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With the publication of The Origins of the Kabbalah in 1950, one of the most important scholars
of our century brought the obscure world of Jewish mysticism to a wider audience for the first
time. A crucial work in the oeuvre of Gershom Scholem, this book details the beginnings of the
Kabbalah in twelfth- and thirteenth-century southern France and Spain, showing its rich tradition
of repeated attempts to achieve and portray direct experiences of God. The Origins of the
Kabbalah is a contribution not only to the history of Jewish medieval mysticism, but also to the
study of medieval mysticism in general. Now with a new foreword by David Biale, this book
remains essential reading for students of the history of religion.

"[Scholem] labors the wealth, even the scandal, of the past in order to multiply options of
survival. No great textual scholar, no master of philology and historical criticism commands a
technique at once more scrupulously attentive to its object and more instinct with the writer's
voice. That voice reaches out and grabs the layman."---George Steiner, The New
Yorker"[Scholem's] work on Jewish mysticism, messianism, and sectarianism, spanning now
half a century, constitutes . . . one of the major achievements of the historical imagination in our
time. I would contend that it is of vital interest not only to anyone concerned with the history of
religion but to anyone struggling to understand the underlying problematics of the human
predicament."---Robert Alter, Commentary"This book has been a classic in its field since it was
first issued in 1950, and it still stands as uniquely authoritative and intriguingly instructive. . . . [It
is] a monument of revelation and insight bridging anthropology, religion, sociology, and history."
― Publishers Weekly --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.Gershom Scholem's Origins of the Kabbalah provides a painstakingly detailed history of
Kabbalah's rise among medieval French and Spanish Jews, describes the first publication of
Jewish mystical texts, and investigates the growth of their influence on Jewish religious life. The
book also doubles back to describe secret traditions of Jewish Gnosticism, which describe a
Creation story so numerological and esoteric it makes the New Testament book of Revelation
look as simple and straightforward as a Saturday-morning cartoon. This book is much denser
than Scholem's excellent On the Kabbalah and its Symbolism, but for readers with a basic
knowledge of Kabbalah, it shouldn't be rough going. --Michael Joseph Gross --This text refers to
an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorGershom Scholem (1897–1982) was a
German-born Israeli philosopher and historian. He was professor of Jewish mysticism at Hebrew
University of Jerusalem. David Biale is the Emanuel Ringelblum Distinguished Professor of
Jewish History at the University of California, Davis. He is the author of Gershom Scholem:
Master of the Kabbalah. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Review“No great
textual scholar, no master of philology and historical criticism commands a technique at once



more scrupulously attentive to its object and more instinctive with the writer’s voice [than
Scholem]. That voice reaches out and grabs the layman.”―George Steiner, New
Yorker“[Scholem’s] work on Jewish mysticism, messianism, and sectarianism, spanning now
half a century, constitutes … one of the major achievements of the historical imagination in our
time. I would contend that it is of vital interest not only to anyone concerned with the history of
religion but to anyone struggling to understand the underlying problematics of the human
predicament.”―Robert Alter, Commentary“This book has been a classic in its field since it was
first issued in 1950, and it still stands as uniquely authoritative and intriguingly instructive…. [It
is] a monument of revelation and insight bridging anthropology, religion, sociology, and
history.”―Publishers Weekly --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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ReligionswissenschaftEditor’s PrefaceIt is idle to question which of a great scholar’s great works
is his greatest. In the case of Grershom Scholem, also the opera minora, articles, and essays
were “great.” But three works stand out not only by virtue of their size, but also by virtue of their
impact. Each exhibits different qualities. Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (1st ed. 1941) is the
first great and still classic attempt to view the whole history of Jewish mysticism in one wide
sweep, combining synthetic power with analytical precision and attention to philological detail.
Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah (original Hebrew ed. 1956; revised English version 1973)
became a best seller not only because of the fascination with its exotic subject matter. Rarely
before had such erudition, quantity and breadth of the sources, minute textual analysis, and
profound historical insight been brought to bear on a relatively short—but nevertheless bizarre,
spectacular, and, withal, significant—episode in Jewish history (and the history of messianic
movements in general for that matter). Yet in many ways Ursprung und Anfänge der Kabbalah
(1962) is the most impressive of all, for here Scholem dealt with a major yet enigmatic
phenomenon in the history of Jewish spirituality. The very specific form of Jewish mysticism (or
mystical theosophy) known as Kabbalah appeared suddenly, as if out of the blue, in the late
Middle Ages. What were its antecedents? Was it really as ancient as it purported to be? Exactly
where, when, and in what circles did it originate? What were the influences (Oriental, Western,
philosophical, gnostic, early, late) that went into its making? The wealth of source material
marshaled, the penetrating philological accuracy with which it was analyzed, and the scope of
historical insight with which it was evaluated all made this study, first published in German in
1962, a maximum opus.The book was a first synthesis of research that had been presented as a
draft, as it were, in a small Hebrew book Reshith ha-Qabbalah (1948). The author, in his Preface
(see p. xv), describes his German publication of 1962 as “more than double the size of the
earlier Hebrew publication.” In a letter written in the summer of 1961 from London to his lifelong
friend S.Y. Agnon, the Hebrew writer and Nobel laureate, and preserved in the Agnon Archive at
the National and Hebrew University, Scholem referred to his fruitful year, praised the cold



London winter that had kept him indoors and hard at work, and mentioned that the size of the
book he was finishing was about three times that of the Hebrew publication. In actual fact the
Hebrew book had 262 pages octavo size, whereas the German publication of 1962 ran to 464
pages quarto size. After the publication of Ursprung, research continued with growing intensity,
and in due course Scholem’s graduate and postgraduate students began to contribute to it in
increasing measure. Additional sources came to light, necessitating a reexamination and
reevaluation of the known sources and texts. Scholem’s developing views were voiced in his
course lectures at the Hebrew University, and some of those notes were subsequently edited by
his students and circulated in stenciled copies. Thus his lecture courses on “The Origins of the
Kabbalah and the Book Bahir” (1961/1962) and on “The Kabbalah in Provence: the circle of
RABAD and his son R. Isaac the Blind” (1962/1963) were edited by his student, now Professor
Rivkah Schatz-Uffenheimer, and published in 1966. The lecture course on “The Kabbalah of the
Book Temunah and of Abraham Abulafia” (1964/1965) was edited by another student, now
Professor J. Ben-Shlomoh, and published in 1965. A French translation of Ursprung appeared in
1966 (Les origines de la Kabbale); although it made the work accessible to the French reader, it
did not add to the state of knowledge as represented by the original.Several years ago the
Jewish Publication Society conceived the happy idea of bringing out an English version of this
seminal work. The translator, Dr. Allan Arkush, who rendered the German original into English,
had to struggle with the extreme difficulty of the subject matter and the equally extreme difficulty
of the author’s German style. And when the translation was ready a new problem became
apparent. The accumulation of the results of more than twenty years of intensive research
rendered very questionable the value of a simple “reprint” (albeit in English) of a study reflecting
the state of knowledge in 1962. The editor therefore decided to bring the book up-to-date.But
here the difficulty was compounded by the death of Professor Scholem early in 1982. By
contrast, in the late sixties, when the present editor translated and to some extent rewrote
Sabbatai Sevi in the light of newly discovered texts and sources, it was with Scholem’s
permission and under his watchful eye. In fact, knowing that the author would carefully scrutinize
the product, accepting or rejecting the translator’s changes, the editor felt free to revise the text
and add or delete according to his judgment. Professor Scholem’s death laid a heavy burden of
responsibility on the editor of the present, posthumous, English version.The editor solved his
problem by making only those changes that he was confident the author would have made
himself. (The few exceptions are marked by square brackets and the addition of the editor’s
initials). To this end the editor had no need of special occult powers. One of Scholem’s scholarly
habits was to have every work of his bound in a special interleaved volume. Thus he had not only
the margins but also a full blank page facing every page of text on which to add notes, queries,
references, corrections, additions, and so forth. Whenever he read anything that had a bearing
on his research, he immediately entered a note on the relevant page of his working copy of the
relevant book. Scholem’s interleaved working copy of Ursprung, into which he made entries until
shortly before his last illness, shows the enormous amount of research done since 1962. On



many points Scholem was confirmed in his original judgment; on many others he came to
express doubts or even to repudiate opinions held earlier. The basic thesis that the Kabbalah
originated in one chronologically limited time-span and in one geographically limited area is,
however, still upheld. It may become the subject of debate in the future.On one important point
the editor was faced with a major quandary. In his discussion of Gerona, the most important
kabbalistic center on the eve of the composition of the Zohar, Scholem devotes a whole section
to the Book Temunah and its doctrine of cosmic cycles. At the time of writing Scholem was
convinced that the Temunah was composed during the first half of the thirteenth century.
Subsequent research, especially by Scholem’s students, led him to revise this opinion and to
date the book after 1300, i.e., decades after the composition of the Zohar. I inserted the relevant
remarks from Scholem’s interleaved copy, but did not radically tamper with the text, especially as
Scholem seems to have held to the belief that, however late the date of the composition of the
book, some of its basic ideas and doctrines had developed in the thirteenth century and should
therefore form part of any discussion of pre-Zoharic Kabbalah. In this English edition, part of the
material taken from Scholem’s interleaved working copy has been incorporated in the main text
and part has been presented in the form of additional notes.Biblical quotations are rendered
according to the new translation of The Jewish Publication Society (1962–1982), except in
cases where the rabbinic or kabbalistic exegesis of the verse necessitated a different
rendering.The editor hopes that in performing his delicate task he has not betrayed Scholem’s
views and intentions and that his labors would have met with the approval of the author
אשר שפתותיו .Rדובבות.בקבר J. Zwi WerblowskyThe Hebrew University of JerusalemAuthor’s
Preface to the First (German) EditionThe present work contains the result of studies that I began
forty years ago. At that time my first substantial publication was devoted to the Book Bahir, the
oldest extant kabbalistic text. The further treatment of the problems resulting from that study,
which I then promised in a mood of youthful rashness, had to wait for many more years and is
now, in the present work, submitted in its definitive form. It is not my first attempt to tackle the
problem of the origin of the Kabbalah. A first draft of my ideas concerning this problem and its
solution was presented in 1928, in an article entitled “Zur Frage der Entstehung der Kabbala”
and published in the Korrespondenzblatt des Vereins für die Begründung einer Akademie für die
Wissenschaft des Judentums. My studies of the kabbalistic manuscripts of the earlier period,
which I continued for many years and which proved extremely fruitful, resulted in further
clarifications, the results of which I first presented in a Hebrew book, published under the title
Reshith ha-Qabbalah (Jerusalem, 1948). The essential theses proposed at that time are also
maintained in the present study, which is more than double the size of the earlier Hebrew
publication. But the arguments are elaborated in greater detail (to the extent possible within the
limits of this volume), and the relevant material is described and analyzed. Historians of religion
should therefore be able to form their own judgments regarding the views presented here.
Although it seems unlikely that the discovery of further Hebrew manuscripts will yield more and
decisive material that has escaped my thorough study of this literature over the course of



decades, I entertain the hope that new perspectives may fecundate the discussions concerning
our understanding of the problem and the interpretation of the material. Once the ice of
ignorance has been broken and the charlatanism that dominated the field has been overcome,
the way will be open to further fruitful research. Jewish studies as well as the history of Oriental
and Western religions will benefit equally from a more penetrating study and discussion of the
problem of the Kabbalah.The termination of this work was greatly facilitated by a Research
Fellowship of the Institute of Jewish Studies in London, which enabled me to devote the greater
part of the year 1961 to this undertaking. The hospitality of the Warburg Institute in London with
its rich library was of the utmost assistance and value. I also gratefully record the necessity that
compelled me again and again, in my courses at the Hebrew University since 1925, to confront
myself and my students with the problems discussed in this book. If the present work can lay any
claim to a certain maturity, it is due to the constantly renewed critical rethinking of those
problems in my academic lecture courses. In the light of this experience I can confirm the dictum
of an ancient talmudic sage who declared: from all who could teach me I have learned, but most
of all from my pupils.JerusalemThe Hebrew UniversityGershom ScholemForewordWhat is the
half-life of a scholarly book? If the author is lucky, it’s roughly the span of a generation, twenty-
five to thirty years. After that, a new generation of scholars will find new sources and apply new
methods to old problems, producing their own “definitive” works. And those too will be
overturned a generation or so later, so that once a half century has elapsed, the original works
are consigned to the dusty shelves of library stacks.In light of this virtually ironclad law of the
history of scholarship, it is startling to reflect on the oeuvre of Gershom Scholem (1897–1982).
Despite some notable critiques since his death, his major works have stood the test of time and
remain as fresh today as ever. Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, first published in 1941, went
through three editions in Scholem’s lifetime and was reissued by Schocken Books in 2011. No
one has written a replacement for this magisterial survey of the history of the Kabbalah from its
ancient roots through the Hasidic movement of the eighteenth century. Similarly, Scholem’s
biography of Sabbatai Sevi, which first appeared in Hebrew in 1957 and in an enlarged English
edition in 1973, remains the definitive treatment of the leader of this worldwide messianic
movement of the 1660s. This extraordinary work of scholarship was also reissued recently by
Princeton University Press, which had published the original English edition.In addition to
several volumes of essays, which also remain in print, the third leg of Scholem’s
historiographical tripod was his Origins of the Kabbalah, a work less known to the English-
reading public during his lifetime. This magnificent and highly detailed work of historical
investigation became available in English translation only in 1987 and thus five years after
Scholem’s death. Its reissue is highly opportune now, not least because there has been a
veritable explosion in recent years of interest in Scholem’s biography (some six partial or
complete biographies appeared between 2016 and 2018). But it is also of great significance
because, like his two other major books, it has never been superseded by a work of similar
scope and depth (in the Kabbalah entry of the 2007 second edition of the Encyclopedia Judaica,



the primary source for the section on the early Kabbalah was none other than Scholem’s Origins
book, although it was fifty years old at that time).The writing of Origins of the Kabbalah spanned
virtually all of Scholem’s scholarly career. Its seeds were sown in Scholem’s doctoral
dissertation, completed in December 1922. In the summer of 1919, Scholem came to a decision
to turn his scholarly interests to the study of Kabbalah. He had wavered between this esoteric
subject and mathematics for several years, while pursuing his interests in Judaica more or less
as an autodidact. He concluded that he lacked a genius for mathematics, but he suspected that
Jewish mysticism might hold a key to the revival of Judaism, which had become a personal
passion for him during his adolescence. Under the influence of his friend Walter Benjamin, he
had conceived an interest in the linguistic theory of the Kabbalah, since he thought that it was in
this realm that Jewish mysticism might provide a philosophy relevant to modern men and
women.In the autumn of 1919, Scholem enrolled in a doctoral program in Semitics at the
University of Munich, a city whose library held many important Kabbalistic manuscripts, and
which also was the residence of Escha Burchhardt, who later become his first wife. As he
immersed himself in the study of these manuscripts, his interests shifted from a grand project on
the Kabbalah’s philosophy of language (this study would not see the light of day until a half
century later) to a seemingly much narrower, philological theme: an annotated German
translation of Sefer ha-Bahir (Book of Brightness). This mysterious, esoteric text first circulated
in Provence (southern France) in the second half of the twelfth century and contained recondite
symbols almost incomprehensible to the modern reader. But the Bahir was not just any book. It
was arguably the first work of Kabbalah, a set of symbols unknown in antiquity, that made its first
appearance in Provence before migrating in the thirteenth century to Spain.Thus, if one wished
to understand the whole spectrum of Kabbalistic writings through the eighteenth century, Sefer
ha-Bahir was the place to start. Scholem’s dissertation is anything but “user-friendly.” He offers a
German translation of the book with copious, detailed notes. But what might appear at first blush
to be a modest, if exceedingly difficult, achievement takes on new shape when one examines
the notes. Here, Scholem demonstrates which ancient rabbinic texts the Bahir quotes and also
which later Kabbalistic authors quote the Bahir. It becomes clear that he had already mastered
most of the major works of rabbinic Judaism—Talmud, Midrash, and ancient mystical texts—as
well as of the Kabbalah. With this library under his belt, he was prepared for a whole career of
scholarship.If his dissertation on Sefer ha-Bahir seemed limited, only a few years later, in 1928,
he would set forth the larger implications of his study in a ramified article in German titled “The
Rise of the Kabbalah.”Here, he showed how various writers in Provence and Spain elaborated
on the Bahir to construct the movement that reached its apex with the Sefer ha-Zohar, the
magnum opus of the Kabbalah, at the end of the thirteenth century. But the German article was
only a down payment on this theme. Interestingly, when he gave his “Major Trends” lectures in
1938 and expanded them into the 1941 book, he did not include a chapter on the origins of the
Kabbalah. Why not? Because he clearly saw it as the subject for a whole book in its own
right.That book was not long in coming. In 1948, he published Reshit ha-Kabbalah (The



