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Note on this edition

This volume gathers Jaromír Hladík’s three kabbalistic antholo-
gies: the Sefer Yetzirah (Berlin, 1928), the Sefer ha-Bahir (com-
pleted in Vienna in 1931) and the Idroth (completed in Prague in
1933). The first alone appeared in the author’s lifetime; the other
two remained unpublished and have come down to us through the
autographs of the Hladík collection (shelfmarks H-1931/1 and H-
1933/1).

Each book is given in full: the translator’s preface, the histori-
cal introduction, the selected verses with their Hebrew or Aramaic
text, their transliteration, their translation and the author’s notes,
and finally the bibliography. Hladík thought and wrote these three
books in German; we give here the English translation, and repro-
duce in the appendix, at the end of the volume, the three original
German texts.

We have added nothing to his voice, save, here and there, a
clearly marked editor’s note, and the modern numbering of the
verses, supplied for the reader’s convenience. The order of the three
books is that of their composition, which is also that of the history
they tell: from the tannaitic origins to the summits of Castilian
mysticism.

W. d. F.



To those who learn to read
the letters before the sentences,

and the sentences before the deeds.



Preface to the Trilogy

Five years separate the first of these three books from the last.
Jaromír Hladík translated the Sefer Yetzirah in Prague in 1928,
the very year he was composing the preface to the first volume of
his Defence of Eternity; he completed the Idroth in 1933, shortly
before turning to Boehme, and then to the theatre. Between the
two, in 1931, he gave the Bahir. Three books, then, but a single
design: to traverse, from its origins to its summits, the speculative
tradition of Judaism, and to read everywhere in it the same thesis,
that structure precedes what it orders, that the letters precede the
sentences, and the sentences the things.

Read together, they trace an arc. The Sefer Yetzirah, the old-
est (between the third and the sixth century), is a book of letters:
it describes the formation of the world by twenty-two signs and
ten numbers, a combinatory before any image. The Bahir, which
opens medieval Kabbalah (Provence, around 1180), is a book of
powers: the ten numbers become there the ten divine powers, the
tree takes shape, and the Shekhinah appears for the first time. The
Idroth, finally, drawn from the Castilian Zohar (around 1280),
are a book of faces: divinity gives itself there in the form of con-
figurations, the Long Face, the Short Face, the Ancient of Days.
From the letter to the power to the face: such is the slope this volume
would make legible.

Hladík put it no differently. In the margins of his Hradčany
notebook he called these three translations his “preliminaries”, the
texts in which he had learned, before writing it himself, that a
man may be bound by a grammar that others possess. It is the
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intuition of the Defence of Eternity, it is the mainspring of The
Enemies; here it is at its source, in the language in which others
had thought it a thousand years before him.

The present edition gathers the three books in their final state,
each preceded by the preface and the introduction Hladík gave
it, and followed by its bibliography. The three original German
texts, the language in which he thought and wrote, are reproduced
in full in the appendix. From the Sefer Yetzirah, the only one to
appear in his lifetime, to the Idroth that remained unpublished,
it is a whole side of the Hladík collection that this volume brings
together for the first time.

W. d. F.
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Translator’s Preface
Prague, June 1928

I am no Hebraist by profession, and I should hardly have ventured to
translate a text as cryptic as the Sefer Yetzirah had someone else pressed
the task upon me. No one did. It came to me of its own accord, at
the end of a long detour through the kabbalistic treatises, much as one
realizes that a long-avoided threshold now asks to be crossed.

The Sefer Yetzirah is, so far as I know, one of the oldest speculative trea-
tises in Hebrew. Where the Torah, the prophets, and even the Hekhalot
tell stories (of creation, covenant, vision), the Sefer builds. It sets out
numbers, letters, elements, and organs in a few pages of almost mathe-
matical brevity. It was that brevity that arrested me. It promises a meta-
physics without rhetoric, a cosmogony almost without narrative. From
the first reading I sensed in it a quiet kinship with what I was struggling
to write elsewhere, under the more pretentious title of Defence of Eter-
nity.

