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Premessa

La presenza di nuclei ebraici nel Salento!, attestata storicamente dall’epo-
ca imperiale romana, si estese ininterrottamente fino al primo periodo del Vi-
cereame spagnolo di Napoli. Le testimonianze letterarie dell’ebraismo salen-
tino giunte ai nostri giorni sono state composte in un periodo grosso modo
compreso tra il IX e il XVI secolo. Per sei secoli le comunita della Puglia
meridionale conobbero epoche di intensa fioritura intellettuale, intervallate
da periodi di transizione e di decadenza. Indubbiamente la produzione ebrai-
ca medievale di Terra d’Otranto, oltre ad annoverare alcune delle pil antiche
e significative testimonianze della poesia e della speculazione della diaspora
occidentale, ¢ stata in varia misura influente sull’evoluzione del giudaismo
europeo.

Gli editti spagnoli del XVI secolo, oltre a decretare la cancellazione di
una fervida tradizione intellettuale, determinarono, forse pill che altrove, la
rimozione pressoché totale della memoria dell’ebraismo locale. All’annulla-
mento della presenza fisica della popolazione giudaica, reso possibile, oltre
che dai provvedimenti di espulsione, da una pressante politica conversioni-
stica per quanti decisero di restare, si affiancarono le radicali trasformazioni
urbanistiche, subite dalla maggior parte dei centri salentini tra la seconda
meta del XVI e il XVIII secolo, che concorsero a eliminare ogni traccia degli
insediamenti comunitari medievali.

Nel lungo periodo di assenza degli ebrei dall’Italia meridionale, elementi
della cultura giudaica salentina continuarono a svilupparsi in comunita geo-
graficamente lontane dalla nostra penisola. Questa caratteristica, propria del-
I’ebraismo in generale e dell’ebraismo salentino in particolare, di mantenere

ISBN 9788867660117 vitali i prodotti della creativita elaborata in una specifica regione presso co-

"' In questo volume il termine geografico si dovra intendere come Parea che, grosso modo,
dalla linea ideale che collega Brindisi e Taranto, giunge fino all’estremitd meridionale della
Tutti i dirifti riservati Puglia.
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“WHOEVER KILLS A HUMAN BEING,
IT IS AS IF HE DESTROYS THE ENTIRE WORLD™:
THE HUMANISM OF SABBETAY DONNOLO
BETWEEN MYSTICISM AND SCIENCE

To my grandparents

1. Between the 9 and 10" centuries, Byzantine Apulia—and Southern Italy
in general—played a major role in the re-elaboration and transmission of
Jewish cultural traditions from Palestine and Babylonia to Europe and Northern
Africa!. Two medieval sources testify to the importance of this area at the time:
the first is Rabbi Ya‘aqgov ben Me’ir of Troyes —best known as Rabbenu Tam,
Rasi’s grandson— who in his Sefer ha-yasar (The Book of the Righteous) declared:
«Out of Bari shall go forth the Law, and the word of God from Otranto»?;

the second is >Avraham ’ibn Daud, who in his Sefer ha-qabbala (The Book
of Tradition) relates the story of four rabbis who, after sailing from Bari, were
captured by Muslim raiders and sold as slaves in Spain and Northern Africa.
Ransomed by the local Jewish communities, they brought there their expertise
in the Babylonian Talmud, and eventually became the leaders of the rabbinic
academies of Cordoba, Fustat, and Igairawarﬁ.
Against this background stands Sabbetay Donnolo, who was born in Oria
(halfway between Brindisi and Taranto, on the Via Appia) in 913, and who died

! See, for example, H. ZIMMELS, “Scholars and Scholarship in Byzantium and ltaly”, in
World History of the Jewish People,ed. C. RotH, X1, New Brunswick, 1966, pp. 175-188,415-
418; A. SHARF, Byzantine Jewry from Justinian 1o the Fourth Crusade, London, 1971, pp.
164-175; R. BonriL, “Cultura ebraica ¢ cultura cristiana in Italia meridionale”, in Tra due mondi.
Cultura ebraica e cultura cristiana nel Medioevo, ed. ID., Napoli, 1996, pp. 4-64; V. Von
FALKENHAUSEN, “L’ebraismo nell’ltalia meridionale di eta bizantina (secoli VI-XI)”, in
L'Ebraismo dellltalia Meridionale Peninsulare dalle origini al 1541. Societa, Economia,
Cultura, Atti del IX Congresso internazionale dell’Associazione Italiana per lo studio del
Giudaismo (Potenza-Venosa, 20-24 settembre 1992), eds. C. Fonseca, M. Luzzatt, G. TAMANI,
C. CoLAFEMMINA, Galatina, 1996, pp. 25-40.

2 RABBENU TAM, Sefer ha-yasar, 620, Vienna, 1811,p. 74a (Hebrew).

3 See A Critical Edition with Translation and Notes of the Book of Tradition (Sefer ha-
gabbalah) by Abraham Ibn Daud, ed. G. COHEN, Philadelphia, 1967, pp. 63-69.

161 H : . .
Pro )hersii- \‘//efd_a 1l‘matena!e in M. IDEL, On the Metamorphoses of an Ancie
1162 o llfz()rz gz thg Middie Ages, «Sinai» 86 (1980), pp. 1-7 (in ebraico)
passin(z]' ]ZS;‘; ll}e' lélterpreta;lom della rivelazione si veda WoOLFSON, Through a Speculum
s : alisi dello studioso sono molto importanti dal punto di vista fenomenologico’
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possibly in Rossano Calabro after 982*. His place within the social and cultura
framework just sketched is problematic, and depends to a great extent on how
we classify Donnolo’s intellectual enterprise. Scholars have considered

Donnolo in very different ways: as a speculative and anti-mystical theologian®

or as a neo-platonic philosopher®, therefore emphasizing his eccentricity with
respect to his fellow Jews; or as a theosophical proto-kabbalist’, thus stressing

Donnolo’s proximity to them. 5 ,
In the following pages I will present some aspects of Sabbetay Donnolo’s

thought with special reference to the Sefer hakmoni (The Book of the Wise
[Man]), his commentary upon the Sefer yesira (Book of Formation)®. In
particular, I will compare and contrast Donnolo’s idea of hokma with the one
expressed in the Sefer yuhasin (The Book of Genealogies) (also known as
Megillat *Ahima‘as, The Scroll of *Ahima‘as)’. The Sefer yuhasin, composed
in Capua in 1054, informs us about the vicissitudes of the *Amittay family

from the mid 9™ to the mid 11" century. The *Amittay were a prominen

rabbinic family in Oria, probably related to Donnolo!’. The story of this family

* On Donnolo’s biography, see, among others, G. FiacCADORI, “Donnolo Shabbetay ba
Abraham”, in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, XLI, Roma, 1992, cols. 213-218.

5 See D. CASTELLL, Il commento di Sabbatai Donnolo sul Libro della Creazione — pubblicato
per la prima volta nel testo ebraico con note critiche e introduzione da David Castelli, Firenze,

1880, Introduction p. 71; A. SUARF, The Universe of Shabbatai Donnolo, Warminster, 1976, p. 127.

® See G. SERMONETA, “Il neoplatonismo nel pensiero dei nuclei ebraici stanziati nell’Occidente
latino (riflessioni sul Commento al Libro della Creazione di Rabbi Sabbetai Donnolo)”, in Gli

Ebrei nell’Alto Medioevo. Settimane di Studio del Centro Italiano di Studi sull’ Alto Medioevo,
XXVI, 11, Centro di Studi sull’ Alto Medioevo, Spoleto, 1980, pp. 867-925: 872; 931ff.

