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Mystic: Rabbinic Martyrology and the Making of the Merkavah Mysticism
(Tübingen, 2005) and some of the studies in Adam H. Becker and
Annette Yoshiko Reed (eds.), The Ways that Never Parted: Jews and
Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Minneapolis,
2007). For early Rabbinic Judaism and early Christianity see the earlier
view of Daniel Boyarin, Dying for God: Martyrdom and the Making of
Christianity and Judaism (Palo Alto, 1999) and idem, Border Lines: The
Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia, 2004). A more nuanced
view is found recently in idem, “Beyond Judaisms: Metatron and the
Divine Polymorphy in Ancient Judaism,” JSJ 41 (2010): 323–65. See
also below, n. 107.
4 See Philipp Bloch, “Rom und die Mystiker der Merkabah,” in Festschrift
zum siebzigsten Geburtstage Jakob Guttmanns (rep. Toronto, 2011), 113–
24. On the new direction of explaining the “significant other” of early
Rabbinic literature, see Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society:
200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. (Princeton, 2003); Adiel Schremer, Brothers
Estranged: Heresy, Christianity and Jewish Identity in Late Antiquity
(Oxford and New York, 2010); Israel Knohl, The Messiah before Jesus:
The Suffering Servant of the Dead Sea Scrolls (Berkeley, 2002).
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1 See Ithamar Gruenwald, “Mekoman shel masorot kohaniyyot bi.ziratah shel ha-mistikah shel ha-merkavah ve-shel shi‘ur komah” (The
Impact of Priestly Traditions on the Creation of Merkabah Mysticism
and Shi‘ur Qomah), in Ha-mistikah ha-yehudit ha-kdumah (Early Jewish
Mysticism), Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought, 6, ed. Joseph Dan
(Jerusalem, 1987), 65–120 (Hebrew), and in a more elaborate manner
Rachel Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism,
tr. David Louvish (Oxford and Portland, 2004). See also the two studies
of Jody Magness (below, n. 60) that adopt the priestly identity of some
of the themes she deals with.
2 See, e.g., Noam Mizrahi, “She‘elat ha-zikah bein shirat olat ha-Shabat
le-sifrut ha-heikhalot: hebetey lashon ve-signon” (The Supposed
Relationship between the Song of the Sabbath Sacrifice and Hekhalot
Literature: Linguistic and Stylistic Aspects), Meghillot 7 (2009): 263–98
(Hebrew), as well as Peter Schaefer’s study mentioned in the next
footnote.
3 See the strong penchant in this direction in the recent studies of
Peter Schaefer, The Origins of Jewish Mysticism (Princeton, 2009),
especially 32–33. See also Ra‘anan S. Boustan, From Martyr to
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The nature of the sources of the so-called Heikhalot
literature and its avatars are topics that still await detailed
scholarly analyses. Though the Hebrew texts that are
conceived of as belonging to this literature are rather few
and relatively short, albeit quite difficult, more efforts
have been invested in elucidating their contents than
in pointing out their probable sources. When such an
attempt has been made by suggesting that the origins of
this literature lie in earlier Jewish sources, works related
to the Jewish temple traditions and its priests as the
preservers, as well as to the Dead Sea literature,1 the
reactions of scholars have been rather negative.2 Instead,
the new assumption that seems to have been adopted in
recent studies supposes positive affinities to concepts and
ideals found in Christianity, as well as negative reactions
to them.3 The pendulum moves from an approach that is

anchored in the assumption of continuity to another that
presupposes increased discontinuity, as if part of some form
of religious controversy between the authors of Heikhalot
literature and emerging Christian thought. More
recently another approach, which sees some important
developments in late antiquity Judaism as a confrontation
with the Greek-Roman pagan culture, has received
impetus.4 In the following, I shall also address the possible
relevance of this approach for a Heikhalot theme. Let me
be clear: the following is not a comprehensive proposal for
reducing the sources of the Heikhalot literature to Greek
mythology, but for putting in relief one more possible
source in addition to others that have been mentioned
above. Without awareness of multiple possibilities,
scholarly writing on the Heikhalot sources can easily
become partisan research that overemphasizes one of the
different plausible sources and falls into a dogmatic mode.
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The presence of Greek words in the Heikhalot treatises
has been duly pointed out.5 Gershom Scholem, following
Heinrich Graetz, even suggested seeing in the Byzantine
background a possible source for what he calls the
Basylomorphism of some of its treatises;6 other proposals in
that direction have also been advanced,7 though it seems
that the possible impact of Greek sources has been rather
neglected in the more recent studies. In some instances I
have pointed to the possible impact of Greek mythology
related to Atlas based on a detail found in texts related to
Heikhalot literature.8 In that context I have referred also
to another possibility, that of seeing in a certain dimension
of the figure of the representation of Apollo/Helios a
plausible source for some details of a certain discussion
found in a difficult passage in the Heikhalot literature.9
If the proposal of seeing a mythological figure from the
Greco-Roman world as a source for a passage of Heikhalot
literature as delineated below is accepted, it would be
wise to also turn our gaze toward other corpora of ancient
writings that were available to the anonymous authors of
the Heikhalot literature in addition to those implied in
the available proposals of scholars in the field. This does
not invalidate the pertinence of these explanations, when
offered in a much more restrained manner than is done in
practice, though I believe that each explanation concerns
different parts of the Heikhalot literature and different
topics. The present proposal should be considered in the
broader context of exploiting information concerning
ancient and late antiquity in order to elucidate a limited
number of late ancient and medieval phenomena found
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5 Johanan H. Levy, Olamot nifgashim: mehkarim al ma‘amadah shel hayahadut ba-olam ha-yevani-ha-roma’i (Studies in Jewish Hellenism), 2d
ed. (Jerusalem, 1969), 259–65 (Hebrew); Gideon Bohak, “Remains of
Greek Words and Magical Formulae in Heikhalot Literature,” Kabbalah
6 (2001): 121–34.
6 Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1960),
54–55, and see also p. 48.
7 See Moshe Idel, Golem: Jewish Magical and Mystical Traditions of the
Artificial Anthropoid (New York, 1990), 285–86, or Guy G. Stroumsa,
“Mystical Descents,” in Death, Ecstasy and Other Worldly Journeys, eds.
John J. Collins and Michael Fishbane (Albany, 1995), 139–54.
8 See Moshe Idel, “From Italy to Ashkenaz and Back: On the Circulation
of Jewish Mystical Traditions,” Kabbalah 14 (2006): 64–65 n. 66; idem,
Ben: Sonship and Jewish Mysticism (London and New York, 2008), 647.

in Jewish mystical literature.10 In my opinion the three
divergent explanations, even if and when they are
correct, are not exclusive, and the penchant to embrace
just one of them does not do justice to the complexities
of the texts and of the circumstances that generated the
various texts. In fact, different forms of hybrid cultures,
or if one prefers, syncretistic religious cultures, met in
late antiquity, forged even more hybrid offspring as they
developed in different religious centers and diverse social
and political circumstances. We shall deal below with
some themes found in the Heikhalot literature, namely,
a series of relatively short treatises written in Hebrew
since the early Middle Ages which deal with the structure
of the architecture of the world of the divinity and the
techniques to reach it. Given the sharp conceptual
disparity of the texts assembled by modern scholars
under the wide umbrella of Heikhalot or Merkavah
literature, and the variety of versions in which they have
been preserved, unsophisticated answers are inevitably
simplistic, especially given the intertwined types of
coexistence of Judaism, Christianity, and the diverse
pagan cultures in late antiquity.

A Corrupted Passage of a Heikhalot Text and
Its Correction
Some of the texts belonging to the Heikhalot literature
reached us in corrupted versions, a fact that has
complicated understanding of their content and attempts
at tracing their sources. For example, in Ms. Munich 40,

9 The topics were discussed in a lecture I delivered in 2000 at a
conference dealing with Judaism in late antiquity organized by Prof. Lee
I. Levine and the Ben-Zion Dinur Center for Jewish History at Hebrew
University, when I promised to elaborate elsewhere on the topic; here
I attempt to fulfill this promise. I have succinctly referred to this topic
in a number of my studies. See, e.g., Idel, Ben, 245; idem, Ascensions on
High in Jewish Mysticism: Pillars, Ladder, Lines (Budapest and New York,
2005), 87.
10 See Yehuda Liebes, Studies in Jewish Myth and Jewish Messianism, tr.
Batya Stein (Albany, 1993), 65–92; Moshe Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim:
bein hitgalut le-hit‘alut (The Angelic World: Apotheosis and Theophany)
(Tel Aviv, 2008), 171 n. 91 (Hebrew); idem, “The Image of Man above
the Sefirot: R. David ben Yehuda he-Hasid’s Theosophy of Ten Supernal
sahsa
. hot
. and Its Reverberations,” Kabbalah 20 (2009): 181–212.
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fol. 120v, which is the only manuscript containing this
Heikhalot text, there is a passage that deals with one of
the highest angels, ‘Anafi’el.11 The relevant passage from
this manuscript has been published in Peter Schaefer’s
well-known Synopse as follows:12

מספר לגדודיו' הלא בוכיביאל [!] הממונה על הכוכבי' ועמו שס"ה
'אלפי' ריבוא של מלאכי' גדולי' ונכבדי' ורבי' ורמי' בקומו ומלובשי
 הנה עונפיאל השר שעל ראשי אצבעותיך,אש לבנה ומלאים עיניים
.פרטו [!] ערבו [!] רקיע
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text was not addressed by Schaefer in his various discussions of ‘Anafi’el
in his The Hidden and Manifest God: Some Major Themes in Early Jewish
Mysticism, tr. Aubrey Pomerance (Albany, 1992), 30–31, 65–66, 133,
142, or their repetition more recently in his The Origins. The first to
pay attention to the Ashkenazi material and its better version of the
Heikhalot passage was Annelies Kuyt, “Traces of a Mutual Influence of
the Haside Ashkenaz and the Hekhalot Literature,” in From Narbonne
to Regensburg: Studies in Medieval Hebrew Texts, eds. Nico A. van
Uchelen and Irene E. Zwiep (Amsterdam, 1993), 73–85, who translated
the entire Ashkenazi text of R. Eleazar of Worms into English, but did
not deal with the themes related to ‘Anafi’el, which are the focus of my
discussions below, nor with the late antiquity background, as we shall
see below. See also below, n. 16.
13 Perhaps a short form for the two Hebrew words לריבוא, namely 30 tens
of thousands. This figure is absent in the parallel text to be printed
immediately below. For a similar figure concerning a cosmic scroll see
Hebrew Enoch, ed. Hugo Odeberg (Cambridge, 1928), 30. See also
Moshe Idel, “Tfisat ha-Torah be-sifrut ha-heikhalot ve-gilguleha baKabbalah” (The Concept of the Torah in the Heikhalot Literature and
Its Reverberations in Kabbalah), Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 1
(1981): 43 (Hebrew). However, another possibility, based also on the
absence of any figure in the more accurate text printed and translated
below, is that no specific figure was ever found in this text, and the letter
 לis superfluous.
14 Dan, “‘Anafiel”: 454 n. 21. The gist of the article, though not all its
details, has been reiterated more recently by the author in his Toldot
torat ha-sod ha-ivrit (History of the Jewish Mysticism and Esotericism),
8 vols. (Jerusalem, 2008–12), 2:797–99, 3:972–73, and more (Hebrew),
without, however, going beyond paraphrasing the Hebrew text as
he copied it. For a critique of Dan’s basic approach to ‘Anafi’el, see
Schaefer, The Hidden and Manifest God, 31–32 n. 83.

