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In this essay I discuss the treatment of two important themes in the 
late antique work, the Sefer Yetsirah, and in two of its tenth-Century 
commentaries, Sa’adya Gaon’s Commentary on the Sefer Yetsirah, and 
Shabbetai Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni. These themes are the effective 
power of symbols, and of the Hebrew letterform specifically, and 
theosophy, the belief that the created world can be used to learn about 
the divine. The Sefer Yetsirah expresses an effective view of symbols and 
a theosophic view of the universe. This theosophic view is intrinsic to 
the astrological outlook that informs the work. The commentaries on the 
Sefer Yetsirah take different positions regarding these themes, relying on 
non-Jewish sources and cosmological models to reinterpret the magical 
function of the Hebrew letterform, and the theosophic significance of 
the created world. In so doing, the commentators reinterpret the Sefer 
Yetsirah in light of contemporary debates. 

The Sefer Yetsirah is a short, late-antique work and one of the core texts 
in the kabbalistic corpus. This work narrates the divine creation of the 
cosmos with Hebrew letters and numbers, and continues to show the 
relation between these letters, the stars and planets, the seasons, and 
the human body. It ends by describing how the biblical Abraham also 
‘created’ by combining letters of the Hebrew alphabet. So it is a myth 
that also contains a model. This is borne out in the diagramming tradition 
- some of the diagrams accompanying the work and its commentaries 
contain instructions for creation,1 and this shows that Abraham was taken 
as an exemplary figure. It follows, too, that if God really did create the 
universe with letters and numbers, then both the universe and linguistic 
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signs could be used to learn about 
God. The commentaries on the 
Sefer Yetsirah attribute various 
meanings to signs and the created 
world, and they have different 
ideas about how this knowledge 
can be used. Some of these 
differences can be tied to culture, 
as a response to the thinking of 
those around them. 

These two Jewish thinkers, 
Sa’adya Gaon, and Shabbetai 
Donnolo wrote at around the same 
time in significantly different 
cultural milieux. Sa'adya wrote 
in tenth Century Babylonia at the 
center of rationalist thought, while 
Shabbetai wrote in Byzantine 
Italy, just after the resolution of 
the iconoclastic debates, and at the 
height of the revival of astrology 
in Byzantium.2 Both explicitly rely 
on different non-Jewish sources for 
their interpretations of the work, so 
that the cosmopolitan cultures in 
which they were immersed had a 
direct effect on the ways in which 
they understood important themes 
in the Sefer Yetsirah. 

It is worth noting here that we 
have three separate versions of 
the Sefer Yetsirah that are dated to 
the tenth Century.3 These are the 
Long Version, the Short Version, 
and the Sa'adya Version. There 
are tenth-Century manuscripts 
for the Long and the Sa'adyan 
versions, while there are fragments 
of the short version embedded in 
later manuscripts of known tenth 
Century works.4 The tenth Century 
Sa'adyan recension is thought to be 
a genuine autograph copy, so when 
he disagrees with the text it is very 
clear, first, that he is dealing with 

a pre-existent text and, second, 
a tradition of interpreting it. All 
translations appearing here are 
taken from A. Peter Hayman’s 
2005 critical edition of the text, 
and the quotes are taken from the 
earliest versions, dated to the tenth 
Century. 

The first documented interpretation 
of the Sefer Yetsirah is the magical 
one articulated in the Talmud. 
According to the Talmud, the book 
is used by Ravs Hanina and Oshaia 
to create a calf, to be slaughtered 
for Shabbat dinner.5 All of the 
interpretations that follow engage 
this one, and they do it with the 
tools made available to them 
from within Jewish thought and 
from those cultures surrounding 
them. Sa’adya Gaon (Babylonia, 
882-942) thinks about the Sefer 
Yetsirah with philosophical tools 
provided by Muslim Kalaamist 
thinkers, to transform the Sefer 
Yetsirah into a philosophical 
treatise on the nature of creation, 
and to neutralize or delimit any 
magical or astrological elements 
in the work. His contemporary 
Shabbetai Donnolo (Byzantine 
Italy, 913-982), on the other 
hand, also worked to harmonize 
Sefer Yetsirah with contemporary 
thought, but his goal was to 
reconfigure the work as an 
astrological-theosophical treatise, 
which would allow humans to see 
the workings of divine providence 
in the structure of the physical 
world, and to gain knowledge 
of the divine by reflecting on its 
created elements. 

