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        “It is incumbent on every illuminate to conceal what has been revealed to him regarding the general principles of the secrets of the Torah, and even more so of its details, from the multitude of our sages, even more so from all the other ignoramuses.”
 
         
 
        
          
                	
                  ‏כל משכיל מחויב להסתיר מה שנגלה לו מכללי סתרי התורה וכל שכן מפרטיהם מעין המון חכמינו‎ וכל שכן משאר עמי הארץ‎‏‎


          

        
 
        Abraham Abulafia, Introduction to Mafteaḥ ha-Ḥokhmot, 6
 
         
 
        “There was no one who benefited, since the minds of men are different from each other, in particular regarding the depth of wisdom and the secrets of the Torah.”
 
         
 
        
          
                	
                  ‏וגם בם אין מועיל כי הדיעות משונות מאד בבני אדם כל שכן בעמקי החכמה ובסתרי התורה‎‏‎


          

        
 
        Abraham Abulafia, Oṣar ʿEden Ganuz, 3:10, 369
 
         
 
        “You should know that I shall not favour my nation, but I shall tell the truth.”
 
         
 
        
          
                	
                  ‏ודע כי אני לא אשא פנים לאומתי ואומר אמת‎‏‎


          

        
 
        Abraham Abulafia, Oṣar ʿEden Ganuz, 1:10, 193
 
         
 
        “Since all His lovers, either from among us or from among the Gentiles, are our lovers, and all His haters are our haters.”
 
         
 
        
          
                	
                  ‏שכל אוהביו בין ממנו בין מן האומות הם אוהבינו, וכל שונאיו הם שונאינו.‎‏‎


          

        
 
        Abraham Abulafia, Šomer Miṣwah, 41
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          Foreword: A Maimonidean Kabbalist
 
        
 
        Warren Zev Harvey, Hebrew University of Jerusalem
 
         
 
        Moshe Idel, the Max Cooper Professor Emeritus of Jewish Thought at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, was born in Târgu Neamț, Romania, in 1947. He immigrated to Israel in 1963, majored in Hebrew and English literatures at Haifa University (BA, 1970), and studied Jewish philosophy and Kabbalah at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem under Shlomo Pines and Ephraim Gottlieb (PhD, 1976). He has published scores of books and hundreds of essays, including the ground-breaking Kabbalah: New Perspectives (1988), which has been translated into nine languages. He is an Israel Prize laureate (1999), an EMET Prize laureate (2002), and a member of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities (2006).
 
        Idel’s research ranges far and wide, from the Bible and Talmud through the medieval Kabbalists and philosophers to Renaissance humanism, Safed mysticism, Sabbatianism, Hasidism, and post-modernism. However, at the centre of his work is the “prophetic” or “ecstatic” Kabbalah of Rabbi Abraham Abulafia (1240–1291). His doctoral dissertation, written in Hebrew under the supervision of Shlomo Pines, was entitled “Rabbi Abraham Abulafia’s Works and Doctrine” (1976). Among his English books on Abulafia are The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia (1988), Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah (1988), and Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics in Abraham Abulafia (1989).
 
        Idel was not the first person to appreciate Abulafia’s importance. In 1919, Gershom Scholem, who later founded the discipline of Kabbalah studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, began a doctoral dissertation at the University of Munich on the theory of language in the works of Abulafia and other Kabbalists. However, he abandoned this project because he had difficulty deciphering Abulafia’s arcane texts, and instead wrote about Sefer ha-Bahir (1922).1 In 1925, Scholem composed a report for the famed Hebrew poet Hayyim Nahman Bialik in which he assessed the state of research in Jewish mysticism. When he came to mention the Kabbalistic works that urgently needed to be published, he lauded “the books of Rabbi Abraham Abulafia,” describing him as “the most important personality among all the early [Kabbalists] known to us today.”2 In his Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, published in 1941, Scholem devoted a significant chapter to Abulafia, writing about his “very great” influence and praising his “remarkable combination of logical power, pellucid style, deep insight, and highly colored abstruseness.”3 However, after Major Trends, his interest in Abulafia waned.4 Idel sees Scholem’s decreased interest in Abulafia as the result of his growing tendency to portray Kabbalah as an essentially theosophical tradition. However, I am inclined to see it as being due to Abulafia’s overt Maimonideanism. In Major Trends and later works, Scholem contrasted the spiritually meaningful Kabbalah with “sterile” Maimonideanism. Abulafia’s stunning integration of Kabbalah and Maimonideanism gives the lie to Scholem’s contrast.5
 
        Idel wrote his doctoral dissertation on Abulafia not under Scholem, the master of Kabbalah, but under Pines, the savant of medieval Arabic and Hebrew philosophy. Why Pines instead of Scholem? First, Scholem had retired from teaching in 1965, five years before Idel came to Jerusalem, although he was still active and supervised the dissertation of Idel’s friend and colleague Yehuda Liebes (1976). Second, Idel was initially interested in philosophy and intended to study a philosophical subject with Pines, but Ephraim Gottlieb aroused his interest in Kabbalah. Gottlieb supervised Idel’s research on Abulafia until his untimely death in 1973, at which point Pines took over his supervision.
 
        Be this as it may, one might also imagine that Idel was drawn to Pines because of a similarity in their attitudes to scholarship. He shared with Pines an anarchic suspicion of all theories. He has spoken of the “important lesson” he learned as a young scholar researching Kabbalistic texts and trying to understand them in light of the theories of Scholem, Mircea Eliade, and others: “The theories […] simply don’t work.” No theories work. “The minute you try to apply [a theory] to the text, you […] do violence to [it] […]. You must remain free to listen to the text.”6
 
        In contrast to Pines, Scholem, like Hegel and Schelling, was a theorist. His brilliant dialectical theory of the history of religion is confidently set down in his Major Trends.7 To put things too simplistically: Scholem’s approach was dogmatic, Pines’s was sceptical.
 
        Like Pines and Idel, Abulafia was a sceptic. His scepticism was rooted in his theory of the imagination, which was essentially Maimonidean, although liberally spiked with alphabetology and numerology. Following Maimonides, he held that all knowledge, including prophecy, is dependent on the imagination, which mediates between the sensibilia and the intelligibilia. Abulafia notes that the Hebrew word dimyon (“imagination”) is an anagram of the Latin medium8 (“middle”). The imagination, however, is a corporeal faculty that “never apprehends any true reality.”9 It is “a large-boned ass [ḥamor garem], crouching between the boundaries” (Genesis 49:14); that is, it is a body (= gerem) composed of matter (= ḥomer) mediating between the sensible world and the intellect. Since all our knowledge is dependent on this large-boned ass, we should never expect it to be apodictic.10 Moreover, Abulafia continues, the true “secret” (sod) of the imagination is indicated by another one of its anagrams: demon. The imagination is demonic. It is Satan! He sabotages our attempts to achieve knowledge; thus, error is inevitable, and scepticism warranted.11 Idel writes of “an affinity between imagination and doubt.”12 He explains that according to Abulafia, it is a “perennial problem of human nature” that the “perfect type of cognition” is obstructed by the imagination.13
 
        Idel stresses the decisive importance of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed for Abulafia. Throughout his life, Abulafia studied and taught the Guide. In 1261, he studied it in Capua with the Maimonidean philosopher Hillel of Verona. In Spain, Italy, Greece, and elsewhere, he taught it to young and old, scholars and layfolk. He wrote three different commentaries on the secrets of the Guide during the years 1273 to 1280. Maimonides’s presence is felt in all of Abulafia’s works. Indeed, as Idel puts it, Abulafia is “part of the history of Maimonideanism.”14 Furthermore, Idel observes, Abulafia saw Maimonides not only as a philosophical source, but also as a Kabbalistic one. According to Abulafia’s own testimony, his Kabbalah was based on two main sources: Sefer Yeṣirah and the Guide of the Perplexed.15 “It would not be an exaggeration,” Idel writes, to see Abulafia’s Kabbalah as “gravitating around central concepts found in the Guide.”16 In Abulafia’s eyes, Maimonides was “the divine rabbi” (ha-rav ha-elohi).17
 
        According to Idel, Abulafia, at least in some of his works, adopted a complex esoteric style of writing similar to that used by Maimonides in his Guide, which was analysed in detail by Leo Strauss in several studies, notably Persecution and the Art of Writing (1952). Idel argues that Abulafia’s works must be read with precisely the same strategies that Strauss recommended for reading the Guide. However, Idel reminds us, Abulafia’s texts are exceptionally recondite, since they combine philosophical esotericism, such as that found in the Guide, with different varieties of Kabbalistic esotericism.18
 
        At one point, Abulafia remarks that he does not call Maimonides’s book Moreh ha-Nevukhim (“The Guide of the Perplexed”), but rather Makkeh ha-Ruḥanim (“The Striker of the Spiritual Ones”). The two phrases, Abulafia explains, are interchangeable, since they have the same numerical value: 384. Abulafia discloses that he calls the book “The Striker of the Spiritual Ones” because “it adds the spirit of wisdom [ruaḥ ḥokhmah] to each devotee of knowledge [baʿal maddaʿ], and says to him: grow!” Abulafia’s words here allude to an astrological statement in Genesis Rabbah 10:6: “There is no herb that does not have a star in heaven that strikes it, and says to it: grow!” Here, Abulafia’s point is that Maimonides’s Guide, like a star in heaven, strikes the scientist or philosopher and inspires him with “the spirit of wisdom.” It raises him from maddaʿ (= ratio) to ruaḥ ḥokhmah (“the spirit of wisdom”).19 Now, this phrase, “the spirit of wisdom,” alludes to two biblical texts. The first text refers to the extraordinary spiritual power of Moses: “And Joshua the son of Nun was full of the spirit of wisdom, for Moses had laid his hands upon him” (Deuteronomy 34:9). In the Bible, it is Moses ben Amram who imparts the spirit of wisdom; in Abulafia’s text, it is Moses ben Maimon. The second text refers to the famous messianic verses in Isaiah: “And there shall come forth a shoot out of the stock of Jesse […]. And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding” (Isaiah 11:1–2). The Guide thus fulfils a messianic mission by striking its readers and elevating them from “knowledge” or “science” to “the spirit of wisdom.” Abulafia’s numerical games can often be pushed beyond their surface-level meaning. If we ask the meaning of 384, we discover that it equals “the messiah of YHWH”!20
 
        The parallel between Moses ben Amram and Moses ben Maimon is often cited by Abulafia, as it has been cited by Maimonideans throughout the ages. In a poem discussed by Idel, Abulafia writes: “Read the religion [dat] of [Moses] the son of Amram together with the religion [dat] of Moses son of Maimon.” Idel writes that this line expresses “the dramatic change generated by the emergence of the new philosophical religion.” He observes that according to the poem, the “two religions,” the biblical and the philosophical, are “almost independent,” but “one should study them together.” In Idel’s words, Abulafia sought to make a “synthesis” of the two religions.21 It may, however, be more precise to say that he wished to dissolve the former into the latter.
 
        Indeed, the evidence that Idel marshals shows that Abulafia was consistently radical in his reinterpretations of biblical and rabbinic religion and deserves to be counted among the boldest of the Maimonideans. For example, Idel gives a detailed analysis of Abulafia’s multiple interpretations of a notorious rabbinic homily according to which the Serpent in the Garden of Eden had sexual relations with Eve and cast pollution into her and her descendants. This homily states that the pollution of the Israelites who stood at Mount Sinai has ceased, but that that of the Gentiles continues (BT Šabbat 146a and parallels); it is the closest text in the Jewish tradition to the Christian doctrine of Original Sin. Like this doctrine, it is problematic because of its exclusivism. However, Maimonides had already provided an allegorical interpretation that mitigates the exclusivism, although he did so cryptically. According to his interpretation, the homily concerns morality, not history: the Serpent’s pollution symbolises imaginary desires, and standing at Mount Sinai symbolises true ideas. The lesson is that imaginary desires lead human beings to sin, but true ideas prevent them from sinning.22 Abulafia elaborates on Maimonides’s interpretation. First, referring to certain rabbis who indulged in magic, Abulafia writes that the Serpent has cast pollution into them; “their brain is polluted,” they did not stand at Sinai, even though they are rabbis, and they will have no cure until they do. Here, it is explained by means of a clever letterplay that the name “Mount Sinai” (Har Sinai) derives from the word “bridle” (resen) and means “self-restraint.” The antidote for the maladies caused by the imaginary desires is self-restraint, and self-restraint is concomitant to true ideas.23 Second, in discussing the homily, Abulafia speaks of human beings (= adam), not Israelites. He also identifies standing at Mount Sinai with eating of the Tree of Life: both acts symbolise the acquisition of true ideas, but the former is particularistic and the latter universalistic.24 Third, in a mind-boggling revision of the homily, Abulafia writes: “The pollution of the Israelites who stood at Mount Sinai has not ceased!” He then continues: “In order to find a way to make the pollution cease, the books [of King Solomon] were written.” According to the radically revised homily, Mount Sinai was not sufficient to stop ignorance and immorality in Israel. Therefore, King Solomon, the wisest of all human beings, wrote three books: Proverbs, on ethics; Ecclesiastes, on physics; and the Song of Songs, on metaphysics. Abulafia may be hinting that the books of Solomon represent progress beyond those of Moses.25 Fourth, in one of his discussions of the homily, Abulafia ridicules those who think it should be taken literally: “How can any person in the world be called ‘wise’ who thinks this homily is to be taken literally, and the Serpent […] had sexual relations with Eve?!” Idel writes that Abulafia’s sharp criticisms of the literal meaning of certain rabbinic texts are unprecedented in both the Kabbalistic and the Maimonidean literature of his time. These criticisms, in Idel’s opinion, reflect Abulafia’s “intellectual repulsion” in the face of “foolish” myths.26
 
        Abulafia emerges from Idel’s discussions as a trenchant and morally sensitive thinker who does not hesitate to reinterpret an unreasonable scriptural or rabbinic text. As he punned, “A philosopher will examine the literal meanings [pešaṭim] and know they are words said for fools [ṭippešim].” Pešaṭ (“literal meaning”) is an anagram of ṭippeš (“fool”).27 He also emerges as an independent-minded Kabbalist and Maimonidean. His thought shows how far the Kabbalah can go in the direction of philosophy, and how far philosophy can go in the direction of Kabbalah.
 
        In sum, Abulafia was a Maimonidean Kabbalist. This phrase may sound like an oxymoron to many Maimonideans and Kabbalists. Nonetheless, it describes Abulafia accurately. Abulafia was bold not only as a thinker, but also as a man of action. In 1258, at the age of eighteen, he journeyed from Spain to the Land of Israel, seeking to find the River Sambation and to discover the lost Ten Tribes. Considering himself a prophet and a messiah, he went to Rome in 1280 in order to confront Pope Nicholas III. Although orders were issued to have him executed, Abulafia fearlessly entered the papal palace in Soriano, but then learned that the pope had suddenly died (perhaps from anxiety over his threatened visit).
 