 למעלה ורוחבן למטה ויש להפך 'היש12שמים יש בריות שארכן ל"ר
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11 Concerning this angel, see, e.g., Joseph Dan, “‘Anafiel, Metatron veyozer
. bereshit” (‘Anafiel, Metatron, and Yotzer Bereshit), Tarbiz 52 (1983):
447–58 (Hebrew); David Halperin, “A Sexual Image in Hekhalot
Rabbati and Its Implications,” in Early Jewish Mysticism, ed. Joseph Dan
(Jerusalem, 1987), 117–32; idem, Faces of the Chariot (Tübingen, 1988),
393–96; James Davila, Descenders of the Chariot: The People beyond the
Hekhalot Literature (Leiden, 2001), 226–30; Liebes, Studies in Jewish
Myth, 91; Asi Farber-Ginnat, “Tfisat ha-merkavah be-torat ha-yesod
ba-me’ah ha-yud gimel: ‘sod ha-egoz’ ve-toldotav” (The Concept of the
Merkabah in Thirteenth-Century Jewish Esotericism: “Sod ha-’Egoz”
and Its Development), Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem
(1986), 246 n. 44, 307, 372–73 n. 154 (Hebrew); Menachem Kallus,
“Two Mid-13th Century Kabbalistic Texts from the ‘Iyun Circle,”
M.A. thesis, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1989, 1–2, 33–35 n. 21;
Michael Schneider, “Ben, Yeho’el ve-Sar shalom” (The Angelomorphic
Son of God, Yehoel, and the Prince of Peace), Kabbalah 21 (2010): 199–
200 (Hebrew); idem, Mar'eh kohen: te'ofanyah, apote'ozah ve-te'ologyah
binarit ba-me'ah ha-shniyyah li-fnei ha-sfirah (The Appearance of the
High Priest: Theophany, Apotheosis and Binitarian Theology from
Priestly Tradition of the Second Temple Period through Ancient Jewish
Mysticism) (Los Angeles, 2012), 122–24, 132–34, 153, 165, 270–71
(Hebrew), and additional studies mentioned in the following footnotes.
I do not refer here or below to casual instances of mentioning the name
of the angel in studies which just paraphrase or translate the Heikhalot
texts without a significant analysis.
12 See Synopse zur Hekhalot-Literatur, eds. Peter Schaefer et al. (Tübingen,
1981), par. 873, p. 287, where this passage has been copied exactly on
the basis of a unique manuscript, Munich 40, fols. 120r–v. This is the
opening passage of a treatise belonging to the Heikhalot literature that
was glossed by Ashkenazi material, and it deserves a separate study. For
a parallel to the opening phrases [a] see ibid., par. 545, pp. 204–5. This

אמר ר' עקיבא בשעה שעליתי וצפיתי בציבור [!] ראיתי בתוך שבילי

A r s

The context of this rather obscure sentence, which in
manuscript and in its printed form is replete with errors
as we shall see below, has not yet been mentioned by
any scholar, to the best of my knowledge. The only two
exceptions are a footnote in an article devoted to the

angel ‘Anafi’el by Joseph Dan, and Annelies Kuyt’s study
mentioned in n. 12 above. The latter did not address the
issue of ‘Anafi’el, which is our subject-matter here, since
she adopted the form of the name ‘Atafi’el, while the
former did not address the specific meaning of the quoted
passage beyond his claim that it deals with the apparently
meaningless verb  פרטוin the specific context, which he
interprets as “play,” as if fingers play on strings, and he
perceives this to be part of a fragment dealing, perhaps,
with an ancient description of a cosmological process.14
He applies a developmental approach assuming that
what he perceives to be a cosmological element in this
fragment reflects an earlier tradition, which was mitigated
later on. Indeed, such speculations may be indispensable
if the only version available to a scholar is the one that
has been printed in Schaefer’s Synopse. However, those
speculations become even more problematic if one peruses
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the paragraph that follows this passage in Ms. Munich and
in the Synopse, since it is quite easy to discern that it is
part of an Ashkenazi elaboration that resorts to a variety
of exegetical techniques unknown in the Heikhalot
literature, and which has crept into an academic collection
of texts that purports to present Heikhalot material.15
Thus, we face a conspicuously corrupted text, found in a
short early composition, most probably preserved in the
work of a thirteenth-century Ashkenazi author, which
served as the starting point for speculation by that scholar
as to the allegedly “cosmological” function of ‘Anafi’el
in ancient Jewish thought. No doubt this is an audacious
sample of “reconstruction” of quite an ancient view based,
inter alia, on a quite corrupted text.
Would the text be just one of the insignificant passages
that do not contribute to a more general picture of the
Heikhalot, a sustained effort to understand it would
not be viable. However, I do not think this is the case,
since the above passage deals with the highest of the
angels in the Heikhalot imaginaire. Our understanding of
the content of the text can, in my opinion, open a new
vista for understanding an aspect of the function of an
important – maybe the most important – angel in this
literature, but only if it is possible to substantially improve

the version of the passage at our disposal. This can be
done if one makes a small effort and looks for parallel
texts to that printed above, especially as they are found
in the medieval Ashkenazi literature. There we may
discern what I believe are much better versions of the
passage and some of its components. Let me quote first
the most important one and then translate it for the sake
of analysis. In R. Eleazar of Worms’ Sefer sodei razya, in
the section entitled Hilkhot ha-mal’akhim there is a rather
close parallel that allows us to correct some of the details
found in the version printed in the Synopse, but also to
correct the name of the angel that was distorted in some
of the Ashkenazi passages, while preserved more correctly
in Ms. Munich 40:

15 Synopse, par. 873, p. 287. See also Kuyt, “Traces.” For another example
of Ashkenazi material that crept into the Synopse, see Klaus Herrmann,
“Die Gottesnamen ‘kwzw’ und ‘mzpz’ in der Hekhalot-Literatur,”
Frankfurter Judaistische Beiträge 16 (1988): 75–87; see also Israel M. Ta
Shma, Ha-nigleh she-ba-nistar: le- heker
shki‘ey ha-halakhah be-Sefer Ha.
zohar (The Revealed in the Concealed) (Bnei Berak, 2001), 121 n. 58
(Hebrew). Moreover, for another instance of inadvertently printing this
time a late medieval Kabbalistic text in the same Synopse, see Idel, Ben,
243, 274–75 n. 313, an issue upon which I shall elaborate elsewhere. See
also Klaus Herrmann, “Re-written Mystical Texts: The Transmission of
the Heikhalot Literature in the Middle Ages’, BJRUL 75, 3 (1993):
97–116.
16 In my opinion this is a scribal error, emerging from the misreading of
the letters of ‘Anafi’el. The erroneous version of this name occurs also
in other editions of this book. Kuyt, “Traces,” 76, adopts the reading of
the name of the angel by R. Eleazar as correct, while I propose to correct
it to ‘Anafi’el. See also below the passages referred to in nn. 29, 31, as
well as above, n. 16.
17 R. Eleazar of Worms, Sefer sodei razya, ed. A. Eisenbach, (Jerusalem,
2004), (Hebrew), part II, 8, translated in Kuyt, “Traces,” 76ff. It should
be pointed out that a shorter version of this passage is found in the same
book, part I, 93; the version is, however, גבורה.

18 This seems to explain the corrupted version of the printed form ציבור,
translated by Kuyt, “Traces,” 7 as “community.” On the linkage between
R. Akiva and the divine Glory, see BT Hagigah, 15b; Gershom Scholem,
Jewish Gnosticism: Merkavah Mysticism and Talmudic Tradition (New
York, 1960), 68 and the footnotes there; Reimund Leicht, “Qedushah
and Prayer to Helios: A New Hebrew Version of an Apocryphal Prayer
of Jacob,” JSQ 6 (1999): 162–64. However, in parallel discussions,
as the one printed in Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism,103, the version is
בגבורה, namely the divine dynamis, while in Ms. Munich 40, fol. 100a
it is לגבורים, namely the mighty ones. It should be emphasized that the
occurrence of the Heikhalot passage found in R. Eleazar of Worms
should be taken into consideration when dealing with the importance of
the divine Glory in this literature. Compare, however, e.g., Joseph Dan,
Torat ha-sod shel hasidut
Ashkenaz (The Esoteric Theology of Ashkenazi
.
Hasidism) (Jerusalem, 1968), 104–68 (Hebrew), who overemphasizes
the role of philosophical understandings of the Kavod indeed played in
the Ashkenazi esoteric literature, but neglects the other possible sources,
like the one quoted explicitly by R. Eleazar and adduced above. In our
context it is plausible to assume that there is a linkage between the
above descriptions of R. Akivah’s gazing at the Glory and the Ashkenazi
tradition according to which a “book of Kavod” has been revealed to R.
Akivah by an angel. See Gershom Scholem, Reshit ha-kabbalah (The

 ראיתי בתוך,[א] אמר רבי עקיבא בשעה שעליתי וצפיתי בכבוד
 את שארכן, שארכו למעלה ורחבו למטה,שבילי שמים יש בריות
ג[ הלא: [ב] 'היש מספר לגדודיו' ]איוב כה,למטה ורחבן למעלה
 ועמו שס"ה אלפים רבוא של,כוכביא"ל השר הממונה על הכוכבים
 המלאכים גדולים ורמים בקומה.מלאכי השרת גדולים ונכבדים
 השר16  הנה עטפיא"ל. והם מלאים עינים,ומלובשים אש לבנה
17