7 See R. GOETSCHEL, La Kabbale, Paris, 1985, pp. 38(f.: E. WOLFSON, Through a Speculum:

That Shines, Princeton, 1994, pp. 141fF.
8 When this article was originally written, a critical edition of the Sefer hakmoni did not
exist. Accordingly, the Hebrew text consulted for the sake of this study has been the one found
in CASTELLL, /I commento. Meanwhile, Piergabriele Mancuso has produced a critical edition of
Donnolo’s masterpiece, with translations in English and in Italian: Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer
Hakhmoni: Introduction, Critical Text, and Annotated English Translarion, Leiden 2010, and
SHABBATAI DONNOLO. Sefer Hakhmoni: Introduzione, testo critico e traduzione italiana e
commentata, Firenze 2009. While Mancuso’s excellent work has certainly advanced our
knowledge of the sources of Donnolo’s work and its influence on subsequent Jewish thinkers,
it has not changed our evaluation of his overall thought. Several portions of the Sefer hakmoni
translated into English appear in SHARE, The Universe. A complete (but sometimes too loose)
translation into Italian is in Sefer yesira. Libro della Formazione. Secondo il manoscritto di
Shabbetai Donnolo. Con il commentario Sefer Chakhmoni (Libro Sapiente) di Shabbetai
Donnolo, eds. P. MANCUSO and D. SCIUNNACH, Milano, 2001.
® See "AHIMA'AS BEN PALTUEL, The Chronicle of Ahimaaz, ed. M. SALZMAN, New York,
1924;° Amima‘“ s BEN PALTUEL, Megillat *Ahima‘as. The Chronicle of Ahimaaz, with a Collection
of Poems from Byzantine Southern Italy and Additions, ed. B. KLAR, ] erusalem, 1944 (Hebrew);
" AHIMA‘AS BEN PALTUEL, Sefer Yuhasin. Libro delle discendenze. Vicende di una famiglia ebraica
di Oria nei secoli IX-XI, ed. C. COLAFEMMINA, Cassano delle Murge, 2001.
' On this issue, see my Shabbetai Donnolo: Un sapiente ebreo nella Puglia bizantina
altomedievale, Cassano delie Murge, 2004, p. 129.
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- the other was connected to the Babylonian Talmud, which arrived i
Apulia probably in the 9" century, fostering a cultural renaissance characterize

by a move away from non-Jewish culture and by a return to the roots o

rabbinic tradition. Hebrew language also underwent a revival as a result.

Originating from lands where Jews lived under Islamic rule, the Babylonia
tradition brought also a certain interest in the new disciplines made availabl
through the translations of Greek classics into Arabic. However, the Byzantin:
Jews of Apulia were apparently not much interested in secular sciences. Ag
matter of fact, Donnolo claims that he had to study medicine and astrolog
with a gentile master (the mysterious Bagda$/Bagdat) because he could no
find a Jewish one!s.

Thanks to this learned gentile Donnolo became an expert in medicine an
in astrology. He authored the Sefer ha-mirgahot (The Book of Remedies; als
known as Sefer ha-yaqar, The Precious Book), the oldest medical treatis
written in Italy after the fall of the Roman Empire as well as the oldest medica
work written by a Jew in medieval Europe!®. Donnolo also composed the Sefe

ha-mazzalot (The Book of Constellations), a commentary to the astronomical-

astrological midrash known as Barayta de-Semu’el"’.
The scientific knowledge—incredibly vast for a Jew—that Donnol

acquired in the favorable Byzantine environment, was instrumental in
establishing him as an esteemed professional among Christians. In fact, Saint
Nilus of Rossano presents Donnolo as the personal physician of a high
Byzantine official'®. In such a context, the cognomen Donnolo (little master)

might well be seen as an indication of his elevated status!.

"5 CASTELLI, Il commento, p. 5 (Hebrew text).

'S On this work, the most recent study (with bibliography on previous scholarship) is L.
FERRE, “Donnolo’s Sefer ha-Yagar: New Edition with English Translation”, in Sabberay
Donnolo. Scienza e cultura ebraica nell’ Italia del secolo X . Supplemento agli Annali Universitd
degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale”,ed. G. LACERENZA, Naples, 2004, pp. 1-20.

7 On these two works, see especially SHARF, The Universe, pp. 44-46, 123-124, 155-158,
184-187; G. SARFATTI, “An Introduction to Barayta de-Mazzalor”, Annual of Bar-llan University,
3 (1965), pp. 56-82 (Hebrew): Io., “I trattati di astrologia di §abbetay Donnolo”, in .Sv'abbetay,
ed. LACERENZA, pp. 141-147; P. MaNCUSO, “La scienza astrologica nel mondo ebraico. Dalla
Baraita Di-Semu’el agli Alchandreana (ca. X-XI secolo)”, Materia Giudaica, 13 (2008), pp.
135-141; Ip., “Da una citazione del Sefer ha mazzalot di Donnolo nell’Eshkol ha-kofer (X1
secolo). Una fonte orientale?”, forthcoming.

18 See Vita di S. Nilo fondatore e patrono di Grottaferrata, ed. G. GIOVANNELL, Groitaferrata,
1966; C. CoLAFEMMINA, “San Nilo di Rossano ¢ gliebrei”, in Atri del congresso internazionale
su San Nilo di Rossano ( Rossano, 28 settembre-1 ottobre 1986 ), Rossano-Grottaferrata, 1989,
pp- 119-130; E. Luzzati LAGANA, “La figura di Donnolo nello specchio della Vita di S. Nilo di
Rossano”, in Sabbetay, ed. LACERENZA, pp. 69-103.

¥ On Donnolo and his cultural training, see G. LACERENZA, “Donnolo ¢ la sua formazione”,

in ed. Ip., Sabbetay, pp. 45-68. On the possible meanings of his “nickname”, see FIACCADORI,
“Donnolo”, col. 214,
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20 On Donnolo and melothesia, see SHARF, The Universe, pp. 48-56, 1.88111619”1([, 51 42/51111'2(1 Lt
Tocct, “Dottrine ‘ermetiche’ tra gli Ebrei in Italia fino al Cmqueccr;té)s, m o )
del I C’()nvegn() internazionale (Bari, 18-22 m’(vzggzo 1981)-, R(?ma,lé (E,{Gliips,h)'

21 See FERRE, “Donnolo’s Sefer ha-Yaqar”, p. 5)(Heb1ew), p. g

z : . ento, pp. 4-5 (Hebrew text). ) ) o

» (S:é\cszrnl\ullr’lg;g’r’g?i’{}z clzl)glpitre inédit de Sabbatai Donnolo”, Revue des études juives,22
(1891), pp. 213-218: SHARE, The Universe, pp. 1‘201-12%. N

21 have discussed these issues more extensively mr | sapienza
éabbetay Donnolo ¢ la mistica ebraica nella Puglia del Sefer Yuhasin

ENZA -139. ' 4 » )
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u have been offered in S. STERN and P. MANCUSO, “An Astronomical
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knowledge had not been incorporated into Ttalian Jewish culture; therefor
Donnolo’s speculations must have been perceived as sacrilegious. As a matte;
of fact, Donnolo, who was probably the first—if not the only —Jewish sage i
Europe who made recourse to Byzantine scientific sources for the sake 0
founding a speculative theology, felt the need to almost apologize for hi
extensive non-Jewish knowledge, emphasizing that astrology in particular ha
to be studied exclusively in agreement with the Scriptures. ,

- the second, and in my opinion crucial, reason for rejecting Donnolo’
scientific doctrines was their connection with a Christian context. As a matte
of fact, the author of the Sefer yuhasin praises—among others—a certai
Palti’el, a contemporary of Donnolo who (like Donnolo himself) was deporte

by the Saracens from Oria to Northern Africa in 925. Palti’el is depicted as an

example of success, achieved at the Fatimid court thanks precisely to hi

medical and astrological knowledge®®. Hence, the same kind of lore that was
considered blameworthy and was rejected by his Jewish contemporaries when
presented by the Christianized Donnolo—regardless of his usage of Hebrew
(lason ha-godes) and his attempt to root it in Jewish tradition—was praised
when connected to an Islamic context. Donnolo’s uneasiness can best be

understood if we think that the ideas he was trying to convey to his fellow Jews

should have been immediately associated with those Christians who had been
persecuting them not long before. As a matter of fact, although Donnolo lived

in those same years, he never mentions the anti-Jewish revolts promoted by

the Byzantine emperor Romanus Lacapenus that, between 930 and 944, erased

almost all traces of Jewish presence in Apulia?’. The fact that in his works

Donnolo mentions that he suffered because of Muslims, but never because of "

Christians, may well indicate that he was somewhat compromised with the
latter. It is therefore quite understandable that such an attitude vis-a-vis

Christians should make Donnolo’s fellow Jews at least suspicious towards him

and his ideas®.

