawrence fine, Physician 
of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship (Stanford: Stanford 
university Press, 2003), chaps. 6–8. 

13 rivka Shatz, “Kabbalah: Tradition or innovation” (hebrew), in Masuot: mehkarim be
sifrut ha-Kabalah uve-mahshevet Yisrael mukdashim le-zikhro shel Prof. Efrayim Gotlib, ed. Michal 
oron and amos Goldreich, 447–58 (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1994). 

14 elliot r. wolfson, “Beyond the Spoken word: oral Tradition and written Transmission 
in Medieval Jewish Mysticism,” in Transmitting Jewish Traditions: Orality, Textuality, and Cul
tural Diffusion, ed. Yaakov elman and israel Gershoni, 166–224 (new haven: Yale university 
Press, 2000); eitan P. fishbane, As Light before Dawn: The Inner World of a Medieval Kabbalist 
(Stanford: Stanford university Press, 2009), chap. 3. 

http:transmission.14
http:astonishing.12
http:adherents.11
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indicated that one had received its secrets from a source whose authority 
was beyond reproach. repeatedly medieval and early modern kabbalists 
emphasized the authenticity of their sources, whether oral or written, in 
making theological claims about the nature of God or in designating a 
given idea as esoteric. The secrets God gave to Moses at Sinai were said to 
have been transmitted by master to disciple for a given period of time until 
the fear that they would be forgotten led a particular figure to transcribe 
them, the way Simeon bar Yohai recorded the Zohar, akiva Sefer Yetzirah, or 
nehuniah ben ha-Kaneh Sefer ha-Bahir. Kabbalists insisted that the mys-
teries transmitted in these books were not peripheral but essential to the 
theological core of Judaism.15 

Throughout the medieval period, Kabbalah remained the preserve of 
a select group of learned individuals. with the possible exception of the 
prophetic Kabbalah espoused by abraham abulafia in the late thirteenth 
century, medieval kabbalists tended to restrict their teachings to other ini-
tiates and did not seek to propagate their theology or their writings beyond 
a limited circle.16 and then something happened. Beginning in the second 
half of the fifteenth century, a confluence of factors—the reconfiguration 
of Jewish populations, the development of a new technology of textual 
reproduction, the rise of a new cultural center, and the intense interest 
of non-Jewish intellectuals in Jewish knowledge—transformed Kabbalah 
from an esoteric set of texts and practices into a feature of public religious 
life. for the Jews, this constituted nothing less than a cultural revolution. 

in the late fifteenth century the Spanish and Portuguese crowns expelled 
or forcibly converted the Jews within their realms, effectively dissolving 
two of the largest Jewish communities in europe in less than a decade. 
in the early sixteenth century many cities in western and central europe 
expelled their Jews, leading to their exodus from large parts of the holy 
roman empire. These expulsions resulted in mass migration and resettle-
ment in two areas that were to become major Jewish centers for the next 
several centuries: the ottoman empire and the Polish-lithuanian Com-
monwealth.17 as the axes of Jewish life shifted from western europe to 

15 Moshe halbertal, Concealment and Revelation: Esotericism in Jewish Thought and Its Philo
sophical Implications (Princeton: Princeton university Press, 2007), chaps. 9–12. 

16 Moshe idel, “we have no Kabbalistic Tradition on This,” in Rabbi Moses Nahmanides 
(Ramban): Explorations in His Religious and Literary Virtuosity, ed. isadore Twersky, 51–73 (Cam-
bridge: harvard university Press, 1983). on abulafia, see Moshe idel, Language, Torah, and 
Hermeneutics in Abraham Abulafia (albany: SunY Press, 1989); elliot r. wolfson, Abraham 
Abulafia—Kabbalist and Prophet: Hermeneutics, Theosophy, and Theurgy (los angeles: Cherub 
Press, 2000); harvey J. hames, Like Angels on Jacob’s Ladder: Abraham Abulafia, the Franciscans, 
and Joachimism (albany: SunY Press, 2007). 

17 Jonathan i. israel, European Jewry in the Age of Mercantilism 1550–1750 (london: littman 
library, 1998), 4–28; david B. ruderman, Early Modern Jewry: A New Cultural History (Prince-
ton: Princeton university Press, 2010), 23–55. 

http:monwealth.17
http:circle.16
http:Judaism.15
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6  •  Introduction 

eastern europe and the eastern Mediterranean, and as the terms “Sepha-
rad” and “ashkenaz” were sundered from their geographic referents of ibe-
ria and franco-Germany and began to refer to the new communities of the 
ottoman empire and Poland-lithuania, medieval Kabbalah was radically 
refashioned. The large-scale resettlement of Jewish populations led to the 
increased circulation of kabbalistic texts, ideas, and thinkers. 

in the sixteenth century northern italy remained one of the only regions 
of western europe with continuous if somewhat precarious Jewish settle-
ment. although the Polish-lithuanian Commonwealth and the ottoman 
empire contained considerably larger Jewish populations, italy remained 
crucially significant for the makings of early modern Jewish culture. in 
places such as Mantua, ferrara, and ancona, conversos fleeing the iberian 
Peninsula, ashkenazi migrants from central europe, Sephardic merchants 
from the ottoman empire, and native italian Jews lived in close proxim-
ity and brought their competing customs to bear upon one another. like 
other cities in italy, Venice served as a meeting point for different Jewries.18 

Situated at the crossroads between western europe and the ottoman em-
pire, a maritime power with considerable territorial holdings on the penin-
sula and a republic with vexed relations with nearly every european power, 
Venice also possessed a variegated and contentious Jewish community.19 in 
Venice native strands of italian Kabbalah mixed with iberian and ottoman 
traditions as well as ashkenazi variants from Poland and lithuania.20 

one of the central points of convergence involved the production and 
dissemination of printed hebrew books.21 Jewish religious elites had quickly 
embraced the new technology of printing in the late fifteenth century, but 
they tended not to print kabbalistic books. at the turn of the sixteenth cen-
tury a mere handful of kabbalistic works had appeared in print, and those 

18 on rome, see Kenneth Stow, Theater of Acculturation: The Roman Ghetto in the Sixteenth 
Century (Seattle: university of washington Press, 2001), 22– 29; Stow, Jewish Life in Early 
Modern Rome (aldershot: ashgate, 2007), chaps. 9–11. on florence, see Stefanie B. Siegmund, 
The Medici State and the Ghetto of Florence: The Construction of an Early Modern Jewish Commu
nity (Stanford: Stanford university Press, 2006), 61–66. 

19 Brian Pullan, The Jews of Europe and the Inquisition of Venice, 1550–1670 (Totowa, nJ: 
Barnes and noble Books, 1983); Gaetano Cozzi, ed., Gli Ebrei e Venezia: secoli XIV–XVIII 
(Milan: edizioni Communità, 1987); david Malkiel, A Separate Republic: The Mechanics and 
Dynamics of Venetian Jewish Self-Government, 1607–1624 (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1991); rob-
ert C. davis and Benjamin ravid, eds., The Jews of Early Modern Venice (Baltimore: Johns 
hopkins university Press, 2001); Benjamin ravid, Studies on the Jews of Venice, 1382–1797 (al-
dershot: ashgate, 2003). 

20 Moshe idel, “italy in Safed, Safed in italy: Toward an interactive history of Sixteenth-
Century Kabbalah,” in Cultural Intermediaries: Jewish Intellectuals in Early Modern Italy, ed. 
david B. ruderman and Giuseppe Veltri, 239–69 (Philadelphia: university of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2004). 

21 Jean Baumgarten, Le peuple des livres: Les ouvrages populaires dans la société ashkénaze XVIe– 
XVIIIe siècle (Paris: albin Michel, 2010), 223–61. 

http:books.21
http:lithuania.20
http:community.19
http:Jewries.18
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emerged largely due to the initiatives of interested Christians. only in the 
second half of the century did Kabbalah appear in print with consistency 
and frequency.22 in the years immediately following the 1553 ecclesiastical 
ban on the printing of the Talmud, the dynamics of hebrew print changed 
dramatically, and entire genres of Jewish literature that had hitherto circu-
lated largely in manuscript form began to be printed.23 with the significant 
exception of Sefer ha-Bahir, which was not printed as an individual book 
until the seventeenth century, nearly every major work of medieval Kab-
balah appeared in print at hebrew presses in northern italy, and many of 
them in multiple editions. in the decades that followed the publication 
of medieval classics such as the Zohar, Sefer Yetzirah, and Ma’arekhet ha-
Elohut, contemporary Kabbalah in the form of sermons, custom manuals, 
exegetical anthologies, and legal treatises began to feature regularly as part 
of a culture of Jewish print. This combination of medieval masterpieces 
with contemporary commentary vastly expanded the number and range of 
kabbalistic books available at the turn of the seventeenth century. 