. על ראשי אצבעותיו פרוס ערבות רקיע,הגדול

[a] R. Akiva said: in the moment I ascended to and
gazed at the [divine] Glory [Kavod],18 I have seen
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that in the paths of heaven there are creatures,
whose length on high is [?]19 and whose breadth
below is, the length below and the length on high
[b], ‘Is there any number of his armies?’20 Behold,
Kokhavi’el is the angel appointed upon the stars,
and with it there are 365 tens of thousands of
great and honorable servant angels. The great and
supreme angels [are] by their stature,21 and [they
are] wrapped by white fire and they are replete with
eyes. 22 And behold, ‘Anafi’el, the great angel,23
upon whose finger-tips the firmament of ‘Aravot24
is spread over.
An analysis of the language used in this passage shows that
it indeed belongs to the Heikhalot literature. Crucial for
our discussion below is the fact that the text speaks about
the firmament as found above the finger-tips. Mention of
the finger-tips, and not of the hand, is in my opinion an
indication that a spherical shape is held by the angel, and
not a wheel. Most probably, this is a globus coeli, not the
globus mundi that is referred to here.
The astronomical valences of this passage are quite
obvious: the occurrence of “paths of heaven” of Kokhavi’el,
the angel responsible for the stars, the firmament ‘Aravot,
and the figure 365,25 that refers ultimately to the days of

23

glory is greater than all, in order to announce that he is governing on
everything and everything is under him, in order to worship him, and
the very great angels, since there is an angel, and the entire firmament
of ‘Aravot is spread on his finger-tips”). Compare this view with that of
the passage to be quoted immediately from an anonymous Ashkenazi
Mahzor.
.
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24

להודיע כי הוא המושל על הכל והכל תחתיו לעובדו והמלאכים גדולים מאד שהרי מלאך
“( אחד וכל ערבות הרקיע פרוס על ראשי אצבעותיוSince the appearance of his
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juive (Paris, 1981), 263–68.
25 This figure also occurs elsewhere in the Heikhalot literature. See Hebrew
Enoch, ed. Odeberg, 30, in the context of the size of the letters of a
cosmic scroll. See also Idel, “Tfisat ha-Torah be-sifrut ha-heikhalot”: 43.
On Kokhavi’el, see also below, n. 64. These details are most probably
vestiges of a solar theology. See more below, especially n. 102.
26 Also here I assume that there is a copyist’s error for ‘Anafi’iel. See also
in the version found in the passage from Ms. Munich 40, where the
name is spelled ‘Onafi’el.
27 Sefer sodei razya, part I, 75. See also R. Eleazar of Worms’ Perushei siddur
ha-tfillah la-Roke’a h,
. eds. Moshe Herschler and Yehuda A. Herschler,
2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1992), 1:170 (Hebrew): כי מראה את כבודו גדולה מכל
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Beginnings of the Kabbalah) (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, 1948), 65 n. 1,
and another book with the same title mentioned on 206 n. 6 (Hebrew),
and the discussions of Dan, Torat ha-sod shel hasidut
Ashkenaz, 56, 206.
.
The whole issue is of paramount importance for understanding a vital
aspect of the development of Jewish mysticism and it requires a separate
study. See, meanwhile, Joseph Dan, “The Book of Divine Glory by
Rabbi Judah of Regensburg,” in Studies in Jewish Manuscripts, eds. Joseph
Dan and Klaus Herrmann (Tübingen, 1999), 1–18.
The figure of the size is missing. See above, n. 13.
Job 25:3. Armies are understood as angels.
The Hebrew komah is reminiscent of the huge size of the angels in late
antiquity Judaism, including the Shi‘ur komah.
On angels as replete with eyes, see, especially, the description of the
angel of death in BT ‘Avodah Zarah, 20b and the remark of Leicht,
“Qedushah”: 144. On eyes in the context of ‘Anafi’el, see also below, n. 78.
The Hebrew term is Sar, which means basically a ministering angel,
translated in some of the English studies also as prince.
This is the name of the highest among the seven firmaments in most
cosmologies found in Rabbinic sources and those close to the Heikhalot
literature. See the survey of Nicholas Sed, La mystique cosmologique

the solar year, all in such a short passage, are decisive in
pointing in the direction of an astral type of thought. In
any case, the description of the great angels is applied to
‘Anafi’el, thus connecting this figure to the astral features.
I would say that the comparison between the two
versions of this passage, on the one hand, and the most
widespread short passage found in several manuscripts,
published in Schaefer’s Synopsis, par. 545, parallel to [a],
on the other hand, may allow the assumption that the
latter is earlier, while the former is a later reworking
adding an additional astronomical dimension. In other
words, the passage [a] has been enhanced sometime
in late antiquity or the early Middle Ages, perhaps by
changing some terms and adding paragraph [b], this being
the reason why [b] is not found in the other versions of
the Heikhalot literature. However, to be sure, the entire
passage was quoted by R. Eleazar sometime in the early
thirteenth century. It seems that also elsewhere in the
same book of that Ashkenazi author a short version of the
above passage is extant, dealing with the angels that are
appointed upon a variety of functions:  ערבות פרוס26עטפיא"ל
“( על ראשי אצבעותAnafi’el [is appointed upon] ‘Aravot, that
is spread over the fingers-tips”).27
Let me turn to a topic that will preoccupy us much
in the following: the significance of the verb  פרטוin Ms.
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Munich 40, or  פרוסin R. Eleazar of Worms. The occurrence
of the verb PaRuS in a quite similar context is found in
a Heikhalot composition in the context of ‘Anafi’el and
from
his fingers.28 In a relatively early Ashkenazi mahzor
.
the fourteenth century preserved in a unique manuscript,
there is an anonymous passage in which it is written:
,לפי שבשעת מתן תורה אז הראה הקב"ה כל המלאכים הגדולים
.מלאך אחד שתופש כל הערבות בראשי אצבעותיו ענפיאל שמו
וכך אמר הקב"ה אנכי יי' אני גדול מכל בריות ולכך התחיל יתגדל
29
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It is not quite clear from the formulation used in this
passage whether God has shown the image of the archangel
‘Anafi’el to the great angels as a special revelation intended
only for them, or whether the revelation of this angel is
part of the revelation of all the great angels. Nevertheless,
this is quite an important statement for understanding the
great esteem this angel enjoyed, perhaps a reverberation
of the concept of the great angel in ancient texts, 30
but this point does not touch our arguments below, which
are focused on the possible reverberation of the Helios
theme.
The nexus between the firmament ‘Aravot and ‘Anafi’el’s
fingertips is conspicuous also in another text of Ashkenazi
provenance, R. Abraham ben Azriel’s Sefer ‘arugat habosem written immediately after the death of R. Eleazar
of Worms by someone who was perhaps part of his circle:

Since in the moment of the revelation of the
Torah, the Holy One, Blessed be He, has shown
all the great angels, one angel that seizes the entire
firmament of ‘Aravot, by his fingers-tips, ‘Anafi’el
[being] his name. And the Holy One, Blessed be
He, said: “I am the Lord, I am greater than any
creature, and this is the reason why it began [the
recitation of the Kaddish] yitgaddal ve-yitkaddash.

branch 32 of his splendor fills all the firmaments, and

28 Merkavah shlemah (ed. Shlomo Mussayof (Jerusalem, 1921), fol. 13a
(Hebrew). The name of the angel in the text is ‘Atfi’el, but in my
opinion this is obviously another case of a copyist’s error. See also
above, n. 26 and below, n. 32. This composition is close in some of its
formulations to Heikhalot Rabbati, though it may very well contain some
medieval elements, an issue that I would like to pursue elsewhere. From
our point of view resorting to the form  פרוסis such a possible example.
29 Ms. Paris BnF 646, fol. 10a. The occurrence of ‘Anafi’el here shows
that my correction that was proposed above, n. 16, is necessary, and see
also immediately below the passage from R. Abraham ben Azriel. For
the view of a great angel in the context of the revelation of the Torah,
see Steven M. Wasserstrom, “Shahrastani on the Maghariyya,” Israel
Oriental Studies 17 (1997): 127–54.
30 See Gershom G. Scholem Origins of the Kabbalah, tr. Allan Arkush,
ed. R.J. Zwi Werblowsky (Philadelphia and Princeton, 1987), 211–12;
Harry A. Wolfson, “The Pre-Existent Angel of the Magharians and alNahawandi,” JQR 51 (1960–61): 89–106; John J. Collins, “Messianism
in the Maccabean Period,” in Judaisms and Their Messiahs at the Turn
of the Christian Era, eds. Jacob Neusner, William Green, and Ernest
S. Frerichs (Cambridge, 1987), 98–103; Larry W. Hurtado, One God,
One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism
(Philadelphia, 1988), 45, 85–92; Jarl E. Fossum, The Name of God and
the Angel of the Lord: Samaritan and Jewish Concepts of Intermediation
and the Origin of Gnosticism (Tübingen, 1985), 18, 329–32, 337; idem,
“The Magharians: A Pre-Christian Jewish Sect and Its Significance
for the Study of Gnosticism and Christianity,” Henoch 9 (1989):
303–43; Ioan P. Couliano, Expériences de l’extase (Paris, 1984), 70–71;
Jean Danielou, Théologie du Judeo-Christianisme, 2d ed. (Paris, 1991),

205–7; Phillip Alexander, “The Historical Setting of the Hebrew Book
of Enoch,” JJS 28 (1977): 161; Nathaniel Deutsch, Guardians of the
Gate: Angelic Vice Regency in Late Antiquity (Leiden, 1999), 35–37;
Yoram Erder, “‘Sar mastemah’ be-hibbur
kara’i” (The Prince ‘Mastemah’
.
in a Karaite Work), Meghillot 1 (2002): 243–46 (Hebrew); Elliot
R. Wolfson, Through a Speculum that Shines (Princeton, 1995), 255–56.
31 Abraham ben Azriel, Sefer ‘arugat ha-bosem, ed. Efraim E. Urbach, 4
vols. (Jerusalem, 1939–63), 1:143 (Hebrew). See the parallel for the
first part of this passage in Schaefer, Synopse, 108–9, par. 244, and
compare the passage from the Hebrew Enoch, in ibid., 14–15, par. 26.
See also above, n. 29.
32 In Hebrew kanaf, wing, but this seems to be an error, in place of ‘anaf,
or branch, my translation. For a similar possible mistake see FarberGinnat, The Concept of the Merkabah, 372–73 n. 154. On the possible
affinity between branch and light, see Martin S. Cohen, The Shi‘ur
Qomah: Liturgy and Theurgy in Pre-Kabbalistic Jewish Mysticism (Lanham,
1983), 257, 263 n. 34, 264 n. 42; Martin S. Cohen, The Shi‘ur Qomah:
Texts and Recensions (Tübingen, 1985), 181, as well as the passage
related to ‘Anafi’el in Heikhalot Rabbati, about the Hod, splendor, related
to the branch of this angel. On the ancient nexus between this angel
and a branch I hope to expatiate elsewhere in more detail. Meanwhile
I would like to remark that the etymology of the name of the angel as
related to branch has been rejected by Dan, “‘Anafi’el,” but its affinities
to ‘Aravot, which means willow tree, seems to foster this derivation,
together with other elements found in early Christian texts. See also
Yehuda Liebes, “Mal’akhei kol ha-shofar ve-Yeshu‘a sar ha-panim”
(The Angels of the Shofar and Yeshua Sar ha-Panim), in Ha-mistikah
ha-yehudit ha-kdumah (Early Jewish Mysticism), Jerusalem Studies