The magical aspects of the Sefer 
Yetsirah can be understood through 
an analysis of its treatment of 

the Hebrew letterform. The Sefer 
Yetsirah narrates a cosmic creation, 
which is based in the creation of 
the forms of letters. In describing 
creation, the Sefer Yetsirah author 
writes:

Seven double letters... he carved 
them, hewed them, combined 
them, weighed them, and 
exchanged them, and with them 
he formed the planets in the 
universe, the days in the year, and 
the openings.6 

It is important to note here that 
these letters are not written, but 
they are carved, or hewn. They can 
be weighed and exchanged, so they 
possess substance as well as form. 
Moreover these substantial objects 
are shaped by the divine hand 
and manipulated and juxtaposed 
to create.7  In the next perek, the 
theme of their substantiality is 
developed when they are described 
as stones: 

How did he combine them? Two 
stones build two houses; three 
build six houses; four build 
twenty-four houses; six build 
seven hundred and twenty houses; 
seven build five thousand and 
forty houses. From here go out 
and ponder what the mouth cannot 
speak, and what the eye cannot 
see, and what the ear cannot hear.8 

These passages are key to 
understanding the text because 
they communicate two of its 
central ideas: first, that the 
physical forms of the Hebrew 
letters precede speech, and second, 
that the letters are manipulated 
to arrive at something beyond 
representation. In this way, 
symbols are not barriers to 
knowledge but avenues. 

Letters cont’d
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Letters cont’d 
These letters are explicitly linked 
to the human body and to the 
cosmos. Much of the Sefer Yetsirah 
is concerned with elaborating these 
links, as in the passage below: 

32: He made Aleph rule over 
air, and bound it to a crown, and 
combined them with each other, 
and formed with them air in the 
universe, the temperate in the year 
and the chest in the body.9

This is a melothesic model, 
reflecting an astrological doctrine 
that related the parts of the heavens 
(the planets or the signs of the 
zodiac) to the parts of the human 
body. According to this model, 
the parts related to one another 
were simultaneously present in 
each other, each substantively 
linked to the other.  Here the aleph, 
which makes no sound on its own, 
is combined with its crown to 
generate in the physical world the 
air used to make its sound, and 
in human beings, the chest that 
provides breath. Here the chest 
is linked to each of the objects 
discussed above, and it exists 
simultaneously in the symbolic 
realm of letters, in the semi-divine 
celestial realm, and in the world 
of matter. As such it is possible 
to map any two of these entities 
with the third. The three of them 
together – the air in the universe, 
the temperate season in the year, 
and the chest, speak of the aleph, 
and the aleph speaks of the divine 
hand that carved it. Together, 
they speak of the divine force that 
created all of them. These letters, 
then, are qualitatively different 
from the ones used in ordinary 
correspondence, which possess 

form without substance. If symbols 
are rightly used, they reveal a 
creative power that comes directly 
from the divine. 

While the magical interpretation 
of the Sefer Yetsirah is the first 
recorded, subsequent interpretive 
traditions try to mediate this 
magical one in relation to their 
contemporary intellectual 
climates. Sa’adya’s commentary 
is very much engaged with the 
elite rationalist, philosophical, 
and fiercely aniconic culture of 
his time and place. Indeed, in 
his commentary on the Sefer 
Yetsirah, he demonstrates his 
familiarity with contemporary 
philosophy by refuting twelve 
different cosmogonic views before 
presenting his own.10 Sa’adya’s 
methodology bears an affinity to 
Kalaamist thought, which was 
distinctive in part because of 
its negative linguistic theology 
based on a radical doctrine of 
divine incorporeality, its efforts to 
establish revealed (i.e. scriptural) 
tradition as the basis for all 
scientific and philosophical inquiry, 
and to synthesize revealed tradition 
with science. Thus in Sa’adya’s 
interpretation of the Sefer Yetsirah 
he tries to intervene in its magical 
treatment of symbols, to situate 
its speculative aspects in the 
context of Biblical traditions, 
and to replace its astrological 
doctrines with astronomical 
ones. In this way he excises its 
magical qualities and stifles the 
theosophic attitudes embedded 
in its melothesic modeling of 
the cosmos. These interpretive 
tendencies are apparent in his 
treatment of Hebrew letterforms, 
and the astrological entity, the T’li, 

or the dragon. 