Coincident with this embrace of a relatively new technology, an inno-
vation in Jewish theology proved to have profound consequences for the 
spread of Kabbalah. in the second half of the sixteenth century, Safed, a 
small town in northern Palestine, rapidly became an important, if not the 
most important, center of Jewish culture.24 The explosion of creativity in 
Safed took many forms—liturgy, poetry, exegesis, and homiletics—but it 
was Kabbalah and Jewish law that were at the core of this short-lived but 
widely repercussive cultural renaissance. isaac luria, the most important 
kabbalist in Safed, generated a new kabbalistic theology that endowed the 
devotion of the individual with enormous religious power. Central to lu-
ria’s theology was the concept of exile, specifically the exile of the sheki
nah, or the in-dwelling of the divine presence. luria’s kabbalistic teaching 
placed human beings at the center of the cosmos and imbued human ac-
tion, particularly the performance of the commandments, with cosmic sig-
nificance.25 if an individual performed the commandments with the proper 
intention, the shekinah would be restored from its exile and reunited with 

22 isaiah Tishby, “The Controversy over the Book of the Zohar in the Sixteenth Century 
in italy” (hebrew), in Hikre Kabalah u-sheluhoteha (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1982), 1:79–130. 

23 amnon raz-Krakotzkin, The Censor, the Editor, and the Text: The Catholic Church and the 
Shaping of the Jewish Canon in the Sixteenth Century (Philadelphia: university of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2007). 

24 Solomon Schechter, “Safed in the Sixteenth Century: a City of legists and Mystics,” in 
Studies in Judaism: Second Series, 202–85 (Philadelphia: JPS, 1908). 

25 Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, seventh lecture; ronit Meroz, “The Teachings 
of redemption in lurianic Kabbalah” (hebrew), Ph.d. diss., hebrew university, 1988; fine, 
Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos; Shaul Magid, From Metaphysics to Midrash: Myth, His
tory, and the Interpretation of Scripture in Lurianic Kabbala (Bloomington: indiana university 
Press, 2008); Joseph avivi, Kabalat ha-Ari (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi institute, 2008). 

http:nificance.25
http:culture.24
http:printed.23
http:frequency.22
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God. luria’s reputation did not rest solely on this innovative theology of 
exile that he developed in Palestine. after his death in 1572, luria acquired 
a reputation as a miracle worker and pious ascetic that greatly enhanced 
his mystique. one of his elder colleagues in Safed, Joseph Karo, repack-
aged a summary of the Jewish legal tradition in his law code the Shulhan 
Arukh and drew on kabbalistic literature, particularly the Zohar, in the for-
mulation of countless rulings.26 his law code served as a standard refer-
ence work for rabbis and for students of Jewish law; through legal digests, 
customs books, and an extensive commentary tradition, Karo’s mystically 
charged legal code entered into the fabric of Jewish religious life. 

as the spread of lurianism and the diffusion of the Shulhan Arukh dem-
onstrate, the kabbalistic culture of Safed was anything but local. even as 
the city’s economic and cultural fortunes declined at the end of the six-
teenth century, luria’s theology and Karo’s law code took over the Jew-
ish world. Karo’s Shulhan Arukh, the first hebrew book to be reprinted 
in the lifetime of its author, appeared no fewer than seventeen times in 
the sixteenth century. lurianic Kabbalah traveled to italy and from there 
went further north to Prague and to the Jewish communities of Poland-
lithuania, particularly via new vernacular treatises on proper Jewish con-
duct.27 The direct influence of lurianic Kabbalah, and, in particular, its 
relationship to the messianism of Sabbetai Zevi, remains the subject of 
vigorous debate.28 By most accounts, however, the writings of luria, Karo, 
and their students remained at the center of Jewish life long after Safed had 
returned to its former state as a cultural backwater. 

By the end of the Middle ages, then, Kabbalah was no longer the exclu-
sive province of an elite. it was also no longer the religious property of the 
Jews. a range of celebrated Christian intellectuals in europe expressed a 
strong interest in Kabbalah.29 Beginning in italy in the late fifteenth century 

26 israel M. Ta-Shma, Ha-Nigleh she-ba nistar: le-heker shekie ha-halakhah be-Sefer ha-Zohar 
(Tel aviv: ha Kibutz ha-Meuhad, 2001), 88–104. See the review of the first edition by Yehuda 
liebes, “The Zohar as a halakhic Book” (hebrew), Tarbiz 64 (1995): 581–605; r. J. Zwi wer-
blowsky, Joseph Karo: Lawyer and Mystic (oxford: oxford university Press, 1962). 

27 idel, “italy in Safed, Safed in italy”; amnon raz-Krakotzkin, “from Safed to Venice: 
The Shulhan Arukh and the Censor,” in Tradition, Heterodoxy, and Religious Culture: Judaism 
and Christianity in the Early Modern Period, ed. Chanita Goodblatt and howard Kreisel, 91–115 
(Beer Sheva: Ben-Gurion university of the negev Press, 2006). 

28 Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676 (Princeton: Princeton 
university Press, 1973); Zeev Gries, Sifrut ha-hanhagot: toldoteha u-mekomah be-haye haside 
R. Yisrael Ba’al Shem Tov (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1989); Moshe idel, “‘one from a Town, 
Two from a Clan,’ The diffusion of lurianic Kabbala and Sabbateanism: a re-examination,” 
Jewish History 7 (1993): 79–104. 

29 françois Secret, Les Kabbalistes Chrétiens de la Renaissance (Paris: dunod, 1964); Joseph 
dan, ed., The Christian Kabbalah: Jewish Mystical Books and Their Christian Interpreters (Cam-
bridge: harvard College library, 1997); wilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann, ed., Christliche Kab
bala (ostfildern: Thorbecke, 2003). 

http:Kabbalah.29
http:debate.28
http:rulings.26
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and continuing through the early eighteenth century in northern europe, 
Christians on both sides of the confessional divide interpreted kabbalistic 
texts in the interest of Christianity and used kabbalistic methodologies in 
support of Christian dogma. The efforts of these intellectuals has been 
retrospectively termed Christian Kabbalah, a catch-all term used to de-
scribe a range of opinions and uses of Kabbalah frequently at odds with 
one another. The most celebrated Christian thinker to become a devotee 
of Kabbalah was Pico della Mirandola, a florentine aristocrat who lived in 
the second half of the fifteenth century and drew on Kabbalah as a compo-
nent of his ancient theology. for Pico a single truth united all periods and 
cultures, and a harmony of religious insight existed among ancient Pagan, 
Jewish, and Christian writings. Kabbalah was ostensibly the Jewish domain 
of this ancient theology. for him kabbalistic texts were thus as important 
and as ancient as the hermetic Corpus and the oldest Sibylline oracles. 

Pico was only the most prominent in a long line of non-Jewish intellec-
tuals who studied Kabbalah, including Johannes reuchlin, Pietro Galatino, 
and many others. as producers and consumers, Catholics and Protestants 
in western europe played a crucial role in the publication and dissemina-
tion of Kabbalah beyond the Jewish elite. for centuries they initiated and 
oversaw the printing of kabbalistic texts in hebrew, translated kabbalistic 
texts into latin, and drew on Kabbalah when preaching to potential Jewish 
converts. over and above the growing body of kabbalistic literature avail-
able in latin, a flood of dictionaries and grammars of hebrew and aramaic 
offered a curious reader a range of tools with which to study newly printed 
texts.30 The appropriation of Kabbalah that began in earnest with Pico and 
continued for the next several centuries was hardly a disinterested intel-
lectual exchange between Christians—Catholic or Protestant—and Jews. 
These encounters fraught with conversionary pressures and uneven power 
relations had important consequences for the history of Jewish knowledge. 
after the initial phase when they served as teachers to interested Chris-
tians, Jews were no longer necessary intermediaries in the acquisition of 
esoteric Jewish learning. 

