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Marginalia Scholemiana
Daniel Abrams

Scholem’s marginalia are the best kept secret of the Scholem Library and is
the greatest tool for scholars. To be sure, anyone who has used the collection
has discovered these sparse but economic jottings by the master, either in the
margins or in his interlinear comments and underlinings. | have always been
impressed by how Scholem was able to capture the most significant passages
or phrases in books that no one had ever researched before. Indeed, at first
blush it often seems that he underlined names, book titles and historical
information, but he was in no way systematic in applying some formula or
principle. Instead of fully indexing books with his fine nib, Scholem captured
the most important passages which served both his scholarship and scholarly
agendas not even considered in his day. The most important glosses are those
that refer to other printed books or manuscripts. Often these brief references
guide the reader today to a passage in another book and opens up the inquiry
to the connections between two works. In this sense Scholem’s marginalia
construct the intertextuality of the Kabbalistic library, namely his own
collection, and sheds light on his reading practices. These shelves of books
form a singular nexus, a dialogue between the various tomes that contain
Kabbalistic literature.

Scholem’s own working methods went beyond the books themselves. He
would often insert slips of paper in the volumes which removed from all the

books and collected in a box housed in the archive department two floors



below, with photocopies often being inserted in the actual book. These pages
were subsequently marked with the number of the volume so that these notes
could be repatriated with their volume for the researcher. The archives also
contain a large collection of loose sheets and notebooks in which Scholem
jotted down various notes. These sheets rarely contain concentrated note
taking of printed books which are usually found in the volumes themselves,
demonstrating a division of labour or its medium. We see then that Scholem’s
work space was spatially displayed on the shelves historically and
thematically, as the organization of knowledge in its printed format. This not
only displayed the history and subjects of Jewish mysticism for himself, but
his marginalia are superimposed upon this order, and actually within its pages,
to imprint his working practices and observations within the material itself.
Many of Scholem’s notes clearly display the self-awareness that he was
writing in the margins of a book he possessed at home for a future reader who
would profit from the note after his death, when his library would be open to
the public. In using his books for the notes that guide the reader to yet other
books we all benefit from their intended purpose. The great secret of the
Scholem library lies therefore not in the surprise note one finds in the book
one came to read but in the book referred to there that one did not even know

existed or thought was connected to the subject.



