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Salomon Malka was a student at the Ecole Normale Israélite Orientale (ENIO)

when Emmanuel Levinas was its director. The purpose of this small school was the

formation of Jewish adolescents from countries around the Mediterranean Sea, who,

after 4 years of study in Paris, would become teachers at Jewish schools in their

home countries. In fact, most of the male and female students were Moroccan, but a

few came from other countries, such as Lebanon or Iran. Levinas had to be the

principal, manager, teacher, and religious supervisor, but he also had his own

philosophical ambitions, expressed in writings that remained hidden from his

students.

In 2002 Malka published Emmanuel Levinas. La vie et la trace (Paris: Editions

Jean-Claude Lattès, 2002), of which Duquesne University Press published an

English translation in 2006. Besides a Foreword (pp. vii–xii) by Philippe Nemo,

whose interviews with Levinas have been published in Ethique et Infini, and a text

titled ‘‘Translator’s Notes’’ (pp. xiii–xxvi), in which Michael Kigel reflects about

the ‘‘Nazi horror’’ as background of Levinas’s work, the English version does not

differ noticeably from the French one, although, regarding a number of passages,

one could debate the accuracy of the translation. A third addition is particularly

helpful: a rather extensive Index (pp. 322–330).

The book is divided into two parts, titled I. Places (pp. 3–143), which focuses on

the various stages of Levinas’s life (Kaunas, Strasbourg, Freiburg-im-Breisgau,

Paris, Captivity, Paris), and II. Faces (pp. 145–301), in which Malka concentrates

on the relations that have involved Levinas in certain face-to-face relationships with

many more or less well-known figures, such as Husserl, Heidegger, Blanchot, Wahl,

Sartre, Derrida, Ricœur, Nerson, Rosenzweig, Chouchani, Sholem, Wojtyla,

Burggraeve, Dupuy, Caspar, Castelli, Rolland, Tyminiecka, and myself, among

others, many of whom were alumni of the ENIO. These two parts are preceded by
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three short texts: Departure (pp. xxix–xxxi), which gives a sober description of

Levinas’s burial, an Introduction (pp. xxxii–xxxv), and the first of eight very short

sketches in which Malka, by way of personal testimonies, evokes a souvenir, a

phone call, or an encounter with his former teacher (pp. xxxvi–xxxvii, 33–34, 83,

140–143, 186–187, 232–233, 271–272, 300–301). These sketches are vivid and

succeed in characterizing Levinas through typical gestures, phrases, opinions,

attitudes, or concerns that are well known to those who have become familiar with

him. Malka’s book also contains eight pages of pictures of Levinas, his family, and

some of his teachers, colleagues, or friends taken at various stages of his life. In the

French edition they are inserted between pp. 186 and 187, whereas the English

edition exhibits a partially different collection between pp. 154 and 155.

Does this book offer us a story of Levinas’s life and legacy? It certainly does not

and was not intended to focus on his philosophy or a genealogy of his oeuvre against

the background of an individual life in the shifting circumstances of the surrounding

cultural and political history. It would also be fair to say that Malka has not given us

a scholarly researched reconstruction of Levinas’s emotional, relational, political,

and cultural development in response to the events and exceptional experiences of

his time. Rather than a complete biography, the author has composed a memorial of

his former teacher’s presence in a part of the intellectual and religious milieu

Levinas frequented. In the Introduction (p. xxxv) Malka formulates his purpose in

the following words:

In order to avoid the double danger (écueil) of appropriation and paraphrase, I

decided to look less into the works themselves than into the archives, the

testimonies of others, the personal encounters (les rencontres des proches), the

mark left on the places passed by (les marques des lieux où il est passé), the

memories in the classroom (les souvenirs des cours), and anyone who can

bring him to mind and talk about him (tout ce qui garde sa mémoire et parle
de lui). [This passage can illustrate the reservations about the accuracy of the

translation that I mentioned above, A.P.]

Does Malka’s book, after Francois Poirié’s Emmanuel Levinas. Qui êtes-vous?

(Lyon: La Manifacture 1987) and Marie-Anne Lescourret’s Emmanuel Levinas
(Paris: Flammarion, 1994), give us new information about major events, contexts,

and motivations? Most of the facts and events are well-known, but Malka

supplements them with information and anecdotes that show certain not yet or less

known aspects of Levinas. We learn, for example, that the manuscript of Totality
and the Infinite was refused by the publishing house Gallimard and that his family

had to restrain him from tearing it apart before it became his thesis for the Doctorat
d’Etat (p. 267). Malka’s most interesting additions to our acquaintance with Levinas

lie in his passages on the Levinas whom the students of the ENIO have known. In

contrast, very little is revealed about his teaching, his participation in doctoral

defenses, and his collegial relations at the Universities of Poitiers, Nanterre, the

Sorbonne, or Fribourg.

Malka is generous with his material. A great deal of his book is filled with

impressions and evaluations formulated by students, friends, or colleagues of

Levinas. He has interviewed and recorded a very large number of persons (see the
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very long list of acknowledgements at pages xxvii–xxviii). Together, they draw a

lively picture of Levinas’s character and demeanor; but we would like to hear more

about his relations with other philosophers hardly mentioned by Malka, such as

Marcel, Sartre, Kojève, Eric Weil, Jankélévitch, and Merleau-Ponty. The under-

exposure of Levinas’s properly philosophical connections testifies to Malka’s

modesty, which also shows in the fact that, with regard to the development of

Levinas’s philosophical thought, he refers to the judgments of Paul Ricoeur, Father

Tillette, Jacques Rolland, or Jean-Luc Marion, rather than expressing his own.