The confluence of these factors—the reconfiguration of Jewish popula-
tions, the rise of a new center in Safed, the appearance of kabbalistic texts 
in print, and the interest of Christians in the esoteric wisdom of the Jews— 
had important consequences for the place of Kabbalah in early modern 
Judaism. By the turn of the seventeenth century, Kabbalah as a set of ideas, 
texts, and practices was no longer a secret. Printed works of Kabbalah, 
both medieval classics as well as more recent ones, were available for pur-
chase. Kabbalistic rituals and doctrines had spread from Safed to much of 

30 Stephen G. Burnett, From Christian Hebraism to Jewish Studies: Johannes Buxtorf (1564– 
1629) and Hebrew Learning in the Seventeenth Century (leiden: Brill, 1996). 

http:texts.30
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the Jewish world. Preachers in italy, both Jewish and Christian, quoted 
Kabbalah in their sermons.31 organizations of confraternal piety drew on 
Kabbalah in their elaboration of new rituals and in the formulation of new 
liturgical rites.32 The spread of Kabbalah posed an enormous challenge to 
other forms of Judaism. Both a social force and an innovative Jewish theol-
ogy, Kabbalah conquered or co-opted Maimonidean rationalism, Talmudic 
legalism, and ascetic pietism. according to robert Bonfil, the spread of 
Kabbalah effectively served the elevation of private religious experience, a 
development that strikingly prefigured certain aspects of modernity.33 

leon’s roar 

leon Modena’s world was inundated with Kabbalah. his greatest student, 
Joseph hamiz, his beloved son-in-law, Jacob levi, his cousin, aaron Ber-
ekhya of Modena, and his aged mentor, Menahem azariah da fano, were 
all passionate devotees. with his Venetian colleagues and with foreign visi-
tors, with his rivals and inside his own family, Modena encountered Kab-
balah at every turn. whether reading in the cacophony of his overcrowded 
home or celebrating a circumcision, Modena confronted Kabbalah as a 
vital force in Jewish life. at the age of sixty-eight, plagued by a range of 
illnesses and beset by mounting debt, stricken by grief and estranged from 
his loved ones, Modena penned his indictment of Venetian Jewish culture. 
written in elegant hebrew, Modena’s Ari Nohem heaved with emotion as 
deep as it was self-consciously restrained. Modena criticized Kabbalah to 
diminish its status, not to destroy it. he paid kabbalists the devastating 
compliment of taking their arguments seriously and refuting them one by 
one. To the claim that Kabbalah represented an ancient esoteric tradition 
dating back to Moses at Sinai, Modena responded with a systematic analy-
sis of the historical origins of kabbalistic texts. he sought to distinguish 
between Kabbalah and the oral Torah, a concept that he maintained did 
have its origins in revelation. Kabbalah and its core documents, he demon-
strated, had emerged only in the late Middle ages. 

Modena rejected the notion that only kabbalists possessed the herme-
neutic keys to uncover the secrets of the Bible, but he never character-
ized their modes of exegesis as inherently worthless. To the contrary, he 

31 david B. ruderman, ed., Preachers of the Italian Ghetto (Berkeley: university of California 
Press, 1992). 

32 elliott S. horowitz, “Jewish Confraternities in Seventeenth-Century Verona: a Study in 
the Social history of Piety,” Ph.d. diss., Yale university, 1982. 

33 robert Bonfil, “Change in the Cultural Patterns of a Jewish Society in Crisis: italian 
Jewry at the Close of the Sixteenth Century,” in Essential Papers on Jewish Culture in Renaissance 
and Baroque Italy, ed. david B. ruderman (new York: new York university Press, 1992), 405. 

http:modernity.33
http:rites.32
http:sermons.31
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repeatedly extolled the virtues of the Zohar as a reservoir of homiletic 
insight. at the same time, he resisted the attempt to designate Kabbalah 
as a distinctive form of knowledge or wisdom. for Modena, knowledge 
could be the product only of reason and understanding, and whatever was 
beyond reason, as kabbalists repeatedly described Kabbalah, could not be 
knowledge. Kabbalists maintained that belief in the sefirot constituted a 
crucial element of Jewish faith and branded as heretics anyone who denied 
their centrality to Judaism. Modena repudiated this claim and leveled a 
severe countercharge of his own: after an examination of the sefirot as a 
concept, he concluded that it pointed to a plurality within God similar to 
the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. To a range of thinkers who had char-
acterized Kabbalah as the entirety of God’s revelation and the totality of 
the Jewish tradition, Modena responded with a work of cultural criticism 
that reduced Kabbalah to scale.34 

Ari Nohem thus represents an instance of what amos funkenstein called 
a counterhistory.35 like authors of counterhistories in antiquity and the 
Middle ages, Modena systematically exploited the sources of his oppo-
nents; in his case, the very works that kabbalists adduced to prove the 
antiquity of Kabbalah and its centrality within Judaism. he mined the 
sixteenth-century editions of the Zohar as well as medieval and early mod-
ern Jewish chronicles to formulate a coherent account of the origins of 
the Zohar that denied its antiquity and identified it as the pseudepigraphic 
creation of Moses de leon and his circle. he examined the hagiographic 
legends about isaac luria and concluded that luria was incapable of the 
magical feats attributed to him by his disciples. he fought strenuously 
against the kabbalistic appropriation of Maimonides and sought to restore 
the study of the Guide of the Perplexed to the pursuit of philosophical wis-
dom. Modena’s counterhistory audaciously and, as time would prove, ac-
curately presented Kabbalah as a recent innovation within Jewish theology 
rather than an ancient preserve of Sinaitic secrets; it sought to separate 
the homiletic and exegetical elements within Kabbalah from the totalizing 
claims about Kabbalah as the entirety of Judaism, and it argued for a clear 
distinction between normative sources of the law—codes, commentaries, 
and rabbinic responsa—and works of Kabbalah. 

34 on Ari Nohem, see luc desplanches, “le monde de la Kabbale dans l’italie du XViie 
siècle léon de Modène: ari nohem,” Thèse de doctorat, université des Sciences humaines 
de Strasbourg, 1985; Moshe idel, “differing Conceptions of Kabbalah in the early 17th Cen-
tury,” in Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth Century, ed. isadore Twersky and Bernard Septimus, 
137–200 (Cambridge: harvard university Press, 1987). 

35 amos funkenstein, Perceptions of Jewish History (Berkeley: university of California Press, 
1993), 36. on later Jewish counterhistories, see david Biale, Gershom Scholem: Kabbalah and 
Counter-History (Cambridge: harvard university Press, 1979); Susannah heschel, Abraham 
Geiger and the Jewish Jesus (Chicago: university of Chicago Press, 1998). 

http:counterhistory.35
http:scale.34
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But Ari Nohem was hardly a detached quest for truth. Much as it was a 
counterhistory, it was also a countertheology. Modena explicitly addressed 
his epistolary treatise to his student hamiz, a kabbalist and philosopher 
who had studied medicine at the university of Padua and had been Mode-
na’s disciple for many years.36 he attempted to persuade hamiz, whom 
he loved like a son, to abandon his assiduous devotion to Kabbalah and 
to return to the Guide of the Perplexed. But hamiz was hardly the only in-
tended reader of Ari Nohem. Modena wanted to convince the Jews of Ven-
ice to abandon their embrace of a newfangled and irrational form of Jewish 
polytheism and return to the Judaism of Maimonides. Modena’s appeal 
to reason, represented by Maimonides’ Guide, had an important spiritual 
function for him: it was both a constitutive part of Jewish tradition that he 
valued for its own sake and a battering ram he used to demolish parallel 
claims to authenticity on the part of kabbalists. he pointed to the histori-
cal irony entailed in the popularization of esotericism and issued a clarion 
call to return to the fundamentals of Maimonidean rationalism. and in an 
effort to support his argument, he put together a range of medieval sources 
that introduced a tradition of antikabbalism into premodern Judaism. Ari 
Nohem was, in this respect, an astonishingly ambitious work, and a formi-
dable challenge to the cultural revolution of Kabbalah. 

Modena went to great lengths to invent an intellectual genealogy for 
his criticism of Kabbalah. he pointed to critical statements about Kab-
balah in the work of medieval jurists and exegetes. he collated oppositional 
statements to the public teaching of Jewish esotericism in the writings of 
Moses isserles and Solomon luria, sixteenth-century rabbinic authorities 
in Poland, into a systematic rejection of Kabbalah. repeatedly he pointed 
to elijah delmedigo, a fifteenth-century philosopher from Crete and tutor 
to Pico della Mirandola, as an important precedent for his own work.37 

But Modena’s intense search for intellectual antecedents should not ob-
scure the genuine innovation of his own work. while some may have ut-
tered critical statements about Kabbalah and others may have opposed its 
dissemination, no one had ever written a sustained and comprehensive 
critique. in contrast to his predecessors—those he mentioned as well as 
those he neglected—Modena cast his own polemical net over a much wider 
area.38 in terms of the range of issues it addresses and the critical approach 

36 on hamiz as Modena’s prized student, see Letters, 346; nehemiah S. libowitz, Seridim 
mi-kitve ha–filosof ha-rofe veha-mekubal Yosef Hamits (Jerusalem: darom, 1937). 

37 elijah delmedigo, Sefer Behinat ha-Dat, ed. Jacob J. ross (Tel aviv: Tel aviv university 
Press, 1984). 

38 Modena did not mention isaac Polgar, elijah levita, or Judah Messer leon. See Carlos 
del Valle, “la critique de la Qabbale chez isaac ibn Polgar,” in Expérience et écriture mystique 
dans les religions du livre, ed. Paul B. fenton and roland Goetschel, 131–141 (leiden: Brill, 
2000); Jordan S. Penkower, “a renewed inquiry into the Sefer Masoret ha-Masoret of elijah 

http:years.36
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it adopts, Ari Nohem far outstrips the few disparaging comments in elijah 
delmedigo’s Behinat ha-Dat or the passing remarks about the popular-
ization of esotericism by Moses isserles and Solomon luria. To a certain 
degree, one can find precedent for many of Modena’s criticisms in me-
dieval and early modern Jewish thought. and Modena himself ransacked 
the rabbinic bookshelf to find as many such precedents as he could. But 
no single work before Ari Nohem offered a compelling alternative theory 
of the origins of the Zohar, a response to the appropriation of Kabbalah 
by non-Jews, a defense of Maimonides as a rationalist philosopher, and 
an attack on Safed Kabbalah. furthermore, the range of sources Modena 
employed to make his case—kabbalistic texts as well as chronicles, letters, 
legal codes, and philosophical tracts—displayed a level of critical engage-
ment with Kabbalah that was entirely new. The counterrevolutionary had 
closely studied the revolution. 