As a philosopher Sa’adya is faced 
with a real problem in interpreting 
the Sefer Yetsirah, because it is at 
odds with the creation narrative 
of Genesis. Sefer Yetsirah narrates 
creation through letters and 
numbers, while Genesis explains 
that the world was created by 
means of the divine voice. Sa’adya 
tried to reconcile the creation 
narratives with his doctrine of the 
bat kol, the daughter of the divine 
voice. He quotes from Nevi’im (the 
book of the Prophets) to insist that 
the Bat Kol was the first created 
thing, followed by the visible air, 
in which the Creator formed ten 
numbers and twenty-two letters. 
In this way he uses the Nevi’im to 
assert that divine speech precedes 
the creation of the letters, and that 
the letters are the agents of divine 
speech rather than of the divine 
body, which reestablishes the 
primacy of the divine voice as it 
appears in Genesis. This, then, is 
an interpretation that treats letters 
as a mediation of mediation, rather 
than as divine artefacts or material 
objects. 

Sa’adya also works to reinterpret 
the astrological entity of the T’li, 
or the dragon, as discussed in Sefer 
Yetsirah 1:4. In so doing, he also 
reinterprets the theosophical and 
astrological views informing the 
text. I examine here pereks 54-5. 
The main portion of 54 describes 
the creation of twelve sets of four 
elements by one letter. A typical 
description proceeds as follows: 
“there was formed with ‘He’ these: 
Aries, Nisan (A spring month), the 
liver, sight and blindness.”11 This 
passage expresses the theosophic 
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conception of the universe encoded 
in a melothesic model. All of these 
four elements participate in one 
another via their creation with the 
letter ‘He.’ The Sa'adya version 
also shows a belief in astrology. 
The passage reads as follows: 

Three fathers and their offspring, 
seven dominant ones and their 
hosts, and the twelve diagonal 
lines. And a proof for the 
matter - trustworthy witnesses: 
the universe, the year, and 
mankind...12 There is a law of ten, 
three, seven, and twelve. They 
are commanded in13 the T’li, the 
celestial sphere, and the heart. The 
T’li in the universe is like a king 
on his throne; the celestial sphere 
in the year is like a king in his 
province, the heart in mankind is 
like a king in war.14

When the universe, the year and 
the soul are called ‘witnesses’ 
this speaks to a theosophical 
view of the universe as a cipher, 
or a ‘proof’ for understanding 
divine creation. Each element 
described here manifests human 
and cosmological qualities, which 
emphasizes the relationship 
between them, and to God.

The text shows an astrologically 
influenced worldview in its 
discussion of the T’li. In 
diagrams accompanying the 
text it was sometimes depicted 
as a snake eating its tail, and it 
exercised power over the twelve 
constellations.15 The writer 
explains that each of the powers 
described is ruled over by three 
intermediary powers - the dragon 
(T’li), the wheel and the heart. 
With the T’li ‘like a king on his 

throne,’ and the others exercising 
power at greater and greater 
distances from the throne, it is 
quite clear that they are subsidiary 
to the T’li, and that it holds real 
power. 

Sa’adya reads this passage quite 
differently, however. He writes: 
“I understand this to be a place 
where two orbits intersect… It is 
not a constellation resembling a 
dragon or any other creature.”16 
Thus, the T’li possesses neither 
image nor power. It is merely, 
in contradistinction to the one 
presented in the text, a human-
identified set of coordinates 
on a map of the skies. Sa’adya 
describes the T’li in contemporary 
astronomical terms, but his proof 
text here is Job 26:13, which reads: 
“By his spirit he hath garnished 
the heavens; his hand hath formed 
the crooked serpent.” Thus, true 
to Kalaamist ideals, revelation 
provides the basis for textual and 
even scientific interpretation. 17 The 
T’li does not exercise the power 
granted it in the text of the Sefer 
Yetsirah.

So Sa'adya’s commentary 
intervenes in two key tenets 
either expressed in or attributed 
to the Sefer Yetsirah. First, he 
delimits the function of symbols, 
so that letters do not function as 
magical objects, and so that the 
story of the Sefer Yetsirah agrees 
with the creation story told in 
Genesis. Next, he argues against 
the attribution of power to the 
T’li. While these points of view 
are inconsistent with the literal 
sense of the Sefer Yetsirah, they 
are quite consistent with the 
Kalaamist views popular in his 

time and place. These include a 
desire to delimit the function of 
symbols in relation to the divine, 
and a non-theosophic worldview 
founded not in astrology but in the 
synthesis of empirical observation 
with revealed text. Sa'adya’s 
commentary is polemical.  