The text I translate here is the so-called “short” recension, as transmit-
ted and printed in the Mantua edition (1562, recension I) and adopted
by the modern editions of Goldschmidt (Frankfurt, 1894) and Mordell
(Philadelphia, 1914). I depart from the usual practice among Hebraists
by setting beside the vocalized Hebrew a scholarly transliteration drawn
from one of the academic systems (close to that of the Zeitschrift der
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft). This duplication may seem
superfluous to expert readers; it may prove useful to the philosopher or
the poet, who may wish to hear the letter of the text without first having
to learn the alphabet.

A word about the notes that accompany the text. They are not
a scholar’s commentary. I have neither the competence, nor the
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temperament, nor the time required to compete with Saadia, Donnolo,
or the commentators of Safed. My notes are, more modestly, the diary
of one reader: the thought a verse prompted in me one afternoon
at the Klementinum; what a phrase brought to mind: a problem
of position, a clockwork mechanism, a figure of return; what a
verse seemed to announce or contradict. There is in these notes an
autobiographical element that I have not tried to efface: one always
reads from somewhere, and it is better to say where than to conceal it.

A final warning to the reader. The Sefer Yetzirah yields nothing to any-
one who does not read it more than once. The first reading is almost
always disappointing: a sequence of obscure schemata, lists of corre-
spondences, permutations. The second reading begins to arrange those
schemata into an order one can half perceive. The third sometimes
makes a single hidden device suddenly appear beneath the dispersion.
I do not promise that this device is the “truth” of the work. I say only
that it is worth waiting for it to take shape.

My thanks go to the Hermann Barsdorf Verlag, which has agreed to pub-
lish this volume without expecting profit, and to the memory of the
anonymous librarians of the Klementinum, who allowed a Jew from
the Zeltnergasse to use their side reading rooms in peace for three con-
secutive years.

J. H.
Prague, June 1928.
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Historical Introduction
Title, date, language, manuscripts, posterity

I. The title and its meaning

The title יצירה ספר (Sefer Yetzirah) is usually rendered “Book of
Formation” or “Book of Creation”. The word יצירה (yĕṣîrāh) de-
rives from the root יצר (yāṣar), “to form”, “to fashion”, “to give
shape”; it is the verb Genesis (2:7) uses when the Lord fashions
man from the dust of the ground, and the verb of the potter who
works his clay (Jeremiah 18:4). The title therefore speaks less of a
creation ex nihilo than of a giving of form: a work upon a mat-
ter already given, as the potter works the clay or the engraver the
stone. The nuance is not trivial. The Sefer does not recount that
God brought theworld forth out of nothing; it describes how the
world was formed, by what instruments, according to what mea-
sure. The instruments are letters and numbers; the measure is a
combinatorics.

One finds, among the older commentators, the same hesita-
tion between the two renderings of the title. “Formation” insists
on the process, “Creation” on the result. For the present vol-
ume I have kept the second word, more accessible to the English
reader, without abandoning the reminder, in the notes, that the
first would be, philologically, the more exact. The Sefer is a book
about themanner inwhich theworld holds together, rather than
about the instant of its beginning.
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II. Date and milieu

The Sefer Yetzirah is, so far as one can judge, the oldest Hebrew
text of systematic cosmological speculation: older by several cen-
turies than medieval Kabbalah proper, to which it nonetheless
furnished both vocabulary and skeleton. Rabbinic tradition at-
tributes it now to the patriarch Abraham (the last chapter ends
precisely on the figure of Abraham contemplating and forming),
now to Rabbi Akiba, the tannaitic sage of the second century.
Modern criticism holds both attributions to be equally unten-
able: the first belongs to pious pseudepigraphy, the second to an
authoritative retrojection.

The dating remains one of the most disputed in all of Jewish
literature. The internal evidence (the language, the absence of
any medieval kabbalistic terminology, the affinity with certain
Hellenistic and Neo-Pythagorean speculations on number)
places the composition, according to the scholars, somewhere
between the third and the sixth century of our era. One cannot
be more precise without risking the arbitrary. What is certain is
that the Sefer precedes by several centuries the Provençal Bahir
(c. 1180) and the Castilian Zohar (c. 1280), and that it belongs
to a far older stratum of Jewish thought: the one in which
speculation on creation is still seeking a language, and finds it in
the arithmetic of letters.

