The ‘Iyyun Circle

INTRODUCTION

Few texts of the ‘Iyyun circle have been published, and what
has been published is full of errors and not really useful. Adolph Jel-
linek published a version of the Sefer ha-Iyyun in 1853, and another
version was edited by Hassida in Ha-Segullab, volume 2 (1934) from
the Musajoff collection in Jerusalem. It has since become apparent,
thanks to the work of M. Verman, that there are a variety of different
recensions of the Sefer ba-‘Iyyun. A version of the Ma'‘ayan Hokbmah
was published twice in Warsaw (1863 and 1866) and once in Ozar
Midrashim (ed. Y. Eisenstadt, New York, 1915: 307-311).

The three texts partially translated below are based on manu-
script witnesses edited in the 1940s by Scholem and reedited by the
translators. Our text of the Sefer ha-‘Iyyun follows a recension found
in ms. Munich 408, which largely agrees with ms. Musajoff 64. Our
text of the Sefer Ma’ayan Hokhmah follows ms. Hebrew U. 8 330; and
our Perush Shem shel Arba’ Otiyyot follows ms. Florence 2:41. For fur-
ther bibliographical details, see Scholem, Re’shit ha-Qabbalab (Jeru-
salem, 1948): pp. 255-262; and Verman, Sifrei ba-Iyyun (Ph.D. diss.,
Harvard University, 1984).
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T'he Book of Speculation

(SEFER HA-TYYUN)

This is the Book of Speculation of the great Rabbi Hamai,' fore-

most expositor of the Innermost.” In it he revealed the essence of the
entire reality of the revealed Glory, whose source of existence and
quintessence no living being can accurately fathom, for He is in a
state of balanced unity. In His perfection the upper and lower
worlds unite one to another, and He is the foundation of all, both
hidden and revealed. From Him pours forth all that is emanated
from the wondrousness of the Unity. Rabbi Hamai has explained all
these matters by way of the Chariot and interpreted the prophecy of
Ezekiel, peace be upon him.* Here begins the book in the proper or-
der.
. Blessed and exalted is God, glorious in power. He is one, united
in all His powers as the flame is united in its colors. The powers
which emanate from His unicity are like the light of the eye which
springs forth from the pupil.*[These powers] are emanated one from
the other, as a fragrance from a fragrance or a candle from a candle.
One emanates from the other, and from that another. The power of
€ach resides in that which is emanated from it, yet the emanator lacks
' _fOr nothing. Thus, before creating any entity, the Holy One, blessed
~ Hle, was one and eternal, beyond examination and boundary,
- Without compound or distinction, without change or movement,
‘foncealed through existence itself.
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arose in His mind to bring objects into being,

When the thought
Splendor re-

His glory became visible. Then were His Glory and

vealed together.
Knowledge of Him is made explicit through five means: resto-
ration (#igqun), utterance (ma amary, combination (serruf), grouping

(mikhblal), and calculation ( lgesbbon).s Knowledge of these five matters
ses in the

is unique in the pranches of the root of change and it increa

course of the thirteen $orts of transforrnation ( temurab).
What is restoration? [One] removes a thing from utterance, and

utterance from the thing; grouping from calculation, and calculation

from grouping; so that [one] causes all things to resemble 2 flaming

fount. The flame s unfathomably and immeasurably within the

fount. Infinite light lies hidden within the mysterious darkness. To

i know this blackness.

truly know oneness 15 1O '
The meaning of all this 1s clarified by what Rabbi Ishmael ben

Flisha,® High Priest in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, explained. For

hmael said, «On that very day, we—1land Rabbi

it is taught: Rabbi Is
Aqiba—were before Rabbi Nehunia ben ha-Qanah, and Rabbi Han-