Among the testimonies he has collected, those of Levinas’s wife, their daughter

Simone (pp. 78–79, 234–236, 239), their son Michael (pp. 254–270 and passim),

and Simone’s son David (pp. 240–244) are, of course, particularly interesting,

although some of them remain allusive. This seems to be a consequence of Malka’s

method. By interviewing many people who knew Levinas, he has composed a

considerable archive of more or less spontaneous and improvised opinions and

appreciations, which have not always been revised by his interlocutors. Some of

these interlocutors might regret certain formulations of what they, somewhat

clumsily, improvised; perhaps they would like to correct them, if they were allowed

to do this. To concretize this suggestion, I seize here the opportunity to correct a few

statements of both the French and the English texts, some of which I communicated

to the author in a letter of 17 February 2003, after he had kindly sent me the original

French version in 2002.

In chapter 13 (pp. 201 ff.), Malka writes about the early reception Levinas

received at the two Universities of Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve. Indeed, 1 year

after the publication of Totalité et Infini in the series Phaenomenologica, for which

the Husserl-Archive in Leuven is responsible, the Higher Institute for Philosophy in

the same place (not in Louvain-la-Neuve) dedicated the annual conference of its

students and alumni to Levinas’s revolutionary book. Papers were read by the

professors Dondeyne and Boehm, and Levinas himself presented ‘‘La Trace de
l’Autre’’ (The Trace of the Other), in which he answered an important question that

had been announced but not clearly answered in Totality and the Infinite (p. 4/34): in

which sense does ‘‘the Other’’ name not only autrui but also ‘‘le Très-Haut’’? The

conference awakened many Belgian and Dutch philosophers to the extraordinary

relevance of Levinas’s work. Although, despite Malka’s mentions (pp. 203, 205), I

did not have any part in the decision to invite Levinas to Leuven or to ‘‘adopt’’ him

as a frequent visitor, the event struck me as a decisive attack on the Hegelianizing

mode of thought that permeated much of the Parisian scene during the 50s and early

60s. It motivated me to look for other essays Levinas had published and to prepare,

in consultation with him, an anthology in Dutch with an introduction, a

bibliography, and explicative notes. It is true that this collection, titled Het
menselijk gelaat (The Human Face), first published in 1969, had a surprising

success, but it is not true that I ‘‘ended up publishing an inventory of Levinas’s work

in a journal’’ (p. 206). The quoted sentence is an (incorrect) translation of

‘‘commença par publier une recension dans un journal’’ (p. 212 of the original); I

only spoke with Levinas about my proposal on the basis of an as yet unpublished

and incomplete bibliography. Only later (in 1977) did I publish a review of

Autrement qu’être in the Philosophische Rundschau.
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Malka exaggerates my role in the spreading of Levinas’s fame in the USA (p.

208). First of all we must be grateful to Alphonso Lingis (mentioned p. 207) for the

excellent translations, introductions, and essays through which, in a very early stage,

he permitted a broad access to Levinas’s oeuvre. I did give courses on Levinas at

Duquesne (Pittsburgh) and Boston College and I gave a lecture (not ‘‘a course,’’ p.

208) at Yale, but these occurred much later than Lingis’s work and Levinas’s own

lecture at a conference organized in 1970 by Loyola University Chicago, where he

also received a doctorat honoris causa. Levinas was not invited twice to this

university and I was not part of those who invited him (p. 208). When later (in 1993)

we organized an international conference of Levinas’s work at Loyola Chicago, he

was already too sick to be invited.

Some other corrections are the following.

When, during one of the Roman colloquia, organized by Enrico Castelli, I began

a talk by thanking Hegel, John of the Cross, and Levinas in one breath, he exclaimed

‘‘Ah, vous m’écrasez’’ (French p. 213). The English version (p. 207) has ‘‘Ah, you

humble me!’’ That was, of course, not my intention. Perhaps, ‘‘you crush me’’ or

‘‘you overwhelm me’’ come somewhat closer? But even then the phrase might need

some explanation.

Another of Levinas’s reactions is reported in a somewhat mutilated form. During

a Levinas conference in the Netherlands (not in Aachen, p. 215, but close to that

town), I spoke about the relevance of Levinas’s works for Christianity. After I had

explained that the great Catholic mystics would have agreed with Levinas’s priority

of proximity and total dedication to others, Levinas whispered to me: ‘‘Si cela est

vrai, on n’est pas si loin...’’ (p. 213 and 207). Both the French and the English

versions of Malka’s reportage leave the ‘‘Si’’ out, and the English translation of ‘‘on
n’est pas si loin’’ changes the meaning of this phrase, which thereby becomes: ‘‘It’s

true. Not far off at all’’ instead of: ‘‘If that is true, we are rather close.’’

In my letter of 2003 I asked Malka also to change a sentence which, if I indeed

said it, expressed neither the truth, nor my thought. Instead of the statement ‘‘I

learned more from him [Levinas] about Christian theology than during the 5 years

of my [theological] studies’’ (p. 208), I meant to say that I had learned more from

him about ‘‘rethinking the presuppositions of theology’’ (as I explain in the next

sentence) than from the handbooks of theology I had studied. The truth is that some

of my teachers were outstanding philosophers and theologians and that I found

ample consolation for my disappointment that was caused by manuals, in reading as

many publications of Rahner, De Lubac, Congar, and Daniélou as I could.

Despite some minor errors, Malka’s book is a welcome supplement for those

friends of Levinas who want to know more about the man whose own face is not

quite visible through the texts in which he unfolded his thoughts. The anecdotal

approach may assist us in pondering Levinas’s manner of realizing the irreducible

difference between his Saying and his Said.
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