        Abulafia’s prophetic and messianic pretensions, coupled with his radical Maimonideanism, incurred the antagonism of many. Among his antagonists was the celebrated Talmudist Rabbi Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret of Barcelona, who put him under the ban sometime in the 1280s. In a remark from 1273 that sounds like it was uttered by Spinoza, Abulafia referred to the persecution he was suffering for his ideas: “They call me a heretic and unbeliever because I have worshipped God in truth and not according to the imagination of the people who walk in darkness […]. I shall not forsake the ways of truth for those of falsehood.”28
 
        The Barcelona ban against Abulafia was more effective than the Amsterdam ban against Spinoza. While Spinoza’s books have often been printed and extensively discussed, most of Abulafia’s books were not printed until recent years and his Kabbalah was studied only clandestinely. Despite the effectiveness of the ban, however, Abulafia did succeed in having an influence on some major thinkers and scholars, such as Ramon Llull, Meister Eckhart, Joseph Kaspi, Moses Narboni, Johanan Alemanno, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Moses Cordovero, Ḥayyim Viṭal, Spinoza, Israel Baʿal Shem Tov, Elijah Gaon of Vilna, and Menahem Mendel of Shklov. In the contemporary era, important authors, including Yvan Goll, Jacques Derrida, and Umberto Eco, have been fascinated by him.29 The present book by his pre-eminent interpreter explains why Rabbi Abraham Abulafia merits our attention too.
 
      
       
        
          I Introduction: Secrecy and Maimonideanism
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Esotericism, Disguise, and Camouflage in a Generation of Discontent: Leo Strauss, Mircea Eliade, and Gershom Scholem
 
            In the latter half of the 1930s, two grand and original scholarly narratives were formulated regarding the way in which philosophy and religion had previously been understood. The formulators of these narratives were European scholars who, not finding academic positions in their homelands, ended up becoming professors at the University of Chicago and leading intellectuals in the United States. The writings of the German-born Jewish professor of political philosophy Leo Strauss and the Romanian-born historian of religion Mircea Eliade revolutionised the way in which many scholars addressed major issues in the humanities, and their impact has been felt long after their deaths.
 
            In a series of monographs, Strauss introduces the concept that there is a strong propensity toward esotericism in Western philosophy that is conditioned by the inherent tension found in society between the rulers and the multitude on the one hand and the searcher of truth—that is, the critical philosopher—on the other. The founding event for this longstanding propensity was the condemnation and execution of Socrates. This tendency was assumed to have informed not only some parts of classical Greek philosophy, but also important segments of medieval thought, specifically Muslim philosophy, falsafah, some parts of Jewish philosophy, especially that of Maimonides and his followers, and some aspects of premodern European philosophy.1
 
            Strauss’s proposal put on the agenda a new way of carefully reading philosophical texts, which were themselves written by many thinkers who were aware of society’s tendency to persecute free thinkers. He was concerned not only with what had been written, but also with questions related to how it was written; namely, what had been omitted and what had been consciously suppressed. Strauss’s thought contains a basic polarity between “Jerusalem” (religion or faith) and “Athens” (philosophy). This polarity was adopted and adapted by several thinkers active within the framework of the three monotheistic religions.2 The latter approach can be seen as “rationalist” and critical, the former as much more mythical and fideistic. In a way, Strauss proposed a “hermeneutics of suspicion”—to borrow a phrase from another context—while Eliade, at least in the earlier phases of his career, can be depicted as a thinker who resorts to a “hermeneutics of confidence.”
 
            Mircea Eliade articulates a contrary tendency to that of Strauss. He regards the mythical, archaic type of religion as the more authentic form of spiritual life, antithetical to the later monotheistic religions that he imagined to be grounded in a proclivity towards attributing importance to events in history rather than to cosmological myths.3 He proposes the historical evolution of religion to be an ecstatic-orgiastic attempt to overcome linear time by means of myths and rituals. Our current linear vision of time, in this view, is a negative development because it is essentially accompanied by a process of demythologisation, a characteristic of the Judaeo-Christian approach, which is strongly connected to an apotheosis of history. Also crucial for Eliade’s scholarly approach, as well as for some of his literary works, is the assumption that the sacred is camouflaged within the profane (and sometimes the banal) and that its presence, traces, or secrets should be deciphered by means of hermeneutics that he rarely used and only delineated in general and vague terms.4
 
            Theories of disguise are present in the thought of these two scholars in quite a significant yet opposing manner. They may be understood as representing two different mentalities, reflecting a famous opposition formulated by Karl Jaspers: Strauss represents the axial mentality and Eliade the preaxial mentality. Put in another way, while Strauss inhabited an intellectual universe and espoused a distant and implicit critique of the essence of the ordinary social and political order, Eliade personally believed, especially in his youth, in what I call a magical universe. This magical universe is a type of reality—replete with cosmic homologies, correspondences, secrets, and sympathies—that is the locus for extraordinary events and miracles that reflect an ontologically porous reality, not just ancient religious beliefs.5
 
            For Strauss, Western philosophy—pre-eminently an elitist preoccupation—involves an esoteric dimension in many important cases. For Eliade, however, the true religion—namely, the archaic one—is essentially exoteric, although the “sacred” may be camouflaged and thus may be secretly present in nature and in historical events (i. e., the profane). Eliade specifies that it is within the “banal” that the sacred is eventually camouflaged. Both scholars were conservative thinkers, concerned with the preservation of the current situation rather than attempting to ignite or cope with change. In a way, the two scholars considered ancient events—the trial of Socrates in Athens for Strauss and the worldviews in archaic religions for Eliade—as both a formative and a higher form of experience when compared to what is called the Judaeo-Christian tradition.
 
            In each of these scholarly systems, we may speak about more universal types of human activities that transcend the more particularist specific types of prevailing religious orientations in the present; what Eliade calls “mental horizons.” In a way, Eliade subscribes to a form of philosophia perennis,6 as does Strauss (at least insofar as Shlomo Pines describes him), but while the former searched for a pre-Socratic archaic ontology, the latter took as the starting point for his reflections Socrates’s dialogical form and its political concerns as found in Plato.7 However, while Strauss is concerned with the status of the individual elite versus the wider community or society as part of a hidden confrontation, Eliade is concerned with what he would agree to call the populace; namely, with the persons participating in religious life within their society. In fact, he conceives the turning point in the history of religion to be the violent imposition of monotheistic faith on the Jewish population by what he calls “the Jewish elite.”8
 
            Unlike Strauss, who was exclusively concerned with decoding the hidden content of written documents composed solely by elite figures, Eliade was much more concerned with explaining the religious meanings of natural symbols and rituals that are characteristic of mostly pre-literate cultures—that is, with collective symbols and rites. He assumed, however, that archaic men understood some kind of secret wisdom by means of ritualistic practices which, though later obscured by historical developments, are not entirely unretrievable today. In 1943, he remarked in his Portugal Journal:
 
            
              The act of creation,9 the Eros, is capable of untying primordial powers and visions, of a strength that surpasses by far the contemporary mental horizon; cf. the mystique of the archaic orgies, Dionysus, etc. […]. If there are certain archaic secrets that are accessible to man as such, to the raw man/animal, then those secrets reveal themselves only to the person who embodies the total Eros, the cosmic one, without problems, without neurasthenia.10

            
 
            No doubt, as he testifies, neurasthenia was a malady that haunted Eliade in precisely this period of his life. At this time, he was serving as a cultural attaché at the Romanian embassy in Lisbon. While his wife, who was ill, travelled to Bucharest for a medical consultation, Eliade attempted to cure his own ailment by means of his participation in sexual orgies.11 He derived his approach to the existence of allegedly lost mental horizons from his early encounter (indeed, in his high school years) with Romanian folklore and what is now called Western esotericism. Later on, the impact of the latter became blurred in his writings. Studying in India towards the end of the 1920s, Eliade became acquainted with the theories and practice of yoga, which he understood, against its presupposed pre-Arian background, to be based on some forms of hidden correspondence between the human body and the cosmos.
 
            While Eliade was a profoundly Dionysian type of thinker and writer, we may describe Strauss as an Apollonian type of thinker and writer: he was someone who turned to Greek history and classical philosophy in order to understand the dangers that philosophers may encounter. Eliade went much further back in time than Strauss in order to understand the archaic true religion that he believed could be retrieved from a variety of rituals, objects, and documents. While Eliade mainly focused his research on more popular and folkloric material, Strauss, on the other hand, was concerned with decoding hints found in elite speculative literatures. Or, to propose another typology: while Strauss was informed by Platonic political esotericism related to the structure of society, which has nothing to do with a specific cosmology, Eliade was more concerned with mysteriology as developed before Plato’s time in Pythagoreanism and Orphism. Indeed, in his youth, Eliade was very interested in Greek mystery religions: he would later claim that he reconstructed a Pre-Socratic ontology in his work.
 
            These differences notwithstanding, both Strauss and Eliade were not merely influential scholars in academia: they were mystagogues who aspired to initiate their followers into a sort of art which they considered to be a forgotten or neglected lore, relevant not only for historians of philosophy or religion, but also for the people living in the present. Thus, two entirely different mystical approaches to thought (one philosophical-esoteric and the other mythical-exoteric) coexisted at the University of Chicago in the very same years, although I assume that they did not intersect with or react to each other either technically or conceptually. I am not acquainted with any significant dialogue, either oral or written, between these two thinkers. The aims of these two eminent scholars—similar to that of Gershom Scholem—were to be part of minorities who promoted what they claimed to be forgotten mental universes. The return of the repressed, though taking such different forms, also represents a turn from the Enlightenment faith in future utopias to proposals to learn much more from the forgotten past.
 
            The two thinkers were part of what I call the “generation of discontents,” which also includes other major figures such as Gershom G. Scholem. German-born like Strauss, Scholem had good relations with both him and Eliade. His academic approach, which revolutionised the study of Kabbalah, held a different view of religion than Strauss and was closer to Eliade’s opinion. Scholem believed that the real vital power in Jewish religion was not Jewish philosophy, but a mythical revival of themes that generated the emergence of Kabbalah in the Middle Ages. Kabbalah is a prominently esoteric type of religious lore that was, according to Scholem, profoundly permeated by Gnosticism and, to a substantial extent, Neo-Platonism. Though in spirit he had a very critical method that was a lot closer to Strauss’s textual approach, Scholem’s attitude was much more historically oriented. His vision of the content of his subject matter (Kabbalistic literature) was much closer to Eliade’s, as he emphasised the esoteric, symbolic, and mythical dimensions of the study of Kabbalah.12
 
            More importantly, Scholem also advanced a theory that attributes a transcendental status to the divine realm—the sefirot or the ten divine powers, which is paramount in the Kabbalistic theosophical structure—that can be expressed or intuited only by means of what he called symbols, mainly biblical words, whose hidden significance Kabbalists knew how to decipher.13 For Scholem, the symbolic mode was understood as pointing to the transcendental, ultimate reality: it was considered to be the main sort of discourse in Kabbalah, representing a special form of esotericism, one that involves a kind of ineffability. In some cases, this essential type of esotericism is more connected to the feeling that there are supernal mysteries that are understood to be related to a reality that is difficult to understand or intuit. Political esotericism, by contrast, deals with issues that can be explained to any intelligent person. At least once, Scholem resorts to the word “camouflage,”14 and one of his Israeli editors even claimed that he was holding on to a sort of Zionist esoterica.15
 
            In a way, this assumption may be connected to a vision expressed in some of his documents‏ ‎regarding the existence of a metaphysical core of reality for which the Kabbalists were searching; a scholar may also touch this core by decoding symbols, or may at least wait for a hint coming from this same core of reality, which he called “the mountain.”16 As with Eliade, Scholem assumes the existence of an objective ontology of the sacred both in the Kabbalistic sources he studied and (at least implicitly) in the work of the scholar who aspires to contact that sacred dimension of reality. Hidden in texts, in nature, or in reality, the secret (or mysterious) dimension haunted modern scholars much more than it did their nineteenth-century predecessors.
 
            The three authors reflect, overtly and implicitly, uneasiness with their respective religious establishments; they attempt to unearth different, sometimes even clandestine, narratives lying in the bosom of the sources of Western culture which were, according to their opinion, forgotten or sometimes even intentionally suppressed. Though working on different materials and drawing different conclusions, all three scholars attempted to reconstruct lost and forlorn narratives that (at least implicitly) had a bearing on the modern world.
 
            Moreover, all three were emigrants whose decisions and political circumstances took them far away from their initial intellectual backgrounds, which nevertheless continued to inform their approaches. Ultimately, they became intellectual heroes in their respective countries of origin.17 In the following, we shall be concerned with several issues that were treated in the studies by Strauss and Scholem, different as their intellectual concerns were. In this context, another famous émigré should be mentioned: Hans Jonas, who, influenced by Martin Heidegger’s existential philosophy, offered a sharp existential understanding of Gnosticism. Jonas’s views on Gnosticism deeply influenced the way Scholem understood Kabbalah as predominantly Gnostic and mythical. Following Jonas, in the late thirties, Scholem came to understand Kabbalah as an antagonistic mystical phenomenon that was at least antithetical to the allegedly anti-mythical Rabbinic legalism.18
 
            It should be emphasised that these concerns with the revivals of repressed wisdom were flowering in a period when the Freudian approach had become more and more widespread. This approach included the prevailing assumption that the unconscious is a determining power in individual and social life, the need to decipher its symbolic expressions in dreams and otherwise, and the use of Greek myth in order to make sense of what Freud called complexes. The title of one of Freud’s most influential books, Civilization and Its Discontents, published in 1930, wonderfully captures his general approach, as well as what I see as the basic situation that characterised the elite European scene. This discontent is especially true insofar as several elite Jewish figures were concerned; a reason that is obvious in the interest in and spread of melancholia, another topic addressed earlier by the founder of psychoanalysis.19
 
            In this context, the prominent role Carl G. Jung has played in the discourse on religion since the 1930s should be mentioned. He attempted to retrieve what he considered to be the forgotten archetypes that informed not only the classical religions, but also a variety of other types of literatures, such as alchemy, not to mention Eastern esoteric literatures.20 Through the Eranos conferences in Ascona, he was in contact with both Eliade and Scholem for many years. These conferences were part of a sort of religious movement that—discontented with the religious landscape of its generation—attempted to explore alternative religious avenues through using critical tools. Moreover, although it had some earlier sources, it was also in the 1930s that the esoteric movement found its most important advocate, René Guénon, an influential figure in some circles in Europe and elsewhere, who was discontented with the academic approach to religious studies due to the problems he had had getting his PhD thesis accepted by the famous scholar Sylvain Lévi.
 
            In a way, the turn to esotericism constitutes a somewhat Romantic reaction to the Enlightenment’s unbalanced worship of rationalism, which nevertheless was carried out by rational scholars who turned their gaze to literatures that had previously been misunderstood or neglected. Thus, a return to the past in order to retrieve meaningful experiences and situations, according to the new scholarly interpretation, was a prevalent mode of approach in 1930s Europe, and more examples in this direction can be adduced in this context.
 