:na ben Tradiyon was also present. I requested from Rabbi Nehunia
ben ha-Qanah the following: ‘Rabbi, show me the Glory of the Sov-

ereign of the world so that His knowledge will be as clear to me as
all His other effects.” He said to me, ‘Prideful one, g0 and let us €x-
amine the great ring which is inscribed with the heavens and whose
name is aRaRiTa’) and [then) the ring of the earth, which is ‘HW,?
and 1 will show all to i
Outer Holy Palace an
hunia ben ha-Qanah entitled The Book of Palaces, a0
written in the beginning of the book: ‘Mighty in chambers and gran-
deur is He who sits above His Chariot’s wheels, sealed with “] am
that 1 am” (Exodus 3.14), and with the great ring on which is 1n-
scribed the heavens, whose name 18 aRaRiTd, which is His name.’
It is an abbreviation for “One 1s His foremost Unity, His first Un-
icity; His permutation is One.”™ He is One, Alon¢, Unique. The
ring of the earth has the name 'HW, an abbreviation for “He s and
will be One.”™ Mediating between these two rings 1S yHVH. This
is a “word spoken on its revolutions” (Proverbs 25:11)." 7

Know that the Holy One, blessed be He, existed before the

world’s creation, exists in this world, and will exist in the World t©

Come. The indication of this is [provided by the
plied to God in the Biblel: «He did . . . He does - . - He will do-

verbal tenses 3P
. M
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Another indicati
: on are [the te . .
Bible]: “God is King” rms of kingship appli ;
(Psalms lgcll(;)S_KLng .(Psalms 99:1)—t};gat iIs) (Eggeg.tgGG od in the
15;18)_tha't o Gt st is, God was; and “G(’)d will 1: | ,,Od ruled”
this world. a é ho Yvnll be. He rules in this world Hu & glus
0 thi’s Ond e will rule in the World to Comc’ ¢ miles) before
his order are all the f = OmE,
of Creatio : orms of the divine N :
Rk . y calle “Artisan” ; ) ¢ high-
sour 0 1
Hcl g: Slfeiil::; (emunah), for faith emerg(ezug?’HiSWthh means the
e ] ol Illss (im(tied in His powers, yet He ren]:;)i";:‘; He, may
thirteen powers Wit]: \:;1: Ilf)lflhe'm, elevated endlessly Th;‘é‘};{etellly
each one hi ch He is united, and each B e the
dom”; the 1%2:;;3 an the former. The first is czué]; st onl e,
o e o, e o so it primera; e
greatnéss, = ‘als,otc ellﬁcfith, “throne of light”; the sigthe‘iﬁmm ; the
sionaries ’(bez i ab iy 5 qu@az?—meaniﬁg the place ok ¢ wheel of
eighth, “the gvheeiz_'ofz”g)' Crhe seventh is called “c}llscfonbior 4
ether”; th cls of. the Chakiat’s the ninth, © ikl
the twelft?l tetnht::j t'hia 'curtam”; the eleventh, “thé Tﬁ}i surrounding
s e tearerof the supe chambersof spon-
@ , the splen-
the %l;lter palace of hiolifiess iecret of the supernal structure, czlled
ese thirteen po '
den myster “P WRGIS G revealed as one fro : ;
emerges. gntial{fgfo? rtflfaﬂ '—the source of faith—mfi:;lighheit 5y
‘kz]hatsoever’ Fe Wﬂ: Calidmg He be blessed, created alrfytﬁlilxih
own. When H /—strong—for His g
ated the two gm;u:garfl to bring His deeds into exii);)t‘:sr ‘?S not
s of mystery and faith, while maint;e ey
2 ning uni-

city and ess

ence. For

Creator. 2 no one may grasp knowledge of the world’
S

. A pscudepi Note
e : s S
2 Tl'Ez Tatheglsggighm' attribution to a legendary rabbi
: rising a i
Wwhich Scholem PI'EfgrrEg carance of the term sefirot penimiyyot (i
rt}Pl'f’-'sent a later interpol t,.OCCurs only in the Munich marjng Qaimier sefiros),
of the text h rpolation of Kabbalisti : seript, and ma
ave : - ic termin: i nay
- Much of the tcrrl:ﬁflzf(?ym (innermost), with no rf:ig:i:)egg - All other versions
visions of Fzekiel gy used to designate the cmanatio(:; Eg sq{(irot.f
’ aken from the

An ima :
ge earlier emplo
yed by Solomon Ibn :
Gabirol (c. 1021
* _1058)1 the
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act of creation- gee G. Scho-
lem, © ‘Igvotay shel Gabirol be-Qabbalah” 10 Me assef Sofrey Eres yisra'el (Tel
Aviv, 1940): PP 160—178. Here the emergence of light from dark parallels
the movement from hiding tO revelation.