Next we will consider Shabbetai 
Donnolo, another tenth Century 
commentator, but from Byzantium 
rather than Babylonia. He works 
between the poles of Jewish 
midrashic and magical tradition, 
Byzantine adulation of icons, and 
Babylonian astrology. This is quite 
clear in his discussion of his aims 
in Sefer Hakhmoni, the sources 
of his scientific knowledge, and 
the function of the T’li, or the 
dragon. In this work, his goal was 
to emphasize astrological themes 
in the Sefer Yetsirah, to allow 
humans to interpret the stars to 
uncover, understand, and map the 
divine structures undergirding the 
cosmos. The relations between the 
shapes of the constellations, the 
human form, and the divine are 
among the central foci of the work. 
Throughout the work, he treats 
astrological patterns as the ktav-
emet - true writing from the hand 
of God.18 

He arrives at this reading by 
combining Jewish, Greek, 
Macedonian, and Babylonian 
science, combined with a 
Byzantine understanding of signs 
as presentational. This interesting 
passage from the Sefer Hakhmoni 
explains how he arrives at his 
methodology:

Eventually I found a Babylonian, 
not a Jew, called Bagdash, 

Letters cont’d

Cont’d on page 6
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For more information about the Societas Magica see our website at www.societasmagica.org

 The Societas Magica invites proposals for essays to run in future 
issues of the newsletter. 

 
We are looking for short essays (1500-2500 words) announcing new developments deriving from 

research in the study and teaching of magic and its related 
topics.  We would be especially interested to see lead articles 

on modern magic, or periods other than medieval. 
We are also looking for smaller pieces for our notes and queries 

column.  News about dissertations in progress or completed, 
manuscript discoveries, or other such items are all welcomed.  

Please contact Kathryn Laity: laityk@mail.strose.edu

1,  Session 247, 10:00 am, Sangren 2210 
Medieval Magic Manuscripts in Use 
(Co-sponsored by the Research Group on Manuscript 
Evidence) 
  Presider: Mildred Budny, RGME

Incantations: Singing off the Page 
  John Haines, Univ. of Toronto

The Printed, Popular, and Problematic Manuscripts of 
a Medieval Muslim Magician: Issues in the Study of 
Shams al-ma’arif and Other writings attributed to al-
Buni 
  Edgar Francis IV, Univ. of Wisconsin-Stevens       
  Point

At the Cutting Edge: the Uses of Weapons in Magical 
Spells, a Comparison of the PGM, the Picatrix and the 
Munich Handbook 
  David Porreca, University of Waterloo 
 
2.  Session 310, 1:30 pm, Sangren 2210 
Purity and Transgression 
  Presider:  David Porreca, University of Waterloo

The Notion of Purity in Medieval Jewish and Christian 
Magic 
  Katelyn Mesler, Northwestern Univ.

The King, the Abbot and the Woman Druid: Secular 
and Clerical Magic in a Twelfth-Century Irish Death 
Tale 
  Patricia Aakhus, Univ. of Southern Indiana

Social Purity, Individual Transgression: Magic and 
Nationhood in Chrétien de Troye’s Cligés 
  Jennifer Lynn Hellwarth, Allegheny College 
 
3.  Session 324, 3:30 pm, Valley II Garneau Lounge 
New Methodologies and Paradigms in the Study of 
Magic (A Roundtable) 
  Presider: Frank Klaassen, University of Saskatchewan

Participants, Michael Bailey, Iowa State Univ., Edward 
Bever, SUNY College – Old Westbury, Lauren Kassell, 
Univ. of Cambridge 
 
Saturday May 9.  11:45 a.m.  Fetzer 1060 
Societas Magica Business Meeting 
All welcome. Refreshments will be served.

SESSIONS SPONSORED BY THE SOCIETAS MAGICA AT THE FORTY-FOURTH 
INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS ON MEDIEVAL STUDIES, MAY 7-10TH, 2009

For further details, see www.wmich.edu/medieval/congress/sessions.html

All sessions are Friday, May 9
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New Release: 

Grimoires: A History of 
Magic Books (Oxford, 
May 2009)

Owen Davies 

 

No books have been more feared than grimoires, 
and no books have been more valued and revered. 
In Grimoires: A History of Magic Books, Owen 
Davies illuminates the many fascinating forms these 
recondite books have taken and exactly what these 
books held.  