Jewish Mysticism and Jewish Modernity 

in this book i attempt to reconstruct Modena’s criticism of Kabbalah as a 
product of seventeenth-century Venice. i seek to answer a basic question 
in the study of early modern Jewish history: what did it mean to oppose 
Kabbalah in the very period when it had come to dominate Jewish life? 
To do so, i position the history of ideas within the study of written texts 
as material objects. i examine Modena’s substantive criticism of Kabbalah, 
his analysis of the Zohar, its authorship and its reception, his rejection of 
the myth of isaac luria, his objection to the appropriation of Kabbalah by 
leading Christian theologians, and his attempt to resurrect Maimonides as 
a cultural hero and intellectual model. at the same time, i place Modena’s 
criticism in its bibliographic context. drawing on a historical model devel-
oped by ann Blair, i reconstruct the “total history” of a single text in order 
to study Modena as a reader and as read.39 i integrate Modena’s annotation 
of printed books and manuscripts, as well as his reading extracts in his 
notebooks and letters, into an analysis of his ideas about Kabbalah. i pay 
careful attention to the medium in which Modena’s ideas circulated in his 
lifetime and in the years after his death. as with the case of Jean Bodin’s 
Theater of all of Nature studied by Blair, the production and consumption of 

Bahur” (hebrew), Italia 8 (1989): 7–73; Simha assaf, “from the Storehouses of the library 
in Jerusalem” (hebrew), in Minhah le-David: Sefer ha-Yovel le-David Yelen, 226–28 (Jerusalem: 
weiss, 1935). 

39 ann Blair, The Theater of Nature: Jean Bodin and Renaissance Science (Princeton: Princeton 
university Press, 1997) 9. See also James a. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Pub
lication, Reception, and Secret Authorship of “Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation” (Chicago: 
university of Chicago Press, 2000). 
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Modena’s Ari Nohem were tied so closely together that attempts to separate 
them analytically inevitably break down; however, in contrast to Bodin’s 
book, which was printed in the late sixteenth century, Modena’s Ari Nohem 
did not appear in print in an early modern edition, a fact that had enor-
mous consequences for the book’s history. Ari Nohem continued to cir-
culate in manuscript both during Modena’s lifetime and after his death 
until its first appearance in print in the nineteenth century.40 in the very 
period that Kabbalah had shifted from closed to open knowledge, criticism 
of Kabbalah had become esoteric. 

This book argues that Modena and later readers of Ari Nohem used 
what has been characterized as a fundamentally medieval medium—the 
manuscript—to promote a precociously modern position—historical and 
philosophical skepticism about the origins and religious significance of 
Kabbalah. using the history of Ari Nohem as a case study, this book seeks 
to challenge a series of scholarly orthodoxies about the nature of modern 
Judaism and the critical study of Kabbalah; at the same time, it seeks to in-
tervene in current historiographic debates about the relationship between 
print and manuscript and the cultural life of seventeenth-century Venice. 

inevitably these concerns bring up a still larger question: the origins of 
Jewish modernity.41 Scholars have pointed to the eighteenth-century Jew-
ish enlightenment (heb. Haskalah) as the beginning of a self-conscious 
and critical Jewish modernity.42 alternatively they have discovered a sharp 
break in attitudes toward the Jewish past among nineteenth-century prac-
titioners of the Science of Judaism (Wissenschaft des Judentums).43 in par-
ticular, they point to the use of philology and history to reflect upon the 
nature of the past as a fundamental break from prior attitudes. whether 

40 leon Modena, Ari Nohem, ed. Julius fürst (leipzig: K. Tauchnitz, 1840). a second edition 
appeared as Ari Nohem, ed. nehemiah S. libowitz (Jerusalem: darom, 1929). 

41 Salo w. Baron, “Ghetto and emancipation: Shall we revise the Traditional View?” 
Menorah Journal 14 (1928); Michael a. Meyer, “where does the Modern Period of Jewish 
history Begin?” Judaism 24 (1975): 329–38; Jacob Katz, ed. Toward Modernity: The European 
Jewish Model (new Brunswick, nJ: Transaction Books, 1987); Gershon david hundert, Jews 
in Poland-Lithuania in the Eighteenth Century: A Genealogy of Modernity (Berkeley: university 
of California Press, 2004); Moshe rosman, How Jewish Is Jewish History? (oxford: littman 
library, 2007), chap. 2. 

42 Michael a. Meyer, The Origins of the Modern Jew: Jewish Identity and European Culture in 
Germany, 1749–1824 (detroit: wayne State university Press, 1967); Jonathan M. hess, Ger
mans, Jews and the Claims of Modernity (new haven: Yale university Press, 2002); Shmuel 
feiner, The Jewish Enlightenment (Philadelphia: university of Pennsylvania Press, 2004). 

43 leon wieseltier, “Etwas über die jüdische Historik: leopold Zunz and the inception of 
Modern Jewish historiography,” History and Theory 20 (1981): 135–49; Yosef hayim Yeru-
shalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (new York: Schocken Books, 1989), 81–103; 
ismar Schorsch, From Text to Context: The Turn to History in Modern Judaism (hanover, nh: 
Brandeis university Press, 1994); Michael Brenner, Prophets of the Past: Interpreters of Jewish 
History (Princeton: Princeton university Press, 2010). 

http:Judentums).43
http:modernity.42
http:modernity.41
http:century.40
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one points to the eighteenth-century Haskalah or nineteenth-century Wis
senschaft des Judentums as the point of origin for modern Judaism, a critical 
stance toward Kabbalah marks a common feature.44 This rejection of Kab-
balah often goes hand in hand with the resurrection of Maimonides’ Guide 
of the Perplexed.45 

Jewish intellectuals at the turn of the nineteenth century used new liter-
ary forms—the essay, the monograph, and the periodical—to make their 
arguments; furthermore, they celebrated the new and trumpeted their own 
novelty, offering satirical portraits of their predecessors and railing against 
the obscurantism of the rabbinic elite. in their works, their own forerun-
ners in prior centuries appear either as intellectual outliers or as isolated 
precursors of the enlightened modernity that they themselves ushered in 
with such great fanfare. Modern scholars have tended to mirror the claims 
of their sources: the insistence upon a radical break with the past that par-
ticipants in the Jewish enlightenment claimed for themselves has been 
accepted as historically accurate. one scholar has gone so far as to com-
pare the impact of the Jewish enlightenment on the Jews with that of the 
french revolution on europe.46 in short, modern Judaism begins with a 
fundamental discontinuity with the past. 

This book challenges this scholarly emphasis on rupture as characteris-
tic of the turn toward the modern. Several of the elements that ostensibly 
constitute modern Judaism are clearly present in Modena’s treatment of 
Kabbalah in the early seventeenth century: a critical attitude toward sacred 
texts and their origins, a skepticism about received wisdom and doctrine, 
and an acute awareness of the difference between the Jewish past and the 
Jewish present. Modena’s desacralization of Kabbalah, his historicization of 
the Zohar as a text written in the Middle ages, his rejection of isaac luria 
as a mythmaker and miracle worker, and his turn to Maimonides’ Guide 

44 on Moses Mendelssohn’s attitude toward Kabbalah, see alexander altmann, Moses Men
delssohn: A Biographical Study (Philadelphia: JPS, 1973), 11–12; altmann, introduction to Moses 
Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, or, on Religious Power and Judaism, trans. allan arkush (hanover, 
nh:Brandeis university Press, 1983), 22. for a revisionist view, see rivka horwitz, “Kab-
balah in the writings of Mendelssohn and the Berlin Circle of Maskilim,” LBIYB 45 (2000): 
3–24. on Kabbalah among nineteenth-century scholars, see Gershom Scholem, “reflections 
on Modern Jewish Studies (1944),” in On the Possibility of Jewish Mysticism in Our Time and 
Other Essays, ed. avraham Shapira, 51–71 (Philadelphia: JPS, 1997). 

45 James h. lehmann, “Maimonides, Mendelssohn, and the Me’asfim: Philosophy and 
the Biographical imagination in the early haskalah,” in LBIYB 20 (1975): 87–108; Jay har-
ris, “The image of Maimonides in the nineteenth-Century Jewish historiography,” PAAJR 
54 (1987): 117–39; allan nadler, “The ‘rambam revival’ in early Modern Jewish Thought: 
Maskilim, Mitnagdim, and hasidim on Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed,” in Maimonides 
after 800 Years: Essays on Maimonides and His Influence, ed. Jay M. harris, 231–56 (Cambridge: 
harvard university Press, 2007). 