3. Let us now focus on mystical literature. One of the fields in which
Byzantine Apulia emerged in the 9" and 10" centuries as a major centre for
Jewish culture was mysticism?®. According to the sources, here >Abu *Aharon

Table by Shabbetai Donnolo and the Jewish Calendar in Tenth-Century Italy”, Aleph-Historical
Studies in Science & Judaism, 7 (2007), pp. 13-41.
26 See SALZMAN, The Chronicle, pp. 16-17 (Hebrew text). Sec also "AHIMA‘AS BEN PALTIEL,
Sefer Yuhasin, ed. COLAFEMMINA, pp. 163-171, 179-191.
27 See J. STARR, The Jews in the Byzantine Empire (641-1204), Athens, 1939, pp. 34-35.
28 A5 a matter of fact, > Ahima‘as ben Palti’el shows a general favorable attitude towards the
Muslims as well as a strong anti-Christian tendency. On this issue, see * AHIMAAS BEN PALTIEL,
“Sefer Yuhasin, ed. COLAFEMMINA, p. 41,
2 See 1. DaN, “The Beginnings of Jewish Mysticism in Europe”, in The World History of
the Jewish People. The Dark Ages, ed. C. RoTtd, Tel Aviv, 1966, pp. 282-290: 283; Ip., “La
cultura”, pp. 342-343; E. WoLFsoN, “The Theosophy of Shabbetai Donnolo, with Special
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reserved mystical doctrines ransmitted by ~Aharon®. The Sefer yuhasin

'gf)urther informs us that, when the Babylonian master arrived in Apulia,
«peculations concernin L .

"Sali)ree(;‘iis part of the local Jewish culture’!, Such traditions had pr 0babl¥2relact1§c%
Italy directly from the land of Israel in the form of liturgical poetry””. In this
Eifiﬁg established in Apulia the oldest poetic scl}ool in I:Zhurope”, reprel:.slents
the Palestinian equivalent to ’ Aharon the Babyloman. In 9" century ‘Apu iawe
thus witness a confluence of two different Jewish mystical traditions that, once
re-elaborated, would spread into the rest of Europe.

g the Merkava connected to the Hekalot literature were

"Bl ir i ited with
ective, the 6 century payyetan El‘azar Qallir, who is credite

What did this mysticism consist of? According to * Ahima‘as ben Palti’el,

the *Amittay family was well versed in Merkava speculation. The patriarch’s
sons are in fact described as men who:

understand the secrets, grasp the riddles, know the_mysterxes, k into o e
out for Bina, and whisper in cunning. They grow wise 1 the Sefer ha-yasar,

534
~ insight into the secret of the Merkava™.

look into Hokma, Jook

In terms of sources, the Sefer yuhasin explicitly mentions Sefer ha-yasar

and Sefer Merkava. The former is a mystica.l—r.nagicaltﬁreati?f dealln%SWSﬁh
divine names, perhaps composed in Babylonia in the 7t or 8" century™; the

latter is probably to be i

dentified with the so-called Ma‘ase Merkava (a

ot hymns which the mystics were supposed to recite b.efore Gpd, or
f&('ﬁilcltigiclyogpgarently heard from the higher angels), or e}lternatlvely wa.t(f)l nﬂ(l)?
Sefer Hekalot (also known as Third Enoch), which describes tl}.e asce?i; on o
R Ishmael to the 7" heaven, where he meets Metatron, the Pnngl? V) e
Countenance’®. The Apulian rabbis must therefore have been familiar wi

Emphasis on the Doctrine of the Sefirot in Sefer Hakhmoni”, Jewish History, 6 4511 992) : %Iféggl“
316: 282-285; G. ScHOLEM, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticisni, Neyv York_, }9 12291892) .

» See A I’\IEUBAUER, “Abou Ahron, le babylonien”, Revue des études juives, 23 ( , PP-
230-237.

3 See SALZMAN, The Chronicle, p. 31T (l;g;;sw text).

32 soN, “The Theosophy”, pp- ) N

b %6; I\{ngLer poetry in Medieval Southern Traly see J. SCHIRMANN, Mivhar Iz,a-snc;2 h({ ' 1\17’11(1(
be-"Tralya, Berlin, 1934 (Hebrew); ID., “Gli albori della poesia ebraica m ]ta_ha , La Rassegr

onsile d 6{1 ’ 69 ’ 187-210; E. HOLLENDER, “I1 Piyyut italiano: tradizione ©

mensile di Israel, 35 (1969), pp. 19 ; S
innovazione”, La Rassegna mensile di Israel, 60 (1?94), pp. 23-41.

34 GarzMAN, The Chronicle, p. 3 (Hebrew text). ’ o . N

kg SOAtilthis text, see See DaN, “The Beginnings™, p. 435; AHIMA‘AS BEN PALTLEL, Sefer

i _COLAFEMMINA, p. 64 ’ ' ‘ ‘

mhgglg,ne(tihf i(z;e?xtiﬁcation opf this work, see "AHIMA’AS BEN PaLT EL, Megillat /?I;;maas, ed.
KLAR, p. 142, 147;° AHIMAAS BEN PALTUEL, Sefer Yuhasin, ed. COLAFEMMINA, D. .
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Hekalot literature, as it appears also from the list of the seven skies separating
the Earth from the Throne of Glory which R. Ami

I ttai mentions in a prayer’’,
To these works, we can probably add the $i‘ur 0

oma®®, and the Alphabet of
Rabbi ‘Aqiva, which might have been an important sou

poetical production®. The

; 2 ian mystics—just
formative intentions. it s thereforg - thdtt;hee ?elj)csj‘li)neviré first Jand
por 1 Hasidim after them-—saw ) .
- nazi Hasidim - habetic
e thetgj l;kki)andbook of magical formulas to be drawn through alp
remost as
o utation™. ‘ine of divine names was also
'elmh esoteric and elitist character of the doctrine o o s, without 2
” Tt eits dangerousness. According to the Meé’l”al’ rri’o L behavior, the
o Ot knowledge of the Law paired with an exemp,a;y -omprise gefisat ha-
perfec hine effects of the power of the N@megsj)*whtc comg1 LS
astonls3 1 gS ension of death*, and exorcism™ —are necessat %]d ppb el
" dei‘?k4 élsunggative consequences. In this sense, piety andhlf?ogweerf trom God
?th'emtruymental in assuring that the my.SUC.WhO receives LitEl)l divine will and
arelzns an appropriate use of them, acting in conformity w
makes i )
d of the community. ) . onent, which
A Ithteerg:@(zingly the Sefer yuhasin displays glso an et?lf“altg%?;pforefathers 0
r;dmc;st abse;nt in earlier mysticism. ~Ahima‘as ploljeced Almost routinely.
Wasl t mythical past, where mystical lore was emp el the author’s own
%‘r;lgnm(;s% hiz family tales get chronologically (]:lose:{hg;()ic” times strict
o in later —less -
i eems to suggest that in -aordi results
generatlone, 2’[‘6 tlsxe Law can bring about almost(the same ext} d?‘?al?tarti o Sefer
. f the Hekal o
; akes reference to a text o | cator 60 Merkava, of
th?m e%chliz?er Merkava, to be identified as either the Mateccllsfoﬂ/tlhe il
It?lang”relr Hekalot— where the mystical process ? Co?hr:eefn ot assumes a
e i e, respecting S )
fecti e subject’’. In this sense, r e tand that will
pel'fe.cu?g chi thosqibl;/ a theurgical*®) value—an 1'nt.e1pretdt1er F1'enda deeper
guyztwa 1(§;réd pan;ong others, by Ashkenazi Hasidism. Conferring
e deve , ’

traditions from the Middle East to Europe®,

the already mentioned poet Qallir that we find the first unequivocal referencé’[
to the Sefer yesira, as well as much material coming from Hekalot and Merkay
literature. The presence of the Sefer yesira in 10" century Byzantine Apuliais

attested by the fact that Donnolo’s Sefer hakmoni is—at least in part—a
commentary on this text.