At their most benign, these repositories of forbidden 
knowledge revealed how to make powerful talismans 
and protective amulets, and provided charms and 
conjurations for healing illness, finding love, and 
warding off evil. But other books promised the power 
to control innocent victims, even to call up the devil. 
Davies traces the history of this remarkably resilient 
and adaptable genre, from the ancient Middle East to 
modern America, offering a new perspective on the 
fundamental developments of western civilization 
over the past two thousand years. Grimoires shows 
the influence magic and magical writing has had on 
the cultures of the world, richly demonstrating the 
role they have played in the spread of Christianity, 
the growth of literacy, and the influence of western 
traditions from colonial times to the present. Through 
his enlightening and extraordinary account, we see 
how these secret books link Chicago to ancient Egypt, 
Germany to Jamaica, and Norway to Bolivia, and 
grasp how the beliefs of Alpine farmers became part 
of the Rastafarian movement, how a Swede became 
the most powerful wizard in early America, and 
how a poor laborer from Ohio became a notorious 
villain in his own country and a mythical spirit in the 
Caribbean. 
 
Despite religious condemnation and laws barring 
their use, the grimoire has survived to the present day, 
and not just in Harry Potter films and Broadway’s 
Wicked. Here is a lively and informative history of a 
genre that holds a powerful fascination for countless 
readers of the occult. 

Letters cont’d
who knew this science 
very well, including how to 
make calculations for a true 
understanding of what had been 
and what was to be. His system 
completely agreed with Samuel’s 
Baraita, and with all the Jewish, 
Greek, and Macedonian books, 
yet it was absolutely clear and 
lucid… He taught me the rules of 
observing the heavenly bodies, 
explaining which were beneficent, 
which maleficent, and how, by 
measuring the shadow thrown by 

the rod, as written in Shmuel’s 
Baraita, the planet and the 
constellation which are lords of 
the hour can be known, so that 
any question can be asked or 
answered…19 

Here, he begins with Shmuel’s 
Baraita, (a Jewish calendrical 
work written in 776) as his source 
text. There is a problem with it, 
because it is unclear. He accepts 
the other books - the Greek, the 
Macedonian, and particularly 
the thoughts of the Babylonian 

Bagdash, as clarifications of that 
first Jewish book. In actuality, this 
is a superimposition as the works 
he discusses treat similar subjects, 
but quite differently. Hence he uses 
all the materials at hand, regardless 
of their source, to accomplish his 
goal of reading the heavens, God’s 
creation, to gain insight into divine 
providence. 

This bent is particularly clear in his 
discussion of the T’li.20 He asks in 
the Sefer Hakhmoni: 
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And what is the T’li? When God 
created the firmament above 
us, which is divided into seven 
heavens, He created the T’li 
from water and fire in the shape 
of a great dragon, like a great 
twisted serpent, and made for 
it a head and a tail and put it in 
the fourth heaven, which is the 
middle heaven, the abode of the 
sun… It is …through learning 
handed down through ancient 
books that we can get to know 
the T’li, its power, its rule, how it 
was created, its goodness and its 
malignancy.21

Shabbetai quite clearly believes 
that the T’li, created by God, 
holds real power. It rules, and it 
exerts influence on events through 
its goodness and its malignancy. 
Traditional knowledge (learning 
handed down through ancient 
books) will help us to understand 
the process by which it was 
created, and the divine source of 
that power. He continues according 
to the text of the Sefer Yetsirah 
to employ a melothesic model, 

Letters cont’d

Members of the Societas Magica 
are entitled to a 20% discount on 
all books in the Magic in History 
series put out by Pennsylvania State 
University Press. Mention that you 
are a Societas Magica member 
when ordering books by phone 
(800-326-9180) or fax (877-778-
2665). These telephone numbers 
work from the US and Canada.

20% Discount

mapping the cosmos onto the 
human form. Shabbetai writes:

The universe has its signs of the 
zodiac, and those who observe 
the stars know how to foretell 
future events. Similarly, man has 
signs: when a man has scabs but 
no boils, lice, or fleas, experts in 
such learning can tell his fortune 
by it…22

Thus the human body and the 
cosmos provide an avenue for 
insight into the ways of the divine. 
Both can reveal the true structures 
undergirding the cosmos. 

Shabbetai’s position resonates 
in some ways with that of 
the classical thinker, Philo of 
Alexandria, who argued that God 
created the universe as a kind of 
allegorical icon of itself. According 
to Philo, images of the cosmos 
did not represent directly but 
functioned as an allegory as well,23 
pointing through and beyond 
themselves to something greater. 
In Philo’s time, the intellectual 
elites expressed their superiority 
through a suspicion of icons. This 
point of view was formulated in 
opposition to an overly simplistic, 
naïve expression of what Moshe 
Barasch calls an unfulfillable 
desire - the desire to see God. The 
intermediary, Philonic position 
is the allegorical treatment of the 
universe, in which the universe 
does not represent directly as an 
icon might, but as an allegory it 
does allow some understanding of 
the divine through interpretation. 