Beginning of the Kabbalah) in Hebrew, a subject on which he had been lecturing for quite a few
years. As was his wont, he was not satisfied to leave matters there, but continued to add material
until he published a considerably longer book in German in 1962. And when a French translation
was prepared in 1966, it contained even more material. In fact, whenever Scholem published a
book, he had a special edition made with a blank page facing the printed page on which he
could continue to jot down notes, corrections, and references. So, in 1987, when R. J. Zwi
Werblowsky edited the English edition—which was translated from the German by the Jewish
studies scholar Alan Arkush—he was able to add material from the French edition and from
Scholem’s copious comments to himself. The English is, then, the most complete of all these
versions, the culmination of sixty years of painstaking scholarship.What are the major arguments
of this landmark work? Scholem begins by rejecting the writings of two nineteenth-century
predecessors, Heinrich Graetz and David Neumark. Graetz had posited that the Kabbalah arose
as an obscurantist reaction against the rationalist philosophy of Moses Maimonides, while
Neumark saw it more positively as an integral part of Jewish philosophy. Although Scholem
typically dismissed earlier Jewish historians for their superficial and frequently inaccurate
descriptions of the Kabbalah, painting himself as the pioneer pathbreaker, the introduction to
Origins of the Kabbalah tacitly admits that he had real predecessors.His approach, though, was
different. The Kabbalah had to be understood as a product of the history of religion, rather than
philosophy. Sefer ha-Bahir was the bridge between ancient mysticism and the new doctrine of
divine emanations. It was a book bearing the imprint of late-antique Gnosticism (the dualistic
religion that can be found in pagan, Christian, and Jewish sources from the first centuries of the
Common Era), but how these ideas arrived in Provence remained an unsolved mystery. The
Bahir was written not in southern France, but instead somewhere in the East, and it may have
drawn from a book called Raza Rabba (Great Mystery), which, as if to enact its name, has never
been found. In any case, the mythic symbols in the Bahir, which are not yet called sefirot (the
later Kabbalistic term for divine emanations) seem to reflect a Gnostic religion within Judaism.
This religion contains striking accounts of the feminine element in God as well as a doctrine of
transmigration of souls.Scholem also pays attention to the possibility of Christian influence on
the new doctrine. The second half of the twelfth century saw the emergence and subsequent
eradication of the Catharite heresy in southern France. The Catharites believed in a dualistic
Christianity reminiscent of ancient Gnosticism. Some of their ideas, such as their demonology
and belief in the transmigration of souls, look quite similar to those of the early Kabbalists.
However, here, as in many of his other writings, Scholem generally preferred immanent
explanations. While not dismissing Catharite influence on Kabbalah, he thought that the main
cause of the new doctrine was the discovery and elaboration of internal Jewish texts, such as
the Bahir.The early Kabbalists were ascetic contemplatives. But many were also active in other,
less esoteric disciplines of Jewish thought. Abraham ben David, one of the leaders of the
Provençal Kabbalists, was also an important legal authority, who challenged Maimonides’ code
of Jewish law. In Spain, Moses Nahmanides, the most eminent Kabbalist of the mid-thirteenth



century, was also a biblical exegete, philosopher, and polemicist against Christianity. Scholem
brings to life not only these well-known figures, but also others such as Isaac the Blind, Ezra,
and Azriel.The reader may be forgiven after finishing this book if he or she has concluded that
the mystical teachings of these early Kabbalists had already become central to medieval
Judaism. In fact, the early Kabbalists were a tiny circle of esoteric thinkers passing rare texts by
hand, one to the other. The prominence of certain of them in other fields no doubt helped the
nascent movement to stay alive. Yet, even when the Zohar appeared at the end of the thirteenth
century, Kabbalism remained the province of an elect few. Only with the advent of printing in the
fifteenth century did it become possible to circulate these books more widely, but, by then, most
of the Jews had been expelled from France and Spain. The Kabbalah as a popular movement
and one that influenced Jewish practices more widely was a phenomenon, at first, of Italy and
the Ottoman Empire, and later of northern and eastern Europe. Nevertheless, in order to
understand fully how this remarkable development within the Jewish religion struck roots, one
must start here, with the Origins of the Kabbalah.—David BialeORIGINS OF THE
KABBALAHCHAPTER ONETHE PROBLEM1. The State of Research: The Views of Graetz and
NeumarkThe question of the origin and early stages of the Kabbalah, that form of Jewish
mysticism and theosophy that appears to have emerged suddenly in the thirteenth century, is
indisputably one of the most difficult in the history of the Jewish religion after the destruction of
the Second Temple. Just as indisputably, it is one of the most important. The significance
acquired by the kabbalistic movement within the Jewish world was so great and its influence at
times so preponderant that if one wishes to understand the religious possibilities inherent in
Judaism, the problem of the specific historical character of this phenomenon appears to be of
primary importance. Researchers, therefore, have justly devoted a great deal of attention to this
problem and have made diverse attempts to find a solution.The difficulty does not lie only in the
prejudices with which many scholars have approached this problem, although such prejudices—
whether of an apologetic or of an explicitly hostile nature—are in no small measure responsible
for the prevailing confusion. Two circumstances, in particular, have impeded research in this
area. Above all, the original sources, the oldest kabbalistic texts—those best suited to shed light
on the circumstances under which the Kabbalah made its appearance—have by no means been
sufficiently studied. This is not surprising, for these documents contain hardly any historical
accounts that could clarify by means of direct testimony either the milieu into which the
Kabbalah was born or its origin. To the extent that such accounts do exist, they are mostly
pseudepigraphical stories and inventions. Nor is the task of the historian of religion rendered
easier by an abundance of detailed mystical texts whose analysis could compensate for this
paucity of historical documents. On the contrary, he faces texts that are preserved only in a
fragmentary state, rendering them extremely difficult to understand, and that employ concepts
and symbols so strange that often they are simply incomprehensible. These difficulties in
deciphering the oldest texts are further increased by the style in which they are written; the
syntax alone can often drive the reader to despair.Moreover, these primary sources are few. We



are not dealing here with either voluminous works or personal documents that include
exchanges of letters or biographical records of the kind that are of such invaluable assistance to
the historian of Christian or Islamic mysticism. Nearly all documents of this nature have been lost
in the storms of Jewish history. When I was fortunate enough to discover one such letter written
by a central figure of the early days of the Provençal Kabbalah, this came as a great and
pleasant surprise.Since the kabbalistic literature appears to turn only its most forbidding face
toward researchers, few of them have taken the pains to rescue the manuscripts from the dust of
the libraries, publish them, and attempt to uncover their meaning. Adolph Jellinek was the only
nineteenth-century scholar to publish at least some texts that bear on the investigation of the
Kabbalah of the thirteenth century, and of these only a few relate to the earliest period or to that
which immediately followed. The authors who wrote about the Kabbalah were content to study
only what the kabbalists themselves had chanced to publish. It does not require much
imagination to conceive how unsatisfactory these editions of difficult texts are to the modern
researcher and how liable they are to lead him to false conclusions through incorrect readings
and other deficiencies. On this difficult terrain, the absence of any painstaking philological
spadework whose conclusions could supply the basis for a comprehensive structure has led to
disastrous results.If I have discussed at some length the difficulties with which the researcher of
the Kabbalah must grapple, it has been in order to emphasize that we cannot expect any easy
and elegant solution of problems that by their very nature defy elementary and simplistic
treatment. Nevertheless, we must stake out a path and unravel with the greatest possible clarity
and care the knotty problems along the way. This task is not as impossible as it may appear at
first or even second glance. Much more of the kabbalistic literature of the first half of the
thirteenth century has survived than had been assumed earlier. Even if these writings do not
contain very many of the original sources that antedate the period, they at least make it possible
for us to form a precise idea of the state of the Kabbalah in the generation following its entrance
upon the scene. The analysis of the different tendencies that then arose and took shape within
the Kabbalah can also teach us a few things about what preceded them. Moreover, it was
precisely these developments in the first half of the thirteenth century that proved particularly
productive for kabbalistic Judaism and that profoundly influenced the following
generations.Unfortunately, the most voluminous kabbalistic work of the thirteenth century, the
Zohar, namely, the complex of writings included within it, must be entirely eliminated from this
discussion of the origin and early stages of the Kabbalah. The contention has often been made,
and is still frequently repeated, that this book contains in part, if only in the form of a later
redaction or revision, texts of great antiquity whose identification and analysis would thus be of
the greatest relevance for our investigation. Most of the writings on the Kabbalah have taken
practically no account of the sources and the points of reference of scientific discussion that will
be treated here, but have relied almost exclusively upon the Zohar. In the chapter of my book
Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism in which I touch upon this point, I presented the results of an
extensive and detailed investigation of this work and demonstrated that there is unfortunately no



basis for assuming that the Zohar contains any ancient texts. The entire work belongs to the last
quarter of the thirteenth century and is of no use to us in the discussion that follows. Efforts are
still being made in our day to sift out ancient elements of one kind or another, but they cannot
withstand philological analysis and rather belong to the realm of fantasy.1 The Zohar is based
entirely upon rabbinic and kabbalistic literature composed before 1275. If it were possible to
prove otherwise in a truly convincing manner, our task would, of course, be greatly facilitated. I
once made a serious attempt to do so myself, but this endeavor, to which I devoted a number of
years, thoroughly persuaded me that this thesis was untenable. As things stand, we must turn
aside from this high road and make do on the thornier path of historical analysis of the texts that
are nearer to the origin and first stages of the Kabbalah.This automatically excludes from
consideration certain theories that readily trace the kabbalistic doctrines back to antiquity. These
theories in the form in which they have been presented until now—for example, in the widely
read book of Adolphe Franck2—no longer merit serious scholarly discussion. Nor is it possible
to take seriously Tholuck’s attempt to show that the Kabbalah is historically dependent upon
Muslim Sufism.3 The philological and historical foundations of these investigations were much
too weak to justify their authors’ far-reaching results and conclusions. It is thus not surprising that
scholarship soon turned its back upon these views. On the other hand, the forms of Jewish
mysticism that appeared in the Middle Ages from around 1200 onward under the name
“Kabbalah” are so different from any earlier forms, and in particular from the Jewish gnosis of
Merkabah mysticism and German Hasidism of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, that a direct
transition from one form to the other is scarcely conceivable. This difference has not escaped
the notice of scholars, who have tried to account for it, each in his own manner. Precisely
because the structure of kabbalistic thought was completely unlike that of older or contemporary
currents, it engendered explanations that were forced to take that state of affairs into
consideration. Two theories, in particular, have been advanced with regard to the formation of
the Kabbalah. Their authors undertook to prove their validity as best they could and exerted a
considerable influence over the past few generations. I refer here to Graetz and Neumark, about
whose conceptions I wish to make a few remarks, even though, or perhaps precisely because,
they are so utterly different in both principle and method from those presented in this
book.Graetz4 proposed an historical explanation based upon the great events and controversies
of Jewish history. According to him, the Kabbalah was essentially nothing but a reaction against
the radical rationalism of the Maimonideans—the adherents of the philosophy of Maimonides,
who died in Fostat (Old Cairo) in 1204 but had enthusiastic followers throughout the Orient and
in Provence as well. There, his principal work, The Guide of the Perplexed, appeared in the year
of his death, translated from the original Arabic into Hebrew. The appearance of the Kabbalah
upon the historical scene in Provence at the beginning of the thirteenth century coincides with
the birth of this philosophy. Obscurantists who hated the light that shone forth from the school of
the new rationalists raised against it a system they called “Kabbalah,” which literally means
“tradition.” Its fantastic and extravagant doctrines, elaborated in overheated brains, were



essentially superstitious and contrary to the spirit of Judaism. In their battle against
enlightenment these obscurantists were not particularly discriminating and therefore did not
hesitate to draw upon foreign, imprecisely identified sources for their fundamental ideas. The
Kabbalah is not historically continuous with the older mystical movements in Judaism, in
particular the mysticism of the Merkabah. The crude anthropomorphisms of the adepts of the
Shi‘ur Qomah, the doctrine of the mystical figure of the Godhead,5 merely furnished the
kabbalists with a symbolic vocabulary. Graetz does not exclude the possibility that older
materials may have been absorbed into this mystical symbolism, but he never enters into a more
direct discussion of this problem, whose importance is nevertheless evident. “It can no longer be
said with complete certainty whence the first kabbalists … acquired their basic principles,
borrowed from Neoplatonism.”6 But in their struggle against the sublimation of the Talmudic
Aggadah and the Jewish ritual law by the adherents of the philosophy of Maimonides, the new
“enemies of the light” developed their own theory. It was based upon the supposition that the
rituals had a magical effect; its details were drawn from the kabbalistic revelations to which the
initiators of this tendency laid claim. It is interesting to note that the possibility of a filiation linking
the Kabbalah with ancient Gnosticism, which had appeared so plausible to other authors
because it supported their belief in the great antiquity of the Kabbalah, does not play the
slightest role in Graetz’s theory.David Neumark’s theory in his Geschichte der jüdischen
Philosophie des Mittelalters7 is completely different. He, too, proposed an explanation based
upon an immanent process. But according to him this process was not associated with the
struggle between the adherents of Maimonides and his opponents. Rather, he sees the
Kabbalah as a product of the internal dialectic that governs the development of philosophical
ideas in Judaism. The great events of history play no essential role, and everything is attributed
solely to internal processes within philosophic thought. Contrary to Graetz, Neumark assigns an
early date to the Kabbalah, which he regards as an intrinsic development within Judaism,
requiring no borrowings from foreign sources. This process was a “remythologizing” of
philosophic conceptions. In his opinion, the philosophic movement in Judaism issued, on the
one hand, from the cosmogonic speculations (Ma‘aseh Bereshith) of the talmudists, which
raised the problem of the primal substance and developed the doctrine of ideas, and, on the
other hand, from the Merkabah speculations concerning the world of the divine Throne, in which
doctrines of emanations and angelology, that is, of intermediary beings in the process of the
creation, were evolved. These two disciplines, esoteric in origin, were engaged in a permanent
and increasingly hostile controversy. As the genuinely philosophic contents of these early secret
doctrines were formulated they also served as the point of departure for a countermovement, the
Kabbalah, which, in this manner, represents a “latent parallel” to philosophy.The philosophers
struggle against the mystical elements and overcome them, but in the intermediate stages of this
combat many ideas were conceived, many images were projected and many phrases were
polished. These crumbs were gathered up by mystically disposed spirits and mixed with other
elements, coming from the old hearth of the doctrine of the Merkabah, to form a new creation.