Having tried to identify some of the mystical

portrayed in the Sefer yuhasin might have sh
related to the doctrines contained in this literat

sources Donnolo and the sages

ared, I will analyze how they
ure. '

3.1. For the rabbis of Oria, mystical lore was conceived as an elijtist
tradition; both the texts and the oral teachings were transmitted within the
prominent families, from father to son. Esotericism was motivated by the
operative implications of this lore, which mainly consisted in the magical,
theurgical, and thaumaturgical usage of the Name(s) of God—particularly the
Tetragrammaton. In fact, it seems reasonable to assume that the ultimate goal
of studying the Hekalot literature or works like the Si‘ur Qoma was not to
attain a vision of God and of the world of the Merkava, but rather to learn the
divine names*!. In most of this literature, whatever its visible form, divine
presence is characterized by names through which God manifests Himself to
man. One can say that in these Names resides the immanent aspect of the
deity: God in fact reveals Himself through Torah— conceived of as a single
divine name—and through creation—described in the Sefer yesira as a

linguistic act. In this sense, knowledge of the Names implies not only a certain
degree of omniscience, but, most importantly, the acquisition of a magical-
theurgical power to be exercised in both the human and the divine realm. As
far as we can tell then, among the rabbis from Oria, both Ma‘asé Merkava
and Ma‘asé Bere’Sit material must have been approached essentially with

i ] 788, Tel Aviv
i sefer”, i ia Judaica, X V1, cols. 782-788, '
“HOLEM, * -ah Sefer”, in Enqclopedta_ . ; T,
Iy G"SLtHOLi?’Cl'(i\etilllg a golem through the recitation of \I;ttelx gog}?;z;\(tlxe(ill " ahat his
gh967 .ISej;rel:irS;icalfse explicitly attested in th? wforks oSf EL ;i?r[?{ly (()8?13 g, movi]?g
: s Ko s—cane originally from So ltaly (O 3 U e
famll}"’.tll.c I;dl(l)?(y;a(()fx centuries, my reading of the Apuhi\% xabblz‘ zfng(I)\;\;ALTI’EL’ o
no"t.hwa{d o t 12 itimate. See NEUBAUER, “Un chapitre”, p. 23, AHIMAQ{}I;englzi g
;Ee]znrah 5eZmEOlgAFmvltquA pp. 30ff. On the Sefer l_zakm(mfzf alr.ngnl%a blibliotecq ool Haside
uhasin, ed. COLAFE s PP 2V L ra gli scaffali de teca degli ide
50, “Il Sefer Hakmony . j T oriq Giudeica, 12
s O,thm»b’ P'j;/ilcl)\ IjiEIUCommento alle tefillot di El_azar da W01mst{1(1:/lsggg gét_
%S(ig(;)naL LST \lvhich also inctudes an extensive blbhogr;ﬂ.pxhg on the s
P miominn. The Chronicie. pp- O, 18-19 (Szalg(; .
44 See SALZMAN, The Chmm'_cle, pp. 5, 101(3 (eH .
45 See SALZMAN, The Chromcle,SPp. 7_)%hagm Cbre X in, pp. 381E _
‘ ) s efer pasin, ed. . P - i .
i(; o ? HIMIAUC{S f]i/};ci\‘y:\ LTT:Icitis Cpf; 78-79; " AHIMAAS BEN PALTIEL, Sefer Yuhasin
See SCHOLEM, s, . |
i i f , Paris,
COL“Q‘FSM%INA', o ]2;: C. Mopsik, Le grands textes de la Cabale. Le rites qui font Dieu
1 this issue, . SIK, ¢

1993, pp. 54-61.

37 See SALZMAN, The Chronicle, p. 13 (Hebrew text).

* On the circulation of this text in Byzantine Apulia, see SHARF, The Universe, pp. 80-82.

* See COLAFEMMINA, “Da Bari”, pp. 140ff.

0 See, for example, DAN, “The Beginnings”, p. 287.

*'On this still controversial issue, see, among others, SCHOLEM, Major Trends, pp. 43-48; 1.
GRUENWALD, Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism, Leiden-Koln, 1980; D. HALPERIN , The
Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature, New Haven, 1980; M. IpEL, Kabbalah: New Perspectives,
New Haven-London, 1988, p. 27; P. SCHAEFER, Le Dieu caché et revelé, Paris, 1993, p. 142.
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1m u

In contrast, as far as the Apulian masters are concer‘ned, one 'Shgﬁglii ;ln(it
in co heir éffort to preserve divine transcendence _w1th Gnostlf: e R
e t’ e‘ll e in the literature we are dealing with is far from _ emgf
e plesenlinowledgeds“. It is actually quite unlikely that the m.ysFlcs 0
n}velzsall}g aC‘ s they were reputed hardcore representatives of mainstream
na,'lr}solardgismjsy maintained a non-monistic conception of the dellt};
222:1;101;@ (lilefining tlaeir doctrine in terms of %nos}ils dges;]%(r)lti ?:1111;6 etg(e) fg%u E;e
, ici r hand, s
g fOHOkVIIC{SnOafr gr;%zt:-l—sge (122 —tfl zn(c)ltites terrible powers r;;aintained by
fews ?bOUt tt's Sonnolo seem to derive from Gnostic astrology ™) Apa_rt ‘fror’n
ﬂﬁz iirgcls_tgirrllzsc:f dualism, these mystics were clearly opposed to Gnosticism's

" f this world, and of worldly ethics. As we have noticed in

f ion of matter, o ) ] oticed 10
"'?eiigtattl}?eir esoteric practices were not aimed at leaving the human real

iri : in this ver
divine one, but were rather focused on acquiring powers to be’fus'?ldt}l::a Megilla};
’ 1d. In a’ddition one should take into accour}t some feitmotifs 1" e Megillat
\Zioifimﬁ ‘as: mundz’ine values such as social affirmation and materia

i j ncern
viewed with favor, and morality and legal stringency represent a major co
’ 57
for the sages therein presented””.

meaning to religious observance through a mystical interpretation of ethics (¢
ethical interpretation of mysticism) presented two main advantages:

1. firstly, it spiritualized Jewish ethics, often attacked by Christians for
focus on external behavior; :

of a halakhic (nomian) technique through which each and every Jew coui
secure an immediate and meaningful relationship with the divine. In thi

perspective, Jews were given a stronger motivation for religious observan,
in times of Christian proselytism,

movements of the 2" century CE, who maintained a dualistic doctrine of deity
believed in the ontological negativity of matter, preached the escape from the
world, and refused worldly ethics?, '
On the other hand, following Scholem, by gnosis we mean an esoteric
lore with salvific implications — where the power of saving does not necessarily
imply redemption (even if this aspect is explicit in such texts as the S ‘1 Qoma
1) but, more generally, deliverance from a dangerous situation through
supernatural means. '
One of the main arguments scholars have emphasized in order to
differentiate between Donnolo and the mystics of Oria is the explicit anti-
dualism of the former®. As a matter of fact, Donnolo maintains that even if
God has the power to create new worlds, he decided to make this creation
eternal and incorruptible (save for the bodies of the living beings). God adopted
this resolution so that man would not be tempted to hypothesize the existence
of several creators, one better than the other®. This is to say that from the

existence of one single world descends, according to Donnolo, the existence
of only one God.

i i - major theme
' ; i s. dualism, the other major ther
33, Apart from the issue of monism vs. duc ome
' sch?)lirs h%ve debated for the sake of dlffe'renggatmg Donnolo from the my
7 ia i uestion of anthropomorphism>. . . .
. (())llflatlhseﬂ(l)zg hand in fact, Donnolo argues several times agf?nsthz;rl;gé ?i
understanding of those scriptural passages where anthropomorphic ¢ s