III. Language and structure

The Sefer opens on a now famous formula: by “thirty-two won-
drous paths of Wisdom” חכמה) פלאות נתיבות ושתים ,שלשים šĕlōšîm
û-štayim nĕtîvôt pelāʾôt ḥokhmāh) the world was engraved. This
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number, thirty-two, breaks down into ten plus twenty-two: ten
sefirot and twenty-two letters.

The ten sefirot are here called sefirot belimah בלימה) .(ספירות
The word sefirah (from the root ,ספר “to count”, “to number”)
means first a number, an enumeration, and not yet the named
divine emanation that medieval Kabbalah will make of the sefi-
rah. The term belimah is obscure; it is read belî mah, “without
anything”, that is “without support”, “without substance of
their own”, or else as a form of the root ,בלם “to close”, hence
“closed”, “sealed”. Throughout the volume I have kept the
rendering “without support”, which seems to me the most
faithful: the ten sefirot of the Sefer are ten pure numbers, ten
enumerations that rest on nothing, depth and height, east and
west, beginning and end, and that close upon one another like
the flame bound to the coal. This point must be stressed, for
it is one of those on which the Sefer differs most from later
Kabbalah: these are not yet the named sefirot (Keter, Hokhmah,
Binah, and so on) of themedieval tree, but ten abstract numbers,
ten dimensions of extension and of time.

The twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet are then
divided into three classes. Three mothers ,אמש) ʾalef, mem, šin),
from which come air, water, and fire, the heavens, the earth,
and the atmosphere that divides them. Seven doubles ,(בגדכפרת)
which are pronounced in two ways, and to which the book
attaches the seven planets, the seven days, the seven gates of the
body. Twelve simples (the twelve remaining letters), attached
to the twelve signs of the zodiac, the twelve months, the twelve
“diagonal” organs of the body. From the combination of these
letters with one another the Sefer derives the “two hundred and
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thirty-one gates” שערים) ואחת שלשים ,(מאתים that is, the number
of possible pairs that twenty-two letters form taken two by two:
“from aleph to all the letters, and from all the letters to aleph”,
forward and backward. The world, in this doctrine, is literally
spelled: it is a language before it is a thing.

To this distribution of the letters answers a geometry. The
book seals the six directions of space (above, below, east, west,
north, south) by six permutations of the divine name, and it ar-
ranges the three orders of the real along three parallel axes: the
world (space), the year (time), the soul (man). Each letter receives
its place in space, in time, and in the body. The structure is there-
fore not merely a list: it is a device of three columns, in which the
least letter holds together a region of the heavens, a month of the
year, and an organ of man.

IV. Manuscripts and printed tradition

The text of the Sefer Yetzirah has not come down to us in a single
form. The manuscripts and editions fall into three principal re-
censions: a short recension (the barest, and the one I translate), a
long recension (enlarged with astrological and combinatorial de-
velopments), and the recension of Saadia Gaon, appreciably re-
ordered, which the latter appended to his Arabic commentary of
the tenth century. The differences among these recensions bear
less on the doctrine than on the order of the paragraphs and the
extent of the tables of correspondences.

The Hebrew editio princeps appeared at Mantua in 1562, and
it is this edition that serves, directly or indirectly, as the basis
of all later editions, including the modern scholarly editions of
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Goldschmidt (Frankfurt, 1894) and Mordell (Philadelphia, 1914)
of which I have made use. For the present translation I have
taken as my base text the short recension of Mantua, signalling
in the notes, where it was useful, the additions of the long
recension.

V. Posterity

The fortune of the Sefer Yetzirah bears no proportion to its
brevity. As early as the tenth century, Saadia Gaon devoted to it
an Arabic commentary that long fixed its philosophical reading;
ShabbataiDonnolo, in southern Italy, gave it in the same century
a Hebrew commentary of medical and astrological inspiration.
In the twelfth century, Yehuda ben Barzillai commented on it
again in Catalonia. The book thus passed, across the centuries,
from one learned hand to the next.