 וסובל ערבות על ראשי אצבעותיו,"ענפאל כנף הודו ממלא כל הרקיעים
 הכל כדאית' בספר היכלות, "תחת כסא הכבוד31 (“Anafael, the
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supports ‘Aravot on his fingers-tips, beneath the seat
of Glory, 33 everything as [written] in Sefer heikhalot”).
This statement, that explicitly mentions a book of the
Heikhalot literature, fosters the affinity of the theme
under scrutiny here to the Heikhalot literature as known
in Ashkenazi circles. Likewise, it reiterates the position of
the firmament upon the “fingers-tips.” However, it betrays
a view that attempts to diminish the supreme status of
this angel, relegating it to a position beneath the seat of
Glory, a view that will reverberate in Kabbalah later on.
In these above-quoted texts, we may discern three
verbs – spread over, seize, and support – in the context
of the fingertips and in their relation to the firmament
called ‘Aravot. It is quite plausible that this firmament
was conceived of as the broadest among the firmaments,
they being understood as being arranged in concentric
circles.34 Thus, holding this firmament in its fingertips,
the angel indeed holds the entire world as a sphere. These
verbs used in the above passages contribute to a better
understanding of the verb פרטו, which occurs in the first
quote. Thus, we may assume the existence of a semantic
field that connects the fingerstips of the angel ‘Anafi’el
to the highest firmament. In a more general manner, we
read in the so-called Heikhalot Rabbati, that the name of
the angel ‘Anafi’el “is mentioned before His seat of Glory
three times each day, since the day that the world has been
created until now, in praise. Why? Because the ring of the
seal of heaven and earth, is given over to its hand.”35
The ring and the seal point to a circular form,
reminiscent of the picture I proposed viewing above. If we
see in this statement a vision as referring to the world in
its entirety, described in a spherical shape, it fits the view

of the great angel holding the highest firmament in its
hand in the other passage from the Heikhalot literature.
Though the last passage differs from the first one discussed
above, the ring of the seal of heaven and earth versus
firmament respectively, I propose noting the common
denominators: a cosmic entity, most probably spherical,
is related to a hand, in a relatively small Heikhalot text.
There can be no doubt that the last passage is part of
a vision dealing with a liturgical situation, most probably
the three daily prayers in Rabbinic Judaism, an issue to
which we shall return below. Interestingly enough, in a
remark preserved in another Ashkenazi Ma hzor,
it is
.
written:

in Jewish Thought, 6, ed. Joseph Dan (Jerusalem 1987), 189 n. 42
(Hebrew); Schneider, “Ben, Yeho’el ve-Sar shalom”: 199–200,
especially n. 231, who pointed to a possible affinity between ‘Anafi’el
and Jesus in a text he printed from an important manuscript emanating
from the circle of R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo of Erfurt, Ms. London,
BL 752.
33 As to this position of the angel, see also below, the quote from R. Shem
Tov ben Shem Tov’s Sefer ha-’emunot.
34 See Sed, La mystique cosmologique juive, 202.
35 Schaefer, Synopse, 106–7, pars. 241–42; Dan, “‘Anafiel”: 451, copied in
R. Eleazar of Worms, Sefer sodei razya, part I, 101; and see also the version
of this book in Ms. Munich 24, fol. 274a. See also Schneider, Appearance

of the High Priest, 81; idem, “Ben, Yeho’el ve-Sar shalom”: 199; Leicht,
“Qedushah”: 164. On the hand in Jewish tradition, see Meir Bar-Ilan,
“The Hand of God: A Chapter in Rabbinic Anthropomorphism,” in
Rashi 1040-1990: Hommage à Ephraïm E. Urbach, ed. Gabrielle SedRajna (Paris, 1993), 321–35.
36 Ms. Paris BnF 709, fol. 116b. See also in the late Midrash, Numbers
Rabba 13:16: הארץ שהיא עשויה ככדור
37 See the material from Heikhalot Rabbati discussed in Scholem, Jewish
Gnosticism, 60–62; Ithamar Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkavah
Mysticism (Leiden, 1980), 167–68, 215. The description of Heikhalot
Rabbati recurs also in the version found in Merkavah shlemah, fol. 13ab.
38 See Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 61.

36

כי שמים וארץ עשויין כמו כדור כאשר מפורש בספר יצירה

(“Since heaven and earth are made as a sphere, as it is
written in Sefer ye.zirah”). I am not aware of the presence
of such a view in the extant versions of this book.
The recurrence of the nexus between the three
elements: the name of the angel, the phrase describing
the fingerstips, and the highest firmament/cosmic sphere,
shows that this was a rather stable theme that circulated
in Heikhalot texts and in their reverberations in the
Ashkenazi milieu. It can be depicted, visually, by assuming
that the entire world was held by the fingertips, or the
hand, of ‘Anafi’el. Especially important for a point made
below is resorting to images of light and fire in order to
describe ‘Anafi’el, especially the Hebrew term hod, some
form of splendor, a type of imagery that corresponds to
similar descriptions of the divinity in this literature. 37
This is part of an astral depiction found also in other cases
of this literature.38
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R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo, the Prophet of
Erfurt’s Tradition
R. Eleazar of Worms’s version of the Heikhalot text
is, however, only one of the two main expressions of
the theme of the supernal being enclosing the world
in its hand. Another one is found in the writings of
R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo, also known as R. Troestlin,
the prophet of Erfurt. A younger contemporary of
R. Eleazar of Worms, his interest, too, was focused on
traditions stemming from the Heikhalot literature,
and it is quite plausible that he also had access to some
traditions different from those that have been inherited
by the main school of esotericism in Ashkenaz, that of
the Kalonimus family.39 However, R. Nehemiah was much
more interested in the figure of Metatron rather than that
of ‘Anafi’el, writing as he did a commentary on a list of
Seventy Names of Metatron, extant in some versions, 40
and another one on the so-called Alphabet of Metatron. 41
However, he did not transpose the ‘Anafi’el material to
Metatron, but resorted to other phrases in order to convey
something similar.
In his writings, found anonymously, mostly in
manuscripts, there is a connection between the hand of
Metatron, not of ‘Anafi’el, and the act of holding the
world. In his Commentary on the Haftarah found in two
manuscripts this Ashkenazi author writes about one of the
names of Metatron as follows:

2 0 1 3
J u d a i c a

ועכיא"ל בגימטריא אופן ובגימטריא יופיא"ל וזה השם של שר
הפנים ופי' אופן אחד יש למעלה וזרוע של מטטרון קשור באופן
 ומן האופן הולך הסערה לזרוע של הקב"ה.ותופס את העולם
’שנאמר ‘ומתחת זרועות עולם

Ve-‘Akhi’el44 in gematria [amounts to] ’Ofan, and in
gematria Yuppiy’el and this is the name of the angel
of the countenance, and this is the meaning of the
statement that there is an ’Ofan on high and the
arm of Metatron is linked to the ’Ofan, and it seizes
the world. And the storm is going from the ’Ofan
to the arm of the Holy one, blessed be He, as it is
said:45 ‘and under the arms, the world [is found].’46

(“Ve-.zaddik (righteous) – because a pillar seizes
the world and its name is .zaddik, and it is seizing
39 See, e.g., Moshe Idel, “Some Forlorn Writings of a Forgotten Prophet,
R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo ha-Navi’,” JQR 95 (2005): 183–96; idem,
“On Angels in Biblical Exegesis in Thirteenth-Century Ashkenaz,” in
Scriptural Exegesis, Shapes of Culture and Religious Imagination: Essays in
Honour of Michael Fishbane, eds. Deborah A. Green and Laura S. Lieber
(Oxford 2009), 211–44.
40 On R. Nehemiah’s authorship of this treatise see Idel, “Some Forlorn
Writings”: 187–90.
41 Moshe Idel, “Ha-perush ha-anonimi le-‘Alfa-beta de-Metatron’: hibbur
.
nosaf shel Rabi Nehemiah
ben Shlomoh ha-navi” (The Anonymous
.
Commentary on the Alphabet of Metatron: An Additional Treatise of
R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo the Prophet), Tarbiz 76 (2006): 1–10 (Hebrew).

42 Proverbs 10:25.
43 Ms. Berlin, Or. 942, fol. 153b. See also Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 26–27.
On R. Nehemiah’s type of interpretation in this commentary see Idel,
Ben, 199–206.
44 Ve-‘akhi’el = 131 = ’Ofan = Yuppi’el.
45 Cf. Deuteronomy 33:27. See Leicht, “Qedushah”: 143, 155–56, 174.
46 Ms. Berlin, Or. 942, fol. 153b. See Idel, “From Italy to Ashkenaz”: 62, 68.
In another study I pointed out the possible affinity between this picture
and that of Atlas as sustaining the world. For the visual representation
of Atlas that I compared to the material analogous to the Heikhalot
literature, see Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in
the Art of the Renaissance (New York, 1962), 20 n. 10, and plates 7–8.

שנאמ' וצדיק יסוד עולם
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Here the pillar and the hand are explicitly identified. It
is obvious that in this case, as in the following traditions
related to him, the concept is that the angel holds a globus
mundi in his right hand. A few lines before this passage,
the identity of the entity that seizes the world is revealed
in a somewhat more explicit manner:

Though these sentences do not refer to ‘Anafi’el, they
nevertheless reflect a linkage between the “world” and
an angelic arm/hand, or according to R. Nehemiah’s
Commentary on the Seventy Names of Metatron, Metatron’s
palm. It seems that R. Nehemiah, or the different tradition
he inherited, did not mention the fingers but the palm,
presumably another verbal depiction of the ancient image
of Helios.
However, even more interesting is R. Nehemiah’s
recurring resort to the image of a palm, of Metatron and of

.וצדיק כי עמוד שתופס העולם צדיק שמו והוא תופסו בזרוע הימין
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the world by the right arm, as it is said:42 ‘And the
righteous is the foundation of the world’”).43

Holding an Orb in His Hand: The Angel ‘Anafi’el and a Late Antiquity Helios Mosaic

God, which seizes the entire world. In his Commentary on
the Seventy Names of Metatron, found in different versions
in print and manuscripts, concerning one of these names
we read:
עלעליה בגי' בורא"ו כי תופס בכפו כל העולם כלו והוא נשען על
.בוראו

(“[a] ‘Ala‘liyah [b] in gematria is Bore’o,47 [c] because he
seizes [tofes] the entire world in his palm [be-kappo] and
he48 hangs upon his Creator”).49 However, according to
another paragraph in the same treatise, it is God whose
palm is mentioned. When dealing with another name of
Metatron, namely Miyton, R. Nehemiah wrote:

gematriah ‘Al YaH, [on Yah] [c] since He supports51
the entire world and it [the world] hangs on Yah,
namely the Holy One, Blessed be He).52
Here two different world-pictures are brought together:
according to one of them the world is encompassed by
the divine hand or palm, while according to the other
and more traditional one, it is hanging upon the divine
hand. It is obvious that by introducing the [b] unit, the
author arbitrarily introduces the concept of the palm of
the angel, a concept that has nothing to do with the name
of Metatron. Elsewhere in the same book we can guess as
to the more precise relationship between the palm and
the world:

 לפי שהחזיק הקב"ה בידו כל העולם ע"י. ובגי' כ"ף י"ה...מיטון
 כי הוא סובל כל. ובגי' ע"ל י"ה. והקב"ה תופש בכפו כל העולם

 ותפשו בכפו. לפי שהוא סובל את כל העולם כלו,ואגו"ז...וביה

:העולם והוא נשען על י"ה פי' הקב"ה

כאשר יתפוס איש אגוז בכפו ומקיף לעולם כאשר יקיף אגוז הגרעין

[a] Mython … [b] and amounts in gematria Kaf
YaH,50 [c] since the Holy One, Blessed be He, holds
the entire world in His hand, and the Holy One
seizes in His palm the entire world. [b] And in

(“[a] Uviyah […] [b] and in gematria nut,53 [c] since it
supports the entire world and it seizes it by its palm as a
person will seize a nut by his palm and it surrounds the

50

51

53
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Nehemiah, and [c] the narrative, sometimes a micro-myth that explains
[b] much more than [a]. This sort of discourse is characteristic of R.
Nehemiah in several of his writings. See also Idel, Ben, 199–206 for
other passages from this treatise that were analyzed by such a threefold
distinction.
MYTWN = 115 = KF YH = ‘L YH. It should be mentioned that the term
kaf, palm, is introduced also in other cases in this treatise, but without
referring to encompassing the world. See, e.g., a different version than
the printed one, extant in some manuscripts, e.g., Ms. Sasson 290, now
Ms. Genève, Biblioteque de Genève 145, p. 538, and Ms. New York,
JTS 8114, fol. 40a.
See also Sefer ha-heshek,
§60, fol. 8a, §76, fol. 9b, etc. In the commentary
.
R. Nehemiah repeats several additional times that God supports the
world, resorting to the root SBL, without however, mentioning a palm,
hand, or arm. See also Elliot R. Wolfson, Through a Speculum that
Shines: Vision and Imagination in Medieval Jewish Mysticism (Princeton,
1994), 259–60, who dealt with some of the statements in this treatise in
another context and suggested a phallic reading.
Sefer ha- heshek,
§22, fol. 3b. In manuscript, the version is slightly
.
different; see, e.g., Ms. New York, JTS 8114, fol. 43b.
It seems that in our case this metaphor has nothing to do with the
esoteric doctrine of the nut as a reference to the structure of the
supernal chariot, Merkavah, succinctly in Heikhalot literature and in a
more explicit manner in Hasidei Ashkenaz literature. See the material
assembled by Daniel Abrams, Sexual Symbolism and Merkavah Speculation
in Medieval Germany: A Study of the Sod ha-Egoz Texts (Tübingen, 1997).
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47 ‘Ala‘liyah is one of the seventy names of Metatron, which is explained
by means of gematria, creating the form bore’o, his creator, upon whom
the angel hangs, as explained at the end of the citation. The numerical
equivalent of both words is 215.
48 Grammatically speaking, it is not clear whether it is the world or
Metatron, but I would nevertheless opt for the latter alternative.
49 Printed anonymously as Sefer ha-heshek, ed. Y. M. Epstein (Lemberg,
1865), §49, fol. 6b. See also ibid, §5 fol. 1b, §42, fol. 5b. On this treatise
in general, see Dan, Torat ha-sod, 220–21; idem, “The Seventy Names
of Metatron,” Proceedings of the Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies,
Division C (Jerusalem 1982), 19–23; Liebes, “Mal’akhei kol ha-shofar
ve-Yeshu‘a sar ha-panim,” 171–96; Elliot Wolfson, “Metatron and Shi‘ur
Qomah in the Writings of Haside Ashkenaz,” in Mysticism, Magic and
Kabbalah in Ashkenazi Judaism, eds. Karl E. Grözinger and Joseph Dan
(Berlin and New York, 1995), 60–92; Daniel Abrams, “The Boundaries
of Divine Ontology: The Inclusion and Exclusion of Metatron in the
Godhead,” Harvard Theological Review 87 (1994): 301 n. 33, 302–5. For
an updated, though far from exhaustive, list of manuscripts in which
this treatise is found, see the important contribution to understanding
of R. Eleazar of Worms by David M. Segal, Sefer sodei razei smukhim, 2d
ed. (Jerusalem, 2001), 84–85 (Hebrew). I identified twelve additional
manuscripts to those mentioned there. I have inserted the letters
[a], [b], and [c] in the passages below in order to reflect what I would
like to call the threefold type of discourse, which consists of [a] the
interpreted item, in our case one of the seventy names of Metatron,
[b] the noun that is the numerical equivalent that is introduced by R.

.שבתוכו
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world just as the kernel will surround the kernel which
is within it”). 54 Here the assumption is that the palm
of the angel is closed, unlike in the texts we discussed
above about the fingers. It seems that the picture here
is not exactly that of the orb that is broader than the
fingertips, but the palm is understood as encompassing
the entire world exemplified by the nut. In any case, we
may extrapolate from this passage that there is a spherical
shape that is imagined as encompassed, as is a nut, by the
angel’s palm. To the best of my knowledge, R. Nehemiah
is concerned only with the angelic palm, never referring
to the image of the fingers. This is just one small example
of the existence of diverging traditions in two different
circles that flourished at the same time in Ashkenaz.
Both formulated the same theme in different words,
attributing it to different angels. The distribution of the
different phrases used so consistently in the two schools
is quite conspicuous, and we may assume the split of
an earlier tradition, as represented conceptually in the
Heikhalot Rabbati, into two slightly different perceptions
which were then formulated in different terms, one that
reached R. Eleazar directly, the other one adopted in
R. Nehemiah’s books.
In most of the above passages, we are concerned with
another image, which assumes some form of holding
the world. Only in the passage from R. Abraham ben
Azriel’s ‘Arugat ha-bosem, who explicitly attributes it to
a Heikhalot text, is the concept of supporting plausible.
These two different traditions, one concerned with
the archangel ‘Anafi’el, the other related to Metatron,

assume a relation between the angelic fingers or hand
and the world. In both traditions the verb SBL, support,
occurs in similar contexts. Nevertheless, I assume
that different earlier traditions stand behind the two
Ashkenazi schools, which in my opinion preserved them
independently of each other, though they draw from some
sort of much earlier common source which describes an
angel holding the entire world or the seventh firmament
in its hand. 55
It is noteworthy that the manner in which the highest
firmament has been described as held by the great angel
in the Heikhalot literature and its sources differs from the
manner in which the world is described as pending from
the arm of God, which is more widespread in Rabbinic
literature.56

54 Sefer ha-heshek,
§61, fol. 8a. Let me point out that resorting to the term
.
mekkif is reminiscent of a theological view found in a variety of Jewish
texts, ancient and medieval, including in Middle-Age Ashkenaz and
in non-Jewish ones, of the encompassing God, a theological approach
whose origins and developments will be dealt with in detail elsewhere.
55 The Hebrew root SBL means both to sustain and to suffer. For the use
of this verb in connection of the arm of God see Cohen, The Shi‘ur
Qomah: Liturgy and Theurgy, 249, 254 n. 37; Joseph Yahalom, ’Az beein kol (Priestly Palestinian Poetry) (Jerusalem, 1996), 153 n. to line
14 (Hebrew) and in Seder Rabbah di-Bereshit, in Shlomo and Avraham
Y. Wertheimer (eds.), Batei midrashot, 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1950),
1:23–24, 29–30 (Hebrew). The latter text had a significant impact
on R. Nehemiah. In more general terms the verb SoVeL occurs in the
connection of sustaining and supporting “all” or “supernal and inferior

beings” in several liturgical pieces. See, e.g., Shulamit Elizur (ed.),
Piyyutei Rabi Pinhas
. ha-kohen (The Liturgical Poems of Rabbi Pinhas
ha-Kohen) (Jerusalem, 2004), 761 (Hebrew). On a theory that it was
only one European version of Heikhalot literature, stemming from one
manuscript, which is highly problematic from several points of view, see
Joseph Dan, “Heikhalot Genuzim,” Tarbiz, 56 (1987): 436 (Hebrew).
56 See the references found in Leicht, “Qedushah”: 143, 155–56, 174. See,
however, the view that the world depends on the palm of Metatron in
Ms. Jerusalem, NLI 8° 1136, fol. 26b, reflecting most probably the view
of R. Nehemiah.
57 See Franz Cumont, Textes et monuments figurés relatives aux mystères
de Mithra, 2 vols. (Brussels, 1894–96), 1:89 n. 5; David Ulansey, The
Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries: Cosmology & Salvation in the Ancient
World (New York and Oxford, 1989), 97; Otto J. Brendel, Symbolism

The Orb in Apollo/Helios Reliefs and Mosaics
In a series of images found in different parts of the
Mediterranean Basin, a solar god is represented as having
a head with seven rays and holding the globe of the world
in one of his hands. In most of the cases it is obvious that
it is Apollo/Helios that is represented in the image, while
in one early case it is the Christ-Helios that has been
presented in such a manner, following the earlier pattern.
Similar figures are found on coins representing Roman
emperors. Thus, for example, in the city of Pompeii, we
find the image reproduced here (fig. 1), which cannot be
later than the first century CE. According to scholars,
the painting belongs to some form of Mithraic cult. 57
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The possible affinity between the two figures has
already been pointed out, and thus also the possible
correspondence between the Mithraic figure and the
Hammath Tiberias mosaic. 61 Thus, the divine figure,
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Fig. 1 Caption???
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In addition, other items belonging to this cult denote
Mithras as holding the world represented as an orb in
a manner reminiscent of Atlas. 58 A close parallel to
this image, one which contains both the sevenfold
rays and the orb in the left hand of sol invictus installed
by Mithras, is found in another case.59 These figures or,
more plausibly, their parallels, constitute, as scholars
have unanimously acknowledged, the background for
some of the Jewish depictions of Helios in late antiquity.
In the present analysis, most important is a unique
representation of a Helios figure in the famous mosaic
in the synagogue of Hammath Tiberias, which is
nevertheless just one of the images of Helios that have
been found in a number of late antiquity synagogues (figs.
2–3).60