Slowly but surely, this new creation intruded itself into the framework of the old mysticism until it
filled all of its enormously expanded dimensions and ornamental twists and turns.8Neumark
believed that he could detail this process by means of a demonstrable philosophic chain of
literature that reveals the transition from philosophic to kabbalistic conceptions. Many writers still
employing the terminology of philosophy really belonged to that latent parallel movement, which
gave birth in the thirteenth century to the speculative form of the Kabbalah.Methodologically,
both Graetz and Neumark began by asking what kind of relationship existed between the
Kabbalah and medieval Jewish philosophy, each in his own way placing the Kabbalah in the
context of that relationship. The two of them shared a rigorously rationalistic evaluation of the
phenomenon; but as a result they also rejected the significance of the role played by the
Kabbalah in this connection (without, however, suggesting any alternative links). This may
explain the lack of interest, not to say incomprehension, which marks their attitude toward the
specifically religious concerns expressed in the Kabbalah.Each of these theories contains, as far
as I can judge, a kernel of truth, but nothing more. It may be said, in particular, that Neumark’s
thoughtful conception appears to be far superior to Graetz’s overly simplistic theory; it deserves
attention even though it must be judged a total failure—as appears to me beyond any doubt,
since his argumentation is in large part extremely dubious and does not with-stand examination.
Above all, it does not at all follow from the evidence he adduces how, by this methodology, we
are to imagine the birth of the fundamental ideas of the Kabbalah. Besides, in his almost
inconceivable naïveté, Ñeumark relied almost exclusively upon printed texts and adopted,
uncritically, the utterly baseless and completely arbitrary hypotheses of earlier authors with
regard to the dating of certain kabbalistic texts. Nevertheless, within the philosophic movement
there undoubtedly existed currents of the sort he characterized and which, in fact, flowed into
the Kabbalah after its emergence, above all in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.9 No
legitimate history of the Kabbalah can afford to overlook these currents. And yet, as is proven by
an impartial analysis of the kabbalistic literature, to which Neumark all too often does great
violence in his interpretations, it is not in this direction that we will find the true solution to the
problem of the birth of the movement. Both Graetz and Neumark fell victim to the nineteenth-
century illusion of an enlightened conception of religion. Neumark drew far-reaching conclusions
from this prejudice and was led to view the Kabbalah as the product of a philosophical and
rational process, not as the product of a religious process in which factors of an entirely different
nature were at work. He went so far as to found his explanations, in all seriousness, upon this
strange supposition: in the early kabbalistic literature there appeared texts of a programmatic
character that were meant to be “filled in,” as indeed they were, in the course of subsequent
development. It is one of the ironies of research that precisely the “Treatise on
Emanation” (Massekheth ’Aṣiluth), which in his opinion fulfilled such a programmatic function,
was by no means composed in the middle of the twelfth century, as Neumark thought, but at the
beginning of the fourteenth century, after the development of the Spanish Kabbalah had already
reached its peak.10The following investigation and the views that find expression in it are based



upon an assumption that is in itself quite simple, but that will nevertheless direct us toward
important conclusions in matters of detail: the kabbalistic movement in Judaism cannot be
described adequately according to the categories of the history of philosophy; it can only be
explained in terms of the history of religions, however close its connection with philosophy may
here and there turn out to be. Many researchers have succeeded only in obscuring the
fundamental fact that it was religious motifs and no other kind that decisively determined the
development of the Kabbalah, even in its confrontation with philosophy. To be sure, the history of
the Jewish religion did not unfold in a vacuum. The revelations made to the earliest kabbalists,
according to their tradition, by the prophet Elijah, also have an historical background and
specific terminology into which it is surely legitimate to inquire. However, it is not the history of
philosophy that will enable us to understand them; they grew in a different historical humus and
originated in circles other than those of the philosophers. In this investigation, we must never
lose sight of this simple yet highly important truth. There will be hardly any discussion here of the
kind of evidence adduced by Neumark in explanation of the birth of the Kabbalah, and where
there is, it will be from an altogether different perspective. We shall be concerned, instead, with
arguments for which one searches in vain in his work or that of Graetz. The examination of the
correct chronological order of the oldest kabbalistic texts and of the conceptions that can be
discerned in them forces us to take a different path. The history of the mystical terminology,
neglected by earlier researchers in favor of general ideas, provides the authentic signposts by
which research must orient itself; it played a very large part in the elaboration of the views
presented in the following pages.2. Southern France in the Twelfth Century: The Catharist
Movement—The Jews of LanguedocThe following questions may serve as a natural point of
departure for this investigation: under what circumstances did the Kabbalah step into the light of
history, and what was the character of the age in which we first learn of its appearance? As an
historical phenomenon in medieval Judaism, the Kabbalah was born in Provence, or more
precisely in its western part, known as the Languedoc. It is in this sense that the term Provence
will be used in the following text. Prom there it was transplanted in the first quarter of the
thirteenth century to Aragon and Castile in Spain, where most of its classical development took
place. It thus constitutes a phenomenon of Jewish life in the Christian Occident; we possess no
historical information or direct testimony to its existence or propagation in the lands of Islam.
However, we do have an important piece of negative evidence. Abraham, the son of
Maimonides, in contrast to his father, had an inclination toward mysticism, as is evident from his
work Kifayat al ‘abidin, preserved in Arabic, which has now been partially translated into English
under the title The High Ways to Perfection. Writing around 1220–1230, he evidently knew
nothing of the Kabbalah, and it was the Sufism of Islam that served as his source of illumination
and edification. In connection with the adoption of Sufi rites, he laments that “the glory of Israel
has been taken away from him and given to the non-Jews.” The mystical treasure held by Islam
was originally destined to be the glory and the special possession of Israel, but it was lost—a
conception that is certainly worthy of note. What brought his friend Abraham the Hasid to Sufism



and made him adapt it to Judaism were precisely the motifs of theosophical mysticism and
Hasidic illumination that were also at work among the contemporary circles of Hasidim and
perushim in Provence, though in his case, nothing kabbalistic resulted of it.11 It was only three
or four generations later that kabbalistic influence began to be felt in the Muslim lands as well. In
Muslim Spain, the Kabbalah played no demonstrable role before it reached its peak around
1300.In our investigation, we shall therefore not focus our attention upon the developments of
the Kabbalah after its passage to Spain. Here, we shall discuss only the initial stage of the
process. On the other hand, we shall examine all the more closely the form it had before being
taken up and taught by Isaac the Blind and the character it assumed in his circle. To what extent
can we draw a posteriori conclusions with regard to older sources? Whatever we know about the
earliest kabbalists and their circles comes from the Languedoc. It is in cities like Lunel,
Narbonne, Posquières, and perhaps also in Toulouse, Marseilles, and Arles that we find the first
personalities known to us as kabbalists. Their disciples then transplanted the kabbalistic
tradition to Spain, where it took root in such localities as Burgos, Gerona, and Toledo, and
whence it spread to other Jewish communities. Concerning Isaac the Blind as well as the
kabbalistic circles intimately connected with him we now have in our possession from an
examination of the available manuscripts, sufficient and by no means negligible material that
offers a solid basis for research. In the following chapters we shall have to concern ourselves
with this material. On the other hand, the problem of the origin of the Kabbalah and its
“prehistoric” beginnings, which takes us back to the Orient, remains in all its complexity. It
requires—as we shall see in the next chapter—closer examination; and despite the precision of
certain results, we cannot entirely renounce the formulation of hypotheses.Southern Prance,
during the period that interests us here—that is, between 1150 and 1220—was a region replete
with cultural and religious tensions. It was one of the chief centers of medieval culture. In order to
understand the Judaism of this region, we must see it within its environmental context and not
remain content with an analysis of the internal factors active at the time. Provence, and
especially Languedoc, was the seat of a developed courtly and feudal culture. An intimate
contact was established there (through channels that are often no longer perceptible or that
have only today come within the purview of serious scholarship) between Islamic culture
penetrating from Spain and North Africa and the culture of chivalry of the Christian Middle Ages.
There, during this same period, the poetry of the troubadours reached its peak. But beyond that,
southern France was an area particularly characterized by strong religious tension unparalleled
in other lands of Christian culture. In this period, among many circles of Languedoc, especially in
the area between Toulouse, Albi, and Carcassonne, it was no longer Catholic Christianity that
reigned, but the dualistic religion of the Cathars or Albigenses, whose fundamental character
has, not without reason, long been a subject of controversy. Judging from the external forms,
one would think that it was a matter of a Christian sect seeking to oppose the corruption of the
clergy and of contemporary society by means of ideals held to be more or less those of primitive
Christianity. An alternative line of thought, increasingly accepted today, holds that we are dealing



here with a religion that, while utilizing certain Christian notions, undermined the very
foundations of Christianity. That surely was already the opinion of the Catholic opponents of this
powerful heresy, which was brutally extirpated only after a long and extremely bitter crusade by
the Inquisition, which, as is well known, was originated in order to repress it.There is no longer
any doubt that this movement was not autochthonous to southern France. It stood in direct
historical relationship with the religion of the Bulgarian Bogomils and their dualistic
predecessors; however it is still a matter of debate whether there is any direct historical filiation
leading back to ancient Manichaeism (as the Church claimed) or whether the dualistic teaching
and the specific organizational forms of this medieval neo-Manichaeism derived from other
sources. Another difficult problem that has still not been resolved is that of the possible survival
of gnostic, other than Manichaean, influences and ideas in the religion of the Cathars. It is not
our task to enter into this discussion, which has had a vigorous revival as a result of the
important discoveries of recent years.12 However, the existence of this extremely strong
religious movement whose anti-Catholic tendencies cannot be doubted is also important for our
investigation. The Judaism of Provence like wise went through a highly fruitful period in the
twelth century. It thus developed in an environment where Catholic Christianity in its orthodox
form had to fight for its bare existence and where it had effectively lost much of its influence over
wide circles of the dominant feudal and chivalric class and their cultural spokesmen, as well as
in the broader social strata of peasants and shepherds. Nevertheless, more recent attempts
(since the appearance of the first German edition of the present work) to demonstrate direct
Cathar influences on the earliest sources of the Kabbalah are totally unconvincing.13This was a
phenomenon unique in Occidental Europe. There appear to have been close ties between many
spokesmen of the secular culture—which reached its zenith in the lyrical poetry of the
troubadours, seemingly devoid of religious tension—and this radical movement, which touched
the hearts of the masses and attacked the foundations of the Church’s authority and its
hierarchy. Tolerated or even actively encouraged by many of the great feudal rulers and by a
majority of the barons, the movement took root; and it required the intervention of the kings of
France, here pursuing their own special interests, to bring the Crusade against the Cathars to a
victorious conclusion and to break the power of the movement. In the heart of the Occident, a
sect linked at least by its structure and perhaps also by its history to the world of Gnosticism and
Manichaeism was able not only to gain a foothold but also to come close to a position of
dominance in society.The old issues that once had determined the physiognomy of the
Marcionite gnosis returned to the surface, revealing an indestructible vitality. With varying
degrees of radicalism, the Cathars contrasted the true God, creator of the intelligible and of the
soul, to Satan, creator of the visible world. In their propaganda, nourished by a profound
pessimism with regard to the visible creation, they sought to show to the “perfect” (perfecti) a
path leading to deliverance of the soul. It is interesting to observe, as more than one historian of
culture has noted, that the uncompromising radicalism of the sect built a more solid bridge to the
secular culture, which was positively oriented toward life in this world, than had the Catholic



Church, with its gradualist system so receptive to compromise. These dialectical relations have
attracted the attention of many observers of the domestic situation then prevailing in Provence,
and they may also throw light on the problems connected with the rise of the Kabbalah. It is quite
conceivable that the influence exerted by a great movement like Catharism might be reflected in
phenomena that, at first glance, appear to be far removed from it.At that time, Cathar heresy was
not, as we have seen, the affair of closed conventicles. The entire land was in commotion. In the
streets and markets, the bonshommes—called the perfecti, those who took upon themselves
the yoke of the Cathar demands in all its severity, and thus served as living examples—preached
against the corruption of the Catholic clergy, against its social privileges, and against many
dogmas of the Church. Following in the footsteps of Marcion, many of them dug an abyss
between the Old and the New Testaments, which they regarded as mutually exclusive
revelations. Their metaphysical anti-Semitism did not necessarily prevent them from engaging,
on occasion, in an exchange of ideas with Jews, who were, like themselves, adversaries of
Catholicism.14 It is nevertheless difficult to judge how much truth there is in the accusations of
several thirteenth-century Catholic polemicists who reproached the heretics for their relations
with the Jews.15 However, reading the interesting description of the spiritual state of Provence
during that period presented by Jean Giraud in the first volume of his great Histoire de
l’Inquisition au moyen âge,16 one becomes convinced that it is inconceivable that the Provençal
Jews had seen and observed nothing of the profound agitation that shook the land. In Narbonne
and Toulouse, important Jewish centers at that time, there were stormy disputes and incessant
clashes between the hostile camps. It was precisely in these regions that the Kabbalah made its
first appearance. However, in this connection it should be noted that the Cathar heresy did not
obtain a firm foothold in the major Jewish centers such as Narbonne and Montpellier.17The
Jewish communities of Languedoc, at least their upper strata, had attained a high degree of
cultural flowering. The persecutions of the Crusades had not touched them. In Marseilles, Lunel,
Béziers, Narbonne, Perpignan, Carcassonne, and Toulouse the study of the Torah and the
Talmud flourished. Narbonne especially could point to a great tradition of Jewish scholarship
that spanned several generations. Even before the appearance of the Kabbalah, since the
eleventh century, the latest midrashim had their origin or were revised in this city or in the
neighboring centers. This was the case for large parts of the Midrash Rabbah on Numbers, the
Midrash Bereshith Rabbathi, and the Midrash Tadshe, of particular interest from the point of
view of the history of religions. Not only do they show a marked penchant for ideas that are close
to or continue the esoteric doctrines of the Talmud in their older forms, but some of their authors,
above all that of the Midrash Tadshe, were also still acquainted with ancient literary sources that
were no longer known elsewhere. Thus it can be shown that the apocryphal Book of Jubilees
exercised a significant influence upon the Midrash Tadshe, without it being possible for us, at
present, to decide whether the author drew on an internal Jewish tradition that has otherwise left
very few traces in the Occident or upon Christian sources.18 However, it is evident that the
aggadic production in southern France in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the substance of



which has been deposited in those works, could serve as a kind of vestibule to the subsequent
development of the Kabbalah. We still lack a clearer and more precise elucidation of the
contribution of those older generations of Languedoc to the religious culture of Judaism. Even if
internal factors were at work independently, we must nevertheless consider it certain that they
were at the same time stimulated and supported by other Jewish groups. The threads of tradition
extended not only from Narbonne to northern France and the Rhineland, with their important
centers of Jewish productivity, but also—and this seems to me to deserve particular emphasis—
to the Orient, with which there existed close commercial relations. And who can say which ideas
or bits of ideas, what kind of notebooks or fragments, were conveyed along these paths and
channels, carrying with them the vestiges of old literary materials?We may affirm, then, that the
Kabbalah did not make its appearance in a stagnant milieu, but in one full of strife and tension.
Nor was it a backward milieu with respect to the general development of Judaism. Openly or
invisibly it had absorbed a rich store of traditions.3. The Esoteric Doctrine of the Creation and
the Merkabah in Pre-kabbalistic Judaism: The Literature of the Hekhaloth and Jewish
GnosticismHaving arrived at this point, we must inquire into the situation of Jewish esotericism
and mysticism before the appearance of the Kabbalah upon the stage of history. We have
already mentioned previously the ancient cosmogonic speculations of the talmudists as well as
their throne-mysticism. It is now necessary to determine to what extent these speculations were
still known to the Jewish tradition of the twelfth century and which literary or direct oral sources it
had at its disposal. For, as has already been remarked, however great the distance between
these ancient ideas and the Kabbalah, the latter nonetheless not only claimed to be the
legitimate successor of these ancient esoteric doctrines of the Creation and the Merkabah but
also pretended to represent their actual content in its own teaching.On this point, too, research
has made substantial progress in the course of the past generation. Until several decades ago,
most researchers supposed—with the notable exception of Moses Gaster—that two completely
different stages of development should be assumed. On the one hand, there existed between
the first and the third centuries, above all in the circles of the talmudists, the two esoteric
disciplines attested to in the Mishnah Ḥagigah 2:1, concerning the Creation, bereshith, and the
divine chariot of Ezekiel 1, the Merkabah. We possess some scattered and fragmentary
information, in large part unintelligible, about these doctrines in certain passages of the talmudic
literature and in old midrashim.19 These traditions were held to have fallen more or less into
oblivion and to have disappeared. On the other hand, during post-talmudic times, in the Gaonic
period (from the seventh until the beginning of the eleventh century), a new mystical wave is said
to have swept over Judaism, particularly in Babylonia, and stimulated a broad literature of
Merkabah-mysticism and kindred texts. This literature—it was averred—had not very much more
in common with the old doctrines than the name and a certain number of talmudic traditions of
which it made literary use.Today we can state with certainty that this separation that places the
late mysticism of the Merkabah very close to the formative period of the medieval Kabbalah
cannot be maintained. I have elsewhere dealt at length with this Merkabah-mysticism of the so-



called Hekhaloth literature, and shown that a genuine and unbroken chain of tradition links these
writings to the secret doctrine of the Talmud. Large parts of this literature still belong to the
talmudic period itself, and the central ideas of these texts go back to the first and second
centuries. They are thus directly connected with the productive period during which rabbinic
Judaism crystallized in the midst of great religious ferment, asserted itself, and prevailed over
other currents in Judaism.20 To be sure, these texts, which in their present form belong in part to
the genre of apocalyptic pseudepigraphy, are not always as old as they pretend to be. But even
in these later adaptations, the underlying traditional material dates back to the period indicated.
The mystical hymns found in several of the most important texts may definitely be traced back at
least to the third century; here it is the literary form itself that militates against the idea of a later
revision. The conceptions that find expression here surely were not developed later; in fact, the
may date from a much earlier time.21These writings contain instructions for obtaining the
ecstatic vision of the celestial regions of the Merkabah. They describe the peregrinations of the
ecstatic through these regions: the seven heavens and the seven palaces or temples,
Hekhaloth, through which the Merkabah mystic travels before he arrives at the throne of God.
Revelations are made to the voyager concerning the celestial things and the secrets of the
Creation, the hierarchy of the angels, and the magical practices of theurgy. Having ascended to
the highest level, he stands before the throne and beholds a vision of the mystical figure of the
Godhead, in the symbol of the “likeness as the appearance of a man” whom the prophet Ezekiel
was permitted to see upon the throne of Merkabah. There he receives a revelation of the
“measurement of the body,” in Hebrew Shi‘ur Qomah, that is, an anthropomorphic description of
the divinity, appearing as the primal man, but also as the lover of the Song of Songs, together
with the mystical names of his limbs.The age of this Shi‘ur Qomah mysticism, which scandalized
the consciousness of later, “enlightened” centuries, may now be fixed with certainty. Contrary to
the views that once prevailed, it must be dated to the second century, and certainly not later.22 It
is undoubtedly connected with the interpretation of the Song of Songs as a mystical allegory of
God’s relation with Israel. Just as in the earliest days God revealed himself to the entire
community of Israel, as was the case at the time of the Exodus from Egypt, where he was visibly
manifest upon his Merkabah (this idea is attested in midrashic interpretations that undoubtedly
go back to the tannaim),23 so is this revelation repeated in the relations between God and the
mystic initiated into the secrets of the Merkabah. The most important fragments of these
descriptions transmitted in the Shi‘ur Qomah make explicit reference to the depiction of the lover
in many passages of the Song of Songs; this depiction thus offers a biblical veneer for what are
evidently theosophic mysteries whose precise meaning and exact connections still escape us.
There can be little doubt that we are dealing here, in stark contrast to the notion of an imageless
and invisible God always so energetically maintained by Jewish tradition, with a conception that
knows the projection of this God as a mystical figure. In this figure there reveals itself, in the
experience of a theophany, the “great Glory” or “great Power” mentioned in several of the Jewish
apocryphal books and apocalypses as the highest manifestation of God. To be sure, this Glory