But its deepest posterity lies elsewhere. The Ashkenazi Ha-
sidim of the Rhineland, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,
made the Sefer and its combinations of letters the heart of their
speculative piety and of their traditions concerning the creation
of an artificial man by the permutation of the letters of the
Name, traditions from which the legend of the Golem would
later arise. Medieval Kabbalah proper, born in Provence and in
Castile, inherited from the Sefer its very vocabulary: the word
sefirah, the number ten, the idea that the letters are the elements
of the world. The Bahir, which opens medieval Kabbalah, takes
up and transforms these ten enumerations into so many divine
“powers”. And in the thirteenth century, Abraham Abulafia
founded his whole “Kabbalah of the names” on the meditative
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practice of the combinations of letters that the Sefer had, first of
all, raised into a key to the real.

It is this first intuition that the present volumewouldmake leg-
ible. The Sefer Yetzirah sets out, before all Jewish mysticism and
long before the systems that would issue from it, a thesis of an
almost vertiginous simplicity: the letters precede the sentences,
and the sentences precede things. The world is formed as one
forms a word. I pondered this thesis at length while writing else-
where my Defence of Eternity; I did not yet know, in 1928, how
literally a man can be bound by a grammar that others possess. It
is for that reason, perhaps, that this minuscule book seemed to
me, and seems to me still, one of the gravest I know.
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Chapter I
The Thirty-Two Paths, the Ten Enumerations

The first chapter lays down the whole apparatus: thirty-two wondrous paths, ten sefirot —

the enumerations without support —, twenty-two foundational letters. It does not yet describe

the detail of the letters; it establishes the gesture and the measure. Creation is not told here

but engraved, sealed to the six directions by the permutations of the Name. All the rest of the

יצירה ספר will only unfold what is here set down in a single stroke.

1.

ישראל אלקי צבאות יהו״ה י״ה חקק חכמה פלאות נתיבות ושתים בשלשים
וברא שמו, וקדוש עד שוכן ונשא רם וחנון רחום שדי אל עולם ומלך חיים אלקים

וספור. וספר בספר ספרים, בשלשה עולמו את

Transliteration
Bišlošîm û-štayim nĕtivōt pelāʾôt ḥokhmā, ḥāqaq Yāh Adonaï
Ṣĕvaʾot, ʾElohé Israël, ʾElohim ḥayyīm û-mélekh ʿolam, ʾEl
Šaddaï, raḥûm wĕ-ḥannûn, rām wĕ-niśśāʾ, šōkhên ʿad, wĕ-
qādōš šĕmō; û-bārāʾ ʾet ʿōlāmō bišlošāh sĕfārîm: bĕ-sēfer,
wĕ-sĕfār, wĕ-sippūr.

Translation
By thirty-two wondrous paths of Wisdom, Yah, the Lord of
hosts, God of Israel, the living God and King of the world, God
Almighty, merciful and gracious, exalted and uplifted, who
dwells forever and whose name is holy, engraved them and
created His world by three things: the Book, the Number, and
the Telling.

2.
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כפולות ושבע אמות שלש יסוד, אותיות ושתים ועשרים בלימה ספירות עשר
פשוטות. עשרה ושתים

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā, wĕ-ʿeśrîm ûštayim ʾotiyyot yĕsōd; šālōš
ʾimmot, we-ševaʿ kĕfūlōt, û-šĕteîm-ʿeśrê pĕšutot.

Translation
Ten sefirot without support, and twenty-two foundational let-
ters: three mothers, seven doubles, and twelve simples.

3.

מכוונת יחיד וברית חמש, כנגד חמש אצבעות, עשר במספר בלימה ספירות עשר
המָעוֹר. ובמילת הלשון במלת באמצע,

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā, bĕ-mispar ʿéser ʾeṣbaʿot, ḥamèš
kenéged ḥamèš, û-berît yaḥid mĕkuwenet bĕ-ʾemṣaʿ,
bĕ-millat ha-lašon û-bĕ-millat ha-maʿor.

Translation
Ten sefirot without support, after the number of the ten fingers,
five opposite five, and a single covenant set at the centre: theword
of the tongue, and the word of the member.