of the Sphere (Leiden, 1977), 53. See the remark of Scholem, Major
Trends, 53, as to the similarity between the Liturgy of Mithras and
Heikhalot Rabbati; see also Rebecca Lesses, Ritual Practices to Gain Power
(Harrisburg, 1998), 63–68; Leicht, “Qedushah”: 166.
Ulansey, Origins, 96–99.
See Cumont, Textes et monuments figurés, 2:202.
The scholarly literature on this issue is vast, and I bring here only
some few of most recent examples: Lee I. Levine, The Ancient
Synagogue: The First Thousand Years (New Haven, 2000), 572–75;
idem, “Contextualizing Jewish Art: The Synagogues of Hammat
Tiberias and Sepphoris,” in Jewish Culture and Society under the Christian
Roman Empire, eds. Richard Lee Kalmin and Seth Schwartz (Leuvens,
2003), 91–131, esp. 106 n. 49, 114; Rina Talgam, “Galgal ha-mazzalot
ve-Helyos be-veit ha-kneset: bein paganiyyut la-naz.rut” (The Sphere
of the Zodiac and Helios in the Synagogue – Between Paganism and
Christianity), in “Follow the Wise”: Studies in Jewish History and Culture in
Honor of Lee I. Levine, eds. Zeev Weiss et al. (Winona Lake, IN, 2010),
63–80 (Hebrew); Bianca Kuehnel, “Jewish Art and ‘Inconoclasm’: The
Case of Sepphoris,” in Representation in Religion: Studies in Honor of
Moshe Barasch, eds. Jan Assmann and Albert I. Baumgarten (Leiden,
2001), 161–80; Jody Magness, “Heaven on Earth: Helios and the Zodiac
Cycle in Ancient Palestinian Synagogues,” DOP 59 (2007): 1–52, to be
discussed below, and eadem, “Helios and the Zodiac Cycle in Ancient
Palestinian Synagogues,” in Symbiosis, Symbolism, and the Power of the
Past: Canaan, Ancient Israel, and Their Neighbors from the Late Bronze
Age through Roman Palaestina, eds. William G. Dever and Seymour Gitin
(Winona Lake, IN, 2003), 363–89, where some Christian parallels
to the structure of the Hammath Tiberias synagogue are noted, both
representing the Jerusalem Temple.
See Gideon Foerster, “Galgal ha-mazzalot be-vatei ha-kneset
u-mkorotav ha-ikonografiyyim” (Representations of the Zodiac in
Ancient Synagogues and Their Iconographic Sources), EI, 18 (1985;
Nahman Avigad Volume): 291–380 (Hebrew); Rachel Hachlili, “The
Zodiac in Ancient Jewish Synagogal Art: A Review,” JSQ 9 (2002):
221, where the earlier bibliography on the topic has been adduced.
On the figure of Aion with a rayed head within a zodiacal sphere,
though without an orb, see the relief in plate 20b at the end of Bernard
Goldman, The Sacred Portal: A Primary Symbol in Ancient Judaism
(Detroit, 1986). In the so-called Julli Mausoleum found under St Peter
in Rome, there is a mosaic in which a third-century figure of Helios/
Apollo, with a seven-ray head and a blue orb in his left hand, has
been identified by some scholars as Christ. See, e.g., Foerster, “Galgal
ha-mazzalot be-vatei ha-kneset”: 381; Larry Silver and Pamela H.
Smith, “Splendor in the Grass,” in Merchants and Marvels: Commerce,
Science, and Art in Early Modern Europe, eds. Pamela H. Smith
and Paula Findlen (London and New York, 2001), 58 n. 44.
However, others question this identification; see Steven Hijmans, “Sol:
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Figs. 2‑3 Helios, synagogue of Hammath Tiberias, 4th century CE, mosaic pavement
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interest in the dawn; see Yehuda Liebes, Pul han
. ha-sha har:
. ya has
. Hazohar la-avodah zarah (The Cult of the Dawn: The Attitude of the Zohar
toward Idolatry) (Jerusalem, 2011) (Hebrew). It should be mentioned
that the sun together with the Tetragrammaton is represented in many
synagogues even in modern times, clearly referring to God, following
Psalm 84:12.
Hachlili, “The Zodiac”: 219–58, Weiss, The Sepphoris Synagogue, 33–
48, 104–41; idem, “The Zodiac in Ancient Synagogue Art, Cyclical
Order and Divine Power,” Colloque international pour l'étude de la
mosaïque antique et medieval: La mosaïque gréco-romaine, IX, ed. Hélène
Morlier, 2 vols. (Rome, 2005), 2:1119–29; idem, “Between Rome and
Byzantium: Pagan Motifs in Synagogue Art and Their Place in the
Judaeo-Christian Controversy,” in Jewish Identities in Antiquity, eds. Lee
I. Levine and Daniel R. Schwartz (Tübingen, 2009), 369–77; Levine,
“Contextualizing Jewish Art,” 114–15. On the prominent presence
of the Zodiacal sphere in early medieval Jewish poetry in the Land of
Israel, see Joseph Yahalom, Piyyut u-mezi’ut be-shalhei ha-zman haattik (Poetry and Society in Late Antiquity) (Tel Aviv, 1999), 20–24,
47–48 (Hebrew).
See the bibliography and the various views adduced in Magness, “Helios
and the Zodiac Cycle,” 372–73; Levine, “Contextualizing Jewish Art,”
93 n. 5; Talgam, “Galgal ha-mazzalot ve-Helyos be-veit ha-kneset.” Let
me suggest that the hexagramic small figure beside the Helios figure
in the medallion found in image 2 may stand for a star, in a manner
reminiscent of Kokhavi’el in the Heikhalot passage discussed above.
Such a hexagrammatic figure is also found in a similar place in the
Sepphoris synagogue mosaic.
However, for a different interpretation of a central passage from the
Heikhalot literature dealing with the vision of the supernal Jacob,
presumably in a theurgical manner, see Moshe Idel, “Al ha-kdushah
ve-ha-z.fiyyah ba-merkavah” (The Qedushah and the Observation of the
Heavenly Chariot), in From Qumran to Cairo: Studies in the History of
Prayer, ed. Joseph Tabori (Jerusalem, 1999), 7–16 (Hebrew). Compare
to Schaefer, The Origins, 279–80. On theurgy, see more below, n. 95.
See Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 86–87.
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64

65

66
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The Sun in the Art and Religions of Rome”, Ph.D. diss., University
of Groningen, 2009), which I did not see. Let me point out here that
the iconography of the human figure with a seven-branched menorah
on its head may represent some form of replique to the Helios figures.
On this theme, see the second part of Morton Smith, “The Image of
God: Notes on the Hellenization of Judaism, with Especial Reference to
Goodenough’s Work on Jewish Symbols,” BJRUL 40 (1957/58):
473–512, where the menorah is also identified with a tree, bringing
closer the vegetal nature of ‘Anafi’el to the seven branches of the
menorah. See also the study by Marcel Simon on the menorah in
ancient Christianity in his Recherches d’Histoire Judéo-Chretienne (Paris
and Hague, 1962), 181–87.
62 On the representations of Helios in Palestinian synagogues see also
Moshe Dothan, “Dmuto shel Sol Inviktus ba-pseifas shel H. amat
Tveriah” (The Figure of Sol Invictus in the Mosaic of HammathTiberias), in Kol Ere.z Naftali (All the Land of Naphtali), eds. Haim
Hirschberg and Joseph Aviram (Jerusalem, 1967), 130–34 (Hebrew);
Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Synagogue: Deciphering an Ancient Message
through Its Archaeological and Socio-Historical Contexts (Jerusalem, 2005),
104–10; Levine, “Contextualizing Jewish Art,” 103–08; Azaria Beitner,
“Ha-dmut she-be-merkaz galgal ha-mazzalot be-vatei ha-kneset – ha-im
hi dmuto shel Ya‘akov?” (The Central Image in Zodiacs in Synagogues:
Is It the Image of Jacob?), Derekh Aggadah 10 (2007): 17–56 (Hebrew).
On the worship of the sun in this period see the interesting material
assembled by Morton Smith, “Helios in Palestine,” EI 16 (1982):
199–214; for earlier sources see Frederick J. Hollis, “The Sun-Cult and
the Temple at Jerusalem,” in Myth and Ritual, ed. Samuel H. Hooke
(London, 1933), 87–110. See also Mark S. Smith, “The Near Eastern
Background of Solar Language for Yahweh,” Journal of Biblical Literature
109 (1990): 29–39; J. Glenn Taylor, “Was Yahweh Worshipped as the
Sun,” BAR 20, 3 (1994): 52–61, 90–91, and the exchange between him
and Steve A. Wiggins “Yahweh: the God of Sun?” Journal for the Study
of the Old Testament 71 (1996): 89–106, J. Glenn Taylor, “A Response
to Steve A. Wiggins,” ibid., 109–19. These instances of worship of the
sun may serve as one of the possible backgrounds for the Zoharic special
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the supernal Jacob and the zodiac the twelve tribes of
Israel; the author assumes the existence a ritual, one
that I would designate as theurgical, in the synagogue. 65
Both scholars adduce Hebrew material, mainly from the
Heikhalot literature, in order to elucidate the manner in
which some Jews explain the significance of the mosaic
figure in the synagogue. Though emphasizing different
Jewish figures, one may find a common ground between
the two claims, since Jacob was sometimes identified
with Metatron, as for example in a passage of the abovementioned R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo. 66 Moreover, the
implicit assumption of both scholars is that the Heikhalot
literature, especially when it expresses earlier positions,
was well-known in late antiquity in the Land of Israel

