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The Book of Formation (Sefer Yetzirah)

A Scholarly Introduction to the Origins of Jewish Speculative Tradition

The oldest extant Hebrew speculative treatise.
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The Enigma in
2,000 Words

A laconic, cryptic treatise of fewer
than 2,500 words. Without
context or clear authorship, it
posits that the cosmos is linguistic
—reality it from the grammar of
the divine language.
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Structure as Argument: The Ring Composition

latredoctien
Verses -2, plos ring |

Terms 12 o, i Marla Segol argues the text is a “mimetic”

Terme 1z X2 fetters, ) pnmary, 1 doobles, 12 simples

L D i structure—its form imitates the circular

Themes: ten, ve oppusile five balamced by “unigue One in the middle™
There clements of ale, wale:, fire

O e cosmos it describes.

Latch

e The text oscillates between two

Whken Atrakbesn por [nker cbverred, ineted and ves aed torerigsiod...

e Imperatives:

Tagline: 12 lates.... /) :-:E:: = Ring &: 55-60
B i) Themes:

Th-u:z,muulz,m.lm / b ] : <>
e i NN oo 1. The Descriptive: “How did He combine
a )

‘IJI|I 22 objstts o one body
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How did he mﬁwcﬂlﬂf :;' A’ Proal! :Innlurthcw-_ﬂlf . -
s 1) S them?” (Divine Creation) ©
[ E—— i 2. The Prescriptive: “Go and calculate” i
[} Ahph or atr ¢3 helance b1 Taghne: Twdre im letters, = H
I P et (Human Application) }O,;
( J B Logic: The circular structure has no

This ring onewery the goertien:

[ i e beginning or end, mirroring the Sefirot:
“Their end is imbedded in their beginning
and their beginning in their end.”

|
“How did be combioe them?
He *rign” but “Rom here on,
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2nd-6th Century:
The Early View
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Mishnaic Period.
Attributed to R. Akiva. Ties
to Talmudic linguistic style.

7th Century:

The New Consensus (Weiss)

9th Century:
The Revisionist View

(Wasserstrom)
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Syriac-Christian Context.
Pre-Islamic. Originating
far from Rabbinic centers.

Islamic Milieu.

¥ Abbasid period. Parallels

with Islamic Kalam.
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Contextual Clues: The Problem of Hilkhot Yetzirah
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The Talmud describes Rava creating a J

man and sages creating a calf using
“Hilkhot Yetzirah" (Laws of Creation).
’;. s this the Sefer Yetzirah? Early
mystics said yes; modern scholars
suggest Hilkhot was an oral magical
tradition later conflated with the book.

Linguistics
The text lacks Greek or Arabic
loanwords, suggesting antiquity.

However, it shares conceptual DNA
with late-antique Neo-Platonism.
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Archaeological Prism
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. The Short Version
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Earliest stratum. Terse,
obscure, and difficult to
decipher.
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The Unstable Artifact: Manuscript Traditions
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The Long Version

Z W=V 25 =S
12
= i i edr anmg vis panenss ker got’r eddra :,, | E
= ! BErNS ARG 08 T NOMas eing z
i serdiing  STIJEIry OFTY KOBFAT UiF OOF FAES MEMpEa - -
- ﬂ:ﬂl'j:m dfusas Kor ieguoons mmo inoan ¢ a
- Bt (e | TNTENN GEngy ncer-liy we BEsononon 3 i
; pasa | MO SOrTam M odires omigntiem ¢ -
u:n.'-w i BSNO CFTERD Msa = han
FECHTIT (X0
--.-.--. reedi o pre iy Sl g
mmtrn npim "I-r-l T ErMEnnnemer S j
:|nn."n_-|l:n imalt gngrat’ ps kot ofphrman
e Dewmxos | et AN 7 Frar-gfisal SS*vaen naa |
¥ = i RO YO NI VITGNOn WiE G 2 ,
x = nCowa TN “EOMISME TN pme Nad NegEn o L
b | oy Brek ke @by orlond eeis o roh 2 e
= ~FLINAT TE AMINop 0gasaied resfieom 1) -
E n}ng*.lmrwl.n:r w0 or (rerosn - =
e s
= "ll E
== |ili =