            Last but certainly not least among those I consider “discontents” are Franz Kafka and his great admirer Walter Benjamin: both had a deep impact on Scholem, although Kafka, despite belonging to the group of discontents, was much more concerned with the enigmatic universe as it is seen now than with a secret layer of texts that can be only understood in principle but never wholly known in the present. Benjamin was probably also influenced by the theory of language devised by Abraham Abulafia, who will be the subject of our discussion below, by means of Scholem himself, who, when in the earliest phases of contact with Benjamin in Munich, wrote an unfinished doctoral thesis on Kabbalistic theories of language, especially that of Abulafia. Scholem did not finish this thesis because he found the topic to be very difficult and he later shifted his focus of study to the Book Bahir.21
 
            I propose to study these scholarly approaches both seriously and critically, since each opened new vistas of thought while being conditioned by specific types of literatures and historical situations.22 However, a precondition for the utilisation of these approaches and any others that have been formulated independently of the analysed material is a good acquaintance with all the available pertinent primary source materials, their many interpretations by other scholars, and their multiple backgrounds and contexts. These materials should be tackled with concern for all of their complexities, inconsistencies, and fluidity. Interpreters of these materials even ought to allow for the possibility of contradictions and, as much as possible, to avoid reductionist interpretations that are more likely to prove the pertinence of the interpreter’s adopted methods and overarching monochromatic schemes than to display a deeper understanding of the contents of the interpreted texts, as we will see below. An example of such reductionism is the adoption of Strauss, Eliade, Scholem, or any other modern method’s “solid grids” of interpretations without further reflection as to their strengths in terms of the problems at hand.
 
            The concern with esotericism has been significantly enhanced in recent decades with the emergence of a new trend in research dealing with what has been labelled “Western esotericism,” a variety of literature written in more recent centuries, initiated by Antoine Faivre23 and continued by Wouter J. Hanegraaff.24 The various forms of Western esotericism were influenced in different forms and in varying intensities by Jewish Kabbalah, or, more specifically, by the mediation of Christian Kabbalah, which appropriated some facets of Kabbalistic symbolism and developed in small circles in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, bypassing the “rationalism” of the Enlightenment. Although this trend has been defined in various ways by Faivre and Hanegraaff, I do not accept that their descriptions, which may be appropriate for later phenomena, apply to the method of the medieval Kabbalist, especially since these scholars assume a form of incarnationalism25 that is, in my opinion, clearly absent in the Kabbalistic texts I analyse below.
 
            These categories, as used by scholars in the field, represent to a greater extent the reverberations of Henry Corbin’s often ahistorical approach to mysticism that has been imposed on texts and basic mystical concepts from Islam and other religions as if they reflect some form of ontological experience.26 In a way, this is a reification of concepts that Corbin skilfully and repeatedly used in his influential writings, as if these concepts represent some sort of reality in the same vein that may be found in many of the writings of Eliade and Jung. In his writing, the Sufi concept of the “world of images” (ʿālam al-miṯāl), which Corbin translated as mundus imaginalis, turned into a form of objective ontology rather than the view of a specific Sufi school alone. Corbin’s views sometimes hinged on the scholarly reading of mysticism beyond Islam, as well as on a form of psychoanalysis.
 
            With the penetrating scholarship on Kabbalah established by Gershom Scholem and his students, the medieval esoteric phenomena came to the attention of general scholarship on the Middle Ages and Western esotericism. Though the literature belonging to what is called Western esotericism was written much later than Abulafia’s period, belonging as it does to pre-modern times, it is conceptually much more complex and syncretistic than the texts we shall be dealing with below. The emergence of such an approach in recent scholarship constitutes, in my opinion, a move with which a scholar writing about esotericism would do well to be acquainted, even more so when some of its manifestations are reflected in the categories used by scholars of Kabbalah in order to analyse the writings of the Kabbalist under discussion.27
 
            By enumerating the above scholars and their approaches, my intention is to point out that there is nothing like one single general type of esotericism; this is also the case in Judaism. Modern speculations about common denominators between the various forms of esotericism are more often than not reductive generalisations.28 I would say that even in more specific literatures, such as Jewish philosophy or Kabbalah, there are different and even diverging esoteric approaches. This is my working hypothesis as to the existence of various types of Jewish thought in general and of Kabbalah in particular. Although those different forms of imaginaire sometimes converged or intersected, they should nevertheless first be understood in themselves.29 I do not intend to offer a comprehensive typology of esotericism here, but rather to address those types of secrecy that are related or antithetical to some views of secrecy found in the specific medieval texts I shall address below. By addressing this secrecy, I will be able to interrogate these texts in a new way.
 
            One of the most seminal figures in Strauss’s grand narrative was Maimonides, a pivotal thinker in the general history of Judaism, the legalistic as well as the theological. Strauss devoted much energy and many publications to Maimonides’s esotericism. Maimonides was also the starting point of Strauss’s articulation of his method in depicting the history of Western philosophy.30 The huge impact of Strauss’s approach is obvious in a long series of studies of Maimonides produced by many recent scholars,31 though important forms of critiques of Strauss’s approach have also been addressed.32 In my opinion, Maimonides was a reformist who was discontented with the prevailing understandings of Judaism among most Rabbinic Jews. Indeed, his most important book for the history of Jewish thought was emblematically entitled The Guide of the Perplexed, which refers to members of the Jewish faith whom he imagined were perplexed; the intention, then, was to guide these individuals through their alleged perplexities. His “guidance” in this book differs from the more traditional attitudes in his Halakhic works, especially insofar as the question of universalism is concerned, given that it mainly emerges from Neo-Aristotelianism.33
 
            I will discuss the affinities between Maimonides’s thought and that of Abulafia who preoccupies me throughout this book, a medieval figure who was deeply influenced by Maimonides’s thought (including his esotericism, which scholars call “rationalism” in too general a manner).34 This figure, already also the subject of several studies by Gershom Scholem, is the Kabbalist Abraham ben Samuel Abulafia (1240–c. 1291),35 and I will survey the evolution of his thought below. However, I am essentially concerned here with Abulafia’s understanding of Maimonides, not with the latter’s view per se. Unlike the Great Eagle, Abulafia was not a Halakhic figure, a decisive factor in his worldview that helps in understanding his extreme interpretations of Maimonides’s philosophical thought and of Rabbinic Judaism.
 
            Abulafia’s thought never remained part of one specific conceptual genre; rather, it brings together some trends that were already to be found in the Jewish thought of both his own generation and that which preceded him. Too mystical for Strauss’s cerebral approach, too philosophical and non-symbolic for Scholem’s tendency to see Kabbalah as a pre-eminently symbolic, theosophical, and Gnostic-like lore, and practically unknown by Eliade, Abulafia’s special approach should nevertheless be analysed by taking into consideration aspects of these diverging approaches to mystical thought, also including that of Carl Jung, for example.36
 
            In recent years, the writings of this Kabbalist have received special attention in scholarly studies; many of them have been printed for the first time, mainly by Amnon Gross, and several have been translated into English and some into French. However, very few pages of his voluminous output have been critically edited, and none of his books, with the recent exception of Sefer ha-Ot,37 has been subjected to a separate and detailed analysis in print. Most of the scholarship is grounded in a reading of only part of his identifiable writings, and even then the analyses were based on quotations taken from different books, sometimes outside of their immediate contexts, without exhausting the corpus of those writings. This situation has provoked significant misunderstandings and misrepresentations of Abulafia’s thought, as we shall see below, especially in chapters 9 and 21. Moreover, the general intellectual context of his thought has only been partially addressed in scholarship; this context will be one of the main subjects of many of our discussions below, especially in part II of this study.
 
            In the present study, I am particularly concerned with Abulafia’s views on esotericism.38 A complex figure, Abulafia was also a devoted student of the Great Eagle’s book at the same time as being a Kabbalist, and a self-proclaimed prophet and Messiah. These two last self-perceptions, which he expressed in both written and, we may assume, oral forms, were of course likely to elicit persecutions from various forms of the Jewish establishment, as indeed occurred. In this study, my claim will be that a seminal dimension of Abulafia’s writings consists in the hiding of what he thought “true” religion is or ought to be, a view he adopted—or, perhaps, adapted—from Maimonides and several Muslim philosophical sources. This esoteric propensity was en vogue among some of Maimonides’s followers who were contemporaries of Abulafia. Nevertheless, Abulafia is the representative of this approach and one of the most radical of Maimonides’s followers. More than any of the Maimonideans, he speaks about secrets, secrets of the Torah and secrets of existence, and this stark emphasis on secrecy should be taken into serious consideration when assessing his thought. I doubt whether a significant understanding of Abulafia’s thought can ignore this dimension of his writings.
 
            In these writings, political esotericism is coupled with an entirely different type of esotericism: eschatological esotericism, which is negligible in the writings of the Great Eagle. This type of esotericism refers to secrets dealing with a special understanding of the nature of redemption, the time of redemption, and the identity of the redeemer. Abulafia interpreted these traditional issues as also referring to personal and intellectual events, an approach that was prone to disrupt the prevailing approaches to these issues in traditional Judaism, which was more concerned with topics such as the signs and time of the Messiah or with the restoration of the ancient political and religious order for the sake of the entire nation. It seems that this messianic pretension was one of the main reasons for Abulafia’s persecutions, along with the ban issued against him by the most prominent legalistic figure of that generation in Catalonia, the Kabbalist Rabbi Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret. Less prominent in Abulafia’s writings is the third type of esotericism: the essential one, which is conditioned by the relatively ineffable nature of the object of discussion or experience. In Abulafia’s case, what he considers to be the true divine name is, although hidden in a variety of other names, not ineffable.39
 
            Different as the two first types of esotericism are both conceptually and from the point of view of the sources that nourish them, political and eschatological esotericism are deeply related to each other in Abulafia’s writings. For Abulafia, individual redemption constitutes the peak of natural religion, whose tenets are hidden as part of political esotericism, while the messianic redemption is part of eschatological—and more popular—esotericism. Nevertheless, it is also possible to include personal redemption as part of eschatological esotericism. The contents of eschatological esotericism and its special methods of expression are related to gematria and combinations of letters also used for referring to secrets belonging to Abulafia’s political esotericism. However, the uncommon manner of its expressions in the philosophical camp has deterred scholars of Maimonidean thought from dealing seriously with Abulafia’s thought and has also prevented them from seeing him as an original part of the Maimonidean camp.
 
            An effort to read some of Abulafia’s discussions in the manner that Strauss recommended can contribute to a better understanding of the esoteric facet of this Kabbalist’s writings, as well as that of his oeuvre in general. These forms of esotericism differ dramatically from the kind of esotericism found in the vast majority of the writings belonging to the nascent Kabbalah in the twelfth century, a fact that distinguishes both the content and the rhetoric of Abulafia’s secrets quite neatly from those of the early Kabbalists.40 The latter dealt with either the secrets of the divine realm and the relation of the commandments to the supernal powers or the source of the soul within the divine world and its vicissitudes in this and the other world; both of these nomian approaches were made in connection to the commandments.41
 
            Needless to say, in my opinion, neither these secrets nor those of Abulafia constitute the surfacing of the contents of the ancient Jewish secrets mentioned in Rabbinic sources or their faithful continuation with a few changes. Nevertheless, I would say that such a continuation is found, mutatis mutandis, in the theory of the identification of the Torah and divinity as anthropomorphic structures conceived as a secret (raz) in the Hekhalot literature;42 this continuation may also be found in the assumption that the divine names are part of an esoteric tradition.43 If there are additional ancient esoteric themes in the Jewish Middle Ages, they are probably the vestiges of Pythagorean theories, mediated mainly by the writings of Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra, as we shall see in chapter 7 below. In any case, I do not intend to summarise the findings in those topics, but will deal with quite different kinds of secrets, more in vein with those of Strauss.
 
            First, I will survey what seem to me to be the essential points of Maimonides’s special contribution, especially in his Guide of the Perplexed, to the new trend in medieval Jewish thought that he established. I will then turn to the movement that can be designated as Maimonideanism, within whose framework Abulafia’s esotericism should be understood incomparably more than any other type of esotericism. As in the case of the Great Eagle’s hidden positions in his Guide of the Perplexed, analyses of the esoteric topics in Abulafia’s writings are often haphazard, and their results debatable. However, these two authors’ explicit and numerous references to the existence of important secrets necessitate such an arduous and sometimes perilous exercise. Ignoring the claims of the existence of these secrets will certainly not advance our understanding of their thought.
 
            In addition to being an ardent student of the text of the Guide, Abulafia claims to have received secrets as to Maimonides’s intentions both orally44 and, in many other cases, as revelations from above. From this point of view, Abulafia’s literary corpus represents an interesting case study of the impact of philosophical (and essentially political) esotericism flowering beyond the more limited range of the Maimonidean authors as envisioned in modern scholarship, to say nothing of Maimonides himself. Though a Kabbalist, Abulafia’s opus nevertheless requires an analysis that utilises Leo Strauss’s thesis about persecution and the art of writing, even when a complex and quite diversified corpus of writings is involved. After all, Abulafia too was persecuted for his ideas for many years—and later even banned—and he too attempted to spread the contents of Maimonides’s Guide, as we shall see in part III below. To be sure, political esotericism is not the only type of esotericism to be found in his writings; for example, he also adopted the Pythagorean secret of the Tetraktys, the doctrine of the centrality of the number four, as we shall see in chapter 7 below. However, in my opinion, political esotericism is the most important kind found in Abulafia’s work, and its existence and ramifications will be the centre of many of our discussions below. This kind of esotericism has to do with the secrets regarding the transcendental and intellectual nature of God, kept from the greatest part of the society or community immersed in the traditional visions of God as anthropomorphic and anthropopathic.

           
          
            2 Maimonides and Jewish Mysticism
 
            In the twelfth century, the province of Al-Andalus hosted a Neo-Aristotelian renaissance among some Muslim thinkers; this renaissance occurred among some Jewish thinkers in the same area somewhat later.45 The most important of the Jewish thinkers born in Al-Andalus by far was Moses ben Maimon, Maimonides. In Egypt, where he went in order to escape the Almohadi persecutions in his native Al-Andalus, Maimonides followed some developments in earlier Muslim falsafah, represented mainly by Al-Fārābī and Avicenna in Asia, who were active much earlier, and by the Andalusian Muslim thinkers, who elaborated in various ways on the avenues opened by the Arabic translations of (mainly) Aristotelian texts. This is a clear example of the decisive influence of the speculative dimensions of Greek culture on some elites in Islamic thought and then, by the mediation of the latter, on some Jewish thinkers. This influence is constituted by the massive translations of several corpora of speculative writings stemming from a millennium or more beforehand that flourished in new geographical areas and in new intellectual and political circumstances.
 
            Unlike the much more Neo-Platonic background of Muslim and Jewish thought in Al-Andalus in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the turn to Neo-Aristotelianism towards the second part of the twelfth century is quite conspicuous. Indeed, following this renaissance, a new era in the religious history of Jewish philosophy and mysticism began. This new era was ushered in by the composition of Maimonides’s theological chef d’oeuvre, The Guide of the Perplexed, in 1191 and its translations from Arabic into Hebrew shortly afterwards.
 
            Only rarely in the history of Judaism has the appearance of one book generated such a dramatic religious turn in such a brief period while simultaneously triggering sharp and prolonged debates that reverberate among Jewish thinkers even today. Maimonides’s grand-scale adoption of a combination of Neo-Aristotelian metaphysics, physics, logic, and psychology and Platonic negative theology and esotericism informs much of the discussions in his book, which he presents as an interpretation of allegedly lost Rabbinic secrets (a claim that was somewhat less evident in his earlier writings); this assumption became widespread and in many cases dramatically changed the conceptual landscape of some elite forms of Judaism from the early thirteenth century.
 
