The Locked Box and the Visual Key

Word, Image, and the Hidden Mechanics of the Sefer Yetsirah.

For centuries, scholars have debated the meaning of the Sefer Yetsirah (Book of Creation). Is it philosophy? Is it magic?
This deck explores the thesis of Marla Segol: that medieval diagrams were not merely illustrations, but necessary
technologies designed to fix the meaning of an impossible text and enable the user to manipulate reality.
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A Text “Deep, High,
and Hidden”

The Sefer Yetsirah (SY) is a mystical cosmogony
from Late Antiquity. It is shockingly brief—between
1,300 and 2,500 words—and written in simple but
laconic Hebrew. The text narrates the creation of
the universe through numbers and letters, but
offers no definitions for its core terms. It is
semantically unstable and polyvalent.

The words of this book are
deep, high, and hidden from the
stare of those who study it,
notwithstanding that many
have tried to explain it.

— Moshe Cordovero (16th c. Kabbalist)
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The Myth

The common belief that
Jewish culture forbids
visual representation
(“You shall make no
graven image”) is largely
an Enlightenment
invention designed to
create a specific

group identity.

Visual Exegesis

The Reality

Jewish history is rich with
“Visual Exegesis.” Diagrams
in Kabbalah are not
decorative violations of law;
they are authoritative tools
used to map the divine. They
exist to reconcile conflicting
conflicting cosmologies—
biblical, philosophical, and
scientific—into one coherent
worldview.
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The Mechanics of Creation:
The 32 Paths of Wisdom

God ‘carved out’ the universe using 32 specific
instruments.

1. The 10 Sefirot: Dimensions creating the
boundaries of existence (Up/Down, East/West,
Good/Evil).

2. The 22 Letters: The building blocks of
substance, hewn from air.

3. The Triad: Every letter operates across
three dimensions:

e The Universe (Space/Planets)
e The Year (Time/Seasons)
e The Soul (The Human Body/Experience)
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L Genre as The Sefer Yetsirah
is not a linear
AI' gument: story; itis a Ring
Structure.

The literary form
itself argues for

The Center: the text’s purpose.
The T'li

cugzﬁggg ) It centers on the

mechanisms of
control (The T'li),
suggesting the
text is not just for
reading, but for
using.
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Giving Form to the Formless: The Sefirot
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The text asserts the Sefirot are g oo L) s,
“without substance” and fails to 3 (1) > xWo Xy~
define them clearly. -~ - A 4
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Medieval scribes used diagrams to y W N\ 7 ()
“fix” the Sefiirot, turning abstract 1 s Qﬁ‘ o 5
numbers into a rigid structure. T D NG X7
These diagrams serve as O > f i K A
“Cognitive Maps” to navigate the ; BNEE /4
abyss between the Creator and 10 .
the Created. Stage 1: Stage 2:
Textual Void Visual Solution (The llan)
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The T’li: The Dragon at the
Center of the Cosmos

¢ |[dentity: The celestial hook or
dragon (Draco) that holds the
universe together.

e Function: “The T'li in the Universe is
like a king on his throne.” It moves
and rules all constellations.

e Synthesis: The mechanism by which
the operator understands the
movement of time and space.
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The Atomic Theory of Letters

Letters are the physical stones of creation.

The 3 Mothers The 7 Doubles The 12 Simples
Aleph, Mem, Shin. BGD CPRT. Correspond to the 12
Rule over Air, Water, Hard/Soft sounds. constellations, 12
Fire. Create polarity in life: months, and 12
The source of all Life/Death, human organs (sight,
things. Peace/Evil. anger, sleep).
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The Technology of
Permutation
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The text instructs the user to
“Combine, weigh, and exchange.”
This is the science of permutation.
The tool is the Volvelle
(Wheel)—concentric paper circles
that rotate to calculate the

231 Gates of the alphabet. These
are analog computers for

theurgy.
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Raising the Golem:
Ritual. Not Monster

In medieval Kabbalah, the Golem

was not a monster created for

labor. It was a ritual of

| “Totemization”—turning an object
into a subject. Creating a Golem
was a messianic act, demonstrating
the operator’s ability to participate

\ in the repair of the cosmos.
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Preparation. Circumambulation. Permutation.

Purification and donning Walking in circles Reciting alphabet tables
white vestments. around the dust. combined with the

.
WL

Tetragrammaton.

'.

Z ‘From there on go out and calculate
), that whlch the mouth cannot speal\ :
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The False Divide: Magic as Religious Act

Scholars often separate “Mysticism” (feeling God) from “Magic”
(affecting reality). For the Kabbalist, these were one and the same.

e — S T e

? Magic

. : Pl Imitatio R(_?l_igiOIl
(Maﬂgﬁgfsl)tmg Y |  Dei J (PraisingGod)

1 b I, .-.-
i i
""-._.
iy -|. '
e
o ;
'l“‘. o - - o~
ol o - o
e o

Key Concept:
Theurgical efficacy—affecting the divine
structure—was the goal of the religious experience.
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Orlentlng the Soul The Dlagram as Cognltlve Map

} The medieval cosmos was crowded. The diagrams of the Sefer Yetsirah

| act as ‘Cosmographies, reconciling conflicting models into a single
visual field. They allow the user to mentally and ritually travel through

* the spheres, past the T'lli, to the divine source.
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The Scribe as Engineer
The ‘Ugly Duckling’ of Manuscripts

&
|

i

Kabbalistic diagrams were not made by professional artists. They were
drawn by scribes in the margins of their own books. They are utilitarian,
drawn in the same ink as the text. This proves they were functional tools for
tools for study, showing the active ‘thinking process’ of the scribe.
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Reading the Invisible

The Sefer Yetsirah began as a locked box of contradictory words. Through
the ‘visual exegesis’ of medieval diagrams, it became a navigable map.

r These diagrams represent the human drive to visualize the invisible-to draw

- lines around the infinite so that we might understand our place within it.
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