5. Kabbalistic operations by which mystics performed quasi—magica‘r trans-
formations of nature, i tain of Wisdom. Other re-

censions of the Sefer ha-Iyyun make no mention of these operarions.
6. All figures ment Talmudic Rabbis of second-cen-

tury C.E- Palestine.

7. An abbreviation.

g. An entire text stenming from the ‘Tyyu

great Hebrew poet of Spain, t© describe the

n circle 18 devoted t0 this particular
e, primeval tetra-

divine name. The name HW[Y] 18 regarded as the tru
rammaton, divided into tWO different biblical narrxes.-——YH VH and *HYH—

at the moment of the revelation of the Torah at Sinat.
9. Ebad Rlosh Abduto Reeshit Yibudo Temurato Ebad.

10. Ebad Hayak Ve-yibyeb.

11. Seelsaiah 25:1. In other circles, this term designated the first and most con”
cealed sefirab, keter or Crown.

12. Mystical knowledge and insight penetrate deeper than “geientific” investi-

gation.

The Fountain of Wisdom

...Andnowb
ehol :
Jong and true and strai }(itaf}l({i direct your heart to the first attrib
each of the attributes ig lllde a scepter. Regarding these -
s called a fl matters
ters, and the a flame. Now th ’
; scepte ese flam
into five mattersp h;gjvrelf}’es, and each of the eyes them;ivare ds.c‘?P'
into a structure ' anid 1: ese matters divide into sources thes ivide
e glowiné bt e structure congeals. This con ’ le sources
: ember, and it i : gealment b
Cllng o it ’ it is to the emb e-
. this reason th s mber that the fi
flame th n the flame is linked ve matters
% e ether sprin f ed to the ember.! F
i prings forth, and the ether i e B0 the
uctu : . er is the - ;
re, action, restoration, mechanics cal:});llrllqple which
) ation, utter-

ance, and grou ing:
| e %ve Hfl"llrétgt l}“hgse together are the essentials of all bei
in the hidden depths ik gl tnelersiand, conte o and eximi
vision, in our Spirima(l) il ATt and thoughts, in our logi ind our
an B e of vicissitudes and in the whisper of gic and our
tainty and com hO QUL IPOUthS until we achieve cl o rongues
glle first matterpgfn ; él isthnfm all these subjects. We (\:M?flltge;pd cer}-l
o SHECT, e it is foremost . &
I;E;i?‘zg:.t 5(1 wlrl{l lead us alongai?rzrguaellpf;;ts, RS g
E“' is called “EXiSie ?}y One, blessed be He, is dhie First Exi
imself into existennt for no other reason than that Iflt —
ce, it is incumbenief And since He brought Fims lfct i
B oh of His reali or us to understand and cont St o
ity, and how He began creatiorcrmz? l?lt? g
, and in what

-

49



THE EARLY KABBALAH

way did He step and stand. In which path did [He emanate]? Wag
it one path or many paths? Did they divide into parts or extended
entities? Or should one say “road” or “path” or “channel”? For
“channels” are narrow and short while “paths” are excessive and
“roads” are wide. Also, channels are like children while paths are
akin to mothers, and roads are engraved with the archetypes of male
and female.

Regarding this issue, wonders abound and are clarified. The
wonders become more wonderful, and from them [come] the flames,
and from the flames the thread extends outwards, and the threads
thicken, and in this thickened state they grow stronger until they
become scepters. This, then, is the point: Everything is again and
again dissolved and then returns to the ether as it once was, and the
ether is the essential element. :

For before the celestial world—known as the 377 compartments
of the Holy One, blessed be He*—was revealed; and before mist,
electrum, curtain, throne, angel, seraph, wheel, animal, star, con-
stellation, and firmament—the rectangle from which water
springs—were made; and before the water, springs, lakes, rivers,
and streams were created; and before the creation of animals, beasts,
fowl, fish, creeping things, insects, reptiles, man, demons, specters,
night demons, spirits, and all kinds of ethers—before all these things
there was an ether, an essence from which sprang a primordial light
refined from myriads of luminaries; a light, which, since it is the es-
sence, is also called the Holy Spirit.