\ . th
are attributed to God. In the first part of the Sefer hakmoni, devoted to the

g S (« AY4 5

i ” s task i isely to
man in Our image, according to Our likeness”), Donnolo’s tals)k is %‘;f:sltso 02'1 to
explain how the similarity between man and God should not be un

ial terms, since God has no body. - ¢ the

matgﬁatlht: other hand, as we have a%ready seep, it is hkelgth'ittgot?; (\iisi()n

sources of the Apulian sages was the Si‘ur Qoma, a text that C}I])ilc {erms won
of the deity achieved by the mystic in radically anthropomorp .

o . SMILEVITCH,
54 On this issue, see SCHOLEM, Major Trerz(ls”, p. 65«66i C1.9Ig/[5(;l>sn<7‘:a§(§l: }93
o e o GCI'SChﬁgl i}C)hO!(Eg; a%lz)(;)r}gloe:e,d tE) Kara’iti:s appears evident from
55 The sters from Oria were Rabbanites as eviden Trom
the Se]rgz?d;zf}:zgir:? Séeereq SIALZMAN , The Chronicle, p. 6 (Hebrew text). See also Cot ofe
68 (Hebrew); inglish).
abbalah, p. 68 (Hebrew); p. 93 (Englis ‘
B See gHARF, The Universe, pp. 48-51; Micrerwit Toccr,

’ ] EMMINA, pp. 2811,
2t 57 For these motifs, see *AHIMA*AS BEN PALTIEL, Sefer Yihasin, ed. COLAF pp

* See, for example, P. ALEXANDER, “Comparing Merkavah Mysticism and Gnosticism: an
Essay in Method”, Journal of Jewish Studies, 35/1 (1984), pp. 1-18.

0 See G. SCHOLEM, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah M ysticism and Talmudic Tradition, New
York, 1960, p. 1.

*! See ScHOLEM, Major Trends, p. 64,

32 See CASTELLI, {] commento, introduction pp- 2, 54ff., 70ff.; SHARF, The Universe, p. 50,
79-87, SERMONETA, “11 neoplatonismo™, p. 872.

3 CASTELLL /I commento, pp. 17ff. (Hebrew text).

154

“Dottrine ‘ermetiche’, pp. 289-

| i : SHARF Universe,
41‘ 3 See, for example, CASTELLL, I/ commento, Introduction, pp. 39ff.; SHARE, The Univ
pp. 76-87.
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e k imi being

t gives represents the limit of the human
the divine body is meticulously described. and fo \dependence from thi b(;ﬁy. T hleybcoh(izl ::ee%loei s reacoe the v the
. S ) . > e same time, her/his on St ¢ 4 Ve ual, e

secret name and its exact measurements. Such 2 representation has provoked et, at the sam e et o the living spirit

. . . . o irit of divine origin. To serve as R 4 1 bod
scandal and reprobation, from the time of the Karaites up until our days (even V“;ge %);ito(; man—is in fact the ultimate purpose for which the huma J
ivi ;

«ists. The ruah provides man with knowledge (da ‘af), pnd@rs'tlandtglé ((Dlzilr}zg)t,
il veak (dibbur): these faculties make hez/hméssnm ar ith,
S t(;_SPe different from every other living being™. Man st'lara? Whig
o oa lﬂil h’er/his corporeal part, which Donnolo'—~showmg in this teéi
- Creawf(es und—describes at great length® (and it has been subggei1 o
'fmedlcgll l?a.c ‘gfgn anatomical details is aimed at demonstratﬁgng the ‘a ;urb 0};
o Stl€Z$ man’s likeness with God in physical terms’ ) EV.ely 1md o
of umdersta{)1 g‘gwas created by God for a specific purpose; 1f it is 1.en'10ve o
e ?fu};lctioning it prevents the body from fulfxllz,ng its ultlrgaée g((l)ieé
?fg(ﬁi?; si)irit in fact éoes out of this “pierced vessel” and the body
"deswcatedég'blished that all the anthropomorphic expressions in the Blblfi rflllunset
S etaphors or as allegories, adopted in order to ex.pressth 311‘[ e
?e;calsi?eg ialf an;ang%age accessible to the hu’r,nanf g;n%z]g(;grtlglﬁeaﬁﬁsmod he
PfOblematiC e (;lda tﬁﬁ %afiv%?llrgaé(: s)irgilar to both the Cyeator and thﬁ
s Go'd o ;he Wme time®. With respect to the latter, man as microcosm Wld
be the i a't . Sfatrtrlle world as macrocosm; as far as the Former lS‘ c{oncern\e/e;
| 1mdg€1 0G d essentially in matters of knowledge,. govemdncbe1 ’oce
o p%falleds ~Oative power. Hence, rather than a physical resemblan OI;
between ma le(:i God there is an abstract similarity that concerns c.omrgl "
bet}’V??H maclil 1il nnctiom71 However, since God and his deeds are evelyweeof
b cvery m mLc;nt thé z;nalogy with man’s plane W111 always bqtoglé o
Unlimiied to limited, of Infinite o finite. This being the case, i scems
}ig%;mnggle to conclud’e that man’s possible knowledge of God cannot reg

’s pr ion with
 His essence, but only His operational aspect. It D?nnolo s %;i%igugitéoﬁl i
rooti ,thropomorphism from the Scriptures seems s e o
note that the 1s he has for such an operation are those pf the phys rather
?l?;fl tttflla(l)tstehf)tg(zges phil(;sdpher. He does not have the ability for abstractio

constitute God’s immanence, these measurements beyond measur
arguesﬁz—paradoxically represent His transcendence. On the other hand, a
far as the names are concerned, one should recall Scholem’s famous readin
According to him, these almost unpronounceable

of Oria.

Let us turn to analyze Donnolo’s position in detail. At the beginning of his
commentary to Gn 1:26, Donnolo argues that, according to the Bible, man
cannot have a direct knowledge of God. While divine essence is out of human
reach, patriarchs and prophets were allowed to see the divine Glory (Kavod),
a light emanated from God s0 out of scale to result invisible®. The Kavod
would represent God revealing Himself in the creation, coessential with the
Absolute yet somehow distinct from Him. As a mediator between infinite God
and finite creation, the divine Glory needs to be accessible to man; this is the
reason why the Kavod took on human likeness or spoke human language
sometimes. That said, Donnolo emphasizes how the similarity established in
Genesis is to be understood only in a spiritual and ideal sense. Tt could not be
otherwise, since God is different from man precisely because of His

% On the Karaites attack against Byzantine Rabbanites for their association with the Si‘ur
Qoma and its divine anthropomorphism, see SHARF, The Universe, pp- 80-82. As far as modern
scholars are concerned, it will suffice here to remark the pains Castelli and Sharf took in their
studies for the sake of showing Donnolo’s distance from Gnostic and anthropomorphic
conceptions.

% According to SCHOLEM, Major Trends, p. 65; see also 1. GRUENWALD, Apocalyptic, pp. 98-
123.

ol According to 1. CHERNUS, “Visions of God in Merkabah Mysticism”, Journal for the Study
of Judaism, 13 (1982), pp. 123-146; WOLFSON, Through a Speculum, pp. 82-96.

%2 See SCHAEFER, Le Dieu, p. 153.

 See ScHOLEM, Magor Trends, p. 63.
 CASTELLL, /I commento, pp. 6-8 (Hebrew text).
8 CastELLY, /] commento, pp. 13ff. (Hebrew text).

-12 (Hebrew text). _ o o
(C)‘j SAS?LLI 131[7310: Z;fz’\ig’sg pp}i O7é—8(2. 1t is worth mentioning that, in his review of Sharf’s
ee SHARF, ,Pp-

1 anti stic and monistic inspiration of
e ut the supposed anti-gnostic an . o
11)3001(, \l/agS 1;1?111?)(;1)21(2)125 dSO;lethsr .al\)/(z)\JDA, Sharf, A., “The Universe of Shabbetai Donnolo
onnolo’s ay. :
Journal of Semitic Studies, 22 (1977, p. 230-232: 231.