Thus while we do not know 
whether any of Shabbetai’s own 
manuscripts contained images, 
his tendency to understand 

the universe as an allegorized 
presentational symbol may be 
due in part to his immersion 
in Byzantine culture, which 
was continually involved in a 
discussion of the meaning of the 
visual. This culture valued images 
in a way that was not acceptable 
to Jewish praxis, and that made it 
desirable for Shabbetai to take up 
this intermediary position as Philo 
did. 

In this way, two different 
commentators on the Sefer Yetsirah 
explicitly rely on non-Jewish 
sources to reinterpret the magical 
function of the Hebrew letterform, 
which provides the undergirding 
structure for the map of the cosmos 
it elaborates. Sa’adya lived in 
tenth Century Babylonia, among 
the intellectual elites of both the 
Islamic and Jewish communities. 
Because the ideals of the Kalaam 
prevailed, with their insistence on 
the incorporeality of the divine, 
their fierce aniconic ideals, and 
their desire to base scientific 
inquiry in revealed tradition, 
Sa’adya interprets the Sefer 
Yetsirah in this vein. Working 
across the boundaries of religious 
faith, he reconciles its doctrine of 
creation with the one presented 
in the Hebrew Bible, mediates 
the magical function of the 
Hebrew letterform, and delimits 
the mystical signification of the 
created world. Shabbetai, on the 
other hand, lived immersed in 
iconophilic culture of Byzantine 
Italy, which was unacceptable to 
him as a Jew. Thus, drawing on 
the classical Jewish philosopher 
Philo of Alexandria and those 
like him, on the non-Jewish 
Babylonian scholar Bagdash, 
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and on his contemporaries who 
stressed the power of images, 
Shabbetai was able to reinterpret 
the Sefer Yetsirah as an astrological 
work. As an astrological work, it 
treated the created world not as 
icons, but as a melothesia, which 
presented the created world as 
an allegorical icon, one which, 
when interpreted correctly, pointed 
beyond itself to insight into the 
divine. Thus astrological ideals 
provided Shabbetai with the tools 
to forge an intermediary position 
between Jewish aniconism and 
Byzantine adulation of icons. In 
this way the metaphysical models 
created by each of these thinkers 
served to map cultural, as well as 
cosmological configurations. 

Notes
1 See JTS 1884, fol 74, 14th Century, 
Italian hand. Commentary on the Sefer 
Yetsirah, attributed to Abraham ibn 
Daud. The gloss contains instructions 
to ‘raise him,’ and this probably refers 
to a Golem. These interpretations of the 
Sefer Yetsirah in the Golem tradition 
begin to appear toward the end of the 
14th Century. 
2 The science was revived only in the 
late 8th Century and the 9th Century 
under the impact of translations from 
Syriac and Arabic. The period from 
about 800 to 1200 was the most 
propitious for Byzantine astrology, 
though nothing was essentially added 
to astrological theories or techniques. 
For more information, see Medieval 
Science, Technology, and Medicine: 
An Encyclopedia, Ed. Thomas F Glick, 
Steven Livesey, Faith Wallis (London 
and NY: Routledge, 2005), 62.
3 All references to the text come from 
A. Peter Hayman’s critical edition,  
(Sefer Yesira. Tubingen, Germany: 
Mohr-Siebeck, 2004) and when I am 
quoting Sa'adya’s commentary, I use 
the Sa'adya version, the autograph 
copy. (The Geniza Scroll, Cambridge 
University Library, Taylor-Schechter, 
K21/56  + Glass 32/5 + Glass 12/813, 
10th Century). I will refer to it in notes 
as Hayman’s “manuscript C.” When 

I am examining Shabbetai, I use the 
10th Century copy of Long Version 
(Bibliotheca Apostolica Vaticana (Cat. 
Assemani) 299(8), fols 66a-71b, 10th 
Century). This is Hayman’s “manuscript 
A.”
4 Notably, this includes Dunash ibn 
Tamim’s philosophical commentary on 
the work, which reinterpreted it as an 
Aristotelian cosmology.
5 “What [magic] is entirely permitted? 
Such as [the magic] performed by R. 
Hanina and R. ‘Oshaia, who spend 
every Sabbath eve in studying the 
Laws of Creation, by means of which 
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