            One of the most puzzling questions related to the impact of this treatise is that although it claims to be a guide, it is more of a puzzle, as Warren Zev Harvey insightfully elaborated following Maimonides’s own remark in his introduction to the Guide.46 This is the reason why the presentation of his views below is to a certain extent a tentative attempt to put together hints that were never systematically treated either by Maimonides himself or even by his many followers. This lack of systematisation has much to do with esotericism and the need to hide some views that could have been considered to be heterodox, as they differ from traditional forms of Judaism or the Jewish collective memory; some of his views had been sharply criticised, just as Neo-Aristotelianism elicited persecutions from Muslim and Christian scholars in the very same period.
 
            A major shift in the understanding of many elements found in a variety of Rabbinic traditions that Maimonides introduced to Judaism is a much more naturalistic understanding of it; that is, the acceptance of an organised universe with constant laws, sometimes described as nature (the Hebrew medieval neologism ṭevaʿ, which stems from the Arabic ṭabīʿah), which can be observed and understood as reflecting divine wisdom. Maimonides brings to Judaism the form of a stable cosmos as understood in some forms of Greek philosophy.47 Earlier forms of Judaism were concerned with the role played by the divine will, which freely intervenes in creation and history; after Maimonides, divine wisdom became the primary concern among his main followers.
 
            In the realm of anthropology, this view translates to elevating intellectual activity to a sublime role that it had not played earlier, thus giving the philosopher the function of an educator of the masses, at least in principle. In many cases, this role has been identified with that of the prophet. In the case of Maimonides’s own oeuvre, his thirteen principles of faith represent one such educational effort.
 
            The intellectual dimension of reality, a new common denominator that is understood to be found in God, nature, and man, allowed for a new dynamic between these three factors. In order to generate such a picture, philosophers in the three religions had to de-anthropomorphise God and angels, disenchant nature, and reduce the ideal human activity solely to acts of pure intellection. One of the main concepts in Judaism adopted from Muslim and ultimately from Hellenistic philosophers is the cosmic Agent Intellect, understood in most of these traditions as the lowest of the ten separate intellects, which is sometimes envisioned in a hypostatic manner.48
 
            Although this concept influenced many of the Maimonidean thinkers as well as the Kabbalist Abraham Abulafia, it played quite a marginal role in the main theosophical-theurgical schools of Kabbalah; even then, it was used in a different way conceptually. The Agent Intellect’s constant intellectual activity reflects the intellectual activity of God on the one hand and serves as a form of ideal intellectual activity to be imitated by man on the other. Thus, what Aron Gurevitsch calls a “Gestalt-contexture”49 has been generated. This Gestalt-contexture unifies the mentalistic understanding of God, that of his main intermediaries (the system of separate intellects, especially the last one, the Agent Intellect), the presence of the divine in nature, and the highest human activity, intellectual activity, into one broad continuum constituted by the intellectual element that permeates all levels of existence. I consider the consonance between the various significant aspects of reality and the resulting possibility for active human life to constitute a profound noetic structure that characterises both Maimonides’s and Abulafia’s thought.
 
            This unifying concept was understood by Alexander of Aphrodisias, one of the major sources for medieval Neo-Aristotelianism and one of the main ancient commentators on Aristotle, to be a power that binds together the entire universe, which is understood as an organism whose different parts are permeated by a spiritual dimension. This view is found in a series of texts that are sometimes attributed to Alexander of Aphrodisias himself and sometimes to an ancient anonymous sage. It cannot be found in the extant Greek sources, but it is found in Averroes, who puts forth the theory that there is an intellectual power that binds the entirety of reality.50
 
            With such a view of the cosmos, the possibility of a union between the human intellect and the supernal intellectual powers, the Agent Intellect or God, is easier to understand. Needless to say, this emphatic approach to the centrality of mental operations as imitatio dei and the main religious ideal is alien to the Rabbinic emphasis on the performative aspects of religion.
 
            Depending on the angle from which this concept is seen and the emphasis placed on one or more of the elements of this continuum, the connection between the three entities can imply a monotheistic, pantheistic, naturalistic, or anthropocentric religion. Moreover, these three processes also involve a much less voluntarist theology, which is an approach to nature where miracles become a quandary; that is, an approach that sees a human being as a composite that should suppress many aspects of his complex personality in order to allow the “best” form of human activity, intellection, to take place undisturbed.
 
            Jewish philosophers or religious thinkers look for God not only in their religious life or in events in history, but also, and perhaps prominently, in the contemplation of nature, or, more precisely, in the contemplation of the constant mechanisms that operate in nature, the natural laws. The divinity is now conceived as being intimately related to both the permanent laws and the domain of the spiritual; the two realms are intertwined, although not as regards the voluntary acts of creation or the election of the people of Israel.
 
            In more than one sense, the concept of God was naturalised and thus universalised. Either as a separate intellect, as the unmoved mover of the highest cosmic sphere, or as the First Cause, new concerns originally found in Greco-Hellenistic mental universes were adopted and disseminated in Jewish texts via the mediation of Muslim philosophers and greatly impacted the theology of Jewish thinkers. This noetic core of philosophical religions does not include, however, a precise path to attaining the final noetic goal, but rather includes recommendations as to which philosophical books to study and encouragement to contemplate nature as a means of reaching the reflection of the divine. This lack of a definitive guideline for attaining union with the divine is the reason I conceive Maimonides’s goal to be to provide a profound structure rather than a model that combines the ideal with a specific and elaborated path that leads towards the attainment of the divine.
 
            In fact, Maimonides’s Guide is not so much a systematic theology or treatise presenting a coherent philosophy as much as it is a mentalistic approach to religion that he imposes on a variety of earlier Jewish sources, especially biblical, by means of new and radical exegetical strategies unknown in the earlier classical versions of Judaism. The most important of Maimonides’s approaches was the method of homonyms; namely, the claim that a word that does not fit the structure of the new religious worldview can be attributed a meaning that will resolve the quandary of a philosophically inclined exegete.
 
            One of the main claims of this new sort of interpretation is that the scriptures have hidden aspects in the form of intellectual dimensions, a much broader strategy that I have called arcanisation.51 In this manner, religious texts have been imagined to contain secret layers related to the structure of nature and especially to the inner processes of man. Thus, the book of nature and the book of law are unified by the same assumption as to the existence of a shared hidden intellectual dimension, the intellectual or mental one, and the pursuit of the new type of religious man has been bifurcated into the categories of “scientific” and “exegetical.” Moreover, these two paths should be followed at the same time.
 
            This dramatic change generated by the emergence of the new philosophical religion is reflected in a poem written by a certain Abraham, who in my opinion may be identified with Abraham Abulafia. The poet writes: “Read the religion of the son of Amram,52 together with the religion of Moses the son of Maimon!”53 Though these two religions (in both cases, the Hebrew term dat is used) are mentioned as if they are independent, both times, a Moses is mentioned either implicitly or explicitly. Moreover, the poet recommends that they should be studied together.54
 
            In a way, this is another, perhaps even sharper formulation of the much more widespread dictum regarding Maimonides: “From Moses to Moses there was no one like Moses.” This dictum emerged in the same period; namely, the second part of the thirteenth century. The poem’s author puts the Mosaic religion alongside its medieval philosophical reform. Abulafia himself not only strove to synthesise the two forms (the Mosaic traditional form of Judaism and the Maimonidean mentalistic reform); he was also concerned with what I would call a linguistic reform of this synthesis.
 
            Because of the influence of Muslim forms of Neo-Aristotelian philosophy,55 which were relatively new in Judaism and completely unknown to the Jews of some geographical areas such as Northern and Central Europe, Maimonides’s Guide not only tremendously enriched Judaism, but it also disseminated some perplexity among his Rabbinic and more mythically oriented readers, both in his lifetime and afterwards. More than his earlier writings, where many of the new elements had already been introduced in order to reinterpret the classical forms of Judaism, The Guide of the Perplexed operated with a complex esoteric style in a rather weighty manner, which is the reason why the views that he wanted to keep under a veil of secrecy are now hardly understood much better than they were in his lifetime or in the Middle Ages, despite an entire century of vast, meticulous, and often fine scholarship in the field.
 
            Following Shlomo Pines, we may describe Maimonides as someone who shifted from a somewhat more mystically oriented approach in his youth to a more sceptical one in his later years.56 Given my approach to the understanding of Maimonides’s thought as dynamic, as explicated in two of my studies mentioned in the last footnote, it is inacurate to speak about the Great Eagle’s view as static or of him as having one single opinion, and even the inconsistency and contradictions he refers to in his expositions in The Guide of the Perplexed contribute to a more cautious approach to articulating his views.
 
            It is possible to find a discussion in the Guide that became very important for Abulafia’s anchoring of his linguistic exegetical technique in Maimonides himself, which has not yet attracted its due attention from scholars of the Great Eagle.57 I follow Pines’s later view, which characterises Maimonides’s later approach as rather sceptical towards the possibility of knowing the separate intellects and sees him as a thinker who was significantly influenced by the later phase of Al-Fārābī’s thought as to the limitations of human knowledge of the metaphysical realm.58
 
            Nevertheless, I would say that it would be too simplistic to adopt a homogenous description of Maimonides’s thought as a whole, as, for example, his being purely a rationalist sceptic thinker or a philosophical mystic. I would assume that in his case, like in many others, we would do better to speak about what I call “conceptual fluidity”59—that is, a synchronic adoption of different views—or of diachronic changes of opinion concerning the same topic in a person’s career which generated the various evaluations.60
 
            I do not mean to say that there is no profound structure that unifies the various stages of Maimonides’s thought or distinguishes them from those of other thinkers; rather, in his specific case, those changes took place without any major transformation of the nature of Maimonides’s entire conceptual structure, which is mainly based on Neo-Aristotelian noetics. No less important than general labels such as rationalist, sceptic, or mystic,61 highlighting the nature and directions of changes in his thought can illuminate our understanding of the significance of his discussions. Such an approach differs significantly from the main type of presentation of authors belonging to Jewish thought, philosophy, and Kabbalah as reflecting ways of thought that are imagined as being, conceptually speaking, more homogenous.62 To offer an example of my more complex reading: the very title of the Guide deals, in my opinion, with two different topics: the guidance is mainly Neo-Aristotelian, dealing as it does with the more general philosophical worldview, while the alleged perplexity, which is merely one that Maimonides creates, is of a Platonic nature, as Strauss claimed, as it opens new questions in Judaism in ways reminiscent of the allegorical interpretations of ancient myths that disestablished the status of traditional religious truths. Those discrepancies and complexities are not just a matter of divergences between legalistic versus philosophical sorts of writings, but can be discerned even in the same treatise.
 
            By opening a new line in Jewish thought that was embraced by many Jewish thinkers in the Middle Ages, and even much later in Jewish theology in general, Maimonides’s specific form of understanding earlier Jewish esotericism—known by the term Sitrei Torah,63 “the secrets of the Torah”—either in its Rabbinic forms or that found in the Hekhalot literature,64 prompted a reaction among early Kabbalists who conceived his philosophical interpretations of these secrets to be illegitimate innovations. Instead, they offered their diverging interpretations.65 Though a marginal impact of some of the Great Eagle’s philosophical phrases and themes can be discerned in some Kabbalistic views in books written before 1270, the main lines of Kabbalistic thought moved in directions that were conceptually different from that of Maimonides’s thought and they developed literary genres that did not depend on those used by Maimonides. In a way, they are rather antithetical to Maimonides.66
 
            Maimonides’s name or writings were only rarely explicitly referenced by early Kabbalists writing before 1270. One exception can be found in an epistle of Rabbi Ezra of Gerona, who quoted a line from the Guide67 that contains nothing especially Maimonidean. More substantially, Nahmanides approvingly quoted a lengthy, mystically oriented passage from Maimonides’s Commentary on the Mishnah; given its content, the passage could have been influential on Nahmanides’s spiritual eschatology.68
 
            The rather scant amount of references to Maimonides, who was the main centre of debates and discussions among European Jewry in the first half of the thirteenth century, is a surprising fact that should be put into relief because it displays the low importance his thought had in the conceptual economy of the theosophical Kabbalists. In one of these few instances, a longer quotation was given so that the Kabbalist could oppose his views.69 From this point of view, Maimonides served as a negative trigger whose mentalist and naturalistic approaches to religion70 challenged some segments of the Jewish elite in Western Europe to offer alternatives to his theories. Indeed, his interpretation of Jewish esoteric matters was one of the main reasons for the emergence of theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah as an articulation of earlier themes in a wider framework.71 Seen in its entirety, the thirteenth-century theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah includes some faint echoes of Maimonides’s thought, in a negative parallel to the intensity and depth of appropriation that is evident in Abulafia’s Kabbalah.
 
            Let me provide an example of such a challenge. In the introduction to his widespread Commentary on Sefer Yeṣirah, Rabbi Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi, an important Kabbalist active sometime at the end of the thirteenth century,72 wrote in a rather fascinating manner about the eschatology of the philosophers who located the main act of redemption in the intellect and not in the soul: “You should know that to those who are going to interpret the Torah according to the way of nature and say that the intellect cleaved to God, this is no more than a joke and a theft, an attempt to steal the minds of the sons of religion.”73 The nexus between the “way of nature” and the “cleaving to God” is of the utmost importance for understanding Abulafia’s general approach, as will be discussed below.74
 
            The intellectual cleaving is conceptualised as a natural phenomenon and understood in a negative light. Moreover, we learn here about attempts to propagate this view. Elsewhere, in a parallel statement found in another of Ashkenazi’s books, he adds that those commentators connected their naturalistic interpretation to a view of the world as pre-eternal (ʿal ha-qadmut).75 Here, the intellectual and natural understandings of the sacred scriptures, envisioned by Ashkenazi as deleterious, were imagined to go hand in hand, since the intellect was conceived as part of nature when understood in an Aristotelian vein. A person is capable of educating her- or himself in order to attain the intellectual overflow, as it is available since it is constantly pulsating in reality. Ashkenazi presents the philosophical ideal of the intellect’s union with God, which is found, though only implicitly among those commentators, to be a mere strategy to attract religious persons to the study of philosophy. This strategy of disguise was recognised by both Abraham Abulafia himself and by Rabbi Solomon ibn Adret in his description of the special nature of Abulafia’s books.76
 
            Ashkenazi’s accusation is corroborated by the writing of one of his contemporaries. Rabbi Judah Romano, an Italian thinker active in Rome at the beginning of the fourteenth century, writes in his Commentary of the Account of Creation: “Some of the sages of Israel in the last generation—whose names it would be better not to mention—were inclined to an interpretation of pre-eternity in their commentaries on the order of creation and to the syllogisms of the philosophers.”77 As we shall also see in the case of Abulafia, Romano’s main concern was not with philosophy per se, but rather an attempt to reinterpret traditional Jewish religion in a new way, though his approach differs quite substantially from that of the earlier Rabbi Samuel ibn Tibbon. We have recently learned from Yitzhak Tzvi Langermann’s discussion of the earlier Jewish exegetical material that there were indeed earlier commentators on Genesis who assumed the pre-eternity of the universe.78
 
            Joseph Ashkenazi was certainly quite critical of philosophers, although he was also influenced by them: his writings display a good acquaintance with medieval philosophy.79 Though he resorts to the term “nature” many times, he nevertheless claimed that nature does not have a grasp on the people who are close to God.80 Ashkenazi offered a comprehensive Kabbalistic picture of the universe based on non-Maimonidean ways of thought, some probably stemming from the Ismāʿīliyyah,81 which were at least in part formulated as a response to the philosophical challenge, grounded in a naturalistic approach.82 He eventually used Maimonidean themes within an anti-Maimonidean approach, as duly pointed out by Georges Vajda.83 A commentator on some Psalms84 and several late antique Jewish texts,85 Joseph Ashkenazi was more concerned with the fallacies of philosophical hermeneutics than any other thirteenth-century Kabbalist, at least insofar as we can learn from written testimonies.
 