or Power is not directly identical with the essence of God itself but rather radiates from it. It is not
possible, for the moment, to determine with certainty to what extent foreign influences derived
from speculations on the heavenly primordial man acted on those ideas, which apparently could
be held at that time even in strictly rabbinical circles. Impulses from the outside are, of course,
entirely conceivable; they are already proven by the symbolism of the chapter of the Merkabah,
Ezekiel 1, for the time of the prophet himself, and there certainly was no lack of channels
through which similar influences could make their way to Palestine. On the other hand, we must
reckon far more seriously with the possibility of an immanent development and elaboration of
such impulses that may have been much more intense than is generally assumed.The historian
of religion is entitled to consider the mysticism of the Merkabah to be one of the Jewish
branches of Gnosticism.24 However rare the references in the extant texts to gnostic myths, or
abstract speculations on the aeons and their mutual relations, certain fundamental
characteristics of Gnosticism are nevertheless fully congruent with the kind of mysticism we find
in the Merkabah writings: the possession of a knowledge that cannot be acquired by ordinary
intellectual means but only by way of a revelation and mystical illumination; the possession of a
secret doctrine concerning the order of the celestial worlds and the liturgical and magical-
theurgical means that provide access to it. According to Anz,25 the central teaching of
Gnosticism consists of methodical instructions for the ascent of the soul from the earth through
the spheres of the hostile planet-angels and rulers of the cosmos to its divine home. Even if,
taking into account more recent research on Gnosticism we do not go as far as Anz, the fact
remains that precisely these ideas were affirmed in the heart of an esoteric discipline within the
Jewish tradition, and not only among Jewish heretics, even though the role of the pagan planet-
angels is here assumed by other archons. These archons threaten the ecstatic visionary at the
gates of the seven celestial palaces, and—entirely in keeping with the doctrines of various
gnostic writings of the same period—can only be overcome and compelled to permit him to pass
by the display of a magic “seal,” through the recitation of hymns, prayers, etc. One can still
discern plainly the relation to late Jewish apocalyptic writings, whose ideas evidently form a
plausible transition to both Jewish monotheistic Gnosticism and the heretical Gnosticism that
tended toward dualism.26In the Shi‘ur Qomah speculation, the mystical figure appears upon the
throne as the creator of the world, yoṣer bereshith; from his cosmic mantle, which is frequently
spoken of here, the stars and the firmament shine forth.27 But this representation of the
demiurge proceeds from a thoroughly monotheistic conception and completely lacks the
heretical and antinomian character it assumed when the Creator God had been opposed to the
true God. Here the throne of God is, in Jewish terminology, the home of the soul; it is there that
the ascent of the ecstatic is completed. The world of the Merkabah into which he “descends” is
closely related to the world of the pleroma of the Greek gnostic texts. However, in place of
abstract concepts personified as aeons, we find the entities of the throne-world as they have
entered into this tradition from the book of Ezekiel. At the same time, there are direct contacts
between these texts of Merkabah Gnosticism and the syncretistic world of the magical papyri.



We possess Hebrew Merkabah texts that read as if they belonged to the literature of magical
papyri.28 The boundaries, at least regarding Judaism, were not as well defined as those drawn
by many recent authors writing on Gnosticism who were bent on differentiating between
Christian Gnosticism and the syncretistic magic under discussion.We have no reason to believe
that this gnostic theosophy still possessed any creative impulses of a decisive character after
the third century. The productive development of these ideas evidently occurred on Palestinian
soil, as the analysis of the Hekhaloth texts proves. At a later date in Palestine as well as in
Babylonia, we still encounter literary elaborations of this old material, some of which underwent
metamorphosis into edifying tracts. But we no longer find any new ideas. The practical
realization of these heavenly voyages of the soul and the “vision of the merkabah,” ṣefiyyath
merkabah, maintained itself also in the post-talmudic period, and some scattered reports
concerning practices of this kind, which are by no means to be regarded as mere legends, have
come down to us from as late as the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries from France and
Germany.29 These old texts, augmented by all kinds of later additions, were known to the
Middle Ages in the form given to them in the late talmudic and early post-talmudic periods as
“Greater Hekhaloth,” “Lesser Hekhaloth,” Shi‘ur Qomah, Book of the Merkabah and under other
titles as well as in different versions. These texts were considered to be ancient, esoteric
paragraphs of the Mishnah, and in the superscriptions of the oldest manuscripts they are here
and there designated as “halakhoth concerning the Hekhaloth.”30 They enjoyed great authority
and were in no way suspected of heresy. Manuscripts of these texts and the related theurgical
literature were known in the Orient, as is proven by many fragments in the Cairo Genizah, but
also in Italy, in Spain, in France, and in Germany.31 In the twelfth century, texts of this kind
circulated precisely in learned circles, where they were considered authentic documents of the
old esoteric doctrines.32 It was therefore only to be expected that the earliest kabbalists would
seek to establish a relationship with the traditions that enjoyed such high esteem.4. The “Book of
Creation”Besides these literary monuments of the Merkabah gnosis, there was another,
extremely curious text which circulated widely during the Middle Ages, excercising a great
influence in many lands and in diverse circles: the “Book of Creation,” Sefer Yeṣirah. Concerning
the origin and spiritual home of this work, which numbers only a few pages, divergent opinions
have been voiced, although to date it has been impossible to come to any reliable and definitive
conclusions.33 This uncertainty is also reflected in the various estimates of the date of its
composition, which fluctuate between the second and the sixth centuries. This slender work is
also designated in the oldest manuscripts as a collection of “halakhoth on the Creation” and it is
not at all impossible that it is referred to by this name in the Talmud. In the two different versions
that have come down to us, it is divided into chapters whose individual paragraphs were likewise
regarded by medieval tradition as mishnaic.34The book contains a very compact discourse on
cosmogony and cosmology. The verbose and solemn character of many sentences, especially
in the first chapter, contrasts strangely with the laconic form in which the fundamental
conceptions and the cosmological scheme of things are presented. The author undoubtedly



wished to bring his own views, clearly influenced by Greek sources, into harmony with the
talmudic disciplines relating to the doctrine of the Creation and of the Merkabah, and it is in the
course of this enterprise that we encounter for the first time speculative reinterpretations of
conceptions from the Merkabah. The attempts by a number of scholars to present this book as a
kind of primer for schoolchildren35 or as a treatise on the grammar and structure of the Hebrew
language36 cannot be taken seriously. The book’s strong link with Jewish speculations
concerning divine wisdom, ḥokhmah or Sophia, is evident from the first sentence: “In thirty-two
wondrous paths of wisdom37 God … [there follows a series of biblical epithets for God]
engraved and created His world.” These thirty-two paths of the Sophia are the ten primordial
numbers, which are discussed in the first chapter, and the twenty-two consonants of the Hebrew
alphabet, which are described in a general way in chapter 2 and more particularly in the
following chapters as elements and building blocks of the cosmos. The “paths of the Sophia” are
thus fundamental forces that emanate from her or in which she manifests herself. They are, as in
the old conception of the Sophia herself, the instruments of creation. In her or through her—the
Hebrew preposition permits both translations—God, the master of the Sophia, “engraved”
Creation. The symbolism of the number thirty-two reappears also in some Christian gnostic
documents,38 but it is in this text that it seems to be established for the first time and in the most
natural manner. Mention should, however, be made of Agrippa von Nettesheim, who informs us
(De occulta philosophia 2:15) that thirty-two was considered by the Pythagoreans as the number
of righteousness because of its well-nigh unlimited divisibility. More recently Nicholas Sed39 has
discussed in a remarkable essay the relationship of the symbolism of the Book Yesirah with the
Samaritan Mēmar of Marqah.The ten primordial numbers are called sefiroth—a Hebrew noun,
newly formed here, that bears no relation to the Greek word sphaira, but is derived from a
Hebrew verb meaning “to count.” Steinschneider’s contention (Mathematik bei den Juden
[Hildesheim, 1965], p. 148) that the original term acquired its specific kabbalistic meaning as a
result of the similarity to the Greek word is not borne out by an analysis of the oldest kabbalistic
texts. By introducing a new term, sefirah, in place of the usual mispar, the author seems to
indicate that it is not simply a question of ordinary numbers, but of metaphysical principles of the
universe or stages in the creation of the world. The possibility that the term refers to emanations
from God himself can be excluded in view of both the wording and the context; it could only be
read into the text by later reinterpretation. Each of these primordial numbers is associated with a
particular category of creation, the first four sefiroth undoubtedly emanating from each other.
The first one is the pneuma of the living God, ruaḥ ’elohim ḥayyim (the book continues to use the
word ruaḥ in its triple meaning of breath, air, and spirit). From the ruaḥ comes forth, by way of
condensation, as it were, the “breath of breath,” that is, the primordial element of the air,
identified in later chapters with the ether, which is divided into material and immaterial either.
The idea of an “immaterial ether,” ’awir she’eno nithpas, like the other Hebrew neologisms in the
book, seems to correspond to Greek conceptions. From the primordial air come forth the water
and the fire, the third and the fourth sefiroth. Out of the primordial air God created the twenty-two



letters; out of the primordial fire, the Throne of Glory and the hosts of angels.40 The nature of
this secondary creation is not sufficiently clear, for the precise terminological meaning that the
author gave to the verbs ḥaqaq and ḥaṣab, which belong to the vocabulary of architecture, can
be interpreted in different ways. He does not utilize the Hebrew word for “create,” but words that
mean “engrave” (is this to designate the contours or the form?) and “hew,” as one hews a stone
out of the rock. The Aristotelian element of the earth is not known to the author as a primordial
element.The last six sefiroth are defined in an entirely different way; they represent the six
dimensions of space, though it is not expressly stated that they emanated from the earlier
elements. Nevertheless, it is said of the totality of these sefiroth that their beginning and their
end were connected with each other and merged one into the other. The primal decade thus
constitutes a unity—although its nature is not sufficiently defined—but is by no means identical
with the deity. The author, no doubt intentionally, employs expressions borrowed from the
description of the ḥayyoth, the animals bearing the Throne in Ezekie’s vision of the Merkabah.
Ḥayyoth means literally “living beings,” and it can be said of the sefiroth that they are the “living
numerical beings,” but nonetheless creatures: “Their appearance is like that of a flash of
lightning41 and their goal is without end. His word is in them when they come forth [from Him]
and when they return. At His bidding do they speed swiftly as a whirlwind, and before His throne
they prostrate themselves” (1:6). They are the “depths” of all things:42 “The depth of the
beginning and the depth of the end, the depth of good and the depth of evil, the depth of above
and the depth of below—and a single Master, God, the faithful king, rules over all of them from
His holy abode” (1:5).The fact that the theory of the significance of the twenty-two consonants
as the fundamental elements of all creatures43 in the second chapter partly conflicts with the
first chapter44 has caused some scholars (for example, Louis Ginzberg) to attribute to the
author the conception of a kind of double creation: the one ideal and pure brought about by
means of the sefiroth, which are conceived in a wholly ideal and abstract manner; the other one
effected by the interconnection of the elements of speech. According to some views, the
obscure word belimah, which always accompanies the word sefiroth, is simply a composite of
beli mah—without anything, without actuality, ideal. However, judging from the literal meaning, it
would seem that it should be understood as signifying “closed,” that is, closed within itself. I am
inclined to believe that here, too, an as yet unidentified Greek term underlies the expression. The
text offers no more detailed statement of the relationship between the sefiroth and the letters,
and the sefiroth are not referred to again. While the numerical-mystical speculation on the
sefiroth probably has its origin in neo-Pythagorean sources—Nikomachos of Gerasa, the
celebrated author of a mystical arithmology who lived around 140 C.E., came from Palestine
east of the Jordan—the idea of “letters by means of which heaven and earth were created” may
well come from within Judaism itself. In the first half of the third century it is encountered in a
statement of the Babylonian amora, Rab, originally of Palestine.45 It is perfectly conceivable that
two originally different theories were fused or juxtaposed in the author’s doctrine concerning the
thirty-two paths. This range of ideas would fit well in the second or third century in Palestine or its



immediate environs.46All reality is constituted in the three levels of the cosmos—the world, time,
and the human body, which are the fundamental realm of all being47—and comes into existence
through the combination of the twenty-two consonants, and especially by way of the “231
gates,”48 that is, the combinations of the letters into groups of two (the author apparently held
the view that the roots of Hebrew words were based not on three but on two consonants).
Among the three realms there exist precise correlations, which no doubt also expresses
relations of sympathy. The twenty-two consonants are divided into three groups, in accordance
with the author’s peculiar phonetic system. The first contains the three “matrices,”49 א, מ, ש ’alef,
mem, and shin. These in turn correspond to the three elements deduced in the first chapter in
connection with the sefiroth—ether, water, fire—and from these all the rest came into being.
These three letters also have their parallel in the three seasons of the year (again an ancient
Greek division!) and the three parts of the body: the head, the torso, and the stomach.50 The
second group consists of the seven “double consonants” that in the Hebrew phonology of the
author have two different sounds.51 They correspond, above all, to the seven planets, the seven
heavens, the seven days of the week, and the seven orifices of the body. At the same time, they
also represent the seven fundamental opposites in man’s life: life and death, peace and disaster,
wisdom and folly, wealth and poverty, charm and ugliness, sowing and devastation, domination
and servitude. To these correspond, in addition, the six directions of heaven and the Temple in
the center of the world, which supports all of them (4:1–4). The twelve remaining “simple”
consonants correspond to man’s twelve principal activities, the signs of the zodiac,52 the twelve
months, and the twelve chief limbs of the human body (the “leaders”). The combinations of all of
these elements contain the root of all things, and good and evil, “pleasure and sorrow” (‘oneg
and nega‘, which have the same consonants) have their origin in the same process, only
according to a different arrangement of the elements (2:4).This cosmogony and cosmology,
based on language-mysticism, betray their relationship with astrological ideas. From them, direct
paths lead to the magical conception of the creative and miraculous power of letters and words.
It is by no means absurd to imagine that our text not only pursued theoretical aims, but was
intended for thaumaturgical use as well. That is how the tradition of the early Middle Ages
understood it, at least in part, and it would not have been wrong, in this case, to establish a
connection between our text (or its prototype) and the story of the two masters of the Talmud,
Rabbi Hanina and Rabbi Oshayah, who every Friday studied the “halakhoth concerning
Creation” and by means of it created a calf that they then proceeded to eat.53 Also related to the
magic of language mysticism is the author’s view that the six dimensions of heaven are
“sealed” (1:13) by the six permutations of “His great name Yaho” (Hebrew YHW). These three
consonants, utilized in Hebrew as matres lectionis for the vowels i, a, and o, which are not
written, make up the divine name Yaho, which contains the three consonants of the four-letter
name of God, YHWH, as well as the form Yao, which penetrated into the documents of
Hellenistic syncretism where its permutations likewise play a role.54 The signs that were
subsequently developed to designate vowels were still unknown to the author.This idea