46 feiner, The Jewish Enlightenment, 1. 

http:europe.46
http:Perplexed.45
http:feature.44
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prefigure some of the most significant developments of modern Jewish in-
tellectual history. 

in highlighting these factors, i do not wish to argue that modern Juda-
ism originated in the ghetto of Venice or to cast Modena as the first mod-
ern Jew. rather i seek to contest a historiographic focus on rupture that 
has resulted in a caricature of early modern Jewish intellectuals. like other 
figures in the early seventeenth century, Modena subjected the received 
wisdom of his day to careful scrutiny. his precariously situated critical sen-
sibility had far-reaching consequences. Ari Nohem offers a telling and dis-
tinctly Jewish example of the marriage between textual criticism and reli-
gious dissent that characterized so much of european intellectual life in the 
early seventeenth century. whether or not one relies on a historical model 
of crisis for this period, european intellectuals in the decades before and 
after Modena wrote Ari Nohem subjected almost all certitudes—religious, 
theological, scientific—to sustained skepticism.47 The products of their 
thought were electrifying. By the time Modena composed Ari Nohem, his 
slightly elder contemporary isaac Casaubon (1559–1614) had demolished 
the antiquity of much of renaissance ancient theology. Casaubon proved 
that the Sibylline oracles and the hermetic corpus were late antique forg-
eries rather than works contemporary to the Bible.48 Modena’s Ari Nohem 
did much the same for the core texts of Kabbalah, the Jewish component 
of ancient theology. when viewed cumulatively, Casaubon’s and Modena’s 
work stripped many of the core texts that had constituted ancient theol-
ogy in the renaissance of their pretensions to antiquity. Modena’s con-
temporary in Venice, Paolo Sarpi, also challenged a series of received ideas 
about the history of the Catholic Church and the institution of the papacy. 
Sarpi dissented from traditions and practices that had become canonical, 
and he did so in the form historical accounts and reflections on religion.49 

Modena, who may have known Sarpi, and who excerpted his History of the 
Council of Trent in his notebooks, turned to a historical account of Kabbalah 
as a means of opposing the dominant and newly accepted traditions of 
Venetian Jews. Modena’s skepticism had genuine limits. for all his sophis-
tication as a reader and for all the intellectual archeology he performed on 

47 on crisis and the seventeenth century, see “AHR forum: The General Crisis of the Sev-
enteenth Century revisited,” American Historical Review 113 (2008); and “The Crisis of the 
Seventeenth Century: interdisciplinary Perspectives,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 40 
(2009). on early modern skepticism, see richard h. Popkin, The History of Scepticism: From 
Savonarola to Bayle (new York: oxford university Press, 2003). 

48 anthony Grafton, Defenders of the Text: The Traditions of Scholarship in an Age of Science, 
1450–1800 (Cambridge: harvard university Press, 1991), chaps. 5 and 6. 

49 Gaetano Cozzi, Paolo Sarpi tra Venezia e l’Europa (Turin: G. einaudi, 1978); david woot-
ton, Paolo Sarpi:Between Renaissance and Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge university 
Press, 1983). 

http:religion.49
http:Bible.48
http:skepticism.47
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Kabbalah, he never submitted the Bible to the same scrutiny as he did the 
Zohar. Ari Nohem was many things, but it was not Spinoza’s Theological-
Political Treatise. 

in positing Ari Nohem as a Jewish exemplar of early modern skepticism, 
i follow contemporary scholarship on early modern history that rejects a 
view of modernity as single moment of rupture.50 Modena did not seek 
to argue for something new or to celebrate secularization. he thought of 
himself as a defender of tradition, a tradition he identified with the spiri-
tualized rationalism of Maimonides and the Guide of the Perplexed. in fact, 
his argument was fundamentally conservative insofar as he saw in Kabbalah 
a late development and an excrescence that tainted the original state of 
philosophical excellence exemplified by the Guide. he desperately hoped 
to preserve the patterns of knowledge transmission that had been eroded 
by the spread of Kabbalah and by the printing of Jewish law infected with 
kabbalistic teachings. But the arguments made in Ari Nohem about the ori-
gins of Kabbalah were repeatedly reconfigured in the ensuing three and a 
half centuries. Modena and later readers of his work who criticized Kab-
balah did so in traditional literary forms—polemics, letters, and rabbinic 
responsa—rather than in monographs or essays, the genres that would 
come to dominate critical scholarship. here again, comparison with Casa-
ubon and Sarpi proves instructive. for all of the intellectual innovation of 
his criticism, Casaubon’s debunking of the hermetic forgeries appeared in 
a theological tome written as part of a polemic against a Catholic cardinal. 
Sarpi’s innovative thinking about the possibility of a secular society ap-
peared in notebooks on religion that circulated in manuscript only among 
his close associates. The generic conventions that effectively constituted 
and contained their work and Modena’s should not obscure its intellectual 
ingenuity. The story told here thus contrasts with most narratives about 
the origins of modern Judaism: it turns out to be less a story of rupture 
than one of reconfiguration.51 

The history of the Book and the history of Venice 

in addition to reconsidering existing scholarly traditions on the origins of 
modern Judaism, my study of Modena contributes to current debates about 
the history of written culture in the early modern period. The history of 
the book, a mode of inquiry that examines the material history of written 

50 Grafton, Defenders of the Text, introduction; Jay M. harris, How Do We Know This? Mi
drash and the Fragmentation of Modern Judaism (albany: SunY Press, 1995), chap. 5; Guy G. 
Stroumsa, A New Science: The Discovery of Religion in the Age of Reason (Cambridge: harvard 
university Press, 2010), 1–13. 

51 lorraine daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (new York: Zone Books, 2007), 10. 

http:reconfiguration.51
http:rupture.50
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culture, has transformed the study of early modern europe.52 Bibliographic 
analysis has been linked to contemporary concerns about the instability of 
texts and the mobility of meaning. within this growing field of cultural 
history, scholars debate the historical impact of the invention of print. This 
book takes up the call by adrian Johns to write a cultural history of print 
rather than a history of print culture.53 Breaking with the assumption that 
certain properties such as dissemination, standardization, and fixity inhere 
in the technology of printing and constitute something called print culture, 
Johns argued that one should attempt to address the history of printing at 
a local level: to trace the histories of reading through the reconstruction 
of specific reading practices and the histories of individual texts. Crucially 
for this study, early modern historians have pointed to the persistence of 
manuscript production and circulation well into the so-called age of print. 
a localized cultural history of print must account for the composition and 
circulation of manuscripts at a given center of early modern printing. 

Building upon these arguments, i reposition the history of Ari Nohem at 
the juncture between print and manuscript. The story of Modena’s book— 
both its composition and its later circulation—offers a vivid example of the 
persistence of manuscript production well into the age of print.54 it also 
offers important evidence about the history of printing itself. in empha-
sizing manuscripts for the historical reconstruction of printing, scholars 
have pointed to discrepancies between manuscript and printed versions 
of the same text or to the manuscripts used by correctors in print shops. 
as a work that circulated in manuscript, Ari Nohem offers crucial evidence 
about the cultural history of printing. Modena assessed the impact of print-
ing on the transmission of Jewish culture particularly in terms of Kabbalah 
and Jewish law. although his judgment was highly polemical, his argument 
reflected careful attention to the material form in which a given text circu-
lated in his own time.55 

52 robert darnton, “‘what is the history of Books?’ revisited” Modern Intellectual His
tory 4 (2007): 495–508; andrew Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance (new haven: Yale uni-
versity Press, 2010). 

53 adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making (Chicago: uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1998); Joseph a. dane, The Myth of Print Culture: Essays on Evidence, 
Textuality, and Bibliographical Method (Toronto: university of Toronto Press, 2003). 

54 harold love, The Culture and Commerce of Texts: Scribal Publication in Seventeenth-Century 
England (amherst: university of Massachusetts Press, 1998); Brian richardson, Manuscript 
Culture in Renaissance Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 2009). 