            I have offered and will continue to refer to these examples from his writings because Ashkenazi was critical of some philosophical issues that were treated positively by Abulafia. This parallelism shows an antithetical relationship between two forms of Kabbalah that were acquainted with the same philosophical sources. Their exponents nevertheless took divergent paths; perhaps there is also some kind of silent polemic present in these forms. Though he was indubitably a theosophical Kabbalist, the profound structure of Ashkenazi’s Kabbalah differs quite substantially from that of the other theosophical-theurgical Kabbalists,86 just as his thought differs from Abulafia’s ecstatic Kabbalah, though there are some details that may point to a form of acquaintance with Abulafia’s practice.87
 
            However, other Kabbalists who espoused views very different from those of Maimonides were much less outspoken than Rabbi Joseph Ashkenazi. This implicit reaction is part of what I have called a silent controversy concerning the Great Eagle’s thought, especially his interpretations of Rabbinic esotericism.88 Thus, we may see a considerable variety of attitudes towards the Great Eagle in Abulafia’s generation, some of which are part of a dialogue with Maimonides and others of which are representative of frictions between their views and his.
 
            Maimonides’s universalist approach (and that of his philosophical sources) and his strong propensity to naturalise religion polarised Jewish thought. On the one hand, it induced more radical interpretations of Judaism in terms that Maimonides was careful not to explicate or elaborate; these more radical interpreters include several thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Jewish philosophers, whom we shall designate in the following as the Maimonideans. On the other hand, it triggered the elaborations of theosophical systems based on what may be called positive attributes as a response to his claims.89 The difference between these two moves is not just a matter of specific understandings of the same topic, but also of the main themes that the two speculative moves adopted and elaborated. So, for instance, some of the Maimonidean thinkers were concerned with the Great Eagle’s theory of prophecy in more general terms than Maimonides’s discussions provide. This is the case, for example, for Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen, Rabbi Levi ben Abraham, Isaac Albalag, Judah Moses ben Daniel Romano, Isaac Polqar, and Gersonides. This topic is also quintessential for Abulafia’s own concerns.90
 
            This interest in prophecy was to a great extent triggered by the falāsifah’s discussions, especially those of Al-Fārābī, who supplied Maimonides with the basic terms for his philosophical definition of the nature of biblical prophecy.91 The emphasis on the importance of this topic differs from Rabbinic religiosity as well as from early theosophical Kabbalists, whose references to prophecy are quite scant and conceived as being related to the ascent and cleaving to hypostatic divine powers. The only theosophical Kabbalist who expatiated on prophecy in a manner different from Maimonides was the abovementioned Rabbi Joseph Ashkenazi, who was of Ashkenazi extraction.92
 
            The Maimonidean line of thought was continued later on, and one of its last major metamorphoses in this chain of thinkers can be found in Baruch Spinoza, who was also the greatest philosophical critic of the Great Eagle’s theory of religion.93 What seems to unify these Maimonidean authors in contrast to Maimonides himself is the acceptance of his general naturalist understanding of religion while often ignoring the esoteric strategy employed in the Guide. By commenting on the Guide, most of them implicitly or explicitly removed the esoteric veil found in the interpreted text. Though this is also the case with Abulafia, he nevertheless remained closer to the esotericism in the Guide by retaining some important aspects of Maimonides’s technique of hiding, without, however, any critique addressed to the Great Eagle, as is most obviously found in Spinoza.
 
            However, this naturalisation of religion also generated the articulation of opposing views, especially among the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalists who were more particularist than in earlier Jewish thought, Rabbi Judah ha-Levi aside. In other words, we witness a gradual polarisation of conceptual camps within the thirteenth-century European Jewish elites which would become parts of belligerent factions in the controversies over Maimonides’s writings.
 
            To be sure, Maimonides and the Maimonideans were not the sole factor that contributed to this polarisation in Jewish thought that created the more pronounced mythical literatures, since the Hebrew translations of the writings of Averroes, as well as the growing Latin scholastic literature in Italy and Western Europe, could also have contributed to a reaction against philosophy and the philosophical understanding of religion. In any case, an example of such early polarisation seems to be the case of Jacob ben Sheshet’s reaction to Rabbi Samuel ibn Tibbon’s treatise Yiqawwu ha-Mayyim. However, the Great Eagle and his many followers among the Provençal and Spanish thinkers, whose names we will mention very shortly, were indubitably the most decisive factor in this complex process of restructuring undertaken by some European Jewish elites.
 
            By portraying a more organised and stable universe—the Greek cosmos, which has a physis, a stable nature—medieval Muslim, Christian, and Jewish philosophers were inclined to reduce the role that traditional religious activity could play, or, in the case of the Jews, the theurgical aspects of the commandments as formulated in some Rabbinic dicta, the literature of the Ashkenazi Hasidism, and the main schools of Kabbalah. Let me emphasise here that the game of hinting at secrets opens the gate to a variety of interpretations for better or worse, a well-known phenomenon in studies of Maimonides.94 It also allows for a gradual radicalisation of what the Maimonideans guessed were the master’s hidden thoughts, be they genuine or spurious.

           
          
            3 The Early Maimonideans
 
            In this chapter, I am concerned with situating some major aspects of the thought of the Kabbalist Rabbi Abraham Abulafia within the Maimonidean tradition. Abulafia’s thought is one of the many varieties of Jewish thought that depends on the Great Eagle’s books; it is related to subsequent developments in what can be called the broader phenomenon of Maimonideanism, especially the Averroistic interpretations of Maimonides’s thought. In this book, I will explore four major issues: 1) the Maimonidean tradition; 2) Abulafia’s testimonies as to his study of The Guide of the Perplexed and other philosophical books, as well as his teaching of the Guide in a variety of places in Europe; 3) some esoteric issues related to his thought and activity; and 4) the presentation and analysis of Abulafia’s parable of the pearl as an allegory for the true religion. I will also discuss his interpretations by elucidating some key issues in his writings that pertain to those interpretations. The five appendices will deal with issues that are less concerned with esotericism.
 
            My analysis of the above material should be seen within the wider framework of the transmission of knowledge (translatio scientiae) from the Middle East to Europe at the end of the first millennium of the common era and the complex developments that occurred afterwards. This broad phenomenon was delineated by Moses Gaster, though with quite vague lines, at the end of the nineteenth century; his views constitute an insight, unduly forgotten in scholarship, for understanding some aspects of the emergence and evolution of European culture in general and Jewish culture specifically.95 We may see this insight in terms of the stream of traditions that resort to scholarly descriptions of the transmission of ancient Mesopotamian religions.
 
            Medieval Jewish philosophy, which began outside Europe, mainly in Iraq and some parts of Northern Africa, was quickly transferred to the southern countries of Europe; there, it began its rapid development as part of the larger phenomenon of the transmission of Greek and Hellenistic philosophies, mostly through the mediation of Christian and Muslim translators and seminal Muslim thinkers. The Neo-Aristotelian trend is just one of several developments, though indubitably the main one, that changed the intellectual landscape of medieval Europe, especially from the thirteenth century. In addition, in the case of Jewish culture, a broad variety of other genres of literature was transmitted: Rabbinic, magic, and Hekhalot literature, along with liturgical poetry, made their ways, by paths and channels that are scarcely known, to the southern shores of Europe and laid the foundation of the variety of Jewish cultures there.
 
            However, none of these literatures was as dramatically novel and challenging to the traditional forms of Judaism as the Maimonidean speculative presentation of Judaism. This mentalistic trend met, in Abulafia’s case, an entirely different esoteric stream, represented at its peak by the various forms of the Ashkenazi traditions, but stemming from different centres in Italy, and plausibly part of an earlier Jewish tradition from the Middle East, which emphasised the linguistic elements of Jewish traditions, the canonicity of the Bible and liturgical texts, the centrality of divine names, and radical forms of exegesis that include, among other things, gematria and permutations of letters.96
 
            Interestingly enough, while Maimonides’s activity coincides with the Andalusian floruit of Muslim Neo-Aristotelianism, Maimonideanism developed in a period when Muslim Neo-Aristotelian philosophy had vanished as a significant living phenomenon in Islam. From the temporal point of view, it parallels the appropriation of Neo-Aristotelianism in some circles in Christian Europe. We may remark that like any transfer of a significant corpus of writings possessing a certain degree of coherence from one culture to another, this one provokes a change in the culture that acquires that corpus. This was also the case in Islam, Judaism, and, later, Christianity. However, it should be pointed out that in Jewish circles, due to the absence of a central authority, the impact of Neo-Aristotelianism was more widespread and longstanding, despite the sharp critique it initially encountered.
 
            Let me distinguish, tentatively, between four major stages of Maimonideanism that are relevant for our discussion below. The first stage, that of Maimonides himself, is constituted by the application of Neo-Aristotelian categories to many topics in biblical and Rabbinic Judaism. Other figures who are a part of this stage include Joseph ibn ‘Aqnin, Joseph al-Fawwāl, and Joseph ben Judah of Ceuta, all of whom were active in the Middle East and predominantly used Arabic as their philosophical language. The second phase consists of Maimonides’s translators into Hebrew, such as Samuel ibn Tibbon and Judah al-Ḥarizi, as well as his defenders, such as David Qimḥi, during the first controversy over his books. These figures all wrote in Hebrew and were inhabitants of Western Europe. The third phase consists of additional translations of Arabic sources, some of which are important for understanding the Guide, either as its very sources or as simply helpful for explicating Maimonides’s worldview. This stage is comprised of Jewish authors who were active after 1230, such as Jacob Anatoli, Moses ibn Tibbon, Rabbi Zeraḥyah ben Isaac ben Sheʾaltiel Ḥen (Gracian), and Qalonymus ben Qalonymus. They were inhabitants of the centres of Jewish culture, especially Provence, Catalonia, and southern Italy. The fourth phase, to which Abulafia may be described as belonging and which overlaps with the later part of the third phase, consists of the active dissemination of the Guide’s views, either orally or in writing by means of commentaries on it and philosophical commentaries on Jewish scripture.
 
            Although the thinkers in the first two stages had no positive association with Jewish mysticism, in the third and fourth stages, the situation changed, as some of the representatives of these moments in the developments of Maimonideanism sporadically refer to Kabbalistic writings or to earlier materials that informed Kabbalah, as is the case with Levi ben Abraham, Isaac Albalag, or Moses Narboni. Others, such as Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen, sharply criticised these writings.
 
            In the less than a hundred years since its completion in its original Arabic in distant Egypt, the reverberations of the Guide had transformed much of the intellectual landscape of Jewish Europe, as well as the Eastern provinces of Egypt, the Land of Israel, and other Jewish communities in Asia; all this despite the fierce critiques it encountered from a variety of major figures in Rabbinic Judaism. This transfer of Greek thought in disguise as Jewish esotericism generated a transformation of Judaism in several circles, and we shall be dealing in this study with some of its major developments.
 
            Modern scholarship in the field advanced, roughly speaking, in accordance with this chronological scheme, which means that Maimonides’s own writings and thought received and continue to receive maximum attention. It was only later, in the nineteenth century, that the books of Samuel ibn Tibbon and Jacob Anatoli were printed, while the two other later phases have received even less attention in both research into and publication of the writings as practised by scholars in the field in the last century and a half. However, in the last half-century, Jewish Western Maimonidean trends have been studied rather intensely by a long list of scholars97 whose studies deal with some aspects of the writings of Moses ibn Tibbon, Isaac ben Abraham ibn Laṭif, Jacob ben Makhir (Don Profatius), Moses of Salerno, Nathan ibn Tibbon, Hillel of Verona, Rabbi Zeraḥyah ben Sheʾaltiel Ḥen, Shem Tov ibn Falaquera, Isaac ben Yedaʿyah, Yedaʿyah ha-Penini of Beziers, Levi ben Abraham ben Ḥayyim of Villefranche, Isaac Albalag, Isaac Polqar, Nissim ben Moses of Marseilles, Menahem ha-Meʾiri, Samuel ben Judah of Marseilles, Joseph ibn Kaspi, Qalonymus ben Qalonymus (Maestro Kalo), Immanuel of Rome, Judah ben Moses Romano, Gersonides, and Moses Narboni, to name only the most important early Maimonideans. In addition to their own writings related to Maimonides himself, such as their commentaries on the Guide, and a concentration on biblical exegesis, as some Maimonideans produced, some of them also translated a variety of philosophical books from Arabic, making this group’s production even more impressive from a quantitative point of view.
 
            Though active in Christian hegemonic territories for several centuries, the wide spectrum of Western Maimonideanism echoed much of the results of the intellectual developments that took place in Islamicate provinces during the preceding three centuries of appropriating and elaborating some forms of Greek and Hellenistic philosophies. These appropriations of ancient Greek thought that occurred in medieval Muslim and Jewish cultures and the floruit of the latter Neo-Aristotelianism in Christian provinces are fine examples of the poverty of historicism, which attempts to reduce complex phenomena to events that took place in their immediate environment. Moreover, the differences between Platonism and Aristotelianism, and the eventual syntheses between them, reverberated not only in late antique Hellenism in Alexandria and Rome, but also in Muslim and Jewish philosophies and Kabbalah in the Middle Ages. They also had an impact on Jewish thought during the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, as we shall see below in Appendix B.
 
            The Jewish thinkers mentioned above, different as they are from each other, may nevertheless be considered as part of a broader philosophical movement. It is only in Colette Sirat’s recent history of medieval philosophy that they have been paid greater attention. Thanks to her earlier extensive study of their manuscripts, in this survey, she integrates their thought into a more comprehensive history of Jewish philosophy, including the views of Abraham Abulafia, for the first time.98 In this context, it is important to point out the five voluminous tomes of writing by Maimonideans that were recently printed with introductions, footnotes, and indexes (some of them facilitated by Sirat’s previous research) by Howard Kreisel. Kreisel has thus made important material available for understanding the allegorical trends thriving in the generation following Abulafia’s floruit.99 This goal is also evident in the case of James T. Robinson’s publication of Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes,100 Yair Shiffman’s critical edition of Rabbi Shem Tov ibn Falaquera’s Moreh ha-Moreh,101 and Hannah Kasher’s critical publication of ibn Kaspi’s Šulḥan Kesef with introduction and footnotes,102 as well as the recent printing of some of the Hebrew translations of Arabic texts made by the Maimonideans.103
 
            However, what can be seen from those voluminous writings is a form of epigonism, which means that all these writers were writing under the wings of the Great Eagle,104 though the complexity generated by his greatness in both legalistic and philosophical studies is immesurably greater in comparison to his followers. Nothing resembling the Guide has been produced that amplifies its project; rather, attempts were made to clarify and apply the insights Maimonides presented or hinted at in his chef d’oeuvre. In other words, quantity is indeed obvious in the case of the Maimonideans, but much less so intellectual originality. If the main problem of the Guide was how to hint at secrets without revealing them, Maimonides’s followers revealed what they believed those secrets were without too many hints, which means that esotericism weakened dramatically, given the proliferation of writings on the same topics addressed by the Guide. I would say that very few new secrets were invented in what can be called the Maimonideans’ super-commentaries. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Maimonideans were much more exoteric writers than their model, though Abulafia is somewhat closer to Maimonides due to his emphasis on the need for esotericism, as we shall see below.
 