Note by J. H.: On I,1–3

The thirty-two paths of wisdom are not parallel roads, but the edges of
a single invisible solid. The first mishnah does not describe a cosmos: it
describes an act. God does not begin by telling the world; he engraves



26 Sefer Yetzirah · Bahir · Idroth

it. Creation is therefore not a birth but an incision into a matter which,
before the sign, was neither empty nor full, only indeterminate.

The ten בלימה ,ספירות “sefirot without support” — ten numerations
rather than ten reified spheres — are not things that can be located.
They are the conditions that make location possible. They do not yet say
what is; they make it possible for something to be said, counted, placed
in opposition, oriented. For language, they are what fingers are to the
hand: instruments, but also limits.

So at the very origin freedom and constraint stand together. The
letters can combine, but they do not invent themselves. The world opens
like a sentence, but no sentence speaks in an alphabet of its own choosing.
This is perhaps the first mystery of the Sefer Yetzirah: creation is not the
absence of rule but the appearance of a field in which rules will at last
make something like freedom possible.

4.

וחכם בחכמה הבן עשרה, אחת ולא עשר תשע, ולא עשר בלימה, ספירות עשר
מכונו. על יוצר והשב בוריו, על דבר והעמד מהם, וחקור בהם בחון בבינה,

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā; ʿéser wĕ-lō tēšaʿ, ʿéser wĕ-lō ʾaḥat-
ʿéśrê. Hāvên bĕ-ḥokhmā, wĕ-ḥākhēm bĕ-vīnā; baḥōn bāhēm,
wa-ḥāqōr mēhēm, wĕ-haʿămēd dāvār ʿal buriyyō, wĕ-hašēv
yōṣēr ʿal mĕkhōnō.

Translation
Ten sefirotwithout support: ten andnotnine, ten andnot eleven.
Understand by wisdom and be wise by understanding; test by
them, search out from them; set the matter firmly in place, and
restore the Maker to his station.
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5.

אחרית, ועומק ראשית עומק סוף, להן שאין עשר מדתן בלימה, ספירות עשר
צפון עומק מערב, ועומק מזרח עומק תחת, ועומק רום עומק רע, ועומק טוב עומק

עד. עדי ועד קדשו ממעון בכולם, מושל נאמן מלך אל יחיד אדון דרום. ועומק

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā; middātān ʿéser še-ʾên lāhén sōf: ʿōmeq
rēʾšīt wĕ-ʿōmeq ʾaḥarīt, ʿōmeq ṭōv wĕ-ʿōmeq raʿ, ʿōmeq rōm
wĕ-ʿōmeq taḥat, ʿōmeq mizraḥ wĕ-ʿōmeq maʿarav, ʿōmeq
ṣāfōn wĕ-ʿōmeq dārōm. ʾAdōn yaḥīd, El mêlekh neʾeman,
mōšēl bĕ-kullān, mimʿōn qodšō we-ʿad ʿadê ʿad.

Translation
Ten sefirot without support: their measure is ten, and to none of
them is an end given: a depth of beginning and a depth of end, a
depth of good and a depth of evil, a depth of above and a depth
of below, a depth of east and a depth of west, a depth of north
and a depth of south. A single Lord, God, faithful king, rules
over them all from the dwelling of his holiness for ever and ever.

6.

בהן דברו קץ, להם אין ותכליתן הבזק כמראה צפייתן בלימה, ספירות עשר
משתחוים. הם כסאו ולפני ירדופו, כסופה ולמאמרו ושוב, ברצוא

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā; ṣĕfiyyatān kĕ-marʾê ha-bāzaq, wĕ-
takhlītān ʾên lāhén qēṣ. Devarō bāhén bĕ-raṣō wĕ-šōv;
û-lĕ-maʾamarō kĕ-sûfāh yirdĕfû, û-lĕ-fānê kisʾō hem
mištaḥăwîm.
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Translation
Ten sefirot without support: their appearance is like the flash
of lightning, and their end has no boundary. His word runs
through them in a “coming and going”; at his command, like
the storm wind, they hasten; before his throne they bow down.