Know and comprehend that before all the above-mentioned en-
tities there was nothing but this ether. And this ether darkened be-
cause of two things, each having different sources. The first issued
an infinite, inexhaustible and immeasurable light. The gushing forth
was sudden, not unlike the sparks which fly and burst forth when
the craftsman forges with a hammer.’

After [the first light] another fountain was drawn out from
which flows darkness. Now this darkness is itself a combination of
three hues. The first is a darkness like that of dawn, a kind of green.
The second was combined from green and light blue, and the third
is a white darkness, composed of green, light blue, and red. And this
is the primeval darkness which springs out of the ether. Do not try
to perceive or examine it or investigate it scientifically for even Moses
our teacher, peace be upon him, was unable to ask about it. If he was
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nable to inquire, then how much more so would be our investiga-
u

thing that Moses stated* was said so that his knowledge pf
the ir];::;;tyof th%e Holy One, blessed be He, wt?uld be L(linghangeczil rllg
his heart, and that the knowledge regarding Him woul | e trueClear
unified. That s to say, at the moment when t_he matter e}:]c'ame. i
Moses], knowing the true knowledge, he intended in his mind-
- thouéh there was no need—to examine and gaze and inquire
?r‘;f: the higher levels. When he apprehended His secret thoroughly
:md the image of his understanding of the Ho}y_One, ]?élesskecil lile. I—f;:;:
remained unchanging within his heart, he rejoiced and asked his
jon. §
tendiltilll)?:tpoint [Moses] requested, “Show me now your ways
(Exodus 33:13). The Holy One, blessed l,),e He, responded '[t“(})l th%s
request, saying, “You cannot se¢ My face” (Exodus 33:10). ; gt is
to say: This darkness, about which you have requested knowledge,
is all from Me alone and is My own source, and you cag{lfot C(;lmli
prehend it with any studious clarity. Therefoie qu said, }(:u S ; :
see My back, but My face shall not be seen. This means t a;l t (al
which preceded the existence of the universe you cannot_apprl‘la er}ll s
so you will not be unable to say that I [i.e., God] am like all ot ex;
entities, having a particular origin or place. Therefore }{ou ﬁlnno
apprehend knowledge of this darkness which was parallel to }ff ex-
istence. But from that point on you may know all: everything tfrom
and below the darkness, even My essence, the power of My Name,
Y l\z:{t(l?::ggc.)ment Moses began to observe the primeval llght,. t.he
root of all. And he found it to be a darkness _corr{posed of two ennt}eﬁ
stemming from two sources, onc flowing with light, the second wit
darkness. Now this flow extends and gushes forth by way of chan-
nels, and the flow again becomes weak like a stream, anfi tht? stream
again becomes minute, turning into a thread. Ar'ld in this exiguity 1t
extends and is directed until it becomes small, tiny droplets. These
droplets grow and become fragmented gntities, and the fragm(?lts
continue to grow until they burst forth in great stren.gt_h,_ ming 1_111g
and interacting one with another, expanding and conjoining unt(x1 a
sap pours forth from them. Now this sap flows and. extends an clls
congealed; and through this coagulation they are polished, _punﬁe 3
and clarified such that the original fragments that we mentioned are
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Notes

. I ' i inu irteen
I "[‘. . eff?f e:"ic’:l vla]lc of “heavens” (SHaMaYiM) is 390, minus the thi
._-:1' he num .
A nilar i It of hammer blows can be found in
; ;& imilar motif of emanations as a result o
3. SI

utterly disintegrated. From them come forth a kind of foam Which
floats on the water, and it transforms everything into a Juice, ap

from this juice comes forth a wind, that is, the Holy Spirit. Thepe
fore it is written hintingly, “And the Spirit of God hovered upon

bar 1:15a.
E ‘é‘fﬁi’,s 33:12-23.
into a branch, and each branch transforming into a root from ; '
came forth a myriad of powers, entities, and objects. .
And now you have a clear image so that you will know and un-

derstand that the Holy Spirit is a wind which emerges from the sap

one to the other imperceptibly. Then they once again become fine
and minute like the sources from which the streams flow. This is the
one matter which stems from the primeval light and points towards
form, creation and change of form. Creation js separate and distinet
from the image of the others, for it is like the example of a pillar

Therefore it turns into sections. From the sections evolve the
Sources, and from one source flows light, which in turn is divided

53




THE IYYUN CIRCLE

sman and instead came to the newcomers and honored them and
" the commissions when they required to have something

:‘So too has God made you in His image, shape, and form. But
that you have created a man like Him, people will say: “T'here
10 God in the world other than these two!” ”

~ Then _]eremiah said, “What solution is there?”