            The members of this conceptual movement were sometimes aware of each other and quoted their predecessors, especially the members of the ibn Tibbon family. However, what seems to me to be more interesting for our approach towards Abulafia’s allegoresis is the similarity between the members of the Maimonidean camp as a whole. Even when they comment on the same issue independently, they offer similar solutions because of their shared hermeneutical grid profoundly informed by both Neo-Aristotelianism and Abulafia’s allegoresis.
 
            Some of those thinkers began their education or even their activity in Al-Andalus, although they had to leave this region for Southern France, especially Provence. In their first generation, they were part of the Muslim philosophical culture; later on, they were part of what I call the Jewish Andalusian internationale.105 This means that the Andalusian refugees from the Almohad persecutions that had occurred since 1145, who arrived in Provence in the second half of the twelfth century and who mastered both Arabic and the philosophical sources written by the falāsifah, translated and defended Maimonides’s books written in remote Egypt. They even translated some writings by Muslim philosophers, mainly of Andalusian extraction, into Hebrew. Both types of translations constituted the first layer of the conceptual development that can be called Maimonideanism. Later, this development turned into a movement that constituted the Western Jewish Maimonidean tradition. The impact of the Jewish translators’ work on Christian scholasticism and that of Christian scholasticism on some Maimonideans should also be taken into consideration.
 
            The Eastern Maimonidean tradition, which has been studied separately, is mainly represented by Maimonides’s descendants and Yemenite Jews and is less relevant to the points we would like to make here. It should be mentioned that even Muslim thinkers in the East studied the Guide.106 Moreover, several Karaite thinkers were also influenced by Maimonides.107 Though the two forms of Maimonideanism differ so dramatically, the Western more Averroistic and the Eastern more Sufi-oriented, they were in contact with each other, though a significant reciprocal influence between the two is rather difficult to discern.
 
            The differences between the various Maimonideans in the West notwithstanding, they share some interesting common denominators that are incongruent with Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed: one of which is the assumption that it is possible to conjoin with the Agent Intellect. In some cases in the Western branch, this assumption was coupled with the possibility that because of this conjunction, a person is capable of momentarily changing the course of events in nature. These two issues will be discussed below, for example, in chapter 7.108 Another common denominator is the expansion of the range of sources that were included in the writings of the Maimonideans, who were more inclusive than the Great Eagle. This fact contributed to a certain conceptual diversification—and we should see Abulafia in this view—as one major and independent variant among others.
 
            Insofar as I am concerned with this phenomenon here, the Jewish Western Maimonideans were mainly active during the century and a half after Maimonides’s death. Their activity is contemporaneous with the emergence of Kabbalah and its most decisive phases of expansion. In addition, there is also some geographical overlap between the two expanding literatures: they flourished in Provence, Spain, and Italy. Though far from constituting a unified tradition, the Maimonidean thinkers shared a strong interest in Maimonides’s books on the one hand and in the philosophical sources in the Muslim world that constituted his conceptual background (Al‏-‎Fārābī, Avicenna, and the Andalusian falāsifah: ibn Bāǧǧah, ibn Ṭufayl, and Averroes) on the other. Those sources were eventually combined with additional types of sources, especially Neo-Platonic ones, the writings of Abraham ibn Ezra, and, though more rarely, even with Kabbalistic themes, sometimes part of the encyclopaedic tendency of these generations, as Rabbi Judah ibn Matkah’s Midrash Ḥokhmah, Rabbi Shem Tov Falaquera’s Deʿot ha-Filosofim,109 and Rabbi Levi ben Abraham’s Liwyat Ḥen and Battei ha-Nefeš we-ha-Leḥašim110 show. The latter two authors were Abulafia’s contemporaries, and he had read the former’s book, as we shall discuss in chapter 6.
 
            Abulafia’s specific generation is a special one, especially when we look at it from the point of view of European culture. The Maimonideans indeed accelerated their literary activity in his lifetime, but they did not produce a major new form of philosophical thought. However, at the same time, Thomas Aquinas wrote his Summa, the Kabbalists produced the vast Zoharic literature, and, somewhat later, Dante Alighieri produced his Divina Commedia,111 undoubtedly all major cultural achievements. Western Maimonideanism, however, turned into a less creative, somewhat scholastic type of writing. It is against this relatively inertial or epigonic background that Abulafia’s intellectual creativity will be better understood.
 
            From the point of view of creativity rather than its content, Abulafia’s vast literary legacy is temporally paralleled by the outburst of production by the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalists flowering in Castile, especially the vast Zoharic literature, though both the experiential and the conceptual structures are substantially different and in many cases opposite in their visions of religion, as we shall see in more detail later in this chapter and in chapter 27. What they have in common, however, is the substantial influence of Ashkenazi thought that became more prominent in Spain in the second part of the thirteenth century, though they integrated its thought and practices in different ways. While Abulafia was mainly interested in the Ashkenazi mystical techniques and exegetical linguistic methods, the Castilian Kabbalists were more interested in Ashkenazi customs and magical devices, the so-called “name for delivering sermons” or “name for speedy writing” that may be a reference to speed-copying.
 
            It should be pointed out that there was a sharp division of labour evident in the writings of two main figures of scholarship in Jewish thought: Julius Guttmann, a leading scholar of Jewish philosophy, and Gershom G. Scholem, the eminent scholar of Jewish mysticism. In the former’s many studies dedicated to the Maimonideans, there are very few references to the numerous pieces of information and modes of interpreting the Guide found in the writings of Rabbi Abraham Abulafia.112 This neglect is questionable because for some formative years in his life, he was, as we shall see below, part and parcel of this tradition and continued to adhere to it even after he became a Kabbalist.
 
            This rich philosophical tradition written in Hebrew in Abulafia’s generation, conceived as a potential reservoir for comparison with his writings, has also not been addressed in a detailed manner in most of the studies of Abulafia written by scholars of Kabbalah, which follow Scholem’s too-stark distinction between Kabbalah and Jewish philosophy. I have attempted to do so in the case of Abulafia’s original approach in Kabbalah towards two of his most important issues: mystical union and the understanding of his intellectual messianism.
 
            The weight of the phenomenological similarities between Abulafia’s and Maimonides’s thought, as well as the similarities between the Maimonideans and their Muslim philosophical sources, is considerable and should be taken much more into account, especially given that it touches two of the most sensitive aspects of Abulafia’s Kabbalistic thought: the nature of prophecy and the noetic character of mystical union.113 This similarity is also quite obvious in the central role played by the Agent Intellect as understood by Maimonides and the falāsifah: it functions as the ruler of this world, both in the writings of the Maimonideans and in those of Abulafia, deeply transforming their understanding of religion not just into an intellectual enterprise, but also into an orientation towards an entity that is not identical with the highest power within the universe.114 If the role of this intellectual apparatus that concerns both the cosmic and the human levels is paramount, the question should be how other views and approaches that do not fit the Neo-Aristotelian approach may be understood in such a framework.
 
            In attributing such a paramount role to this seminal concept in both types of Maimonideanism (the philosophical and the ecstatic Kabbalistic), some aspects of earlier forms of Judaism underwent a sharp intellectualistic restructuring, and this is also alien to the gist of the other Kabbalistic schools in the thirteenth century, the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah, and the contemporary Ashkenazi literature. In the rare cases when Kabbalists in this period mentioned it, this concept played only a marginal role, although it was connected in this case to a much higher level than in the Arabic Jewish philosophical tradition.115 It should be noted that the ecstatic Kabbalist often related the philosophical term “ruler of the sublunary world” to the functions of the angel Metatron, who played a central role in earlier Jewish esoteric literature because of his traditional role as a scribe writing the merits of Israel; that is, he was someone who was involved in a type of linguistic activity.
 
            In fact, Abulafia’s writings aside, it is surprising to see how great the polarisation was between the theosophical Kabbalists on the one hand and the Maimonidean authors on the other, even in the cases of the few Kabbalists who were acquainted with philosophy earlier in their careers as Rabbi Moses de Leon116 and Rabbi Joseph Gikatilla were.117 A perusal of Kabbalistic writings in the last third of the thirteenth century and the beginning of the fourteenth century will easily show how Kabbalistic theosophical nomenclature is essentially independent of the philosophical languages practised (mainly by the Maimonideans) in their immediate vicinities (which is also true vice versa). Even when phrases or themes had been adopted from philosophical texts, they were absorbed and adapted within broader theosophical structures whose basic approach differs from the philosophical ones, to a great extent changing the original meaning of what the Kabbalists were borrowing; examples of this adoption and strong adaptation are legion.
 
            Indeed, let me point out an important issue: the Maimonideans adopted Maimonides’s profound conceptual structure, not just his philosophical terminology. This adoption is evident even in cases where they adapted forms of thought from other speculative sources. On the other hand, they were much less concerned with Maimonides’s legalistic writings and their implications for understanding Maimonides the theologian or philosopher. To a great extent, this is also the case with Abraham Abulafia, who also resorted to linguistic mysticism and to some form of astral magic, despite the substantial modifications he introduced into the Maimonidean mode of thought as described above. In my opinion, he grafted linguistic methods and speculations onto a philosophical religion as he understood it, mainly in the Maimonidean version, thereby creating an ecstatic religion that consisted in the search for experiences he called prophecy, while others envisioned these experiences as a union with the intellectual world.
 
            Both types of experiences are repeatedly mentioned in Abulafia’s writings, and this is the reason why I understand his ideals as more comprehensive than the pursuit of experiences of revelations that can be described as prophecy alone. Hence my resort to the term “ecstatic Kabbalah” covers unitive and/or prophetic valences, as well as precise techniques. Let me emphasise something that in my opinion is self-evident: Abulafia cultivated ecstatic experiences of more than one type. At the same time, he created an extensive literature devoted to describing his original techniques for reaching ecstatic experiences as he imagined them. In principle, an ecstatic mystic does not have to create a literature that is ecstatic in its main target: he may not create any literature at all.
 
            However, in the case of the main schools of Kabbalah in Provence, Catalonia, and Castile, Kabbalists had their own systems; namely, theosophies, which, different as they are from each other, are nevertheless sharply different from and incompatible with Maimonides’s metaphysics. This does not mean that Kabbalists were not acquainted with Maimonides’s books, or, at least, with his ideas. As I understand it, what they decided to adapt from his writings was a few disparate themes that did not affect their major concerns which were founded in the theosophical-theurgical model. In short, unlike Abulafia’s profound conceptual structure, which is fundamentally Neo-Aristotelian, nothing as significant as a profound structure shaped by Neo-Aristotelianism can be discerned in earlier and contemporary theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah. Without being aware of the structural and conceptual differences between the different literatures, the different literary genres, and the specific nomenclatures that were dominant in their writings, scholars may only deal with marginal themes and exaggerate the significance of their findings, reflecting a dimension that is actually much less significant than they are inclined to believe.
 
            Nevertheless, the development of Jewish thought in the thirteenth century should be seen in a more integrated manner than it has been previously. It should be seen as a domain constituted of diverging trends that are simultaneously competing, criticising, and enriching each other. If the Jewish philosophers, following earlier sources, introduced the importance of constant order, the idea of the organised cosmos, to be found in both God and reality, the main line of Kabbalah elaborated on the importance of the divine dynamic nature, which is dependent on human activity, a phenomenon that I propose to call theurgy.118 This phenomenon that sees the dynamic order as dependent on human actions was central for the development of Kabbalah from its historical inception in the last third of the twelfth century. Understanding Abulafia should therefore take the path of a person at the crossroads of a variety of intellectual trends choosing paths that he deems to be cogent to his thought. The nature of his choice can be discerned by examining some of this Kabbalist’s texts which have not received due attention in scholarship.
 
            Let me point out one of the major frameworks of the present book. In recent years, the focus of scholarship concerning Abulafia’s sources has moved in two new directions. The most visible tendency has been the emphasis on his interactions with Christianity and its impact on his thought. This tendency can be found in the studies by Hames, Wolfson, Sagerman, and, more recently and to a lesser degree Pedaya, all of whom claim the existence of new facets of this impact,119 going far beyond what I already proposed on this topic in my earlier work.120 The second new direction has been the suggestion regarding the greater influence of Sufism on the ecstatic Kabbalist, as Hames and Pedaya claimed to have discerned.121 In this study, only some aspects of the first of the two recent trends will be discussed.
 
            It should be stressed from the very beginning that the existence of such influences, even if they were proven, does not affect the possibility of Abulafia having a centre of gravity that is conceptually different from those specific sources. The existence of divergent types of sources does not, in my opinion, constitute a problem, and these suggestions, even if they were proven—of which I am far from being convinced—do not have to be understood as exclusive in regard to the much more decisive impact of Maimonidean thought on Abulafia, coupled as it also is with other Andalusian philosophical sources.
 
            However, the problem with those other proposals is that they have been articulated without the support of explicit references that could be found in Abulafia’s writings on specific books or authors, without the discovery of the existence of specific terminology shared in a historical background, before a serious inspection of the alternative sources that Abulafia himself mentions in his books, and, finally, without making any attempt to explore the range and depth of the impact of those sources which Abulafia actually repeatedly says nourished his thought. This is the reason why even a tentative acquaintance with merely the titles of those sources—and even more with their contents—is absolutely necessary before making more solid claims as to possible contributions of additional sources to Abulafia’s thought that were not explicitly mentioned by the ecstatic Kabbalist.
 
            Nevertheless, let me emphasise that it is important that attempts have been made to point towards alternative understandings of Abulafia’s thought and thus to open the possibility of addressing his views in a broader perspective. However, laudable as such efforts are in principle (indeed, references to non-Jewish sources may open the possibility of a better understanding of the influences on Jewish thought that existed at that time), they should be judged not by their originality, but by their explanatory power.122 Without being aware of what Abulafia’s selective affinities and more comprehensive worldview were, it is difficult to see what is merely a marginal borrowing in his thought and what material constitutes the profound structures that informed it. That his thought is essentially noetic points to Abulafia’s being part of the history of Maimonideanism. Moreover, his political esotericism dramatically differentiates him from the vast majority of Kabbalists.