CAS”*,] A, Il commento, pp. 13f‘. (I{ebICWI ’[e(th)- S‘/ eab
0 IhlS mfer pletatl(m a pC’ ars aheady m the midrash Be)e ”' 1 ba, v III, 3' s
sserfion ptll'lt man can altC'I Xlatmal laWS c\lld cven ]ll()(h‘ y (;(Kl S ([eCl cC h()“ld
DOI[HO 0's ass ¥

i i servance of the miswot
be mistaken for a magical-theurgical attitude. Through plety1 ancé ;;l:{;;l} va
?r?atn sarxrlngrgy deserve Go%’s favor, not perform any supernatural op .
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the conceptual tools possessed by Sa‘adya Ga’on or Dunag ’ibn Tamim
contemporary commentators of the Sefer yesira™. Donnolo’s epistemolog
based upon functional and material relations rather than on theoreti

i H . e rld”
«“Whoever kills a human being, it is as if he destroys the entire wo!

ces to specific so‘;lrces%'. Az a g)lii:qiegr;l(;?&ic{);
ira 1 ily determined. ] ully,
ictor > ig'he fgj—ceioﬁ?slzrzitl\sv;flg eb?:sgl)r}épos.terous to classify it asile;tg\e;;
menwalc'i o lmfl ftical or even magical, by nature. SY c_ould wel ave
hilOSOthcal., i myi'tual }Ililieu which maintained no conscious distinctic 1
o o these bra Spﬁl 1s of knowledge»”". Obscure and allusive, the Sefer‘yeszﬁg
s §h€S€ o ‘fan ?‘0 en text”, which made possible for. the. th}nke}l1 stzvVer
o tletziieg taob ierllterp]f)et this work creatively, encapsulating in it wha
mmen

sologi da they wished to put for‘wardm. '
de%(l)igslgilir?gg ‘tal?e case ,yit should not surprise us to ffmd Obbis b Do and
as dealt with in very different ways by the A}’)uhan rabbis, by Donsolo, e
e Jewish philosophers as Sa‘adya Ga’on and Duna o Tamim
. Suc'h s Isl,jlamic milieu where the Arabic tran§lat10ns of iree soics
Qpel’atmg S g?scovery of secular sciences, Sa‘a@ya and Duna$ ?nti?fed by
Oﬁtered X rel eflections about creation. The Biblical account main P
ps&sz(ﬁ?fﬁg révealed trﬁth) had to be tested a%air}st t.Gfr.ezlk g?{}ilizslszispective’
i and to be justitied. : ive,
an(‘i psychologg (t;? fri?:é:(;ggltg: tilg)srjlological Jand psyghologlcal dolc;trérget:g
S? ad'ya apd hy u;e];'er yegsira through Aristotelian naturalism. Asa res;ller,e o
Contalnedcilnt eabstract and rationalistic model of the universe \Zlimits e
gléll?r?;:;iees E&‘tween physics and metaphysics—and the consequen

the believer’s speculation—are clearly set.

s work without clear referen

spiritual life of the deity, analogous to human existence”, Hence, if man is
image of God in His doing and undergoin g—not in His essence—th
reversing the relation, it scems reasonable to argue that God performs activit
and functions typical of human beings. In this sense, God will certainly not
anthropomorphic, but rather anthropomimetic’,

ut that the Sefer yesira

4. Donnolo’s system of thought is exposed in his §. ¢ ]
oldest commentaries upon the Sefer yesira™. It is not by chance that o

and cosmology, the Sefer yesira appears as a patchwork of different element
Greek, Jewish—and perhaps even Islamic and Indian——philosophica
religious, and scientific traditions are inextricably intertwined in the layers

! For the similarities between man and God, see CASTELLY, I commento, pp. 15ff., 251
(Hebrew text). SERMONETA (“I neoplatonismo”, pp- 9121f.) has remarked a striking parallel
Donnolo’s argumentation in Gregory of Nissa’s De Opificio Hominis and has suggested, if ng
a direct influence, at least a common source. :

20n Sa‘adya’s commentary, see M. LAMBERT, Commentaire sur Je Séfer Yesira ou Livre d
la Création, Paris, 1891; Sefer Yerzira (Kitab al-Mabadi) ‘im perush rabbi Sa‘adya bar Yos
Fayyumi,ed.J. Qarm, Jerusalem, 1972 (Hebrew); G. Vaipa, “Le commentaire de Saadia sur]
Sefer Yegira”, Revue des études juives, 106 ( 1941), pp. 64-86. On Dunash’s commentary, se
G. VAIDA, “Quelques notes sur le commentaire kairouanais du Sefer Yesira”, Revue des étude

Juives, 105 (1939), pp. 132-140; Ip., “Le commentaire kairouanis sur le Livre de g Création’
Revue des études juives, 107 (1947), pp. 5-62; 110 (1949-50), pp. 67-92: 112 (1953), pp. 5-33
Ip., “Deux nouveaux fragments arabes du commentaire de Dunash b. Tamim sur Je Livre dela
Création”, Revue des études Juives, 113 (1954), pp. 37-61; 122 (1963), pp. 149-166; Ip., L
commentaire sur le Livre de la création de Dunash ben Tamim de Kairouan, Xe siécle. Revue ¢
augmentée par Paul B. Fenton, Leuven-Paris, 2002. See also R. Jospg, “Early philosophica

commentaries on the Sefer Yezirah: some comments”, Revue des études Juives, 149 (1990), pp
369-415.

73 CASTELLL, I/ commento, p. 15 (Hebrew text). ,
7 Credit for this term should be given to Giovanni Filoramo, whom I thank for the
suggestion. :
7 Probably the best bibliography on the Sefer yesira can be found online, courtesy of Don
KaRrg, at Www.digital—brilliance.Com/kab/karr/syie.pdf, The sine qua non editions of this work
are I. GRUENWALD, “A Preliminary Critical Edition of Sefer Yezirah”, Israel Oriental Studies, 1

(1971) pp. 132-1 77, P.HAYMAN, Sefer Yesira: Edition, Translation and Text-Critical C ommentary,
Tiibingen, 2004.

New York, 1974, pp. 23-30; S.

rusalem- )
0 See, for example, G. ScioLv, Kebbaldr, Jors The Journal of Jewish Thought

3 « - Vegi lam: A Reappraisal”, al }
WASSIZR?TROI\;’, g?lfe(I lggs?al)rapagl dlga(?}; I?)irlill, The Ancient Jewish Mysticism, Tel Aviv, 1993,
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¢ e an Indian Connection to Sefer yesirah! , Aleph, 1o 1L ctudes
. 1;7h§1 E}aRIll)FII\II\‘;ALD “Some Critical Notes on the First Pgrtfof SS{et.era IejLéditi’o e 1 toxt
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it is as if he destroys the entire world”

Vadim Putzu
«Whoever kills a human being,

to God®. Man must be

erfection is however exclusive
gical levels, in which the

his kind of p

ented with investigating the two lower ontolo

2l symbols become real:

_ Astronomy/astrology, which deals with the realm of the cosmos, and

_ Medicine (including psychology), which is concerned with the human

m.

i Donnolo’s system every other scientific discipline is absorbed in the

ove two, insofar as it would be sufficient to uncover the macrocosm-

icrocosm parallels between clements operating in the universe and their

uivalents in the human body in order to know the entire empirical creation.

eyond and above that, in the realm of metaphysics, ideal symbology allows

an a limited investigation of the preliminary phase of creation (the one

aracterized by permutations between letters and sefiror).