55 Modena’s contemporaries Johannes Kepler and francis Bacon were also interested in the 
cultural consequences of print. on Kepler, see nicholas Jardine, The Birth of History and Phi
losophy of Science: Kepler’s “A Defence of Tycho against Ursus” (Cambridge: Cambridge university 
Press, 1984). on Bacon, see Julian Martin, Francis Bacon, the State, and the Reform of Natural 
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1992). 

http:print.54
http:culture.53
http:europe.52
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while Modena was keenly aware of the power of the printed word, many 
of his own writings, particularly his polemical works, circulated in manu-
script throughout the early modern period. This phenomenon was hardly 
unique to Modena and constitutes a principal feature of written culture in 
early modern Venice.56 for a number of reasons—fear of censorship, threat 
of persecution, desire to maintain proximity to a reader—an author might 
articulate a given argument in manuscript rather than in print. Modena 
understood print as a public medium that he could not completely control; 
he wanted to proclaim his arguments, but not too loudly. had Ari Nohem 
appeared in print, Modena would almost certainly have been ostracized 
within the Jewish community. Modena may also have been afraid of cen-
sorship. Two years before he wrote Ari Nohem, his vernacular summary of 
Jewish rites, the Riti Ebraici, had appeared in Paris. when Modena learned 
of its publication, he submitted a manuscript of his work to the Venetian 
holy office for review. a second edition appeared in Venice the follow-
ing year with several alterations. Manuscripts offered a hedge between the 
public embrace of a controversial position and the impossibility of silence. 
in this sense Ari Nohem provides the most elaborate example of a wider 
phenomenon: throughout the period under consideration here, most sus-
tained criticism of Kabbalah circulated in manuscript rather than in print.57 

Comparison between Modena and isaac luria on this account proves 
particularly revealing.although separated by over half a century and half the 
Mediterranean—Modena was born in Venice the year before luria died in 
Safed—both authors had remarkably similar literary profiles. Modena had 
one print persona—preacher, anthologist, translator, lexicographer, and 
apologist—and another manuscript identity—polemicist against Christi-
anity, critic of Kabbalah, memoirist for his family, and alleged practitioner 

56 Marino Zorzi, “dal manoscritto al libro,” in Storia di Venezia, ed. ugo Tucci and alberto 
Tenenti, 4:817–958 (rome: Giovanni Treccani, 1996); federico Barbierato, Nella stanza dei 
circoli: Clavicula Salomonis e libri di magia a Venezia nei secoli XVII e XVIII (Milan: S. Bonnard, 
2002); filippo de Vivo, Information and Communication in Venice: Rethinking Early Modern Poli
tics (oxford: oxford university Press, 2007). 

57 See the discrepancy between manuscript and printed versions of Joseph Solomon del-
medigo’s “ahuz letter.” a shorter version lacking critical comments on Kabbalah appeared in 
Sefer Elim (amsterdam: Menasseh ben israel, 1629). a longer version circulated in manuscript 
and appeared in abraham Geiger, Melo Chofnajim (Berlin, 1840), 1–28, hebrew section. for 
doubts on the authenticity of the longer version, see david B. ruderman, Jewish Thought and 
Scientific Discovery in Early Modern Europe (new haven: Yale university Press, 1995), 146–52. 
for confirmation, see Jordan S. Penkower, “S. d. luzzatto, Vowels, and accents and the date 
of the Zohar,” in Samuel David Luzzatto: The Bi-Centennial of his Birth, ed. robert Bonfil, isaac 
Gottlieb, and hannah Kasher (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2004), 128. for another instance of 
criticism of Kabbalah in manuscript, see william horbury, “Judah Briel and Seventeenth-
Century Jewish anti-Christian Polemic in italy,” JSQ 1 (1993–1994): 171–92. 

http:print.57
http:Venice.56
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of pseudepigraphy. luria in print, the luria that Modena subjected to such 
merciless criticism in Ari Nohem, was a miracle worker, a healer, a divine 
oracle; but luria in manuscript was a theologian of enormous intellectual 
reach. his students jealously guarded his theological writings and refused 
to allow them into circulation. Modena knew of some of these writings, as 
his discussion of isaiah horowitz and Christian Kabbalah makes clear, but 
he probably had not read them. 

i examine print and manuscript as complementary to one other rather 
than in opposition; the invention of one technology did not replace an 
existing one. here too, rupture fails to capture the relationship between 
the past and the present. The evidence surveyed in this book demonstrates 
that the boundaries between manuscript and print were as untidy chrono-
logically as they were commercially, materially, and socially.58 a historio-
graphic preoccupation with the new has served to undermine and obscure 
long-term continuities, in this case the production and circulation of man-
uscripts, that can actually illuminate moments of transformation as they 
occurred. Manuscripts in an age of print—modern manuscripts—possess 
considerable significance for the historical reconstruction of how intel-
lectuals worked, how ideas circulated, and how knowledge was produced. 
They offer crucial evidence for understanding the ways in which these in-
tellectuals themselves thought about technologies they understood to be 
new. only in the age of print could a manuscript take on meaningful sig-
nificance as a distinct medium of communication suited to a particular set 
of ideas. The new hardly replaced the old: print endowed manuscripts with 
a cultural importance they had never had and imbued them with a sense of 
secrecy that retained enormous power to subvert the printed word.59 

accounts of early modern Venice usually focus on the sixteenth century 
as the apogee of Venetian culture and dismiss the seventeenth century as an 
era of slow but inevitable decline. This book draws on the cultural history 
of the Jews to challenge this decline-and-fall narrative.60 Modena may have 
been the most important critic of Kabbalah in the Venetian ghetto, but he 
was hardly the only Venetian Jew to analyze his own society with great care. 
his colleague in the rabbinate Simone luzzatto defended the political and 
economic privileges of Venetian Jewry in a vernacular treatise written the 

58 david McKitterick, Print, Manuscript, and the Search for Order, 1450–1830 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge university Press, 2003). 

59 Jon r. Snyder, Dissimulation and the Culture of Secrecy in Early Modern Europe (Berkeley: 
university of California Press, 2009). 

60 for recent studies that draw on other areas of Venetian culture to make a similar claim, 
see Barbierato, Nella stanza dei circoli; Vivo, Information and Communication in Venice; and ed-
ward Muir, The Culture Wars of the Late Renaissance: Skeptics, Libertines, and Opera (Cambridge: 
harvard university Press, 2007). 

http:narrative.60
http:socially.58
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year before Ari Nohem.61 luzzatto’s Discorso included a profile of contem-
porary Jewish knowledge that recast a medieval typology of three kinds of 
Jewish scholars: Talmudists, philosophers, and kabbalists.62 luzzatto wrote 
about Kabbalah without Modena’s polemical edge—hardly surprising in a 
printed work addressed to the Venetian doge and Senate—but he reflected 
on it as a social force of considerable consequence in Venetian Jewish life. 
Moreover he analyzed it with critical distance, pointing to parallels be-
tween the sefirot and the neoplatonic emanations and invoking Pico’s in-
terest in Kabbalah. for all their differences, luzzatto and Modena were at 
the height of their analytical powers in the early decades of the seventeenth 
century, and Kabbalah was of primary importance to both of them.63 The 
presence of these figures in Venice indicates that the decline in the cultural 
life of the city may not have been as precipitous or as universal as has hith-
erto been assumed. historians have long pointed to a shift in creative activ-
ity away from the visual arts and toward the natural sciences and music in 
seventeenth-century Venice. The Jewish ghetto must be added to the opera 
box and the academies as a site of enduring cultural vitality.64 

a new figure: The Cultural Critic 

leon Modena is hardly an obscure personality in the annals of early mod-
ern Venice or Jewish history.65 one of the most articulate of early modern 
Jews, Modena wrote in a number of genres on a wide range of subjects. 

61 Simone luzzatto, Discorso circa il stato de gl’Hebrei et in particolar dimoranti nell’inclita città 
di Venetia, ed. riccardo Bachi (Bologna: a. forni, 1976); luzzatto, Ma’amar al Yehude Venet
syah, trans. dan lattes (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1950); Benjamin C. i. ravid, Economics and 
Toleration in Seventeenth Century Venice: The Background and Context of the Discorso of Simone 
Luzzatto (Jerusalem: american academy of Jewish research, 1978). 

62 luzzatto, Ma’amar al Yehude Venetsyah, 137–48. on the typology, see robert Bonfil, “a 
Cultural Profile,” in davis and ravid, The Jews of Early Modern Venice, 169–90. 

63 See ruderman, Early Modern Jewry, 2–5. 
64 h. G. Koenigsberger, “decadence or Shift? Changes in the Civilization of italy and eu-

rope in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” in Estates and Revolutions: Essays in Early 
Modern European History (ithaca: Cornell university Press, 1971). on opera and the acade-
mies, see wendy heller, Emblems of Eloquence: Opera and Women’s Voices in Seventeenth-Century 
Venice (Berkeley: university of California Press, 2003); Muir, The Culture Wars. 