           
        
 
      
       
        
          II Abraham Abulafia’s Studies and Teaching
 
        
 
         
          
            4 Abulafia’s Studies of Philosophy and Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed
 
            In contrast to the manner of its development, which had been documented for almost a century, a momentous change in the history of Kabbalah took place in Barcelona sometime in 1270, when Abraham ben Shmuel Abulafia, a student of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed, became a Kabbalist through the study of Sefer Yeṣirah and its commentaries. Though some other Kabbalists in his generation underwent similar intellectual metamorphoses, that is, shifting from philosophy to Kabbalah,1 Abulafia’s adherence to or invention of a certain specific type of Kabbalah differs from that of any other in that he became a Kabbalist without changing his allegiance to his earlier studies. After this shift, he also continued to teach and promote the study of philosophy by writing commentaries on the secrets of the Guide. Though he certainly subordinated philosophy to his own Kabbalah, the latter was nevertheless conceived as problematic without the prior impact of the former.
 
            Moreover, philosophy was regarded as necessary for supplying the conceptual keys to a self-understanding of the highest forms of religious experiences, as well as for achieving a more accurate theological picture.2 In fact, for the ecstatic Kabbalist, without philosophy, Kabbalah has no superior significance, since its contents should be tested by resorting to philosophical criteria. Abulafia’s understanding of Kabbalah was that it was “intellectual.” To be sure: philosophy may be regarded, at least in theory, as a relatively early phase in his career that he deserted or transcended through the study of Kabbalah. However, this is far from being the correct understanding of his evolution, because many philosophical concepts remain crucial for discerning between truth and falsehood along the mystical way, be it in Abulafia’s hermeneutics or in his mystical experiences; his main goals, prophecy and mystical union, were defined in definitively philosophical terms.3
 
            It is plausible that Abulafia also wrote books of philosophy that are no longer extant or identified as his. In his Commentary on Sefer ha-ʿEdut, written in 1282, he writes that until 1279, “he did not compose a single book that was designated as prophetic” despite the fact that he wrote many other books of ḥokhmot and a small number of them were books on the secrets of the Torah.”4 I do not see a better English word for ḥokhmot than “sciences,” a topic that in the Middle Ages belonged to philosophy in a broad sense. The number of Kabbalistic books written by Abulafia before 1279 is small, but it should be mentioned that a decade later, he argued that he also composed books of grammar that were “sufficient for grammarians to study.”5
 
            However, a scholar’s perception of Abulafia’s philosophical background depends on the manner in which they understand Maimonides’s thought. Indeed, Maimonides’s esoteric theology is a matter of hot debate among modern scholars, just as it was among his medieval followers and opponents. Given the fact that Abulafia also adopted an esoteric approach of his own, the precise extent of his esoteric views, which I see as strongly depending on Maimonides and his perception of Maimonides’s secrets, is not so easy to fathom. Given the proliferation of secrets in his own writings, in two of his major speculative sources, that is, his philosophical sources, Maimonides and ibn Ezra, and in quite a different manner in the Ashkenazi literature, it is a challenge to explore the details of this Kabbalist’s esotericism; this is the reason why so little has been done in this area.6 Moreover, there can be no doubt that Abulafia had other secrets that differed from those of Maimonides, especially those related to divine names and eschatology.
 
            It is in these complex contexts that the following pages are written: my purpose is not only to point out Maimonides’s overwhelming impact on Abulafia—a fact recognised in principle by scholars in many cases,7 though more rhetorically than substantially—but to focus my discussions on the esoteric aspects involved in Abulafia’s appropriation of Maimonides’s esotericism and his affinities—phenomenological and perhaps also historical—with the radical positions of some of the Maimonideans. Though I have already attempted to do so in some of my other works,8 this arduous task has been neglected in the more recent studies dealing with Abulafia’s thought, which are inclined to read his Kabbalah in what I see as the opposite direction; namely, as closer to theosophical Kabbalah, as we shall see further below. Whether such a reading can ignore Abulafia’s explicit and profound adherence to Maimonides’s thought is a rather central question needing a separate and detailed study, which has not yet been produced.
 
            My main concern here is to illustrate Abulafia’s adherence to some major Maimonidean speculative approaches and to some concepts found in similar philosophical sources. However, as well as providing a continuation of the Great Eagle’s thought, as many Maimonideans did, Abulafia also radicalises some ideas, whether or not they actually constitute part of Maimonides’s esoteric views. Abulafia also combined them with conceptual elements that are entirely alien to Maimonides’s thought. As we shall see, the fact that he resorted to more traditional forms of speculation related to the Hebrew language and to divine names and their permutations and numerical calculations does not mitigate his radical philosophical understandings of religion, but rather, in some cases, strengthened them through the creation of the sorts of proofs that no philosopher would produce. However, in order to address the sources and nature of his esotericism, let me begin with some important biographical information that describes the background for the young Abulafia’s immersion in the study of Maimonides and other philosophical writings. I will then situate him as a part of the Maimonidean tradition as described above.
 
            Unlike any other thirteenth-century Kabbalist, such as Moses de Leon or Joseph Gikatilla, whose conceptual beginnings and reasons for their development are either unknown or at best very vague, in Abulafia’s case, there is incomparably more biographical material, which allows for the construction of a clear and elaborate picture of his life and the evolution of his studies. His quite prolific literary production, mostly undertaken under adverse conditions during a life of peregrinations, contains a great deal of information that I consider to be reliable. It allows for a much better reconstruction of his biography and thought; it also provides the opportunity to identify the wide spectrum of sources that he studied and was inspired by.
 
            In order to do so, one should undertake a careful perusal of all the extant documents containing his views and not rely on the analysis of only one instance in his opus among many others, as has sometimes been done in dominant forms of scholarship on this Kabbalist. We will have the opportunity to deal with examples of misunderstandings of his view due to reliance on a single discussion among many others that are available later on in this study.9 Moreover, let me insist on the importance of scholars’ awareness of different registers for understanding Abulafia’s esoteric thought as paramount for a full picture of his views; the present study is an effort to put this assessment on the table.
 
            As with many other prolific Kabbalists, Abulafia’s thought ought to be approached from the perspective that it contains a certain amount of conceptual fluidity. In his case, one of the reasons for this fluidity is the variety of conceptually different sources that he admitted to having studied, as we shall see below. In addition to this evident fact, we should take into consideration the fact that he addressed different audiences10 and the variety of literary genres he used in his writings: poems, epistles, commentaries, and handbooks of mystical techniques. This variety is unparalleled by any other person writing in the field of Kabbalah, either the earlier Kabbalists or his contemporaries.11 To be sure, Nahmanides and some of his followers also wrote in literary genres other than Kabbalah, but their proper Kabbalistic activity was limited to hinting at the secrets of the Torah to the few Kabbalists who studied with them.
 
            The assumption of conceptual fluidity does not easily work with the theory of political esotericism, since what may be described as a diachronic change or a synchronic type of fluidity may be understood, following Strauss’s opinion, as hiding the true esoteric view. However, despite this genuine methodological conflict, I propose not to abide by one single type of explanation. That there are secrets in Abulafia’s writings is an undeniable fact that is explicitly repeated in numerous cases. It is not a preconceived theoretical assumption that is externally imposed. At the same time, his shift from the study of philosophy to a specific kind of Kabbalah, which may be referred to as a diachronic type of fluidity, is well-documented from his writings, as we shall see below.12 Nevertheless, even in the later Kabbalistic period, we may discern a variety of meanings attributed to the same term, such as ʿaravot, which we will discuss later in chapter 8.13 Therefore, potentially confusing and conflicting as these different moves may be, they should nevertheless be seriously taken into consideration so that we may determine what Abulafia’s views were, the direction in which his thought moved, and whether he is actually hiding something when he claims that there is a secret concerning a specific topic that he treats.
 
            Indubitably, there is a difference between this Kabbalist’s earlier books and his later ones.14 The existence of more than one commentary on the same topic—namely, on each of the thirty-six secrets of the Guide—allows a comparison between the versions of Abulafia’s thought. From my perusal of the versions of his commentaries on the secrets, the differences between them are quite conspicuous, although their general structure (literary genre) and profound conceptual structure are quite similar. However, Abulafia’s fluidity does not mean that we may see his thought as coinciding with the range of fluidity of other Kabbalists, or even as overlapping with it in a significant manner. The range of conceptual fluidity may differ dramatically from one school to another in their breadth and content, which means that the scholarly approach that deals with disparate themes alone blurs the differences between different schools or individuals when their views are seen in their entirety.
 
            In general terms, we may discern the existence of conceptual poles that can be understood as being sometimes contradictory in Abulafia’s writings: a Kabbalist emphasising esotericism who nevertheless wrote approximately fifty books and propagated his doctrine openly and orally “in each town and market,” as he wrote in one of his poems,15 even among Christians and, unsuccessfully, to the pope; or his interest in a logocentric philosophical approach alongside his emphasis on an overt one; or as a Spanish Kabbalist drawing from Ashkenazi esoteric traditions while remaining a faithful follower of Maimonides’s philosophy; or as someone claiming to be a Messiah without preaching the traditional forms of popular messianism, such as the imminent return of the Jewish nation to the Land of Israel, the building of the third Temple, or apocalyptic redemption.
 
            Abulafia’s approach to the commandments differs significantly from one discussion to the next, an issue that requires a new detailed analysis of the topic based on Abulafian material that has not yet been addressed in scholarship.16 In general, Abulafia’s attempt to offer a linguistic reform after Maimonides’s mentalist reform, which he profoundly interiorised, created new complexities that prevented the sustained articulation of too stable a worldview, this being one of the reasons for his conceptual fluidity. Those contradictory positions should, however, not be confused with paradoxical approaches, since they were not openly articulated in the same context.
 
            However, despite the fact that Abulafia was speaking from a variety of different conceptual perspectives, he did have a privileged position that he conceived as esoteric, while others who dealt with the same topic were conceived as exoteric and less important. This discrepancy may also be rhetorical, with different emphases in different books.17 However, even when taking into consideration the spectrum of different opinions found in Abulafia’s writings, it is surprising to see how small the overlap between any of those views is; or, for that matter, between his ecstatic model18 and those that are dominant in theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah, the theology of the divine Glory (Kavod) as found in various forms in Jewish philosophy, or Hasidei Ashkenaz, which is found in some of the books that he had clearly read. Nor is his type of discourse a matter of simple eclecticism, since Abulafia only rarely lumped together quotes from different sources without interpreting them in a way that served his spiritual interests.19 In other words, the material he adopted underwent profound conceptual transformations that reflected his major interests and ignored the ideitic contexts of the adapted material.
 
            Let me turn to what can be envisioned as the first formative period in Abulafia’s development from the conceptual point of view as described in a document which, though printed several times, has scarcely been analysed in detail and remains underestimated in scholarship on Maimonideanism. As he testifies, perhaps both before 1270 and afterwards, he remained involved in studying and teaching Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed. I will translate and analyse his own report of his study and teaching of the Guide, a unique document in the intellectual history of the Jewish Middle Ages.
 
            In the summer of 1260, either on his way to find the legendary river of Sambation in the Land of Israel or on his way back, Abulafia visited Greece, in the Byzantine Empire, where he married his wife. Sometime at the very beginning of the 1260s, he took her to Italy. This we learn from one of his richest and most important autobiographical confessions, which concerns the circumstances of his involvement with The Guide of the Perplexed. I will divide this passage into two parts, [a] and [b],20 and will analyse the content of paragraph [a] in detail here. Its continuation [b] will be dealt with in the following chapter. Abulafia writes:
 
            
              [a] And I headed to the Waters of Ravenna21 in order to study Torah,22 and while I was in the city of Capua—which is five days’ distance from Rome—I found there a noble man, sagacious and wise, a philosopher and an expert physician, Rabbi Hillel, blessed be his memory,23 and I befriended him and I studied a little bit of the science of philosophy with him, and it immediately became very sweet to me24 and I made an effort to learn it25 with all my strength and all my power, day and night. And my mind did not relent until I had studied The Guide of the Perplexed, several times.26

            
 
            The only teacher of matters of philosophy whom we know by name is Rabbi Hillel, a physician and a moderate Maimonidean thinker, and we shall have more to say about him later in this study. The manner in which this Rabbi Hillel is described, as well as the location of the encounter, undeniably points towards an identification of this figure with Rabbi Hillel ben Shmuel of Verona, a fact accepted by all scholars in this field. It seems as if the passage refers to a process that began with the study of some topics in medieval philosophy, while Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed might have been a somewhat later topic, as is also hinted by the passage from Abulafia’s Ševaʿ Netivot ha-Torah.27
 
            Joseph B. Sermoneta pointed out that Hillel was living in Naples, very close to Capua, from at least 1255 until sometime in the late 1270s.28 Therefore, Abulafia met Hillel at the beginning of his career, and his studies with Hillel were, most presumably, quite formative for the future Kabbalist’s thought. Let me point out, however, that Hillel’s name does not occur elsewhere in Abulafia’s writings, even in instances where he deals with his studies of philosophy or the Guide, as we shall see later. This absence may seem surprising, but it should not, in my opinion, cast significant doubt on the accuracy of the testimony: also, his master in matters of ecstatic Kabbalah, Rabbi Baruch Togarmi, whose Commentary on Sefer Yeṣirah he praised highly, was mentioned only once in Abulafia’s entire opus, again in a list of books that he had studied, though his influence is quite obvious in many other places in his writings.29 In any case, it seems that he never met his master again, and I do not see any corroborating data to sustain Hames’s hypothesis that Abulafia remained in contact with Rabbi Hillel after the former left for Spain sometime towards the end of the 1260s.30 Even less plausible is his other hypothesis that Abulafia could have later become Hillel’s teacher in matters of the Guide.31 I am not acquainted with any text that corroborates Hames’s other claim that Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen attributed the resort to gematria to Hillel.32
 
            Before turning to other aspects of this passage, it is necessary to survey some chronological and conceptual quandaries that are related to its opening. The chronological one has to do with the testimony of Rabbi Hillel himself about his three-year stay in Barcelona at the beginning of the 1260s, where he studied with the famous Rabbinic figure Rabbi Jonah Gerondi. This unique testimony is found in the first letter that Rabbi Hillel sent to Rabbi Isaac ben Mordekhai,33 also known as Maestro Gaio, who had been a physician to two different popes in Rome from 1288. The letter deals with Rabbi Hillel’s sharp reaction against the anti-Maimonidean propaganda of Rabbi Solomon Petit, both generally and in Italy (Ferrara) in particular.34 It is in this context that Rabbi Hillel mentions the burning of Maimonides’s books in both Montpellier and Paris, though the latter event is unknown from any other source. Since this event is only reported in this document, scholars such as Yitzhak Baer,35 Joseph B. Sermoneta,36 and, more recently, Reimund Leicht37 have doubted its authenticity.
 