At this point, it seems fair to say that the principle underlying Donnolo’s

hole epistemological project is that the truth humanly attainable resides inside

an. Since God’s creative activity, according to the Sefer yesird, is essentially
that He had previously organized and
derstand the mechanism of creation only

reification of linguistic elements
ontemplated, the human being can un

ent of her/his own interior speech

d letters. In this sense, Donnolo

if she/he recognizes the process of developm
nd its concretization into ideas, numbers, an
nt with the Platonizing tradition that saw knowledge as a single,
d eternal science, reckoned to be attainable a priori through
84_one should wonder if
self»—seen as a means

_However, as Sharf suggests

Donnolo subscribed to the Delphic maxim «know thy

for knowing the entire reality —more out of his medical background than
Probably Neoplatonism represented in

Donnolo’s pers ive i
pective 1s more infla

an organic : enced by Neoplatoni i
is co rgltinuitl;/mizfsltamﬁng of both the empirical and tklfe Spir;flrlrzlii e I;laln,t'
metaph}’sics" the t(:; than rupture, between the realm of PhYSic:v Or(;fl o
mirrors the othor. Tn (]>) itzﬁglnz harmonious relationship, insofar asa Iéntathé}
X . : 0’s system creation is o P
or hypostasi o ation is conceived '
Specz})ation osn glOeH(lmGohd. The 1_31b1.1cal account sets the lirzlictzsfi)mell]n"
the other hand, it estaﬁlisa}ild’ maintaining that the Creator is unlqm\;;ab;1
> es a similarity b ) &
somy . , y between G ,
e room for the latter’s understanding of the Dei t(})/d ggi/ ;nan, thus leay
. ver

microcosm and the world macroco i
oS anc sm found in the Sefer yesire
oriid fr(g)m 3:: Sao(l:lczgm}qn pattern of formation. GrJ;nte}:i illllafz zll;gbge's“
mide possiome one Sout e, 1nd§ng the principles through which creatio . |
dovolomed fon and und etrsfandmg the process through which ever Itlh
accessible to man. In thiz1 génieelwl:)sotl?r(:o‘l)v%y .Sf‘or aC}? o e knO\‘}Jlledg
ace ( : s , 0’s Sefer ] ’
dire}:(;lgsaeiljigl% gﬁ;luldcfs all of hjs author’s k]rclovx'/laelzlng?g ﬁ ;;?ctl)le s
SRR d(? 9 $ eyes with everything a human bein " w{ b
zed around a neoplatonic grid®. All sciencicgatglflzb?
o

obtained realizes i
s 1tself on thre .
macrocosmic one, and the miir(())élg(sﬂo‘glcal %llans: the ideal one, the ccause of his philosophical beliefs
mic one There , > S.
fore, fact the general theoretical framework of Donnolo’s cultural environment, and
ltanschauung —more or less consciously — for the sake

phenomenon presents i i
s its ee di
elf in three different yet essentially interrelated f o £ this W
, ade use of this We

of organizing his knowledge ina tem. [ would contend
_that Donnolo was neither a
Neoplatonism; he simply adopted this
_that as it may, Donnolo’s itinerary towards know!

the discipline he was most expert in: medicine.
- could get to know himself as man, the microcosm. The following step on the

way to knowledge would be astrology, which, through a set of parallel
influences, would shed light on the divine order of the universe as well as on

sufficiently coherent sys
great expert nor 2 self-aware partisan of

theoretical outlook instrumentally®®. Be
edge could not begin but with
Through medicine Donnolo

science:

1. The highest o
_ st one can be termed (after :
and it concer ) med (after Sermoneta®) “id e
that knowingnZItlhtehleegzlsss’iglle Siﬁgag el Combinatiz)ns, eg(l):ggfgzgfﬁ 3;13’
all the languaces | ¢ alphabetical permutations amo :
guages in the world; given the ambivalence of tl?en ?Iégrlg\ifmtvmg
erm

davar —meani
ing both word and thj
less than omniscience. hing—such a knowledge corresponds to no

83 CasteLL, 1 commento, p. 54 (Hebrew text).

% A SHARF, “Shabbetai Donnolo’s Idea of the Microcosm”, in Studi sull’ebraismo italia-
o in memoria di C. Roth, ed. E. Toarr, Roma, 1974, pp. 205-226: 224.

8 My reading here challenges Sermoneta’s assessment about Donnolo’s perfectly consis-
tent integration into Neoplatonism. See his “I1 neoplatonismo”, p. 932, and my “La sapienza”,

p. 128.

80
On the Sefer hakmoni as
mondo e hatk ?’nz zlls_encyclopedic work, see G. Sg “ .
A SE;(I)\/[ m(id'lCV(‘l}e > Rivista di storia della filosofia ISEF 055, pr. 162 CPedic nel
2 5o o ONETA, “Le enciclopedie”, pp. 18-21 (9830 pp- 1625,
ERMONETA, “Le enciclopedie”, p. él .
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S yS 11e W()lld
]l( ever kllls a human belng, 1t 18 as 11 he dﬁStI() ﬂ 16 entir
utzu W v

necessary; in Sabbetay’s eyes, anthropology, cosmology, and theology
e Clggrrfsgl()on’g i(z);lli:n?c{zl (i)ttlhtzlr}ns of theosophy is thgref?’re irpproper”,
, f.def%nmg osis (an “esoteric lore with salvific imphcaﬁon§ .) will be ev;n
,ghng bie gntic The mere fact that this thinker seeks recognition am({ng :15
. problﬁglla nci complains for not getting it rules clearly out the esotclzn’c
o JeWSA afar as a possible salvific and operative cl_laracter of Donnolo s1
mpgn?nt- . meé we might at best say that medical and astrolo%w;li
I;ma i COnclrenbine,d with the understanding of the structure and o 1:1 le
'OWIeC"ge’ f)? creation, provide directions for a righteous and happy worldly
t’fCharllsme m Which,a seeming life in the world-to-come shall follow. ;
~1st6n;€}~— c?nt one needs to emphasize that for Donnolo thp translatéqn_ 0e
At1 tcils<£nt0 éower occurs in the form of a better understand,mg (if t%;i i Sngr; X
él) o hgich results in a more scrupulous obsgrvan@ of God’s will. is o
‘tiflg case for the mystics of Oria. Their gnosis had.m any case allll :ir:tr; mine(i
alt ’ost automatic, practical efficacy. Comphance? Wlth divine wi fetermined
anll whether the effects of the practice are positive or negaIt)w:nOIO dor 0
ndyerstand this aspect, let us consider that, accordlpg 'toth~05tars iimpses
ovidential plan is fixed in the cosmos. Man can perceive 1(nccocr b }% pses
about his condition and his fate, and modify hls beh_avu?r dwhich necéssarﬂy
possible only insofar as in such prede'termmed picture, ° i
P(Ziludes also the evil man will do or will suffer fro'm,' Tesucxlzad tregze enting
e free will human beings have been 'granted‘——ls. 1r;1c_lureea ! gmeﬁt ylan s
pportunity for salvation/redemption, Wh}ch consists in tlsf eal t%V s eles
erfect divine order, is connected to the wise managenﬁuen ‘OAccording nciples
di?velling in his ruah, the yeser tov apd the yeser rg .modiﬁed i
onception, the divine decree mirrored m_thp stars can be e oy
human being is alive. In fact, once the living spx_ni{ (1rnmo§dur.mg use of e
erivation from the divine ruah) leaves‘ the body, it gepz ene e o Boing
peace or in suffering, depending on having or not havnr{g 0 e body (o2
. physician, not only Donnolo does not advocate the escape

man’s task in the creation. Finally comes the science of ideal symbols, w
implies the acknowledgement of an all-encompassing schema—inacces;
in its entirety to human limitation— that unifies and legitimates all phenom

As we have seen, compared to Sa‘adya’s and Duna¥’s commentaries tc

On the other hand, as Dan suggests®®, one should not consider Donno
commentary as a mystical work, or as an investigation on God’s intri
nature, since the inspiration of the work is scientific. Here one should n
however, that Donnolo’s “scientific” approach rests on the belief in the crea

constituted by a system of interdependent disciplines. Just as he believe
the intrinsic unity of all phenomena manifesting themselves in the three rea
of being, Donnolo believed in the unity of knowledge.