concerning the function of the name Yaho or Yao suggests important parallels. In the system of
the Gnostic Valentinus, Iao is the secret name with which the Horos (literally: the limit, the
limitation!) frightens away from the world of the pleroma the Sophia-Akhamoth who is in pursuit
of Christ. Does not the cosmos (as distinct from the pleroma), sealed by means of the six
permutations of Yao in the Book Yeṣirah, constitute a sort of monotheistic parallel, perhaps even
inspired by polemical intentions, to this Valentinian myth? In another text of a manifestly Jewish-
syncretistic character, we similarly find the name Iao, as an invocation that consolidates the
world in its limits, a perfect analogy to the sealing in Yeṣirah: in the cosmogony of the Leiden
magical papyrus the earth writhed when the Pythian serpent appeared “and reared up
powerfully. But the pole of heaven remained firm, even though it risked being struck by her. Then
the god spoke: Iao! And everything was established and a great god appeared, the greatest,
who arranged that which was formerly in the world and that which will be, and nothing in the
realm of the Height was without order any more.” The name Iao appears again among the secret
names of this greatest god himself.55 It is difficult not to suspect a relation here between Jewish
conceptions and those of Gnosticism and syncretism. This “sealing” of the Creation by means of
the divine name belongs to the old stock of ideas of the Merkabah gnosis; it is attested in
chapter 9 of the “Greater Hekhaloth.” What is said in the “Book of Creation” of the “six directions”
of space is here said of the “orders of the Creation,” therefore, of the cosmos in general, whose
preservation within its established arrangements, sidre bereshith, is due to its “sealing” by the
great name of God.I have briefly developed here some of the fundamental concepts of the Book
Yeṣirah because they are of essential importance for the understanding of what follows and
because this book was later read and interpreted by the kabbalists as a vade mecum for the
Kabbalah. In contrast to later interpretations, the special charm of this text consists in the
frequently felicitous and in any event ever-vivid imagery and fullness of meaning it lends to most
of the concepts newly created in order to express abstractions. The author finds concrete and
appropriate designations for notions that, until then, Hebrew did not know how to render in
adequate terms.That he failed on certain points and that his images sometimes remain obscure
for us—which only encouraged their subsequent reinterpretation—is a clear sign of the difficulty
of his efforts and of the energy with which he undertook them. The book’s solemn and enigmatic
manner of speaking made it possible for the Jewish philosophers as well as the kabbalists of the
Middle Ages to appeal to its authority. Saadya, in the earliest extant (although certainly not the
oldest) commentary interpreted it around 933 in accordance with his philosophic conception of
the doctrine of Creation and his Jewish theology in general. Since then, a complete series of
more or less detailed Hebrew and Arabic commentaries continued to be written down to the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Everyone found in the book more or less what he was
looking for, and the fact that Yehudah Halevi devoted extensive attention to it, almost a complete
commentary, in the fourth tractate of his principal work of philosophy and theology, Sefer ha-
Kuzari (around 1130), may serve as an indication of the great authority the book enjoyed.56But
at the same time, this text also remained influential in entirely different circles, those who saw in



its theory of language some sort of a foundation of magic, or those for whom the doctrine of the
book included authentic elements of the Merkabah gnosis and of cosmogony. The Book Yeṣirah
was studied in the schools of the sages of Narbonne as well as among the French rabbis of the
school of the tosafists and among the German Hasidim of the same period, and many
commentaries have come down to us from these circles, which were generally averse to
philosophic speculation.57 It offers remarkable parallels, to say the least, to the turn which the
Kabbalists gave to the doctrine of the sefiroth. It is no longer possible to say with certainty to
what extent the study of the Book Yeṣirah was regarded in these circles as an esoteric discipline
in the strict sense of the term. Perhaps one could view the text as situated at the limits of
esotericism, partly within it, but partly already beyond it.5. The Oldest Documents Concerning
the Appearance of the Kabbalah and the Publication of the Book BahirIn the preceding pages,
we characterized the historical circumstances under which the Kabbalah saw the light of day
and attempted to give an account of the kind of literary material deriving from older tradition that
may have been known at that time. We may now proceed to the next question regarding the kind
of information available to us concerning the initial stages of the Kabbalah and its appearance
among the Jews of Provence. We have at our disposal two kinds of reports: those supplied by
the kabbalists themselves and those that came from their earliest opponents. To be sure, only
very little of these reports has been preserved, but even the little we have is of great
importance.The first type of report goes back to traditions preserved among the third generation
of the Spanish disciples of the Provençal kabbalists. Their accounts emphasize the mystical
inspiration, namely, the “appearance of the Holy Spirit,” in one of the most distinguished families
representing the rabbinic culture of Provençal Jewry. These sources name several historical
personalities to whom the prophet Elijah is said to have revealed himself (gilluy Eliyahu)) that is,
they were the recipients of celestial mysteries of which earlier tradition knew nothing until then,
and which came to them as revelations from above. These revelations may have been of a
purely visionary character, or they may have been experiences of illumination sustained while in
a state of contemplation. I have expressed my opinion elsewhere on the meaning of this
category of gilluy Eliyahu,58 which is of considerable importance for an understanding of the
relationship between religious authority and mysticism in Judaism. The prophet Elijah is for
rabbinic Judaism the guardian of the sacred tradition. In the end, with the arrival of the Messiah,
he will bring the divergent opinions of the teachers of the Torah into harmony. To the pious, he
now reveals himself on diverse occasions in the marketplace, on the road, and at home.
Important religious traditions of the Talmud and even an entire midrashic work are attributed to
his instruction.59 He is present every time a child is admitted into the Covenant of Abraham—
that is, at the establishment of the sacral connection between the generations by means of
circumcision. It is by no means the mystics alone who encounter him; he may just as well reveal
himself to the simple Jew in distress as to one perfect in saintliness and learning. As the zealot
of God in the Bible, he is the guarantor of the tradition. He is, as I have written, “not the kind of
figure of whom it could be supposed that he would communicate or reveal anything whatsoever



which stood in fundamental contradiction to such a tradition.”60 A tradition that was
acknowledged to have come from the prophet Elijah therefore became part, in the
consciousness of the faithful, of the main body of Jewish tradition, even if it brought something
new; and it stood above any possible suspicion of foreign influence or heretical attitude. It is no
wonder, then, that at important turning points in the history of Jewish mysticism—precisely at
those times when something new appeared—constant reference was made to revelations of the
prophet Elijah. Understood in this sense, “tradition” included not only that which was transmitted
on earth and in history, but also that which was received from the “celestial academy” above.In
the literature that has been preserved, these traditions relating to the appearance of the prophet
Elijah among the earliest kabbalists first appear around the year 1300, yet everything indicates
that they are drawn from a solid stock of traditional material going back to the first Spanish
kabbalists. They are found in the writings composed by several disciples of Solomon ibn Adreth,
and they largely reproduce kabbalistic traditions of the kind taught in his school in Barcelona
between 1270 and 1310. Ibn Adreth was the most important disciple of Moses ben Nahman
(Naḥmanides), who was himself still in contact, as we shall see, with the kabbalistic masters of
Provence, and who represents the kabbalistic school of Gerona. There is no reason to doubt
that it is this tradition we have before us.These sources claim that revelations of this kind came
to three or four of the leading men of Provence: Abraham ben Isaac (d. around 1179), president
of the rabbinical court (in Hebrew ’ab bethdin) and master of a school in Narbonne; his son-in-
law Abraham ben David of Posquières (d. 1198); his colleague, Jacob ha-Nazir (the Nazirite); as
well as, finally, the son of Abraham ben David, who became known as Isaac the Blind. The latter
lived, it seems, until around 1232–1236 in Posquières or Narbonne. Traditions differ in matters of
detail.61 According to some, it was Rabbi David, the father of Rabbi Abraham ben David (known
in Hebrew literature by the acronym Rabad) and not Abraham ben Isaac, his father-in-law, who
was the first to receive this Kabbalah. Albeck assumed Isaac the Blind was the son and not the
grandson of Abraham ben Isaac, but the analysis of the oldest sources does not confirm this
assumption.62 Around these scholars, but especially around Isaac the Blind, there crystallized
the oldest groups of Provençal kabbalists that we are still able to identify. The pupils of Rabad
and his son, coming from Spain to study in the talmudic academies of Provence, were the
principal agents of the Kabbalah’s transplantation to Spain and its propagation in that country.
Nothing permits us to suppose that the Kabbalah, in the precise sense of the term, became
known in Spain other than through this channel or by way of a parallel path that would point to
Provence.Here, to be sure, we must ask what the exact significance of the word Kabbalah was
at this time in the circle of the kabbalists themselves. Kabbalah is a fairly common word in
rabbinic Hebrew: it simply means “tradition.” In the Talmud, it served to designate the non-
Pentateuchal parts of the Hebrew Bible. Later, every tradition was called by this name, without
its entailing any specifically mystical nuance. That it was already employed by the philosopher
Solomon ibn Gabirol in the sense it would acquire among the kabbalists is a widespread but
completely false assumption.63 It has just a little to do with the Aramaic word qibhla, “amulet.”64



The Spanish kabbalists still knew very well several generations later what original notion their
predecessors had in mind when they employed the term Kabbalah. As late as the year 1330,
Meir ben Solomon ibn Sahula, a pupil of Solomon ibn Adreth, expressed himself clearly and
directly on the origin and meaning of this new discipline. “It is incumbent upon us,” he writes in
the preface to his commentary on the Book Yeṣirah, “to explore all of these things according to
the measure of our understanding, and to follow, in what concerns them, the path taken by those
who, in our generation and in the preceding generations, for two hundred years, are called
kabbalists, mequbbalim, and they call the science of the ten sefiroth and some of the reasons for
the [biblical] commandments by the name Kabbalah.65 It follows, then, that in the eyes of these
kabbalists the new theosophic conception of God, based upon the doctrine of the ten sefiroth of
the Book Yeṣirah as well as upon the mystical reasons founded on this doctrine for certain ritual
precepts of the Torah, constitute the original content of the Kabbalah. In the author’s own
opinion, this teaching is by no means ancient; it does not go back many centuries. Rather, it is
about two hundred years old, which brings us back, for its initial stage, to the period of the first
revelations of the prophet Elijah—that is, in Provence, toward the middle of the thirteenth
century. The chain of kabbalistic traditions that contains the names mentioned previously
accords perfectly with this information. It should be noted, also, that the clear awareness on the
part of this later kabbalist of the relative youth of the Kabbalah in no way prevents him from
considering it a path to knowledge that is “incumbent upon us” to follow.The second category of
sources at our disposal does not mention individuals and the manifestation of the Holy Spirit or
the prophet Elijah in the academies of important rabbinical figures. It concerns, rather, the
publication of a kabbalistic book that came into the hands of the scholars we have mentioned or
certain of their Provençal colleagues who are unknown to us. This literary document, the oldest
of the Kabbalah if one understands that term as ibn Sahula defined it, is the Book Bahir, which is
also called, after the second-century master of the Mishnah named in the opening words of the
text, the “Midrash of Rabbi Nehunya ben Haqqanah.” The title Bahir, “bright,” is taken from the
first biblical verse (Job 37:-21) cited in the text, whose interpretation is ascribed to that rabbi:
“Now, then one cannot see the sun, though it be bright in the heavens.” The kabbalists do not
say that this book was revealed by the prophet Elijah to the aforementioned scholars or to any of
their unknown colleagues. According to them, it is an autonomous document independent of
these revelations. A closer analysis of the book will prove their judgment correct on this point.
For the content of the new speculative tradition deriving from the aforementioned recipients of
mystical illuminations is far from simply identical with the content of the Book Bahir.Concerning
the origin of this book, we have the testimony of the Spanish kabbalist Isaac ben Jacob Cohen
of Soria (about 1260–1270), who in the course of his kabbalistic travels in search of old
traditions also sojourned for a prolonged period in Provence and undoubtedly reproduced the
tradition he heard from the kabbalists of Narbonne, Arles, and other places. The work in which
this testimony was originally included has not been preserved, but a kabbalist of unquestionable
reliability writing one hundred years later still had it before his eyes. The author in question,



Shemtob ben Shemtob, quoted many passages from this book, texts whose content is perfectly
consistent with other writings that can certainly be attributed to Isaac Cohen.66 The latter writes:
“Of the [kabbalistic] allusions which they [the old sages] mentioned in the haggadoth in the
Talmud and in the midrashim, this is the greatest and the most important among the kabbalists,
those men gifted with understanding, who penetrated the depths of the Bible and the Talmud67
and were experienced in the depths of the great sea [the Talmud]; and that is the Book Bahir,
which is also designated,68 particularly, by the term ‘Yerushalmi’ [that is, as a Palestinian
source]. This is the the book, more precious than gold, which Rabbi Nehunya ben Haqqanah
revealed through mysterious and concealed allusions to those ‘gifted with understanding’ [that
is, the mystics] of Israel, the group of sages and the academy of old and holy men. And this book
came from Palestine to the old sages and Hasidim, the kabbalists in Germany [Allemannia], and
from there it reached69 several of the old and eminent scholars among the rabbis of Provence,
who went in pursuit of every kind of secret science,70 the possessors of a higher knowledge.71
However, they only saw a part of it and not the whole of it, for its full and complete text did not
come into their hands. In any case, it came to them from a distant land, whether from Palestine
or from abroad, from old sages and holy kabbalists, who possessed a well-ordered tradition
[Kabbalah] transmitted to them orally by their fathers and forefathers.”This testimony is
remarkable, and we shall see further on that at least in its essentials it is not a fabrication.
Nevertheless, we must draw a clear distinction between the very specific statements concerning
the origin of the Book Bahir and its appearances in Provence and the assurances of a more
general nature that those earliest kabbalists had been the guardians of an immemorial tradition
passed along from “mouth to mouth” throughout the generations. The belief in the existence of
such long chains of tradition was an integral part not only of the kabbalistic communis opinio, but
also of the Hasidic tradition in Germany. As far as the latter is concerned, we have here
examples of such chains, complete with all the names, whose fictitious character cannot be
doubted.72 For our purposes, it is particularly important to note that Isaac Cohen by no means
affirms the existence of an unbroken chain of oral tradition between the scholars of Provence
and those ancient circles where the Kabbalah is said to have had its origin. On the contrary, he
expressly declares that the book came to them in writing “from a distant land, whether from
Palestine or from abroad.” Only those men, remaining anonymous, who brought or sent the book
to Provence were in possession of a Kabbalah transmitted by their fathers—an assurance that,
as we noted, was strictly a formality and consistent with what the kabbalists considered to be
correct usage.Isaac Cohen’s account of the old sources from which the Kabbalah came must
now be contrasted with the completely different testimony of a very early opponent of the
kabbalists. Meir ben Simon, a contemporary of Isaac the Blind, is rather inclined to ascribe the
book to authors of his own time, and his testimony is of considerable importance for us. He was
an energetic opponent of the Kabbalah, which in his time was being propagated in Provence. In
an epistle that he incorporated into his anti-Christian apologetic work Milḥemeth Miṣwah, he
came out very sharply, around 1230–1235, “against those who speak blasphemously of God



and of the scholars who walk in the ways of the pure Torah and who fear God, while they
themselves are wise in their own eyes, invent things out of their own minds, lean toward heretical
opinions and imagine that they can bring proof for their opinions from the words of the
haggadoth, which they explain on the basis of their own erroneous assumptions.73 In this letter,
which is directed against the agitation of the kabbalists and which will engage our attention
again in another connection, he relates, among other things, in the slightly inflated style of
contemporary rhymed prose that can hardly be imitated in translation: “They boast in
mendacious speeches and statements of having found confirmation and encouragement [for
their ideas, evidently] in the lands of sages and scholars … But God save us from the sin of
heeding such heretical words, concerning which it would be better to keep silence in Israel. And
we have heard that a book had already been written for them,74 which they call Balnir, that is
‘bright’ but no light shines through it. This book has come into our hands and we have found that
they falsely attribute it to Rabbi Nehunya ben Haqqanah. God forbid! There is no truth in this.
That righteous man, as we know him, did not come to ruin [by editing such a work] and his name
is not to be mentioned in the same breath as sacrilege. The language of the book and its whole
content show that it is the work of someone who lacked command of either literary language or
good style, and in many passages it contains words which are out and out heresy.”75The tone
here is therefore very different from that of the enthusiastic encomia of Isaac Cohen. But even
though Meir ben Simon is aware of the pseudepigraphical character of the book, he by no
means attributes it, any more than does Isaac Cohen, to the circle of the family of Rabad, of
whom it certainly could not be said that they lacked command of either literary language or good
style. The author of the epistle leaves unanswered the question of whence the book came to the
Provençal kabbalists. Yet it follows from his emphasis upon the imperfections of the language
and style of the book that in his opinion its origin should be sought in circles that were far
removed from the rabbinical culture of those generations and that were susceptible to heretical
influences, from whatever side.The two documents we have been discussing are, in effect, the
only historical testimonies that specifically mention the publication of the book; and in spite of
the differences of opinion, they agree upon one point: it was published in Provence. As we shall
see in the following chapter, both testimonies contain part of the truth. In the circle of Isaac the
Blind, the book was without a doubt already regarded as an old and authentic source that had
the same value as the aggadic midrashim and the writings of the Merkabah mystics. Among the
extant fragments of Isaac the Blind himself, there are some that cite the Book Bahir by this
name. Throughout the entire thirteenth century the Book Bahir represented the canonical text
upon which the Spanish kabbalists based themselves and to which they made constant
reference. It was only after the acceptance of the Zohar that the kabbalists of the following
generations were in a position to replace the few leaves of the Bahir, which in Hebrew did not
number more than forty pages, with a complex and extensive literature that could serve as an
authority. Instead of the fragmentary and obscure sentences of the Bahir they had in the Zohar
relatively well developed and systematic homilies that far better expressed the state of mind of



the kabbalists of those later generations. It is no wonder, then, that the later literary production
soon surpassed these older texts in influence and importance.In the thirteenth century, the Book
Bahir, as would later be the case for the Zohar, was seen as the work of the teachers of the
Talmud. This is expressly attested by Jacob ben Jacob Cohen, the older brother of Isaac Cohen.
In his commentary on Ezekie’s vision of the Merkabah, he speaks of the “Book Bahir, which was
composed by the sages of the Talmud, the kabbalist elect [ha-mequbbalim ha-yehidim]”76 The
judgments of nineteenth-century scholars still conformed to these two opinions with regard to
the origin and age of the Book Bahir. Among more recent scholars, the only one who held that
the book was ancient and therefore evidently of Oriental origin was, as far as I know, Moses
Gaster, who declared in 1881—without, however, offering any arguments—that it perhaps “went
back further than the tenth century.”77Naturally, we should not expect to find a critical historical
sense among the mystics of the thirteenth century, least of all when it is a question of texts that
had, at that juncture in time, a decisive influence upon their own spiritual world. Nevertheless,
the clarity with which the fundamental attitudes emerge from these two types of very old
documentation is something of a surprise for us. Here we can still recognize very clearly the
contradiction between two tendencies that had either to unite or to engage in controversy in
order for the Kabbalah to come into being as an historical phenomenon and factor. On the one
hand, we are dealing here with something really new, with revelations of the prophet Elijah “and
the appearance of the holy spirit in our academy”; revelations of this kind were by no means
lacking even among the Spanish kabbalists of the period after 1250, as is shown by such
notable illuminati as Jacob Cohen and Abraham Abulafia. On the other hand, we are also
dealing with the vestiges of an unarticulated tradition that survived in the form of old notebooks
and fragmentary leaves; and these came from distant lands or from subterranean levels of the
Jewish societies in which they emerged into the light of day. In other words, we seem to have a
current from above and one from below; their encounter produced the Kabbalah as an historical
phenomenon. The mysticism of individuals who through their vision or in their contemplation
express more or less completely the yearnings of their own souls and perhaps also in some
measure those of the age—in brief, an aristocratic and individualistic form of religion—here
combines itself with impulses emanating from anonymous sources. Historical analysis must
attempt to identify these sources or at least determine their character. That is the first impression
that emerges from an examination of the oldest information about the appearance of the
Kabbalah. From here we can go a step further and ask what there is to be learned from an
analysis of the contents of the kabbalistic tradition. What does an investigation of the Book Bahir
tell us and what information can we glean from the extant fragments of the kabbalistic mysticism
of the circle of Abraham ben David and Isaac the Blind? These are the questions that will
occupy us in the following chapters.Our investigation of the first stages of the Kabbalah is
advanced by a stroke of good luck. An extremely important work has been preserved that sheds
light upon the kind of ideas, which in the generation that preceded the first appearance of this
new inspiration would have been considered to be part of the speculations regarding the