A r s

and sometimes a Roman emperor, holding the cosmic
orb in one of his hands, was known in late antiquity
Jewish circles as early as the second half of the fourth
century.62 In many cases the Helios/Apollo figure appears
within the wheel of the zodiac,63 though the significance
of the figure has been disputed among scholars.64 Two
scholarly opinions published in 2007 and differing from
that adduced above concomitantly approach the mosaic
through material from the Heikhalot literature. Jody
Magness sees in Metatron a focal clue for understanding
the meaning of the presence of the Helios figure, while
Azaria Beitner opts for the figure of the supernal Jacob,
engraved on the Merkavah, as pertinent for this purpose.
According to Beitner’s view, the Helios figure represents
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before the period in which the synagogues were built, but
such a view has not yet been proven in what I perceive
to be serious scholarship. Even if we adopt the view of
continuity with priestly traditions, a view that has been
exaggerated in recent scholarship, it does not necessarily
mean that the Heikhalot literature, or the entire range
of it, had been articulated at such an early date. My
assumption is that a developmental picture of this
literature is more accurate than envisioning it as a given
province that automatically serves as the background of
the synagogue mosaics.
To the best of my knowledge, these two scholars did
not address the issue of the holding of the orb or the
seven rays of Helios and their Jewish parallels. Though
resorting to Heikhalot literature in the context of the
same mosaic, my approach here, in light of the Heikhalot
and other texts that sustain it, is, nevertheless, different:
my concern is how we can use the existence of the specific
image in the synagogue to understand the emergence of
specific themes in the Heikhalot literature, and as we
shall see below, also of Kabbalistic literature, rather than
vice-versa.
The fact that the mosaic is part of a synagogue
decoration is reminiscent of the liturgical dimension
related to ‘Anafi’el, according to the passage from
Heikhalot Rabbati as quoted above. However, while the
assembly of worshipers is constituted of humans, in the
Heikhalot situation the praying entities are angels.
Moreover, according to a statement by the Amoraic

author R. Ze‘ira, the son of R. Abbahu, it is forbidden
to depict a figure holding a sphere or an orb in its hand,
though this does not, as pointed out by Adiel Schremer,
necessarily conflict with Rabbinic approaches.67 Thus, it
seems that there were some possible affinities between the
authors of the Heikhalot texts cited above and, on the one
hand, the figure on the mosaic in the Hammath Tiberias
synagogue or its parallels, and on the other, a Rabbinic
position on this type of representation.
It should be mentioned that two different sorts of
prayers addressed to Helios have been known in Hebrew
versions since late antiquity.68 Nevertheless, it is not my
claim that these prayers were recited in the synagogues
where Helios figures were designed, and in the following I
do not attempt to identify those figures with God, angels,
or forefathers, but to speak about the manner in which a
passage from the Heikhalot literature could serve as an
interpretation of such a mosaic or one of its presumed
parallels.
Let me make clear before dealing with the Kabbalistic
material that I do not assume that the mosaic represents
‘Anafi’el, but rather that the Heikhalot texts represent
an interpretation of an earlier theme, a visual one – as
represented by the Mithraic Helios painting discovered
in Pompeii or its parallels as Aion, or perhaps even Jesus
Christ – or a verbal one, that initially reflected the Helioszodiac complex, but which has been reinterpreted in a
certain Jewish circle of mystics as referring to the angel
‘Anafi’el.69 This reinterpretation was done by maintaining

67 For questions related to various attitudes toward images and objects of
worship in late antiquity Judaism, see Adiel Schremer, “The Religious
Orientation of Non-Rabbis in Second-Century Palestine: A Rabbinic
Perspective,” in “Follow the Wise”: Studies in Jewish History and Culture
in Honor of Lee I. Levine, eds. Zeev Weiss et al. (Winona Lake, IN,
2010), 328–31. Let me briefly point out the possibility, which I hope
to pursue elsewhere, that a Talmudic discussion of “the Account of the
Merkavah” is the sort of study that took place in a synagogue. See, BT
Berakhot, fol. 21b, analyzed by Daniel Abrams, “A Neglected Talmudic
Reference to Ma‘aseh Merkavah,” Frankfurter Judaistische Beiträge 26
(1999): 1–5; see also idem, “Ma‘aseh Merkavah as a Literary Work: The
Reception of Hekhalot Traditions,” JSQ 5 (1998): 329–45. Abrams opts
for the study of a text designated as “Ma‘aseh Merkavah.” For another
view, see Andreas Lenhardt, “Once Again: ‘Oseq be-Ma‘aseh Merkavah’
and Qaddish in bBerakhot 21b,” ibid. 27 (2000): 17–23, which offer
other options concerning the possible meaning of relating to the

Merkavah while in a synagogue. However, another possibility should
also be advanced: the understanding that the chariot of Helios, found
in the medallion of the Hammath Tiberias mosaic, as well as in other
synagogues, was part of some form of dialogue.
68 See Sefer ha-razim, ed. Mordechai Margalioth (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv,
1966), 99 (Hebrew), Leicht, “Qedushah”: 140–76; Levine, The Ancient
Synagogue, 573; idem, “Contextualizing Jewish Art,” 105–7.
69 It is not my purpose here to deal with the possibility that the Hammath
Tiberias mosaic was intended from the outset to represent a HeliosMetatron figure, as is suggested at length by Jody Magness, “Heaven on
Earth”: 30–48, and independently by Yaron Zini, “Sifrut ha-heikhalot
ve-olam beit ha-kneset ha-kadum: diyyun be-hebbetim ra‘ayoniyyim
ha-olim me-ha-ommanut u-me-ha-liturgiah shel batei ha-kneset beshalhei ha-et ha-attikah ve-zikkatam le-sifrut ha-heikhalot” (The
Heikhalot Literature and the World of the Ancient Synagogue),
M.A. thesis, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2007, 25 (Hebrew), or

Holding an Orb in His Hand: The Angel ‘Anafi’el and a Late Antiquity Helios Mosaic

Talgam, “Galgal ha-mazzalot ve-Helyos be-veit ha-knesset,” 64–65; and
Simon, Recherches d’Histoire Judéo-Chrétienne, 192–93. Perhaps, and this
is an issue that deserves further investigation, we have in the Heikhalot
passage about ‘Anafi’el, a case of angelolatry. On late antiquity Jewish
angelolatry, see Michel-Yves Perrin, “‘Rendre un culte aux anges
à la manière des Juifs’: quelques observations nouvelles d’ordre
historiographique et historique,” in Les anges et la magie au Moyen Age,
eds. Henri Bresc and Benoit Grévin (Rome, 2002), 685–91, and the
secondary literature mentioned there.
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with the figure of a supernal Jacob, as assumed by Beitner’s study. More
recently Elchanan Reiner and David Amit, “Samson Follows the Sun
in Galilea,” Ha-Aretz, 6 Oct. 2012, suggests identifying the figure in
the Galilean mosaics with the biblical Samson. The similarity of
this mosaic to the Pompeii figure cited above and its public exposure
in a synagogue, however, complicate the assumption of a specifically
Jewish understanding of the painting as informed solely by a Jewish
esoteric circle. For a similar critique of the explanation based upon
the assumption of the relevance of an esoteric body of knowledge, see
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the mosaic, all legitimate questions which preoccupied
numerous studies.
The point I am raising, however, touches upon a
different issue. The main question that preoccupies me
here is: What is the possible relation between the figure
in the mosaic, whatever its origin and significance for
the producers and the worshipers, and the content
of a passage appertaining to the corpus designated as
Heikhalot literature, without assuming that this content
was shared by all the people who prayed in that synagogue
or any significant number of Jews outside that synagogue,
in general? The three stages are not necessarily related
conceptually, though they are so visually. Although the
origin of the figure is a solar god, most probably Mithraic,
in the mosaic it may stand for a variety of divine entities
other than a sol invictus, while the passage in the Heikhalot
literature may draw on other conceptual structures,
namely angelic ones, which are initially unrelated to
the Mithraic or the Hellenistic images or reliefs. In any
case, transmission in complex and shifting circumstances
can never be all-inclusive reproduction is only rarely
totally faithful, and the understanding of complex topics
often changes over time or between individuals in the
same period. A spectrum of Jews praying in the same
synagogue over generations identified the same mosaic
with different divine entities. New interpretations were
offered in the Middle Ages by authors who inherited
only a verbal description of the visual mosaics or their
parallels. I adopt here a developmental approach, but one
that presupposes the inverse direction from that suggested
by Joseph Dan, since I regard the Heikhalot passage
discussed above as part of a later phase which has little to
do with any cosmological role allegedly attributed to the
archangel.
A r s

the attributes that are characteristic of the Heikhalot
literature, such as the concept of the seventh firmament,
the angel as a guard at the entrance to the contemplation
of the divine figure, the angel as an instructor of the
aspirant, the reception and transmission of prayer to a
higher level, and the vast size of this angel, while at the
same time neutralizing the cosmocratic aspect of the
Helios images, including in the Hammath Tiberias mosaic,
which reflects earlier, non-Jewish traditions. Moreover,
from the extant references to this angel, especially
those found in Heikhalot Rabbati, it is clear that though
compared to the divinity and depicted as the Architect
of Creation, Yo.zer Bereshit, it is in the same context that
‘Anafi’el is also subordinated to the highest divine power,
thus obliterating the cosmogonic role and attributing no
more than a quite modest, basically implicit, cosmocratic
valence to the earlier Helios themes.
I assume that the name and perhaps some of the
functions of this angel preceded the interpretation of the
mosaic, but they were related, as I shall try to show, to
a vegetative motif, and have been linked with a specific
image that originally had nothing to do with it. To
make my point clearer: my assumption is that an earlier
vegetative understanding of the angel was combined
later with a figure that stems from other sources, creating
a combination that is syncretistic, religiously speaking,
and incoherent to a great extent. Therefore, I do not
engage here in the question of the emergence of and the
role played by the Helios figure in the mosaic, which
seems to me clearly derived from Hellenistic depictions
like those adduced above in fig. 1; neither do I intend
to deal with what could have been in the mind of those
who appropriated this image for a synagogue, or what
the worshiper may have thought about when seeing
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In this context let me point out that my thesis as
presented here is independent of the famous theory of
Erwin R. Goodenough as to the existence of a mystical
form of Hellenistic Judaism in late antiquity, and of his
interpretations of the material symbols in Judaism in late
antiquity. This theory, despite the significant, massive,
and oftentimes suitable criticism it attracted, should not,
in my opinion, be totally dismissed. Another issue that I
will not address on this occasion is the possible affinity
between the Hammath Tiberias mosaic of the world held
in the hand of a divine power, and discussions as to the
relationship between the huge size of the divine fingers
and the much smaller size of the world as discussed in the
book known as Shi‘ur komah. In other words, the question
this research does not focus on is whether the image of
the orb of the world held in the hand of a much bigger
anthropomorphic divine or angelic figure could have
inspired statements such as: “the size of the formation of
the world, as the entire palm is its impression,” or “the
size of the world is like the size of the palm of the hand,”
which are found in an early medieval poem written by R.
Eliezer ha-Kalir in the Land of Israel, where the concepts
of Shi‘ur komah are prominent.70

Helios is represented as having seven rays emanating
from his head, and in some Kabbalistic texts ‘Anafi’el is
described as possessing or consisting of seven branches
related to light. For the time being I have not found a
precise explanation for the symbolism of the seven rays in
the Apollo/Helios painting, but it only appears in select
cases in Mithraic images, and the rayed head is certainly
not uniform in all the solar images.
Let me turn now to a third source, again medieval,
which is independent of the two literary sources composed
in Ashkenaz; it reveals another element of the late
antiquity reliefs and mosaics that is not attested in the
Ashkenazi accounts. This time, it is a Kabbalistic school
that relays testimony as to the acquaintance of Jews with
the luminous seven rays. In what is probably a thirteenthcentury treatise, entitled Sefer ha-yihud ha-’ammiti (The
Book of the True Unity), spuriously attributed to a variety
of authors such as R. Hammai
[sic] Gaon, or R. Eleazar of
.
Worms but belonging to the so-called ‘Iyyun literature71
related to the Kabbalistic Book of Speculation, also
attributed to the legendary R. Hammai
Gaon, we read:
.
 ורמז לדבר 'וענפיה,נעשה מלאך עומד על הייחוד ושמו ענפיא"ל
 ונקרא כן בעבור שמתחלק כוחו לז' ענפים ונוגה אלו,'ארזי אל
 והם עומדים לפני מקום האחדות,'השבעה ענפים 'כמראה הבזק
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.והם ז' המלאכים הנקראים שרפים...כאש אוכלה