speculative character than the magical-theurgical lore Apulian mystics for
in that same text. As a matter of fact, if my inference is correct, the rabbis fr
Oria used the Sefer yesira essentially as a handbook of magical formulas. |
them, the knowledge of Ma‘asé Bere Sit granted supernatural powers;
Donnolo, instead, understanding the opus creationis and consequentl
acknowledging its perfection could help man to strengthen his faith in G
and to praise the Creator for His work. Donnolo’s God is in fact first a
foremost a creator, characterized by deeds. He gave human beings the abil
to understand and to reproduce all the processes of creation, thus making ther
similar to Him, so that men could realize God’s majesty and might®. Giv

that the religious duty to know for the sake of complying with the divine wil
would necessarily be fulfilled through the study of subjects accessible to man
In this perspective, theosophy —regardless of its being possible or licit—w % On this point 1 disagree with WOLFSON, Through a Speculun. pp. 128—1?(,1’Z;lw§§ g?;ﬁ:;
the kno&edlgepof the sefirot to the contemplation of G?d’s mv1s1b;e iﬁ’:lslgnzg angoETSCHEL7
i theosophical conception of the sefirot in Donnolo’s thought. In . me. speculations to
, L(z ?(abi)(;;l(;pp §8ff had already suggested, Donnolo would an.u?}}za;z i?that % theosophical
e, P . ha-bakir 1The Book of Brightness] . My point here e at
Egnfge?)rtli((i)rlxno;htig i];;l_’réltflwlj)(g]lg b[e both hardly consistent with and—more importantly —irreleva

o Donnolo’s overall intellectual project and to his Wéltan.Y[C[ha;Zienm op. 1.3, Hebrew tex0)
o At the beginning of his Sefer hakmoni (CASTELLY, 1] ¢ » PP
&

ati r the copyists, urging them to credit Sabbetay bar Avra:
g;)rgnf(;l;)tgstjv gl-}f_m[?ln:)%i?igtl&‘:‘tﬁzr defcll(f ijli‘s g\uthO}”shi‘p ang ntc(l) Iﬁfcs:i;'febtj?; Fext from ma
nipulations, Donnolo includes an acrostic containing his name
92 CastELLL, 1T commento, pp. 3311, (Hebrew text).
93 CASTELI,,I: 1l commento, pp. 24-25 (Hebrew text).

% See DaN, “La cultura ebraica”, p. 345. More recently, Donnolo’s scientific attitude, his
“pragmatic” use of the Sefer yesira, and his distinction between the knowable plane of the |
ters and the unknowable plane of the sefirot have been emphasized in P, Mancuso, “Sha
batai Donnolo commentateur du Sefer Yetzirah”, in Réceptions de la cabale, eds. P, GisEL and
L. KAENNEL, Paris-Tel Aviv, 2007, pp. 89-107. E

8 On the other hand, here one should also notice the difference between Donnolo’s con-
ception of the letters, and the one maintained by the mystics of Oria, who ascribed to the
Names a magical-thaumaturgical power.

% The usage of this term seems particularly apt when one keeps in mind that in Arabic the

word hakim is used to indicate, among other things, the wise, the sage, but also the physician.
89 CASTELLI, [/ commento, p. 27 (Hebrew text).
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the Gnostics did); he also attaches a crucial role to earthly existence an
commitment to the material world. As a matter of fact, in understanding
“ as reason and instinct rather than as the £00
the evil inclinations, Donnolo makes them both necessary to human life
particular, since the yeser ra“ drives toward the perpetration of the species
the manipulation of the world for the benefit of man, from this princ
depends the preservation of the creation®. In fact, if the ultimate goal of hui
life is the implementation in the world of the divine order, God’s will shall
its expression in the preservation of the creation, so that from the onenes
the latter one can acknowledge the oneness of the former. Hence, for man
microcosm merit will come from his righteous life on earth, and guilt/judgm
from the heavenly Law. In the same way, at a macrocosmic level the favora
side of the universe will be the earthly one, whereas the unfavorable one
be that of the heavens®. One cannot but remark that here again Donnol
perhaps because of his “physician’s attitude” —privileges man’s side of
relationship between human and divine realm. ~
As a conclusion, putting together all the elements we have discussed so f:
regarding Donnolo’s idea of hokma, it seems to me that one can reasonab
make the case for a decisively anthropocentric perspective. I would like
argue that Donnolo’s consistent anthropocentrism can also be qualified
humanism. In this sense, his paraphrase of the Talmudic saying “Whoever kil
a human being, it is as if he destroys the entire world”*— which epitomi
the microcosm-macrocosm relationship between man and the universe —ca
be contrasted with the ruthless ethical rigor (exemplified by death sentence
and by families exterminated because of ritual transgressions)®” advocated b
his fellow Jews, whom the Sefer yuhasin praises as champions of Rabbinism
Put together, Donnolo’s syncretistic Neoplatonism, his conception of realit
as an integrated whole, his approach to science and to knowledge in general
his familiarity with non-Jews and non-Jewish sources, and his humanisti
anthropocentrism, shape up a picture of the intellectual quite similar to thos
who will become typical in the Italian Renaissance®.

PIERGABRIELE MANCUSO
Boston University

ION

THE MANUSCRIPT TRADIT

OF SABBETAY DONNOLO’S SEFER HAi{MONI .
A COMPREHENSIVE ANALYSIS?

the Wise [Man]) by Sabbetay Donnolo (912-

A i

3. d. after 982) is without any doubt one of the I;:O.St Ist;gl?;ilcjzr\;fr;e;te—
monies ‘of the cultural and literary renaissance of southern lalian Jowry o
arly 9® and 11" century. Sefer hakmqnz consists ¢ ;  main

- the' edfg ction, containing important autoblogl‘aphlcgl informa on, !
;'a;ntslzlazgt;rll‘;/roo; Genésis 1:26 («Let us make man in our image, after ou

mation, an
ikeness») and the commentary on Sefer yesird (Book of Form

i i i f the universe as the com-
S hich described the creation o ) >
nonglgi?(:ntg?tt};z letters of the alphabet and the Sefnot), whmelthe atrlrtlkégf
derzlielt at length and in great details with problems concerning a.stroo(}gt}/ﬁe ot
cine and biblical exegesis'. As pointed out since the begmnling e
gzi?fury Donnolo’s Sefer hakmoni (hereafter- ?}Iﬁl)t}\:/aie\:vesﬂofrzggRenanian
Ttur thern Buropean Jews (especially the . .

el};)ce;l?;i};l; 2\11?]121;01'gmprole in shaping their intellectual and ideological

The Sefer hakmoni (Book of

ldérét'itz'e the middle of the 19™ century Donnolo’:“? wqu was thfI Sgg&ft@i
seve;‘;ll studies, the most significz_igté)eing t{lf(];);}?})l;;t;:; 001;;}1; B Ifami o
edi the Ttalian scholar David CASTEL ( o
fzillts(is;] Lilfr() della creazione, Florence, 1880) and2 glmolsatl s?ggl\;]lr;( o
years later Andrew SHARE's The Universe of Shabbetai Doni

9 CASTELLL Il commento, pp. 22{f. (Hebrew text). Drawing upon Sefer yegird’s oppositior
between the scale of indulgence (associated with water) and the scale of judgment (connecte:
to fire), Donnolo confers a positive value to the southern/lower part and a negative value't
the northern/upper part both of the universe and of man. '

% CASTELLL, 1 commento, p. 25 (Hebrew text). Compare with Jerusalem Talmud, San
hedrin 4:1 (22a): «Whoever destroys a soul, it is considered as if he destroyed an entire world
And whoever saves a life, it is considered as if he saved an entire worlds. '

*7 See SALZMAN, The Chronicle, pp- 5, 16 (Hebrew text).

% In this sense, my reading is substantiated by Fabrizio Lelli’s recent (and still unpub-
lished) discovery of a quotation from Donnolo’s Sefer hakmoni in a work of an Italian author
of the Renaissance.

. . ] - of my doctoral thesis, conducted e%t

* This article is a slightly vanef‘ version of 2 Ch?ptii? College London under the super-
tt}e.Department of Flebrow taﬁ;;‘?l;r}: tshtéJ (lgzesc?fficu t]jﬂls\;(e()f (}i/escribi%lg the mgnuzcgpt 111(2)1?;:1:())1:
Y);S;()m o ll)l;'sAVélgrlljaggE;i\;ctive c.riticism and useful suggestions Weil‘ztf?zitud)é b \
Nichgggodoe Lange of Cambridge University to whom I? );plc,bg ,Iz?,,;?r;s A. %’ HAYMAN’s Sefer
. In this article, the edition reference of the text of Sefer Je8e B0 R o0,
Yesira — E(}ition T;‘anslation and Text—Criticc{l Cjommenmry,d pu to Hayman's edition.
Palragraph and séction of this work have been indicated according
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