            Other scholars such as Israel M. Ta-Shma38 and Harvey Hames39 have independently accepted at least the veracity of Rabbi Hillel’s report about Rabbi Jonah Gironde’s change of mind regarding Maimonides that is included in Hillel’s letter and nowhere else, and this approach has recently been strengthened in Yossef Schwartz’s study.40 Doubting the presence of Rabbi Hillel in Barcelona, as Sermoneta does, would mean that there is no chronological problem with his encounter with Abulafia in Capua in late 1260 or 1261,41 while accepting Hillel’s studies in Barcelona with Rabbi Jonah Gerondi would mean that the meeting between Hillel and Abulafia in Capua perhaps took place later, around 1263 or 1264.42
 
            In any case, let me point out that Barcelona, described by an early thirteenth-century inhabitant as “the city of princes,” was one of the most important centres of Jewish culture in the thirteenth century.43 It was also the place of origin of Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen and the place where Abulafia would, during his visit in 1270 after his study of philosophy in southern Italy, study Kabbalah. It is in Barcelona that some years later, the Provençal figure Rabbi Qalonymus ben Qalonymus would study Arabic and begin his vast project of philosophical translations, including some of Averroes’s writings (one of which he also translated into Latin), a project he would continue in Rome and Naples.44 This town was famous enough that inventing a stay there, as well as in another important centre of Jewish culture, Montpellier, may have been part of claiming an allegedly advanced form of education.
 
            There is a question that is more sensitive from our point of view here; namely, Sermoneta’s claim about Rabbi Hillel’s poor competence in matters of philosophy and The Guide of the Perplexed, at least in the early part of his sojourn in southern Italy in the period that is pertinent to his meeting with Abulafia.45 If we accept Sermoneta’s view that the early Rabbi Hillel of Verona was much more of a physician than a philosopher, although one who nevertheless later became the champion of a sort of Thomism in Judaism without a good prior acquaintance with the Guide, his role as an important initiator of Abulafia in matters of the Guide is certainly diminished, and subsequently his role as Abulafia’s instructor becomes somewhat problematic. However, this sceptical approach to Hillel’s account of his studies has recently been refuted.46
 
            The manner in which Abulafia describes the encounter with Hillel does not, however, actually create a big problem, even if we accept Sermoneta’s view of his visits abroad having been invented. First, we may read Abulafia’s passage as referring to Rabbi Hillel only having initiated him in matters of philosophy, and even then only in a qualified manner (“a little bit”); we may also assume that he studied the Guide with someone else, though I am not convinced that this is the best way to understand the text, as we shall see below. What is certain is that Abulafia mentions philosophy twice in the context of Rabbi Hillel, and these references should be taken quite seriously given the fact that Abulafia displayed a concrete interest in the field from that time.
 
            Given the fact that Rabbi Hillel’s only early works were Hebrew translations of Latin medical works and that his original books were published much later in his career,47 perhaps even shortly before Abulafia’s death, what we may learn about his early views from his Tagmulei ha-Nefeš is quite limited. On the other hand, Hillel met the young Abulafia when the latter was not yet a Kabbalist and was not interested in Kabbalah, as we learn from one of his observations;48 therefore, Abulafia could not have been influenced by Hillel’s later views and could not have passed them on to people such as Dante, whom he met much later in his life. Dante, however, may have had access to them from another source.49
 
            However, the above passage (paragraph [a]) about the beginning of Abulafia’s studies in the field of philosophy is not unique in Abulafia’s writings: there are other descriptions of the young Abulafia as an ardent student of the Guide. There are two parallel passages to the opening of paragraph [a] that are found in two of Abulafia’s epistles. In one of them, he writes:
 
            
              I studied twelve commentaries on it,50 one better than the others, some of them [written] on the path of philosophy and some others on the path of prophecy. This was after I had studied some of the books of Aristotle about natural sciences51 and metaphysics,52 since I only studied the mathematical sciences a little,53 since I did not find them translated into our language, which alone is the Holy Language and the others are profane, not holy, and “blessed be He who distinguishes between holy and profane.”54 And afterwards, I studied The Guide of the Perplexed a great many times, until I understood how one part of it is linked to another part of it, since I compared its chapters to one another,55 and the demonstrative proof of it is the science of combination.56

            
 
            Here again, we learn about the same sequence of topics that were studied: more general philosophical studies first, then the study of The Guide of the Perplexed and some other books of Jewish philosophy, and only later, as we know from several other sources, linguistic Kabbalah related to Sefer Yeṣirah and its commentaries. The end of the quote should be understood in the correct perspective: he compared the content of the various chapters of the Guide, as Maimonides indeed recommended, but he did not then use the technique of combining letters, remarking on the similarity between the two phenomena only much later.
 
            As we learn from this passage, Abulafia did not know Arabic, since he admits that he had only limited access to books on arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy (known as the quadrivium) that were available in that language.57 Abulafia also studied and later taught the Guide, which was originally written in Arabic, in ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew translation. Let me point out that his studies of philosophy in Hebrew were not a choice made due to the holiness of Hebrew versus the profane nature of other languages, but rather a matter of his not being able to read pertinent material that was found solely in Arabic.
 
            Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that we may easily discern from his books that Abulafia was well-acquainted with astronomy, which is part of the limudiyyot, and even with some forms of astral magic, as we will see below.58 Especially important in this context is the impact of Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra, who had already offered an astral interpretation of Judaism, as we shall see in chapter 7 below. As to his study of the natural sciences, it should be noticed that he mentions Aristotle’s Meteorology,59 which was translated into Hebrew in the early thirteenth century by Rabbi Samuel ibn Tibbon and which was studied by many Maimonideans as part of their naturalist proclivity.60 Abulafia’s acquaintance with two of the most important of Aristotle’s books that contributed to a naturalistic understanding of religion among Maimonides’s followers is, therefore, obvious and fits the gist of his treatment of a variety of topics; for example, the two tablets of the Law, as we shall see in chapter 16. These works were also used by two of his contemporaries, Rabbi Hillel and Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen. According to another testimony, Abulafia was acquainted with De Anima, a book authored by what he calls a “well-known philosopher,” which is most likely a reference to Aristotle.61
 
            In another epistle entitled “We-Zot li-Yehudah,” Abulafia confesses that he studied Rabbinic topics, logic, natural and mathematical sciences, and the “science of divinity” according to the view of the philosophers,62 quite an important observation made late in his career. He writes:
 
            
              I studied the Guide that is called The Guide of the Perplexed, a guide indeed, in wondrous depth, together with its secrets, and together with it the Malmad,63 and the book of Beliefs by Rabbi Saʿadyah,64 and the book of the Duties of the Heart by our Rabbi Baḥya.65 And all these, together with the books of Abraham ibn Ezra,66 [written] in his wisdom, brought me to pursue the secrets of the sefirot,67 and of the names, and of the paths of the seals. And all that has been mentioned brought me to the pretension of wisdom, in my opinion, but not to the boasting of prophecy.68

            
 
            It is possible that the study of the Guide took place together with other books of Jewish philosophy, most plausibly after the study of at least some philosophical books, especially those of Aristotle and the commentaries on them, as we shall see below. These two latter passages are solely concerned with what Abulafia studied and not what he taught, and the second passage is introduced as part of his response to the claim of Rabbi Solomon ibn Adret or some others, as implied in Abulafia’s epistle, that he had not studied sufficiently.69
 
            Elsewhere, Abulafia explicitly mentions Rabbi Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Peruš Millim Zarot:70 a small dictionary of philosophical terms that ibn Tibbon translated from Arabic into Hebrew. It is plausible that Abulafia had also seen a short composition by this author that dealt with the question of divine providence, given that he refers to ibn Tibbon’s discussion of this issue in his “treatise.”71 Abulafia was also acquainted with Ruaḥ Ḥen, a short and widespread philosophical treatise whose author is not known.72 One manuscript of this text includes an appendix dealing with the philosophical theories of names copied in a still-unprinted fragment from Abulafia’s Mafteaḥ ha-Raʿayon, which is extant in a truncated manner in the surviving manuscripts and in the printed edition.73
 
            The study of books dealing with logic played an important role in Abulafia’s earlier years and continued to do so, given the number of books on this topic we can find in his later writings. Moreover, from perusing his writings, we can see the persistence of their content concerning logical terminology, even when the titles of the books about logic were not mentioned. In cases that will be discussed elsewhere, Abulafia conceived his Kabbalah as a higher form of logic that was superior to Aristotelian logic in a manner reminiscent of Ramon Llull; the possible relations between the two thinkers, flourishing at the same time in the same place, deserve a more detailed analysis. Although Abulafia does not elevate logic higher than his Kabbalah, he nevertheless does not negate its relevance in matters of understanding nature, but defines his approach as a higher form of logic, resorting to the term higayon, an approach inspired by the Aristotelian practice that he transferred to the combinations of letters. Those two forms of discourse are reminiscent of the distinction between the philosophical and the Talmudic discourses we saw in the letter of Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen discussed above.
 
            In addition to the list of philosophical books that he studied together with the Guide, which has no parallel among thirteenth-century Kabbalists, Abulafia confesses that he studied Maimonides’s book according to or together with “its secrets” (ʿim setaraw) before he embarked on the path that brought him to prophecy, Kabbalah. This shows, in my opinion, that Abulafia received the list of the thirty-six secrets allegedly found in the Guide from teachers who were philosophers,74 and I see no reason to assume that they were connected to Kabbalah. The study of this list may have something to do with the “great many times” he studied the Guide. Thus, in addition to Maimonides’s own esotericism, there was also another dimension of transmitting certain secrets orally; namely, the subjects on the list. The existence of such a list of secrets is not mentioned by anyone in the Middle Ages except Abulafia.75
 
            Nevertheless, I would propose that a further investigation—which cannot be undertaken within the current framework—that examines the content and structure of the secrets on the list as well as what could have been the form of the list in Abulafia’s hand and what he did with this hypothetical series of secrets is necessary. In other words, the question that should be addressed regards the organisation of the economy of esoteric topics in Abulafia’s list in comparison to what can be elicited from the study of the Guide itself or from scholars’ interpretations of it. In any case, traces of secrets that were orally transmitted seem to be evident in his last commentary on the secrets of the Guide.76
 
            For a better understanding of the historical background of this last passage, let us turn once again to Rabbi Hillel’s first letter to Maestro Gaio, to a passage that is worth translating. Hillel recommends that his addressee turn to him if he has any quandary related to topics found in the Guide, writing:
 
            
              And I shall resolve all opacities, by means of the good hand of God that is on me since—praised be God, I say this not as someone boasting, but as praising my Creator, blessed be He, who granted me this—that nowadays there is no one in [the people of] Israel that knows all the secrets of the Guide and its roots and branches more than me, especially the second and third parts that are the essence of the Guide, and all his intentions are clear to me, and this is because the books that are its roots and its foundations—namely, the books on natural sciences and the science of divinity77—are known to me and [I received] their interpretation from the mouth of an excellent rabbi.78

            
 
            Hillel wrote this letter to a well-known figure in Rome, a city where the Guide had been intensively studied by more than one person; it is too easy to assume that he merely invented his intimate acquaintance with it.79 With this caveat in mind, let me highlight two points in this passage: first, the claim that he knows the “secret”—perhaps a mistake for the “secrets”—of the Guide, and second, that he received an interpretation from the mouth of a Rabbi concerning the natural sciences and the science of divinity. According to the letter, the Rabbi, whose name is not mentioned, taught him the interpretation of the books of philosophy orally, a claim that is interesting, since Rabbi Hillel lived for several years in southern Italy, most probably in both Capua and Naples, the latter being one of the major centres for translations of philosophical books, as we shall see immediately below.
 
            However, the impression that Hillel wants to leave—that he has the clues for understanding any obscurities one may encounter in the Guide, that they are transparent to him, and that he knows the “secret,” most probably of the Guide—is reminiscent of Abulafia’s passage quoted above. Since the two epistles, Abulafia’s Ševaʿ Netivot ha-Torah and that of Rabbi Hillel, were written independently of each other and composed in different parts of Italy in the late 1280s, I see their affinities as reflecting some form of reality in Capua at the beginning of the 1260s, which means indeed that Abulafia not only studied the books of philosophy with Hillel, whom he describes as both a physician and a philosopher, but also the Guide and, plausibly, some secrets related to it, whatever the origin of these secrets may be. In any case, the theme of orality in Hillel’s letter as pointing to a form of transmission and instruction that is presented as higher than the written books is important for understanding that Kabbalists were not alone in making this claim about their secrets.
 
            Whether Hillel was indeed the greatest expert in matters of the Guide in the world is, however, an entirely different story that cannot be checked because of the scant references to this book in his Tagmulei ha-Nefeš. Nor is he recognised as such by Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen, who writes to Rabbi Hillel in a letter: “A person who does not want to confuse himself should always follow the natural matters when he wants to know a secret or a subject matter that the genius, blessed be his memory,80 did not want to reveal.”81 Zeraḥyah’s point here is parallel to the point that Rabbi Hillel made in the passage mentioned above transcribed from his first letter to Maestro Gaio: the clues to understanding Maimonides are found in books dealing with the natural sciences. This point is also important for the approach to religion in Abulafia’s own books.
 
            The motif of “confusion” mentioned here is quite interesting. From the context, it is clear that Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen proposes to neatly distinguish the Talmudic discourse from the philosophical one and to not confuse them. This attitude belongs to an Averroistic approach, reflecting, in my opinion, a stark distinction between different kinds of people or audiences, and also in Abraham Abulafia’s own writings.
 
            The accusation of confusion addressed to Rabbi Hillel is reiterated again by Rabbi Zeraḥyah Ḥen, in a context that potentially contributes an interesting detail pertinent to our discussion. In a rhymed passage related to Hillel’s name, he writes that “the view of the Genius, the Rabbi, the teacher of righteousness, blessed be his memory, he obliterated, and he confused the order of his words, and he did not receive his interpretation.”82 “He” here is Rabbi Hillel. The Hebrew phrase ‏פירושו לא קבל‏‎‎ may be translated in more than one way, since ‏פירוש‏‎‎ means either an interpretation given to the Guide or the interpretation that the Guide gives to scripture. Moreover, the verb ‏קבל‏‎‎ may be translated as either “he did not accept” or, as I translate it, “he did not receive.” If this second interpretation is accepted, which is also not very straightforward, it means that Hillel was accused of distorting the meaning of the Guide and of not understanding it because he did not receive its interpretation. Therefore, we may have here another instance of the assumption that the Guide should be studied on the basis of a received tradition.83 In any case, this approach to the Guide which assumes that one should not mix religious approaches with secrets is also found, in a way, in Abulafia’s claim that one should not adduce any proof from the “plain sense of the scriptures” for “those who are inquiring the essence of wisdom and those who search for the secrets of the Torah.”84
 
            To return to the Hillel/Abulafia connection: if indeed the existence of a “secret” of the Guide is assumed to have been in the hands of Rabbi Hillel when he was in southern Italy and it is not merely a boast, it may strengthen Abulafia’s claim, as well as that of Rabbi Joseph Ashkenazi, as to the necessity of an oral tradition in order to understand the Guide, as well as the somewhat later tradition known by Rabbi Joseph ibn Kaspi that the secrets of the Guide were known to the members of Maimonides’s family who were alive in the East, to which we shall turn in the next chapter.
 
            However, even if Hillel did not really possess any secrets related to this seminal book, his claim of possessing them is nevertheless an interesting fact that cannot be denied. It should also be mentioned that Rabbi Hillel claims to have attempted to contact Maimonides’s grandson Rabbi David Maimuni concerning the nascent phase of the second controversy over Maimonides’s writings,85 which in a way is reminiscent of ibn Kaspi’s journey to the East.
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