Merkabah. The Mishnah (Ḥagigah 2:1 and the related explanations in both Talmuds) prohibited
discourse on the doctrine of Creation in the presence of two pupils and on the Merkabah even in
the presence of one unless he fulfilled certain preconditions. Literary evidence of this tradition
certainly survived until the Middle Ages, as we saw earlier. But at this time it was no longer clear
what had been the original and authentic content of these traditions; what exactly came within
their purview and what did not. Consequently, the various spiritual currents in the Judaism of that
time attempted, each in its own way, to fill the framework of the so-called doctrine of the
Merkabah, the celestial reality, with metaphysics and ontology, and that of the doctrine of
Creation with physics and astronomy.78 When the Kabbalah stepped into the light of history in
Provence, this identification was already very widespread in cultured circles. Other groups held
onto the “Book of Creation” and attempted to read into the enigmatic words of that old esoteric
text either the science of their time or their own ideas. In this regard there is, as I have already
said, no difference in principle between rationalists like Saadya on the one hand and the
kabbalists and mystics on the other. In the first third of the twelfth century Yehudah ben Barzilai,
one of the more eminent rabbinical authorities of his generation, composed a very detailed
commentary on the Book Yeṣirah, of which a single manuscript has survived to this day.79 The
author, as we now know, was also one of the teachers of Abraham ben Isaac of Narbonne, that
is, of the scholar in Provence whom the kabbalistic tradition itself designates as the first to
receive the new kabbalistic revelations.80This book occupies a controversial position in the
history of the Kabbalah. According to Neumark, it is “an indispensable link for the understanding
of the evolution which led to the Kabbalah … Barzilai signifies the internal factor of development.
Saadya, like Bahya after him [in his work “On the Nature of the Soul”] cites … many passages of
the rabbinic and Talmudic literature, but it is [Yehudah ben] Barzilai who systematically arranged
his book in such a way as to explain all the important passages concerning bereshith and
Merkabah … And in fact, from our point of view, Barzilai’s Yeṣirah commentary can be regarded
as the decisive turning point between the doctrine of the ideas and that of the Merkabah, which
constitutes the very foundation of the Kabbalah.”81 Neumark even suggests that the term
Kabbalah, in its later customary signification may have been coined by Yehudah ben Barzilai.82
Having said that much, it is almost obvious that Neumark should also be convinced that this
work was known to the earliest kabbalists and copiously utilized by them.Unfortunately, these
assertions of Neumark are completely without foundation. It has been impossible for me to
discover in the book any element that could be construed as playing a role in the development of
the Kabbalah. Nor have I been able to find traces of the profound influence that, in Neumark’s
opinion, this work was supposed to have exercised upon the kabbalists of the thirteenth century.
The proofs he offers consist of very arbitrary comparisons and are utterly fantastic. On the
contrary, what seems so curious about this book is that it appears to have been unknown to the
thirteenth-century kabbalists who wrote after the Bahir. Only a few weak echoes suggest some
acquaintance with it. Not even Abraham Abulafia, who in 1270 studied and enumerated all the
commentaries on the Yeṣirah to which he had access, knew of this book,83 although he resided



at the time in Barcelona, where the commentary had been written.The undeniable interest of this
book therefore lies not in any direct connection with kabbalistic speculation, but precisely in the
contrast between the two. It shows that even an author who admittedly felt himself drawn toward
mysticism and sometimes went so far as to give expression to this inclination in his halakhic
works84 was completely ignorant of a distinct mystical or gnostic tradition that could have
existed at this time and in his country. The ideas that characterized the Kabbalah, above all the
theosophic concept of God and the doctrine of the aeons, are completely absent from his
writings. The author expressly attests that even the speculations, influenced by Saadya, on the
Glory of God, kabhod, though perfectly familiar to the German Hasidim in the twelfth century,85
had not taken root in his own country, and he apologizes for his lengthy and repetitious treatment
of these doctrines with the observation that “it is not the custom of our contemporaries to
discuss these subjects.”86 His work shows, therefore, the state of nonkabbalistic speculations
on these subjects as they presented themselves immediately before the appearance of the
Kabbalah.In the first part of his book he offers a sort of anthology of talmudic and midrashic
passages that can in some way be brought within the scope of the doctrines of the Merkabah, of
the Book Yeṣirah, and of cosmology. This part is interesting enough in itself. It can hardly be
doubted that if the author had possessed any knowledge of the kabbalistic theosophy he would
have been favorably disposed toward it and would have assimilated it to his own expositions and
commentaries. But this he signally fails to do. His work thus proves in the most conclusive
manner the magnitude of the difference between the situations in the north of France and in
Provence wrought in the period between about 1130 and about 1180–1200. This difference is
due to the reappearance, in the heart of Judaism, of the gnostic tradition.1. The earlier literature
is noted in the bibliography to chapter 5 of my book Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, 430–432.
The most recent attempt to demonstrate the presence of old sources in the Zohar was made by
Professor Samuel Belkin in his Hebrew article “The Midrash ha-Ne ‘elam and its Sources in the
Old Alexandrian Midrashim,” in the annual Sura 3 (1958): 25–92. Unfortunately, his argument is
completely wanting in its methods as well as its results and represents a definite regression in
scholarship, as R. J. Zwi Werblowsky has demonstrated in a detailed critique of Belkin’s thesis in
“Philo and the Zohar,” JJS 10 (1959): 23–44, 113–135. Finkel’s “reply” to Werblowsky (see below
ch. 4, n. Ill) hardly deserves to be taken seriously.2. Adolphe Franck, La Kabbale ou la
philosophie religieuse des Hébreux (Paris, 1843; 3rd ed., 1892). Franck arrives at the conclusion
(I am citing according to the German translation by Adolph Jellinek [Leipzig, 1844], 287) that
“the materials of the Kabbalah were drawn from the theology of the ancient Persians,” but that
this borrowing did not detract from the originality of the Kabbalah, for it replaced the dualism in
God and in nature with the absolute unity of cause and substance. (Franck took the Kabbalah to
be a pantheistic system.)3. F. A. Tholuck, Commentatio de vi, quam graeca philosophia in
theologia turn Muhammedanorum turn Judaeorum exercuerit. II. Partícula: De ortu Cabbalae
(Hamburg, 1837).4. Graetz expounded his conception, for the first time, in 1862 in vol. 7, n. 3 of
his Geschichte der Juden; cf. the 4th ed. (Leipzig, 1908), 385–402: “Ursprung der Kabbala.”5. Cf.



Major Trends, 63–67, as well as section 3 of this chapter.6. Graetz, Geschichte der Juden, vol. 7,
401.7. Yol. 1 (Berlin, 1907), 179–236. In the Hebrew edition of this work (New York, 1921), 166–
354, Neumark more than doubled the length of the chapter entitled “The Kabbalah,” thus making
it one of the most extensive monographs on the old Kabbalah up to the Zohar but also, to be
sure, one of the most misleading. A playful but truly uncommon perspicacity proceeding on the
basis of fanciful assumptions combines with an astonishing lack of historical sense and sound
judgment. Nevertheless, here and there one encounters profound views, which is doubly
surprising, as the method is completely untenable. Solemn babble combines with keen insight,
which the author by no means lacks. In many places he completely misunderstands the literal
meaning of the kabbalistic texts as well as decisive points of the kabbalistic symbolism; and
even where this is not the case, he indulges in arbitrary interpretations and establishes
philosophic relations of which the critical reader can find no trace in the texts. But it is not
inconceivable, I think, that some future rationalist, possessing a greater knowledge of the texts
that Neumark treated in such an arbitrary manner and a better understanding of their
symbolism, may once again take up this scholar’s approach with greater success and in better
accord with the demands of philological criticism; for, in itself, his dialectic and manner of
thinking offer fruitful possibilities.8. Ibid., 181.9. Above all the highly valuable studies of Georges
Vajda (Paris) have in recent years shed a great deal of light upon many currents and figures in
whom the philosophic and kabbalistic tendencies meet, unite, or enter into controversy between
1270 and 1370. Cf., above all, the following studies: Juda ben Nissim ibn Malka, philosophe juif
marocain (Paris, 1954); Recherches sur la philosophie et la Kabbale dans la pensée juive du
moyen age (Paris, 1962), as well as his articles in the REJ and the Archives d’histoire doctrinale
et littéraire du moyen âge (1954 to 1961).10. Neumark was misled by Jellinek, who ascribed this
small work, without the slightest reason, to Jacob the Nazirite. Cf. my article on this tract in the
Encyclopaedia Judaica 3 (Berlin, 1929), cols. 801–803. This tract was undoubtedly composed
after the Zohar.11. Cf. N. Wieder, Melila 2 (Manchester, 1946): 60–65. S. Rosenblatt’s edition
and translation of a part of Abraham’s work appeared in Baltimore in 1927 and 1938.12. See the
presentation of the current state of research in Arno Borst, Die Katharer (Stuttgart, 1953), which
contains a full critical discussion of the literature. Cf. also chap. 3, p. 234ff., herein.13. Cf. chap. 3, 
n. 73, herein.14. L. J. Newman, Jewish Influences on Early Christian Reform Movements (New
York, 1925), 131–207, “Jewish Influence on the Catharist Heresy,” made some far-reaching
assertions concerning the participation of Jews in the Cathar movement or their influence on the
Cathars, but they hardly withstand examination; cf. Borst, Die Katharer, 99, 105, 125. Neumark’s
discussion of the Kabbalah and the Catharist doctrine is, I regret to say, completely irrelevant.
With regard to the Passagians, a Jewish-Christian sect that some authors (erroneously) include
among the Cathars, see the literature in Borst, Die Katharer, 112.15. Cf. Newman, Jewish
Influences, 140, extract from Lucas of Tuy, Adversus Albigenses (Ingolstadt, 1612), 189–190.16.
Jean Giraud, Histoire de l’inquisition au moyen âge, vol. 1, Cathares et Vaudois (Paris, 1935).
With regard to the relationship between the ascetic Catharism and the secular culture flourishing



at that time in Provence, cf. the bibliographical references in Borst, Die Katharer, 107–108. There
it is a question of “a confused mesh of Bogomilian doctrine and Occidental life.”17. Cf. E. Griffe,
Les debuts de l’aventure cathare en Languedoc (1140–1190) (Paris, 1963), 168.18. On the
Midrash Tadshe, also known as the “Baraitha of R. Pinhas ben Yair,” cf. the research of Abraham
Epstein and his edition of the text, with separated pagination, in his (Hebrew) Beiträge zur
Jüdischen Alterthums künde, pt. 1 (Vienna, 1887), as well as his examination of the
relationships between this text, the Book of Jubilees, and Philo in REJ 21 (1890): 88–97, and 22
(1891): 1–25. Epstein assumed that the author (Moses ha-Darshan, around the year 1000, in
Narbonne?) had a certain familiarity with the writings of Philo, which is less convincing. I also
consider the supposed relationship with Essene traditions as extremely doubtful. August
Wünsche translated this midrash into German in Aus Israels Lehrhallen, vol. 5 (1910), 85–
138.19. Much but by no means all the material was collected by Strack and Billerbeck,
Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrash; see the references in the index,
vol. 4, s.v. “Merkaba,” “Thron.” In addition, cf. also the monographs of H. Graetz, Gnosticismus
und Judenthum (Krotoshin, 1846); M. Joël, Blicke in die Religionsgeschichte zu Anfang des
zweiten christlichen Jahrhunderts, vol. 1 (Breslau, 1880), 103–170; M. Friedländer, Der
vorchristliche jüdische Gnosticismus (Göttingen, 1898); Erich Bischoff, Babylonisch-As traies im
Weltbilde des Thalmud und Midrasch (Leipzig, 1907); G. Castelli, Gli antecedenti della Cabbala
nella Bibbia e nella Letteratura Talmudica, Actes du 12me Congrès des Orientalistes 1899, vol.
3 (Turin, 1903), 57–109.20. Cf. my exposition in Major Trends, 40ff. and 355ff., as well as, above
all, my more recent investigations in Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism and Talmudic
Tradition (New York, 1960; revised and [in the appendix] enlarged ed., 1965). Further progress in
this area has been made by Ithamar Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism (Leiden,
1980), who has made use of newly discovered material and has posed new questions for the
research agenda. Among these, the problem of Jewish elements in Gnosticism figures
prominently. On this issue, lively discussions have been taking place since the discovery of the
Nag Hammadi texts.21. Jewish Gnosticism, sec. 4, 20–30.22. Cf. with respect to this important
new conclusion ibid., 36–42, 129–131, as well as appendix D; Eranos-Jahrbuch 29 (1960
[Zurich, 1961]): 144–164.23. Cf. Saul Lieberman’s exposition in Jewish Gnosticism, appendix D,
118–126.24. The discussion as to what exactly is to be understood by “gnosis” has gained in
prominence in scholarly literature and at conferences during the last decades. There is a
tendency to exclude phenomena that until 1930 were designated gnostic by everyone. To me it
does not seem to matter greatly whether phenomena previously called gnostic are now
designated as “esoteric,” and I for one cannot see the use or value of the newly introduced
distinctions (for example, gnosis—Gnosticism and the like).25. Wilhelm Anz, Zur Frage nach
dem Ursprung des Gnostizismus (Leipzig, 1897).26. Cf. R.M. Grant, Gnosticism and Early
Christianity (New York, 1959). Grant strongly emphasized these relations in the face of the
zealousness with which hypotheses of direct pagan influences have been maintained.27. Cf.
Jewish Gnosticism, sec. 8, 57–64.28. I published one of these texts in Jewish Gnosticism,