Contains additional commentary
and trans.ltmnal phrases. Clearer
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The Saadian Recension
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Used by Saadia Gaon (10th C.).
Features a completely different

arrangement of chapters and verses.
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Re-evaluating the Recensions: A Scholarly Turn
Wiy 4 PRSI Y i

;_,_ BEFORE AND AFTER: A PARADIGM SHIFT . j
The Old Consensus ! The New Insight (Avishai Bar-Asher)

Original Text gwﬂh verage: - Y
Corruption/(ate Edit | Genizah Fragments Oldest Structural Form

Recent Genizah research suggests the ‘Saadian’ version (Earliest Genizah-Attested Version) may preserve
\,\,,- the original structure. The familiar ‘Short’ and ‘Long’ versions are likely later reorganizations.
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The Prism: The 10th-Century Dlvergence
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Goal: To ‘tame' the text, strip it of magic,
and align it with rational philosophy.

B The Mystics (Byzantium/Italy)

Shabbetai Donnolo
Goal: Empirical science and mysticism.
The text as a guide to the universe.

E
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- “Saadya's goal... was to detach it from mythical, mystical, or magical elements.”
— Haggai Ben-Shammai
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The Scientific Phase: Saadia Gaon (931 CE)

Agenda
5 Reconcile SY with “Creatio ex ﬁ
Nihilo’ and rational philosophy. % |
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ENQ T‘lm -fw’g * Re-interpretation: 4
';"mm '[ﬂ D"am - The Letters are not magical

ﬁ"ln" TS, 1'7]7 L powers but "agents’ of creation.

- The text is a treatise on grammar

N/ A ,_ ’ g”"lh 1'1'112 l?D Ve R, and cosmology, not a spellbook.
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processes, prioritizing logic and £
Islamic Kalam.
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The Empirical Mystic: Shabbetai Donnolo
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B K AN Study the body to
—— " SR know the universe.

10t Century Byzantine Italy.
Physician and astronomer.

* Theory: “Man is a Microcosm”. 4

i NS MICROCOSM: , Lﬁ:ﬂ:é ;he body to know the
T 7 T T i "[h H B d 5 )
SVl . Nt - Study the universe to know God.

Approach: Unlike Saadia, 4
Donnolo integrated the “magic”
© into a scientificunderstanding
) astrology and medicine.

A T e

Study the universe
to know God.
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Ve
) Context:
12th-13th Century Ashkenazi
Hasidim (Eleazar of Worms).

The Shift:

From philosophical understanding 4
to ‘Imitatio Dei'—imitating God's
creative act.

The Golem:

- Commentaries provided recipes
for creating artificial life.

- Technique: Reciting letter L
permutations over dust/clay.

- Goal: Ritual demonstration of
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The Theosophical Turn: The Birth of Kabbalah

| N Bt —
In Sefer Yetzirah NEZ oK
| - O00

Numbers, Counting, Physical Dimensions Divine Emanations, Aspects of
(Depth of Up, Depth of Down). 4 Jil God’s Personality.
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Key Figures: Isaac the Blind and The Bahir. They re-read the text through a
Neoplatonic lens, turning a map of the cosmos into a map of the Godhead. ¢
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Visualizing th
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Diagrams were “technology for
conveying information” the text
could not hold (Segol).

e Types:
e llanot (Trees): Mapping Sefirotic
hierarchy.
e Wheels/Circles: Mapping letter
permutations and cyclical time.

e Significance: These images acted
as emissaries for the esoteric
tradition.
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The River of Interpretation

Sefer
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Theosophy
(Saadia) (Kabbalah)
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Rational \\\ Manual for 2% 27 A _% Map of

Cosmology. Golem-Making. " Divine Structure.
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- The “World-Absorbing Text": Its brevity allowed it to absorb the worldview
|, of every reader, becoming a book about the grammar of reality itself. &
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Sources & Further Reading

e Avishai Bar-Asher: The Earliest Version of Sefer Yesirah (2023)

e Peter Hayman: Sefer Yesira: Edition, Translation and Text-Critical
Commentary (2004)

e Raphael Jospe: Early Philosophical Commentaries on the Sefer
Yezirah (1990)

e Marla Segol: Word and Image in Medieval Kabbalah (2012)

e Steven M. Wasserstrom: Sefer Yesira and Early Islam (1994)
e Tzahi Weiss: Sefer Yesirah and its Contexts (2018)
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