" He answered, “Write the alphabets with intense concentration
Jkwards on the earth you have strewn. Only do not meditate with
ntention of honor and restoration, but rather the complete op-

7

e
So they did, and the being turned to dust and ashes before

them. Then Jeremiah—peace be upon him—said, “Truly, one
ould study these matters only to know the power and omnipotence
e Creator of the universe, but not to practice them, for it is writ-
1: “You shall not learn to do’ (Deuteronomy 18:9).”
Sira said to him, “My lord, know and understand that I have
ined these esoteric subjects; and that God, may He be blessed,
united in the branches of the principle of sound which emerge
m the lips of man and extend and strengthen into thirteen sorts of
insformations, especially restoration. And so we find in The Book
the Fountain of Wisdom:® ‘What is this restoration? [One] removes a
ord from an utterance, and an utterance from a word until all
ings are established like a fountain of unlimited and infinite size to
e light hidden by the addition of mysterious darkness included in
he 42 letters between the ber of bere’shit [the first letter of Genesis
1:1] to the bet of u-bobu [“and void” of Genesis 1:2]." Contained
therein is a great matter of the unity of God, in their totality, their
letters and their vowels—as the Sages, may their memories be
blessed, said: ‘The forty-two-lettered Name, holy and sanctified, is
entrusted only to one who is middle-aged, pious, free from ill tem-
per, a teetotaler and he who shuns the taking of revenge. And one
%Vho knows [the Name] and guards it and is heedful thereof and
makes use of it in holiness and purity is beloved above and dear be-
low. His teachings endure, his fear lies upon all, he inherits two
Worlds—this world and the world to come.” ™™

And the Sage said: “I say that these letters—which are forty-
tWo in all—are not one separate word nor one separate name; rather

thg are gathered letters which indicate the divinity of God, that He
15 One.”

| We have found in the Book of Reliance composed by Rabbi Ju

. ben Beteirah that the prophet Jeremiah—peace be upon him—

studying the Sefer Yesirab on his own. A heavenly voice came forth

and declared: “Find yourself a companion!” b

He went to Sira his son and they together submerged them-

selves in the Sefer Vesirah for three years, to uphold that which is w

ten: “Then they that feared the Lord spoke one with another . . .

(Malachi 3:16).

. At the end of three years, when they set about combining the

! alphabets by means of combination, grouping, and word formation,

a man was created for them on whose forehead was written: VEHVH

elobim emet.' But there was a knife in the hand of this created bei g,
and he erased the alef of emet, leaving only met.? Jeremiah rent hi

garments and said, “Why have you erased the alef from emet?”

He replied, “I shall tell you a parable. To what may this be com-

| pared? An architect built many houses, cities, and courts, and no oné

could copy his style and no one understood his knowledge nor pos-

sessed his skill. Then two men forced themselves upon him. He

taught them the secret of his trade, and they knew every aspect of

the craft. When they had learned his trade and his secret and his

| skills, they began to argue with him until they broke away from hit

and became independent architects, charging a lower price for

1 same services. When people noticed this, they ceased to honor the

|
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Notes

. Literally: “The Lord God is Truth.”

. Literally: “death.” Now the statement on the forehead reads “The Lord God
is dead.”

. This passage partly appears in the Sefer ba-‘Lyyun.

. BT Qiddushin 71a. The order of this quote varies slightly with the printed
edition of the Talmud.

. The exact source for this statement is unknown. However, it seems most
probable that the unidentified “Sage” is none other than Rabbi Hai Gaon
(939-1038), whose responsa contain discussions of the forty-two lettered
name of God. Eventually, a variety of pseudo-Hai texts concerning the di-
vine Names were produccd that were spread among the German Pietists and
early Kabbalists, particularly within the ‘Tyyun circle. See Scholem, “Le-
Heqer Qabbalat R. Yishaq ben Ya‘aqov ha-Kohen,” Tarbiz 4 (1932/33): 54—
61 and 5 (1933/34): 51-58.
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