appendix C, 101–117, on the basis of two manuscripts.29. For authentic reports on Merkabah-
mysticism type of celestial voyages by the French talmudists, see chap. 3, n. 86, herein.30. As,
for example, in the manuscripts that Yehudah ben Barzilai had before him the beginning of the
twelfth century, as he attests in his commentary on the Book Yeṣirah, 101. In many thirteenth-
and fourteenth-century manuscripts from Germany the various paragraphs of the “Greater
Hekhaloth” are designated as halakhoth.31. Thus Ms. Oxford Heb. C 65 contains a large
fragment of the Shi‘ur Qomah; Ms. Sassoon 522 contains a fragment of an unknown and very
ancient Merkabah midrash and a folio of the Shi‘ur Qomah. The extant remains of the “Visions of
Ezekiel,” Re ’iyyot Yehezqel, of the fourth century, which I discussed in Jewish Gnosticism, 44–
47, all come from the Genizah. A new critical edition and commentary have been published by
Ithamar Gruenwald in Temirin, vol. 7 (Jerusalem, 1972), 101–139; see also Gruenwald’s
Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism, 134–141. At the beginning of the twelfth century, mystical
and theurgical texts could also be bought from a bookseller in Cairo whose catalogue has been
partly preserved in the Genizah; cf. the text in Elkan Adler, About Hebrew Manuscripts (Oxford,
1905), 40 (nos. 82 and 83). Most of the manuscripts of this type of literature originate, however,
in Italy and Germany.32. These writings are frequently cited in the responsa of the geonim, the
heads of the Babylonian academies, as well as in the rabbinic and philosophic works of the early
Middle Ages. The Karaites took special delight in making them the targets of their attacks,
without the rabbinic apologists’ disavowing them. The most important Gaonic materials
concerning the traditions of the Merkabah, etc., were collected by Benjamin M. Lewin, Otzar ha-
Geonim, Thesaurus of the Gaonic Responsa and Commentaries, vol. 4, fasc. 2, Ḥagigah
(Jerusalem, 1931), 10–27, 53–62.33. The older literature on the “Book of Creation” is collected
in the articles of L. Ginzberg, Jewish Encyclopedia (1906), s.v. “Yezira,” and G. Scholem,
Kabbalah (Jerusalem, 1974), 23–30. To this must be added A. M. Habermann, “’Abhanim le-
Heqer Sefer Yeṣirah,” Sinai 10 (Jerusalem, 1947); Leo Baeck, Sefer Jezira, Aus drei
Jahrtausenden (Tübingen, 1958), 256–271; Georges Vajda, “Le Commentaire kairouanais sur le
‘Livre de la Création,’” REJ, n.s., (1947–1954): 7:7–62; 10:67–92, 12:7–33, 13:37–61.34. The title
Hilkhoth Yeṣirah is attested by Saadya and Yehudah ben Barzilai. Habermann published the
oldest manuscript text that has been preserved to this day, basing himself upon a tenth-century
Genizah manuscript. The version Saadya took as the basis for his Arabic commentary, ed.
Mayer Lambert (Paris, 1891), deviates appreciably from most of the later texts. The first edition
(Mantua, 1562), contains the two most important recensions. A critical revision of the text is a
very difficult desideratum of research. The so-called “critically edited text” in the edition and
translation of Lazarus Goldschmidt (Frankfurt, 1894) is patched together in a completely
arbitrary manner and devoid of any scientific value. Considerable progress, however, is
represented by the publications of Ithamar Gruenwald in Israel Oriental Studies 1 (1971): 132–
177, and REJ 132 (1973): 473–512.35. As, for example, in S. Karppe, Étude sur les origines et la
nature du Zohar (Paris, 1901), 164.36. Phineas Mordell, The Origin of Letters and Numerals
according to the Sefer Yetzirah (Philadelphia, 1914).37. Nethibhoth pil’oth hokhmah. Proverbs



3:17 knows of the nethibhoth (“paths”) of Wisdom. Here, however, we have the paths of the
“mysteries” of ḥokhmah, or the “mysterious paths” of the ḥokhmah—both translations can be
defended. There is no connection between the Yeṣirah and the linguistic usage in the Qumran
texts. The combinations pi’oth ḥokhmah or raze ḥokhmah are not found in the texts that have
become known so far38. Cf. the epithalamium of the Sophia in Preuschen, Zwei gnostische
Hymnen (Giessen, 1904), 10. Preuschen says: “It is therefore impossible to interpret the number
thirty-two, to which one finds no parallel” (p. 41). I shall return later, pp. 92 and 96, to this number
in the nuptial mysticism of the Book Bahir.39. “Le Mémar samaritain, le Sepher Jeṣīrā; et les
trente-deux sentiers de la Sagesse,” RHR 170 (1966): 159–184.40. The author thus combines
the doctrines, and interpretations concerning both esoteric disciplines, bereshith and
Merkabah.41. The image ke-mar’eh ha-bazaq, as well as the raṣo’ wa-shobh, employed
immediately afterward but reinterpreted in a speculative sense, are evidently derived from
Ezekiel 1:14.42. Depth probably has the meaning of “extending itself in the depth” that is,
dimension. But the word could also signify “hidden depth” (cf. Daniel 2:22), or perhaps also
“deep foundation, principle.” The expression “depth of good and evil” would only correspond to
dimension in a very figurative manner. The “depth of evil” also makes one think of the “depths of
Satan” in the book of Revelation 2:24.43. The text speaks of ’othiyyot yesod; each of the two
nouns renders one of the two meanings of the Greek stoicheia, which denotes letter as well as
element.44. Cf. Neumark, Geschichte der jüdischen Philosophie, 1:115.45. Berakhoth 55a; cf.
Jewish Gnosticism, 78–79.46. There is no compelling linguistic evidence for assigning a later
date to this book. In the otherwise complete absence of early philosophical writings in Hebrew
we naturally have nothing to compare to its technical terminology. The language shows many
points of contact with that of the tannaim and the oldest Merkabah texts. An analytical study that
remains to be made of the concrete relationship between this work and late Greek speculation
would no doubt permit a better determination of its age. Leo Baeck’s hypothesis that the author
wished to reproduce in Hebrew garb Proclus’s doctrine of Henads, seems unsubstantiated, and
its author has to resort to forced interpretations. Nevertheless, on some points of detail Baeck’s
interpretations appear plausible and valuable.47. It is certain that this division and the exactly
corresponding division into mundus, annus, homo in cosmological statements and illustrations
of Latin authors of the early Middle Ages such as Bede go back to a common source. Harry
Bober collected interesting material on this subject; cf. Journal of the Walters Art Gallery 19–20
(1957): 78 and illustration 11. The sources utilized by Bede and Isidore of Seville remain to be
identified.48. “Through 231 gates everything goes forth. It is found therefore, that every creature
and every speech [language] goes forth out of one name” (2:5). Does this mean that the
alphabet, in its sequence, constitutes a mystical name? Of such a conception of the alphabet,
Franz Dornseiff (Das Alphabet in Mystik und Magie, 2d ed. [Leipzig, 1925], 69–80) collected
abundant testimonies from the Greek and Latin sources; cf. also A. Dieterich, ABC—Denkmäler,
Rheinisches Museum für Philologie 56 (1900): 77–105. In the Wiener Jahreshefte 32 (1940): 79–
84, Joseph Keil published an important Hebrew-Greek amulet that contains, with an obviously



magical intention, the Hebrew alphabet in Greek transcription in the so-called at-bash order. In
this order the alphabet is written in two rows boustrophedon and two letters are vertically
connected in pairs. The amulet should be dated between the second and fourth centuries, but
certainly no later. (I was able to identify clearly, though with some effort, the Hebrew text of
Deuteronomy 28:58, which was in one of the three lines that neither Keil nor Ludwig Blau—to
whom he showed the amulet in 1926—was able to decipher. It is only natural that the view that
the alphabet constitutes 11 One name, to wit the name of 22 letters” should have passed into
the early Kabbalah, as is attested by the Commentary on the Prayer Book, composed about
1260, by the (anonymous?) commentator Sefer ha-Manhig on the Pirqe Rabbi Eliezer, Ms.
British Museum, Margoliouth 743, fol. 96b.49. This is how the word has generally been read
(’immoth) and understood at a later date. Saadya and the Genizah manuscript, on the other
hand, did not read ’immoth but ’ummoth, a relatively rare noun attested in the Mishnah, where it
signifies “foundation;” cf. Lambert’s translation, p. 44. The choice of these three consonants
seems to reflect an ancient division related to the quantitative force of articulation of the
consonants, in explosives, aspirates, and nasals. In ’, the passage of air is completely
interrupted by the vocal chords; in sh it is obstructed in a “whistling” manner, as the book says,
by an effect of contraction, and in m the air passes freely through the nose. On the phonetics of
the Book Yeṣirah, cf. M. Z. Segal, “Principles of Hebrew Phonetics” (Yesode ha-Phonetica
ha-‘Ibhrith) (Jerusalem, 1928), 96–100. From the phonetics of the book, as from its Hebrew, one
can conclude with a considerable degree of certainty that it had a Palestinian origin.50. Gewiyah
must here signify the upper part of the torso, namely, breast. In his division of the body into parts,
Philo too distinguishes between the head, the torso, and the stomach, De opificio mundi, 118.
On the three seasons cf. Robert Eisler, Weltenmantel und Himmelszelt, vol. 2 (Munich, 1910),
452, where the author also refers to Yeṣirah.51. On the much discussed inclusion of r among the
consonants with a double pronunciation, cf. now the valuable study of S. Morag, “Sheba’
Kefuloth B G D K P R T,” in the jubilee volume for Professor N. H. Tur-Sinai, Sefer Ṭur-Sinai
(Jerusalem, 1960), 207–242. J. Weiss drew my attention to the fact that in the Stoic theory of
language the consonants b g d k p t were likewise thrown into relief; cf. Pauly-Wissowa, Real-
Encyclopädie der klassischen Altertumswissenschaften 6:col. 1788.52. The technical term
galgal, always employed in this book for the sphere of the zodiac, is also of tannaitic origin.53.
Sanhedrin 65b, 67b. According to Berakhoth 55a, Bezalel the architect of the Tabernacle “knew
the combination of letters by means of which heaven and earth were created.” This could link up
with the idea of the creation of a golem, which I examined at length in chapter 5 of my book On
the Kabbalah and its Symbolism (New York, 1965).54. Examples of the magical use of the six
permutations of Iao can be found in Preisendanz, Die griechischen Zauberpapyri, 2d ed.
(Stuttgart, 1973–4) 1:108 (1. 1045); 2.14.55. Ibid., vol., 2, 113. On the use of the name Iao in the
magic of the age of syncretism there is an abundance of material. Most of the older examples
have been collected by W. von Baudissin, Studien zur Semitischen Religionsgeschichte, vol. 1
(Leipzig, 1876), 179–254. The passage from Yeṣirah is not referred to by Baudissin, nor did R.



Reitzenstein make use of it in his treatment of the Book Yeṣirah, for which he assumes an
ultimately Hellenistic origin reaching back to the second century; his arguments are based on a
comparative study of letter-mvsticism in late antiquity; see Reitzenstein, Poimandres (Leipzig,
1904), 291. As an historian with a broad perspective, Reitzenstein perhaps had a clearer view
than many other Jewish scholars, who often regarded the Book Yeṣirah as if it were suspended
in a vacuum in the midst of the history of religions. It should also be noted, in this connection,
that in the Coptic Pistis Sophia, chap. 136, Iao appears in a similar context: Jesus calls out his
name as he turns toward the four corners of the world. The sealing of the six directions of space
by means of the permutations of Iao corresponds to the idea that this name is the master of the
four directions of the world, that is, the master of the cosmos. Cf. the material assembled by Erik
Peterson, Heis Theos (Göttingen, 1926), 306–307. Peterson’s interpretation of the magical
name Arbathiao as “the four Iao” is, however, utterly unconvincing. The magical name is nothing
other than a syncretistic transcription of the Tetragrammaton as “the tetrad [of the four letters of
the name YHWH upon which is based the name] of Iao.” This is proven by the corresponding
form Tetrasya, which we find in the Hebrew writings of the Hekhaloth and which was still
unknown to Peterson; cf. my Major Trends, 56, 363. The terminology employed in the Yeṣirah for
these three directions of space is also very ancient: the phrase “above and below, in front and
behind, right and left” is used in exactly the same manner in Akkadian, and is evidently also
behind the wording of the Mishnah Ḥagigah 2:1 (first century), where “in front” and “behind” are
to be understood spatially. This usage was no longer understood by the amoraim, and was in
any case transferred from the spatial to the temporal, as S. E. Löwenstamm, “On an Alleged
Gnostic Element in Mishnah Hagiga II, 1” (in Hebrew) in M. Haram (ed.), Yehezkel Kaufmann
Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1960), 112–121, has shown, drawing upon Akkadian material. His
explanations furnished additional linguistic evidence in support of the antiquity of the Book
Yeṣirah, although precisely the passage under consideration here escaped his attention.56.
Around the middle of the eleventh century the head of a Palestinian school, R. Yehudah ben
Yosef Cohen, rosh ha-seder, also composed an Arabic commentary on the Yeṣirah, a fragment
of which is preserved in Leningrad; cf. Jacob Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and
Literature, vol. 1 (Cincinnati, 1931), 456–457. Commentaries presumably older than Saadya’s
were still known to Yehudah ben Barzilai, who saw them in old manuscripts and cites them in
several places. On Saadya’s commentary, cf. the analysis of G. Yajda in “Sa’adja commentateur
du ‘Livre de la Création,’” Annuaire de l’École pratique des Hautes Études (1959–1960).57.
Moses Taku of Bohemia had before him, around 1230, a commentary by the “scholars of
Narbonne.” It is unclear whether this commentary dates from the eleventh or the twelfth century;
cf. ’Oṣar Neḥmad 3 (Vienna, 1860): 71. The renowned tosafist Isaac of Dampierre explained the
book orally, and we possess a commentary that Elhanan ben Yaqar of London composed in
accordance with the traditions transmitted by someone who had studied the book with this R.
Isaac “the Elder.” As GL Vajda has shown in Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen
âge 28 (1961): 17–18, the author also used Latin sources! Isaac died toward the end of the



twelfth century. Cf. M. Weinberg concerning the manuscript A4 in the Landesbibliothek of Fulda,
Jahrbuch der Jüdisch-Literarischen Gesellschaft 20 (Frankfurt-am-Main, 1929): 283. From the
circles of the German Hasidim of the thirteenth century we have the commentary of Eleazar of
Worms, of which there exists in print only one complete text (Przemysl, 1888); a commentary
falsely attributed to Saadya Gaon and printed in the editions of the book; and another
commentary of the above-mentioned Elhanan of London that I found in New York, Jewish
Theological Seminary, in a parchment manuscript of the fourteenth century, fol. 62–78. (The
manuscript figures in the report of the library, in the Register of the Seminary for 1931–1932.)58.
Scholem, On the Kabbalah, 19f£.59. Cf. the article Elija, in the English Encyclopaedia Judaica
(1971); Moses W. Levinsohn, “Der Prophet Elia nach den Talmudim- und
Midraschimquellen” (diss. Zurich-New York, 1929); Robert Zion, Beiträge zur Geschichte und
Legende des Propheten Elia (Berlin, 1931); Eliezer Margaliouth, Eliyahu ha-Nabi (Jerusalem,
1960); A. Wiener, The Prophet Elijah in the Development of Judaism (London, 1978).60.
Scholem, On the Kabbalah, 20.61. Cf. the passages in Jellinek, Auswahl kabbalistischer Mystik
(Leipzig, 1853), 4–5. Here is what Menahem Recanati recounts, around 1300: “For he [Elijah]
revealed himself to Rabbi David ’ab beth-din and taught him the science of the Kabbalah. He
transmitted it, for his part, to his son, the Rabad, and he also revealed himself to him, and he
transmitted it to his son, Isaac the Blind and to him, too, he revealed himself.” Another old
tradition says: “R. Isaac Nazir [a reference, no doubt, to Isaac ben Abraham of Narbonne]
received from the prophet Elijah and after him, R. Jacob Nazir, and from him the Rabad and his
son Isaac the Blind, who was the fourth [recipient] after Elijah.” The Hebrew expression “the
fourth after Elijah” probably means the fourth in the chain of tradition since Elijah revealed
himself. However, it could also mean the fourth person who himself had a revelation from Elijah.
Shemtob ibn Gaon, a pupil of Solomon ibn Adreth, called Isaac the Blind the “third after Elijah.”
Cf. Ma’or wa-Shemesh (Livorno, 1839), fol. 35b. According to a tradition recorded by ibn Gaon,
’Emunoth (Ferrara, 1556), fol. 36b, only the Rabad’s father-in-law (who is there mistakenly called
Abraham and not Isaac) received a revelation from the prophet Elijah.62. Cf. Albeck in his
introduction to the edition of Abraham b. Isaac ’Abh Beth-Din, Sefer ha-’Eshkol (Jerusalem,
1935), 5.63. M. H. Landauer, Literaturblatt des Orients, vol. 6 (1845), cols. 196–197; Jellinek,
Beiträge zur Geschichte der Kabbala, (Leipzig, 1852), 1:71, 2:27 (plagiarized by J. Günzig, Die
“Wundermänner” im jüdischen Volke [Antwerp, 1921], 89). This entire hypothesis, founded on a
false interpretation already present in the Hebrew text, is now shown to be totally untenable by
the original Arabic text in Stephen S. Wise, ed., The Improvement of the Moral Qualities (New
York, 1901), cf. 34.64. Contrary to Tur-Sinai’s suppositions in the Lexicon of Ben Yehudah, vol.
11 (1946), 5700, according to which the notion Kabbalah in its later sense would owe its origin
to a popular etymology of qibhla. The magical term would then have been applied to the esoteric
doctrine in general and been confused with qabbalah. The same erroneous hypothesis with
regard to a connection of this kind had already been formulated by David Kaufmann in MGWJ
41 (1897): 186. In fact, this usage of the term definitely stems from learned circles and is always