7.

קשורה כשלהבת בסופן ותחילתן בתחילתן סופן נעוץ בלימה, ספירות עשר
סופר. אתה מה אחד ולפני לו. שני ואין הוא יחיד שאדון בגחלת.

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā; nāʿûṣ sōfān bĕ-taḥillatān, wĕ-taḥillatān
bĕ-sōfān, ka-šalhévèt qĕšurā bĕ-gaḥélet. Še-ʾAdōn yaḥīd hū,
wĕ-ʾên šēnī lō; û-lĕ-fĕnê ʾeḥād, mā ʾattā sōfer?

Translation
Ten sefirot without support: their end is set into their beginning,
and their beginning into their end, like a flame bound to its coal.
For there is a single Lord, and no second beside him; and before
the One, what will you count?

Note by J. H.: On I,4–7

4. The text’s insistence — “ten and not nine, ten and not eleven” — is
no pedantic fuss. It means that being is not approximate. There is a
measure of the world, and that measure precedes our consolations. To
add or to subtract one unit is not to correct the diagram; it is to change
worlds.

5. The ten sefirot then disclose themselves as ten depths: beginning
and end, good and evil, above and below, east and west, north and south.
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The text offers no map but an orientation. Each of these axes asks us
where we stand. Man never inhabits a pure point: he inhabits a tension
between two directions.

6. Their appearance is like lightning, and their motion like the going-
and-returning of the living creatures of Ezekiel. The sefirot, then, must
not be imagined as motionless levels. What remains is the rhythm: out-
going and return, impulse and recall, expansion and limit. Time itself
may be no more than a successive reading of this motionless structure.

7. “Their end is set into their beginning, and their beginning into
their end.” This sentence is perhaps the first acceptable definition of
eternity. Not a duration that prolongs itself without end, but a form
in which terminus and origin contain each other. If eternity is, it is not
after time: it is the silent totality of which time grants us only the partial
passage.

Annotation au crayon — Hradčany, mars 1939

Au crayon, en regard de I,4–7 : « If eternity is the silent totality and time

only a partial passage through it, then no position in time is neutral. Seven

o’clock. Still seven o’clock. Look for the move that does not lose. »

8.

למקום, שוב לבך רץ ואם מלהרהר, ולבך מלדבר פיך בלום בלימה, ספירות עשר
ברית. נכרת זה דבר ועל ושוב. רצוא והחיות נאמר שלכך

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā; belōm pīkha mil-dabbēr, û-libbekha
mil-harhēr. Wĕ-ʾim rāṣ libbekha, šûv la-māqōm, šelāḵākh
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neʾemar: we-haḥayyōt rāṣō wĕ-šōv. Û-ʿal dāvār zéh nikhrĕt
bĕrît.

Translation
Ten sefirot without support: shut your mouth from speaking
and your heart from pondering; and if your heart races, return
it to its place, for it is for this reason that it is said: “and the liv-
ing creatures ran and returned”. Upon thismatter a covenant has
been cut.

9.

העולמים, חי של שמו ומבורך ברוך חיים אלהים רוח אחת בלימה, ספירות עשר
הקדש. רוח וזהו ודבור ורוח קול

Transliteration
ʿÉser sĕfirot bĕlî mā; ʾaḥat rûaḥ ʾElohim ḥayyīm, bārûkh û-
mĕvōrākh šĕmō šel ḥay ha-ʿolāmīm; qōl wĕ-rûaḥ wĕ-dibbūr
— wĕ-zéhû rûaḥ ha-qōdeš.

Translation
Ten sefirot without support: one is the Spirit of the living God
—blessed and the source of blessing is the name of the Life of the
worlds — voice, breath, and word: this is the Spirit of holiness.

10.

ושבע אמות שלש יסוד, אותיות ושתים עשרים בה וחצב חקק מרוח, רוח שתים
מהן. אחת ורוח פשוטות, עשרה ושתים כפולות

Transliteration
Šĕtayim: rûaḥ mi-rûaḥ; ḥāqaq wĕ-ḥāṣav bāh ʿeśrīm û-štayim