65 howard ernest adelman, “Success and failure in the Seventeenth Century Ghetto of 
Venice: The life and Thought of leon Modena, 1571–1648,” Ph.d. diss., Brandeis university, 
1985; Talya fishman, Shaking the Pillars of Exile: ‘Voice of a Fool,’ an Early Modern Jewish Cri
tique of Rabbinic Culture (Stanford: Stanford university Press, 1997); Cristiana facchini, “una 
insinuante modernità: note su leone Modena e l’ebraismo nel seicento, rassenga biblio-
grafica,” Annali di storia dell’esegesi 19 (2002): 467–97; david Malkiel, ed., The Lion Shall Roar: 
Leon Modena and His World (Jerusalem: Magnes Press and Ben-Zvi institute, 2003). 

http:history.65
http:vitality.64
http:kabbalists.62
http:Nohem.61
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Born in Venice in 1571, he spent much of his early life in northern italian 
towns such as ferrara, Cologna da Veneto, and Montagnana. But apart 
from later periods in ferrara and florence, Modena lived in Venice for 
almost the entirety of his adult life.66 at the time of his wedding in 1590, 
he was invested by the Venetian rabbinate with the title of haver, the first 
stage on his way to rabbinic ordination, which he earned in 1609 at the ripe 
age of thirty-eight.67 over the next four decades, Modena served as one 
of several rabbis to the multiple congregations that constituted the early 
modern Jewish community of Venice. he also worked as secretary to the 
rabbinate, taught in the schools, sang as a cantor, issued legal decisions, and 
preached in the synagogues. in spite of the prestige he may have accrued 
from his apprenticeship and later participation in the institutional life of 
the Venetian rabbinate, Modena was quite miserable as a rabbi. Communal 
power among the Jews in early modern Venice lay with the wealthy mer-
chants, not with the learned clergy. Venetian rabbis did not receive a fixed 
salary but were paid a fee for each of the services they performed. Modena 
eked out an unstable livelihood from his various rabbinic duties as well as 
a range of other jobs such as proofreader in print shops and private tutor. 
his literary works brought him some measure of fame as well as a small 
supplement to his income. 

upon Modena’s death in 1648, his grandson isaac levi collected his 
papers and prepared several of his works for publication. Beleaguered by 
conflict with the leaders of the Venetian Jewish community and beset by a 
rapidly declining hebrew press in Venice, levi was unsuccessful in his at-
tempts to print them.68 levi’s organization and care of Modena’s papers in 
the years after his death, however, played a crucial role in the preservation 
of Modena’s literary legacy. nearly all of Modena’s polemical writings—on 
Christianity, the soul, Kabbalah, and rabbinic Judaism—as well his corre-
spondence and his annotated books survived owing to levi’s efforts. The 
attempt by a relative, usually a son, to preserve the written remains of a 
deceased scholar was hardly new. The annals of Jewish history are replete 
with figures whose writings survive largely due to the efforts of their fam-
ily. levi’s concern for Modena’s legacy, however, went beyond the demands 

66 for an account of Modena’s life, see howard e. adelman, “leon Modena: The auto-
biography and the Man,” in Autobiography, 19–49. for a biography of his early life, see ellis 
rivkin, “leon da Modena: Part i,” Ph.d. diss., Johns hopkins university, 1946. To the best 
of my knowledge, rivkin never wrote the second half of Modena’s biography as he outlined 
in the introduction to his thesis; for rivkin’s later work, see his “The Sermons of leon da 
Modena,” HUCA 23 (1950–1951): 295–317; Leon da Modena and the ‘Kol Sakhal ’ (Cincinnati: 
huC Press, 1952). 

67 on the early modern italian rabbinate, see robert Bonfil, Rabbis and Jewish Communities 
in Renaissance Italy (oxford: littman library, 1990). 

68 isaac levi, Medaber Tahpukhot, ed. daniel Carpi (Tel aviv: Tel aviv university Press, 1985). 

http:thirty-eight.67
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of filial piety and approached the level of contemporary european scholars 
and scientists who went to great lengths to establish collections and ar-
chives of their teachers and mentors.69 

Scholarship on leon Modena over the last two centuries has been dom-
inated by the discussion of two works—his autobiography, Hayyei Yehudah 
(The Life of Judah), and a pseudepigraphic critique of rabbinic culture, Kol 
Sakhal (The Voice of a Fool). Modena’s autobiographical journal, composed 
at discrete intervals in the final decades of his life, recounts the financial 
and familial tribulations he faced after the death of his eldest son Mordecai 
in 1617 due to injuries sustained in alchemical experiments.70 written with 
arresting clarity and genuine pathos, Hayyei Yehudah offers a rare glimpse 
into the interior life of an early modern Jew. The combination of Modena’s 
literary ability and the genuine scarcity of early modern Jewish autobiog-
raphies has attracted numerous scholars to the work.71 for all the lurid de-
tails it offers about Modena’s gambling habits, dysfunctional marriage, and 
failing health, Hayyei Yehudah offers little if any insight into his thought. in 
an attempt to understand Modena’s mind, scholars have repeatedly turned 
to Kol Sakhal, a pseudepigraphic criticism of rabbinic culture Modena may 
have written.72 Kol Sakhal offers a scathing criticism of rabbinic power, 
a mocking description of the precepts of Jewish law, and a blueprint for 
legal reform. Much of the scholarship on Kol Sakhal has dwelt on the ques-
tion of the text’s authorship.73 although a welter of circumstantial evidence 
points to Modena as the author, this cannot be established with absolute 
certainty. 

69 Michael hunter, ed., Archives of the Scientific Revolution: The Formation and Exchange of 
Ideas in Seventeenth-Century Europe (rochester: Boydell Press, 1998); ingo herklotz, Cassiano 
dal Pozzo und die Archäologie des 17. Jahrhunderts (Munich: hirmer Verlag, 1999). See also the 
collected studies on the cultural history of archives in Archival Science 7 (2007). 

70 leon Modena, Hayyei Yehudah, ed. daniel Carpi (Tel aviv: Tel aviv university Press, 
1985); Modena, Autobiography. 

71 Some have sought to cast it as the beginnings of a Jewish autobiographical tradition, and 
others have cautioned against attributing such an impact to a text hardly known before the 
nineteenth century. See the discussion in Marcus Moseley, Being for Myself Alone: Origins of 
Jewish Autobiography (Stanford: Stanford university Press, 2006), 103–47. 

72 The hebrew text first appeared in isaac S. reggio, ed., Behinat ha-Kabalah: Kolel Sefer 
Kol Sakhal ve-Sefer Sha’agat Aryeh (Gorizia: Joh. Bapt. Seitz, 1852). for an annotated en-
glish translation and discussion of the literature between reggio’s edition and the late twen-
tieth century, see fishman, Shaking the Pillars of Exile. for work since, see howard adelman, 
“leon Modena, Homo Ludens, and Kol Sakhal” (hebrew), in The Lion Shall Roar, ed. Malkiel, 
91–105; omero Proietti “‘la Voce di de acosta [=431]’ sul vero autore del Qol Sakhal,” RMI 
70 (2004): 33–54; david Sorotzkin, “The Timeless Community in an age of Change: The 
emergence of Conceptions of Time and the Collective as the Basis for the development of 
Jewish orthodoxy in early Modern and late Modern europe” (hebrew), Ph.d. diss., he-
brew university, 2007. 

73 fishman, Shaking the Pillars of Exile, 5–8. 

http:authorship.73
http:written.72
http:experiments.70
http:mentors.69
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in the event that Modena was indeed the author of Kol Sakhal, his criti-
cism of Kabbalah in Ari Nohem poses a basic question: how could the au-
thor of a pseudepigraphic attack on rabbinic culture criticize the Zohar as 
pseudepigraphic? The attribution of a text to one amitai bar Yedaiah ibn 
raz in 1500 differs quite substantially from the attribution of a book to 
Simeon bar Yohai, a second-century sage who appears throughout rabbinic 
literature as the author of legal opinions and the subject of extraordinary 
stories. furthermore, the author of Kol Sakhal planted a series of clues that 
a careful reader could use to decipher its date of composition; if Moses de 
leon and his colleagues had inserted a similar set of signals to their read-
ers when they composed the Zohar, these hints had been lost to all but the 
most discerning of readers by the seventeenth century. Modena’s contem-
poraries treated the Zohar as the product of rabbinic antiquity and elevated 
the text into a normative source of the law. finally, Kol Sakhal and the Zohar 
had radically opposed cultural trajectories in the early modern period. Kol 
Sakhal was copied by Modena and again by his grandson, but the work did 
not circulate widely before the nineteenth century.74 By contrast, the Zohar 
had appeared in print multiple times over the course of the early modern 
period and became a foundational text of Jewish culture. 

within the context of Modena’s life, Ari Nohem was a late work.75 But it 
was not a work of late style. it represents the culmination of Modena’s criti-
cism that had been mounting for several decades to a culture dominated by 
Kabbalah rather than an abrupt change in his opinion.76 it was hardly an 
accident, however, that Modena wrote Ari Nohem as a man of sixty-eight. 
Modena had an acute sense of intellectual entitlement that had not been 
well served by his perpetual struggles for status and money. The Venetian 
rabbinate had hardly been a profession that enabled him to pursue his writ-
ing in comfort. he had watched in jealous anger as kabbalists had taken 

74 for the possibility that Saul Berlin (1740–1794) read it in manuscript, see ibid., 172–74. 
75 for references to Ari Nohem in Modena’s writings, see Autobiography, 153. a manuscript 

that contains several pages of Modena’s notes includes an excerpt from elijah delmedigo’s Be
hinat ha-Dat copied in Modena’s hand. following this excerpt appears a short note: “after this 
i composed a long treatise against this sect [the kabbalists], i called it Ari Nohem.” See Milan, 
ambrosiana MS Q 139 Sup, 52a; Sefer Behinat ha-Dat, ed. ross, 15. in responsum number 
131 dated to 1645, Modena wrote: “for this wisdom [Kabbalah] . . . is very distant from me, 
as i have explained the reason at great length in a treatise that i composed which i called Ari 
Nohem.” leon Modena, She’elot u-Teshuvot Ziknei Yehudah, ed. Shlomo Simonsohn (Jerusalem: 
Mossad ha-rav Kook, 1956), 177; hereafter Ziknei Yehudah followed by number of responsum 
and page number. on this responsum, see don harrán, “Nomina Numina: final Thoughts of 
rabbi leon Modena on the essence of Sacred Music,” Italia 17 (2006): 7–63. for reference 
to harrán’s earlier studies on Modena and music see 8, n. 4. 