unequivocally associated with the idea of tradition. Nowhere in the old texts does one find such
a confusion of the words qabbalah and qibhla.65. Ms. in the Biblioteca Angelica in Rome, A.6,
13, fol. 2b.66. I have assembled in Madda ’e ha-Yahaduth 2 (Jerusalem, 1927): 276–280, the
citations in question from the ’Emunoth of Shemtob. I was able partly to correct the passage on
the Bahir (’Emunoth, fol. 94a) by using a parchment manuscript at the Jewish Theological
Seminary, New York [no. 882 in the handwritten list of Professor A. Marx], fol. 112b. While the
original German edition of this book was in press, Israel Weinstock, in a Hebrew article entitled
“When was the Bahir composed according to the tradition?” Sinai 49 (1961): 370–378 and 50
(1961): 28–34, made some assertions that are completely without foundation. In his opinion, the
kabbalists themselves possessed an ancient tradition according to which the Bahir was
composed by one of the geonim. His assertions completely contradict the testimony of the old
kabbalistic literature and do not withstand examination. The only source he can invoke is an
incidental remark, altogether imprecise in its language, made by an opponent of the Kabbalah in
the seventeenth century! It should be noted, however, that even Moses Cordovero (ca. 1569)
thought it possible that the book was composed before (!) the destruction of the Temple, cf. his
commentary ’Or Yaqar on the Zohar (1967 ed.), 4:138. In the sequel I shall ignore Weinstock’s
publications, collected in Be-Ma ‘agale ha-Nigleh veha-Nistar (Jerusalem, 1970), as they are
based on wrong assumptions and offend against all scholarly methods and criteria. Cf., A.
Goldreich, in Kiryath Sefer 47 (1972): 199–209, who took the trouble, and wasted precious time,
to re-examine the sources and demolish Weinstock’s cobwebs.67. Hebrew: be ‘omeq pilpul ha-
Miqra weha-Talmud. Pilpul signifies an ingenious and penetrating comprehension, and is often
mentioned, as in the continuation of this text, along with erudition as a praiseworthy quality of the
great scholar.68. In the manuscript: ha-meyuhad bi-leshon Yerushalmi, which can also mean
“composed in the language of the Yerushalmi,” that is, in Aramaic, a statement that, to be sure,
does not apply to our text. Another possible translation is “the eminent Book Bahir [composed] in
the Jerusalemite language [that is, dialect].” Meyuḥad often has the meaning “eminent,
outstanding”; cf. the medieval expression meyuḥad bedoro. The printed text has ha-meyusad,
which would not permit the second translation. The version ha-meyuhas in Madda ‘e ha-
Yahaduth 2:277 rests on a mistaken reading. The Bahir is already cited by the pupils of Isaac the
Blind under the name of the term ‘Yerushalmi’ [that is, as a Palestinian source]. This is
“Yerushalmi,” which in medieval usage often means nothing other than “a written work coming
from Palestine.” Such citations of the Bahir as “Yerushalmi” are found, for example, in Ezra ben
Salomon’s commentary on the Song of Songs, fols. 12a, 20d, as well as in his Sod Es ha-Da
‘ath, Ms. Casanatense, Sacerdoti 179, fol. 96a; Moses of Burgos, in his explication of the divine
name in forty-two letters, in the collection Liqquṭim me-Rab Hai Gaon (Warsaw, 1798), fol. 9b;
Bahya ben Asher, Kad ha-Qemah, s.v. “’Orhim”; Menaḥem Recanati, Ta ‘ame ha-Miṣwoth
(Basel, 1580), fol. 12a; Isaac of Acre, Me’irath ‘Enayim, Ms. Munich 17, fol. 59a.69. Hebrew:
hofia‘ we-higgia‘. Hofia‘ means “appear,” not only in the technical sense of a book that appears,
but “it shines forth, its brightness is spread abroad.” From the combination of these two verbs,



however, something close to the modern significance of the word results.70. Hebrew: ḥokhmoth
reshumoth. The kabbalists of the thirteenth century readily made use of the adjective reshumoth
in this particular sense. Many authors of the Middle Ages read this meaning into the category of
dorshe reshumoth mentioned in the Talmud. Cf. Ben Yehudah’s Lexicon 14:6745, and Jacob C.
Lauterbach, “The ancient Jewish allegorists in Talmud and Midrash,” JQR, n.s., 1 (1910/1911):
291–333, 503–531.71. Hebrew: yod‘e da(ath ‘elyon, after Numbers 24:26; the kabbalists readily
employed it in the specific sense of “possessors of the gnosis.” (A similar designation: ba *ale
sod ha-madda‘ in Moses of Burgos; cf. Tarbiz 4 [1933]: 56).72. Characteristic, in this regard, are
the “two chains of kabbalistic tradition of R. Eleazar of Worms,” which H. Gross published and
discussed in MGWJ 49 (1905): 692–700.73. I presented the text of the original in Sefer Bialik (Tel
Aviv, 1934), 146.74. The only extant manuscript, Parma de Rossi 155, utilizes a defective
Hebrew orthography almost throughout. The word “on is therefore to be read, as is often the
case here, as pu‘al: ḥubbar. A. Neubauer, the first to publish this text, concluded from his faulty
reading of the word as pi‘el: hibber, “he composed,” the erroneous understanding that the author
wished to designate as the author of the Book Bahir R. Azriel, who is named previously.
Naturally this error was possible only as long as the writings of Azriel himself were largely
unknown.75. Cf. the text of the original in Neubauer, “The Bahir and the Zohar,” JQR 4 (1892):
357–368.76. Cf. the passage in my catalogue of the kabbalistic manuscripts of the University
library in Jerusalem, (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1930), 208. It is only since the publication of this
work that I have been able to prove conclusively that Jacob ben Jacob Cohen is the author of
this important book, transmitted anonymously in all the manuscripts. In a commentary on the
same vision of the Merkabah, Moses of Burgos, Jacob’s pupil, quotes numerous passages from
the commentary of his master that can all be found in the aforementioned anonymous work. Cf.
Ms. Enelow Memorial Collection 711 in the Jewish Theological Seminary, which is partly
identical with a better and much older manuscript in the Mussajof Collection in Jerusalem.77. Cf.
Gaster, Studies and Texts, vol. 2; 1076; Steinschneider asserted, on the contrary, that the book
“was no doubt composed only in the thirteenth century.”78. This identification is known chiefly
through Maimonides and his school, but it undoubtedly goes back further.79. It is according to
this manuscript that S. J. Halberstam edited the text (Berlin, 1885).80. Cf. S. Assaf, Sifran shel
Rishonim (Jerusalem, 1935), 2–3.81. Neumark, Geschichte des jüdischen Philosophie, vol. 1,
192.82. Ibid., 194.83. Cf. Jellinek, Beth ha-Midrash, vol. 3 (Leipzig, 1855), 42, where this
passage concerning the commentaries on the Yeṣirah studied by Abulafia is presented. As
Abraham Epstein has proved, basing his argument on the commentary on the Yeṣirah by
Eleazar of Worms, the German Hasidim were the only ones who had knowledge of this book.
Without giving the name of the author, he copied it in many places. I did not find any literal
borrowings of this kind in the writings of the Spanish kabbalists.84. This is the opinion of such an
eminent expert on halakhic literature as S. Bialoblocki in the German Encyclopaedia Judaica
(1931), 8: col. 940.85. For the ideas of the kabhod among the Hasidim, cf. Major Trends, 110–
115.86. Yehudah ben Barzilai’s commentary, 234.CHAPTER TWOTHE BOOK BAHIR1. Literary



Character and Structure of the Book: Its Different StrataThe Book Bahir, whose few pages seem
to contain so much that is pertinent to the mystery of the origin of the Kabbalah, has the form of
a midrash, namely, a collection of sayings or very brief homiletical expositions of biblical
verses.1 These are not set forth according to any particular organizational principle. Thus the
book is devoid of a literary structure. Furthermore, as we shall see, it is only with the greatest
reservations that one can speak of a uniform development of thought in the various paragraphs
of the text. Everything seems to have been jumbled together haphazardly. Utilizing a mystical
terminology that was not known in the ancient midrashim, the book interprets all sorts of biblical
passages and aggadoth, showing a preference, of course, for those of a cosmogonic and
cosmological nature. Moreover, it makes the letters and the vowels of the Hebrew language, and
even certain accents of the Hebrew script, the object of its speculation. Alongside fragments
concerned with ritual symbolism and the mysticism of prayer that are scattered throughout the
text, one finds explanations that obviously derive from the Book Bahir and that interpret its ideas
or develop them in new ways. To these are added passages with a psychological content as well
as fragments related to various mystical names of God whose magical tendency is
unmistakable.We have here, in fact, a potpourri of many motifs that could be of interest to the
adepts of the old esoteric doctrine. But the exposition is hardly ever brought to a conclusion.
Most of the time it is interrupted by other topics and then taken up again, without, however, being
pursued consistently. There is nothing to support Neumark’s thesis that an author with a
theoretical or speculative tendency clothed his ideas, very artificially and consciously, in the form
of a midrash, which really did not suit these ideas at all. On the other hand, this manner of
exposition seems perfectly adequate to the author’s (or authors’) aggadic type of thought.
Another of Neumark’s contentions is just as ill-founded: According to him,2 the book is entitled
Bahir because it is concerned with the doctrine of the primordial substance of creation, the ’or
bahir, a term the philosophic exegetes of the Book of Creation, as well as Yehudah ben Barzilai,
readily employed when they spoke of the first-created light that represents the primordial
spiritual substance of creation. Infact, the book is not particularly concerned with this teaching,
and the notion of the ’or Bahir does not reappear again after the citation in section 1 of the
biblical verse from which it is taken. And it is precisely the doctrine that usually went under this
heading that is not dealt with in this paragraph.3The Mishnaic teacher Nehunya ben Haqqanah
reappears in the book, at the most, one more time.4 If his name is placed at the very beginning
of the work in a paragraph that has hardly any connection with what follows it is undoubtedly
because this rabbi figures as one of the chief authorities of the pseudepigraphic Merkabah
literature. In the Hekhaloth he appears as the teacher of the other two chief authorities, R. Akiba
and R. Ishmael. The book is thus identified, as it were, as a Merkabah text, yet its two principal
speakers are teachers whose names are obviously fictitious. One is called Rabbi Amora or
Amorai, which in the old sources is never the name of a person. The designation of amoraim,
that is, “speakers,” is used in talmudic tradition for teachers who were active after the completion
of the Mishnah, in order to distinguish them from the tannaim. R. Amora therefore means nothing



more than “Rabbi Speaker.” The second speaker is called R. Rahmai or Rehumai (the oldest
tradition employs the first form of the name), which may be an allusion to the name of the amora
Rehumi, a fourth-century Babylonian master.5 These two protagonists correspond here to Akiba
and Ishmael of the Hekhaloth. Besides them, we find names that are known to us from the
aggadic midrashim, such as R. Berahya, R. Bun, R. Eliezer, R. Yannai, R. Yohanan, R. Meir, R.
Papias.6 Akiba and Ishmael, whom we would expect to encounter, appear only occasionally. In
section 22 they conduct a dialogue, the same dialogue that originally appears in Midrash
Bereshith Rabba on Genesis 1:1. But these utterances are only rarely authentic citations; for the
most part they are texts of a pseudepigraphic nature. However, large sections of the book
remain anonymous. The paragraphs follow one another without mention of any name, even
though discussions often take place between the unnamed speakers. It is doubtful whether the
dialogue form or, indeed, the attribution of statements to definite persons is always original.
Often it appears as if they were the result of a later redaction in which names were added or
altered.7 Nevertheless the literary form of the Midrash, that is, questions concerning the
meaning of difficult or contradictory biblical verses, is preserved or imitated. However, the
anonymous pieces distinctly recall, in part at least, a manner of exposition close to the
anonymous Mishnah or the Book Yeṣirah.

On the Mystical Shape of the Godhead: Basic Concepts in the Kabbalah (Mysticism and
Kabbalah), Zohar: The Book of Splendor: Basic Readings from the Kabbalah, Sabbatai Ṣevi:
The Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676 (Bollingen Series Book 208), The Essential Kabbalah: The
Heart of Jewish Mysticism, Sefer Yetzirah: The Book of Creation in Theory and Practice, From
Infinity to Man: The Fundamental Ideas of Kabbalah Within the Framework of Information Theory
and Quantum Physics, Gershom Scholem: Master of the Kabbalah (Jewish Lives), Jewish
Mysticism: The Ultimate Guide to Understanding Kabbalah, Merkabah Mysticism, and
Ashkenazi Hasidism (Jewish Spirituality), Kabbalistic Astrology: And The Meaning of Our Lives,
Zohar: The Ultimate Guide to Understanding the Most Important Work on Kabbalah and Jewish
Mysticism (Jewish Spirituality)



voghit, “PERHAPS A BETTER INTRODUCTION TO KABALAH THAN THE KABALAH ITSELF..
A good read and, owing at leas to up-to-date scholarship working with recent archaeological
findings, is perhaps. a better introduction to Kabalah than the Kabalah itself.. Glad I have a
number of very good dictionaries for, despite a good classical education and many years of wide
reading, I ran into a number of words I had never seen before..”

thirdtwin, “More Kabbala In English. Another of Scholem's ground breaking works on mysticism-
sterling effort in his attempt to bring the ideas to a wider audience in english and rejuvenate
interest in the study of kabbala in general; a goal in which he succeeded.”

Sharon Campbell, “I have every one of his books and they are the most perfect books for those
who must know kabbalah. Gershom Scholem, what more would I have to say. I have every one
of his books and they are the most perfect books for those who must knowkabbalah. It is the
mystic wonder you will never forget.”

ELIO SUAREZ ACEVEDO, “Four Stars. Super interesting, but super academic, probably come
application examples would be nice”

Niels Arvid Sletterï¿½d, “Very interesting and well written. Great”

avidarkansasreader, “Four Stars. Interesting read.”

catherine guelph, “conforming thought to faith. In my mind, this is one of the most important
books written in the twentieth century. Strong words, I admit; please allow me to make my case.
This book helps to remove much of the confusion concerning the Kabbalah which is a rich
tradition of repeated attempts to achieve and portray direct experiences of GOD. In the words of
a disciple of Isaac the Blind (1165?-1235?), "The essential thing in the divine service of the
mystics and those who meditate on His name, lies in this : 'and cleave to Him.' [Deuteronomy
13:5] And this is a cardinal principle of Torah and of prayer, that one make one's thought
conform with one's faith." One of the most important scholars of the twentieth century, Gershom
G. Scholem (1897-1982) opened up a once esoteric world of Jewish mysticism, the Kabbalah,
to concerned students of religion. The basic thesis of this book is that the Kabbalah originated in
one chronologically limited time-span (13th century) and in one geographically limited area
(Provençe, France and Gerona, Spain). The editor, R. J. Zwi Werblowsky who worked closely
with Scholem, writes "in many way's URSPRUNG UND ANFäNGE DER KABBALAH (1962)
[Origins of the Kabbalah] is the most impressive of all [of his writtings] for here Scholem dealt
with a major yet enigmatic phenomenon in the history of Jewish spirituality." For Scholem, the
oldest literary document of the Kabbalah is the book Bahir. He presents historical evidence that



it is a product of Oriental sources combined with purely gnostic tradition (e.g. Merkabah
literature) distilled in German Hasidim to arrive in Provençe sometime between 1130 and 1170.
Scholem continues with the fascinating history of the Kabbalah with a study of Isaac the Blind,
one of the greatest early interpreters from Provençe. Isaac's many new contributions included
combining the Bahir with new ideas, thoughts and terminology. In the mid-13th century, the trail
continues to the city of Gerona as the centre of the contemplative Kabbalah in its most complete
development prior to the Zohar. Scholem writes, "The Kabbalah appeared in Gerona in the fully
elaborated form of a contemplative mysticism that sought to draw all domains of Jewish
existence into its sphere of influence and to embue them with its spirit." I honestly hold to the
conviction that this is a book for everyone, regardless of faith, or disposition to esoteric
mysticism. From the first edition, Professor Scholem writes, "Once the ice of ignorance has
been broken and the charlatanism that dominated the field has been overcome, the way will be
open to further fruitful research. Jewish studies as well as the history of Oriental and Western
religions will benefit equally from a more penetrating study and discussion of the problem of the
Kabbalah."  If you are interested in a spiritual relationship, this book with be interesting to you.”

Canoe, “Five Stars. Comprehensive and masterful analysis”

Angelgue, “Origins of the Kabbalah. It's a must have book for all those interested in the
Kabbalah, very well documented and wrote with a lot of references about such old books as the
Bahir and Sefer Yesirah.”

The book by Gershom Gerhard Scholem has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 33 people have provided
feedback.
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