76 See Ziknei Yehudah, no. 35, 50–52; for his opposition to the discussion of Kabbalah in 
public sermons in a text composed in 1625, see responsum in ibid., no. 55, 76–78. a substantial 
portion of this responsum appears in english in Marc Saperstein, Jewish Preaching 1200–1800: 
An Anthology (new haven: Yale university Press, 1989), 406–7. 

http:opinion.76
http:century.74
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over his community and his mantle of intellectual authority. They were the 
ones who had combined charisma and learning while Modena had been 
pushed to the margins. from these margins he took up a new position, un-
paid and not very prestigious, but one that allowed his wrath to pour forth 
in cantankerous and controlled prose. he became a critic. 

Modena’s criticism and its subsequent history constituted some of the 
very ruins evoked by Scholem at the outset of Major Trends in Jewish Mysti
cism, ruins that Scholem himself recovered with such magnificent and ruth-
less efficiency in the construction of his own narrative. Ari Nohem and its 
history were profoundly inconvenient to the integrity of Scholem’s story.77 

it undercut two of the central and contradictory claims upon which he 
built his scholarly edifice: the marginality of Kabbalah and its ostensible 
neglect as the subject of critical inquiry. Scholem was of two minds about 
the place of Kabbalah within Judaism: at times he insisted upon Kabbalah 
as a vibrant but subterranean force within Jewish history; at other times 
he insisted on its absolute centrality. But he was piercingly clear about its 
neglect as an academic subject before he wrote his doctoral dissertation on 
Sefer ha-Bahir.78 

The monumentality of Scholem’s achievement renders suspect any dis-
cussion of Kabbalah that does not account for the originality of his work. 
from the most particular details of analytic bibliography to the historical 
reconstruction of complex ideas, no one can treat Kabbalah without con-
fronting Scholem. one of his rare and revealing comments about Moses 
Cordovero—“he had the gift of transforming everything into literature”— 
could easily be said of his own work.79 The scope of Scholem’s historio-
graphic vision was matched and even exceeded by the power of his prose. 
for all the assaults on Scholem’s narrative, both in his own lifetime and in 

77 Scholem was remarkably silent about Ari Nohem. he mentioned Modena in passing in 
his lecture, “did Moses de leon Compose the Book of the Zohar?” (hebrew), Madaei ha-
Yahadut 2 (1925/1926): 16. he used Ari Nohem for evidence about a reputed student of luria’s 
in Venice in the late sixteenth century and acerbically referred to Modena as “this enemy of 
Kabbalah.” See “israel Sarug, a Student of the Ari?” (hebrew), Zion 5 (1940): 224. and he 
responded to a bibliographic question posed by nehemiah libowitz, editor of the second edi-
tion of Ari Nohem. See Ari Nohem, ed. libowitz, 157. Though a copious annotator of his own 
books, Scholem only lightly annotated his copy of libowitz’s edition of Ari Nohem. Most of 
his annotations pointed to texts Modena had read in manuscript. See Ari Nohem, ed. libow-
itz, number 8855.3 in the Scholem library at the Jnul. on Scholem and silence see Gary 
Smith, “‘die Zauberjuden’: walter Benjamin, Gershom Scholem, and other German-Jewish 
esoterics between the world wars,” JJTP 4 (1995): 237–38. 

78 Das Buch Bahir (leipzig: w. drugulin, 1923). on the circumstances of its appearance in 
print, see lou h. Silberman, “Scholem to eisler on the Publication of Das Buch Bahir,” Studies 
in Bibliography and Booklore 16 (1986): 5–12; as cited in Saverio Campanini, “Some notes on 
Gershom Scholem and Christian Kabbalah,” Sefer zikaron le-Gershom Scholem bi-mlot esrim ve
hamesh shanim le-petirato, ed. Joseph dan, 2:15 (Jerusalem: hebrew university, 2007). 

79 Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, 249. 

http:ha-Bahir.78
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the decades since his death, his work endures in no small measure because 
of his ability to transform Kabbalah into literature. Scholem may well have 
been the greatest mind to study Kabbalah, but he was hardly the first. in 
using the history of Ari Nohem to challenge Scholem’s scholarly self-pre-
sentation, i wish to be clear about what i am not doing: Modena was not 
Scholem in Baroque Venice. in one of his late pieces, Scholem perceptively 
pointed to reuchlin as his intellectual ancestor.80 Scholem may not have 
been a kabbalist, as he repeatedly insisted, but like reuchlin before him he 
was clearly sympathetic to Kabbalah. for all his insight, Modena lacked 
such sympathy. 

This book is divided into three sections: the first examines Modena as 
writer; the second, Modena as reader; and the third, Modena as read. 

Chapter 1 positions Modena’s writing practices within the context of 
early modern Venice, capital of hebrew printing and center of manuscript 
production. drawing on a range of unexamined sources, this chapter points 
to the collaborative nature of Modena’s writing. Through the reconstruc-
tion of Modena’s relationship with his grandson isaac levi, who served as 
his amanuensis in the final two decades of his life, i locate the writing of 
Ari Nohem as the product of their joint efforts, a working relationship that 
was typical among intellectuals—Jewish and Christian—in northern italy 
in the early seventeenth century. 

Chapters 2 and 3 examine Modena as a reader of medieval Jewish texts, 
the Zohar and the Guide of the Perplexed. Chapter 2 studies Modena’s histo-
ricization of the Zohar as the work of Moses de leon in medieval Castile 
rather than Simeon bar Yohai in roman Palestine. Modena objected to the 
elevation of the Zohar as a source of legal and cultural authority; his criti-
cism of the ancient origins of the work was an attempt to deflate its newly 
acquired status rather than a wholesale rejection of its contents. if Modena 
sought to counter the prestige of one medieval work, the Zohar, he also 
attempted to revitalize that of another, the Guide of the Perplexed. Chapter 
3 examines Modena’s attempt to reclaim Maimonides from his kabbalistic 
critics and admirers. i argue that many of Modena’s most important posi-
tions in Ari Nohem—his understanding of tradition, his rejection of kabbal-
istic theology, and his attack on kabbalistic hermeneutics—were informed 
by his reading of Maimonides. 

Chapters 4 and 5 reconstruct Modena’s reactions to two important phe-
nomena in early modern Kabbalah: the renaissance in Safed and the study 
of Kabbalah by Christians. Chapter 4 uses Ari Nohem to document the 

80 “die erforschung der Kabbala von reuchlin bis zur Gegenwart,” in Judaica III: Studien 
zur jüdischen Mystik (frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973), 247. on this passage, see Campanini, 
“Some notes on Gershom Scholem and Christian Kabbalah,” 2:14. 
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transmission of Kabbalah from Safed to Venice and examines Modena’s 
indictment of this transfer of knowledge and practice. i trace Modena’s 
criticism through his reaction to the growing cult of personality around 
isaac luria and his detailed response to one of the most significant theo-
logical treatises composed in Safed, Moses Cordovero’s Pardes Rimonim. 
Chapter 5 examines Modena’s outrage at the appropriation of Kabbalah by 
Christians, particularly Pico della Mirandola. it examines Modena’s effort 
to separate Christian Kabbalah from Jewish theology and to redefine Kab-
balah as a uniquely Jewish realm of thought (here, too, the anticipation of 
Scholem’s idea of Jewish mysticism as an authentically Jewish contribution 
to the history of religion is striking). 

Chapters 6 and 7 study Modena’s work as it was read by later schol-
ars. Chapter 6 traces the circulation of Ari Nohem in manuscript from its 
composition through its first appearance in print. The different stages in 
the reception of Ari Nohem in manuscript offer an alternative history of 
Kabbalah in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, one that has largely 
been told through the histories of Sabbatianism and hasidism. Chapter 7, 
by contrast, reconstructs the competing efforts of a group of scholars in the 
early nineteenth century, including isaac reggio, Solomon rosenthal, and 
Julius fürst, to print the first edition of Ari Nohem. it turns to the mixed 
reception given to the work by two nineteenth-century kabbalists, elijah 
Benamozegh and isaac haver wildmann. This later history of Ari Nohem 
points to the significance of Kabbalah as an issue of urgent concern to a 
broad range of Jewish intellectuals in the nineteenth century. 