An attentive examination of the depictions adduced
above shows that in addition to the cosmic orb there
is also another detail that is shared with some later
traditions related to ‘Anafiel. As a solar god, Apollo/

and it became an angel standing on72 the [divine] unity
and its name is ‘Anafiel and a hint of it is: “and its
branches are the cedars of God”73 and it is called so since
its power is divided into seven branches, and the radiation
[nogah] of these seven branches is “like the appearance of

70 See the poem “’Az ra’yita gam safarta,” printed in Siddur ’Avodat
Yisrael, ed. Seligman Baer (Roedelheim, 1901), 655–56 (Hebrew), and
discussed in Idel, “Tfisat ha-Torah be-sifrut ha-heikhalot”: 41. The quite
rare Hebrew phrase for “palm of the hand” –  – פסת ידoccurs also in the
Heikhalot literature in Heikhalot Zutarti; see Rachel Elior, ed., Heikhalot
Zutarti (Jerusalem, 1982), 28 (Hebrew); Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 28
n. 18, 67 n. 6, where it states: “the Shekhinah of his strength,” which
is described as found “between the palm of [his] hand.” The very
occurrence of the term Shekhinah in this context is quite unusual and
deserves special treatment. For studies of a very similar expression see
another Heikhalot text printed in Peter Schaefer, ed., Geniza-Fragmente
zur Hekhalot-Literatur (Tübingen, 1984), 179, and a medieval magical
text, Havadalah de-R. Akivah, ed. Gershom Scholem, as reprinted in his
Shedim, ru hot
be-demonologiah (Devils, Demons
. u-neshamot: me hkarim
.

and Souls: Essays on Demonology), ed. Esther Liebes (Jerusalem, 2004),
159 and n. 22 (Hebrew).
71 On this special brand of Kabbalistic literature, see Scholem Origins
of the Kabbalah, 309–64; Mark Verman, The Book of Contemplation:
Medieval Jewish Mystical Sources (Albany, 1992), esp. 75 n. 122; Kallus,
“Two Mid-13th Century Kabbalistic Texts.”
72 ‘Omed ‘al is a rather idiosyncratic expression characteristic of the
style of this school. It may have something to do with the description
of this angel as appointed on the entrance to gaze divinity, according
to the Heikhalot literature. See also Oded Porat, “‘Shalom she-ein
bo hefsek’: iyyun mehuddash
ba-hibbur
‘Brit ha-mnuhah’”
(‘A Peace
.
.
.
without Interruption’: Renewed Speculation in Sefer Berit ha-Menuhah),
.
Kabbalah 25 (2011): 257 n. 148 (Hebrew).
73 Ps. 80:11.
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the flash of lightning [bazak]”74 and they stand before the
place of unity as a devouring fire […] and they are seven
angels, called seraphs.75
Elsewhere in the same book it is said: ועל זה נקרא זה הכח
“( ענפיאל מפני ז' ענפים אלה שמתאצלים ממנוand the reason that
this power is called ‘Anafi’el is because seven branches
are emanated from it”).76 Though speaking about seven
branches, ‘anafim, a term related to the precise etymology
of ‘Anafi’el, the anonymous Kabbalist introduces terms
related to luminosity or light, such as bazak, nogah, and
fire, and even the term seraphim has the connotation of
burning in Hebrew, all in a manner reminiscent of the
rayed head of Helios in the mosaic. In addition, resorting
to the concept of emanation may reflect the radiation
of the light from ‘Anafi’el. In an early fifteenth-century
Kabbalistic book, R. Shem Tov ben Shem Tov’s Sefer ha’emunot, which was influenced by the ‘Iyyun literature in a
significant manner, we read:
ז' השמשים הפנימיים הנקרא 'עיני י"י' ושרשם ענפיאל והסימן
.’וענפיה ארזי אל’ והם מכוונים כנגד ז' ספירות

Thus, we may assume that the presence of the various
themes related to ‘Anafi’el as reflecting the ancient view
of Helios, as found in Ashkenazi literature, could have
preserved also a view as to its seven branches, and that
such a presumed view reached the anonymous thirteenthcentury Kabbalists who authored the ‘Iyyun literature.
There can be no doubt that the ‘Iyyun circle was closer
to the Heikhalot literature than to any other literature
of early Kabbalah. However, for the time being, neither
such an alleged Heikhalot text, nor its reverberation in
Ashkenaz, can be detected. This does not mean that
discussions about ‘Anafi’el that represent, at least in my
opinion, an earlier tradition unknown in some of their
details in previous centuries, are totally absent in the
Middle Ages.80 However, the precise issue of the special
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the spelling of the name is ‘Arpi’el; in my opinion this is just another
case of distortion of the name of this angel, reminiscent of what we
have seen in the texts from Hasidei Ashkenaz mentioned above. On
this discussion of ‘Anafi’el see also Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 39–41,
87–88.
On the unit of seven angels there are many discussions in late antiquity,
in both Judaism and Christianity. See, e.g., Corbin, Le Paradoxe du
monotheisme; Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 37–42 and the relevant endnotes
there, and the important footnote of Michal Oron, ed., R. Todros
Abul'afia, Sha‘ar ha-razim (Jerusalem, 1999), 91 n. 256 (Hebrew).
On eyes, see above, n. 22.
Shem Tov ben Shem Tov, Sefer ha-’emunot (The Book of Beliefs) (Ferarra,
1556), fol. 91b. On this Kabbalist see Efraim Gottlieb, Mehkarim besifrut ha-kabbalah (Studies in the Kabbalah Literature), ed. Joseph
Hacker (Tel Aviv, 1976), 347–56 (Hebrew); David S. Ariel, “Shem
Tob ibn Shem Tob’s Kabbalistic Critique of Jewish Philosophy in the
Commentary on the Sefirot,” Ph.D diss., Brandeis University, 1981; and
more recently Daphne Freedman, “Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov on ‘Sefer
Yesira’,” JJS 58 (2007): 303–13.
See the passage about ‘Anafi’el found in R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo
of Erfurt, Sefer ha-navon, edited as an anonymous treatise by Joseph
Dan, Iyyunim be-sifrut hasidut
Ashkenaz (Studies in Ashkenazi-Hasidic
.
Literature) (Ramat Gan, 1975), 129–30 (Hebrew). The special versions
of the Heikhalot material cited in the writings of this Ashkenazi author
deserve special treatment, since they may reflect a textual tradition
different from that preserved in the main line of transmission as found
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74 Ezek. 1:14.
75 Ms. Jerusalem, NLI 80 488, fol. 14a. The Hebrew original was published
recently in a collection of Kabbalistic writings entitled Sifrei kabbalat
ha-ge’onim (Kabbalistic Books of the Geonim) (Jerusalem, 2006), 97
(Hebrew), together with an English translation and footnotes in Kallus,
“Two Mid-13th Century Kabbalistic Texts,” 1–2; see also Idel, Olam
ha-mal’akhim, 39; Schneider, “Ben, Yeho’el ve-Sar shalom”: 200–31.
See also Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, 323–24, on Sefer ha-yihud
. ha’ammiti, and especially on p. 346, where he suggests a possible nexus
between the seven angels and ‘Anafi’el and a view found among the
Cathars. For speculations on this angel and on seven angels in general
in monotheistic traditions, see also the interesting book of Henry
Corbin, Le Paradoxe du monotheisme (Paris, 1981), 129–30, based
exclusively on Scholem’s short discussion of this angel. On the view
found in Kabbalistic literature, according to which ‘Anafi’el divulged
to Metatron the secrets of a name by means of which the world was
created, see the mid-thirteenth-century Commentary on the Name of 42
Letters, attributed to R. Nissim Ga’on, published by Gershom Scholem,
Kitvei yad be-kabbalah (Kabbalah Manuscripts) (Jerusalem, 1930), 213
(Hebrew).
76 Ms. Jerusalem, NLI 8° 488, fol. 14a, printed now in Sifrei kabbalat hage’onim, 98; Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim ibid., 171 n. 91; see also Schneider,
“Ben, Yeho’el ve-Sar shalom”: 199. It should be pointed out that the
name of this angel appears also in the most widespread text from
this school, in the so-called Book of Speculation, printed and translated
in Verman, The Book of Contemplation, 67, though in one manuscript

(“Seven inner servants 77 [shamashim] are called
the eyes of God,78 and their root is ‘Anafi’el, and
the proof-text is ‘and its branches are the cedars
of God.’ And they correspond to the seven [lower]
sfirot”).79
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type of luminosity and the framing of ‘Anafi’el within a
zodiacal sphere are not extant in the written traditions
we have from late antiquity; nor am I acquainted with
such a theme in the Ashkenazi writings, though they
are found in a visual manner in an ancient mosaic in a
Galilean synagogue from many centuries beforehand, as
seen above.
Last but not least in this context: the appearance
of Helios in the Hammath Tiberias mosaic looming
prominently within the wheel of the zodiac, and in a
different form also in other synagogues in late antiquity,
may be reflected in a Kabbalistic discussion of ‘Anafi’el,
as found again in R. Shem Tov ben Shem Tov’s abovementioned Sefer ha-’emunot:
,והנה יש בגלגל המזלות שנים עשר מזלות כמנין הקדש והחול
 השרפים העליונים 'שבעה רואי פני המלך' כנגד שבעה81 ואם
 ונחלקו חכמי הקבלה הקדושים אם הם למעלה מהכסא.ספירות
 ושם הכולל לכלם שיוצאים מהמקור, או למטה,כסא המלכות
82

.' והסי' לחכמי קדם 'וענפיה ארזי אל,ההוא ענפיאל
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And behold, in the zodiacal wheel there are twelve
signs, like the number of the holy and the profane,83
and together with the seven seers of the face of
the king,84 which are the supernal seraphs, which
correspond to seven [lower] sfirot. And the holy
sages of Kabbalah were divided as to [the question]
whether they are higher than the seat, [which is]
the seat of kingdom, or whether it is beneath it,85
and the comprehensive term for all of them, which
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in the Kalonimus family. See, for the time being, Idel, “From Italy to
Ashkenaz”: 59–71; idem, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 24–25. As to the versions
of the passages belonging to Shi‘ur komah found in this book, see the
reprint of the pertinent material in Cohen, The Shi‘ur Qomah: Texts and
Recensions, 220–25.
Perhaps the Hebrew אם, meaning if or whether, is an error for עם:
together, with.
Sefer ha-’emunot, fol. 71b. This passage reverberates anonymously also
in R. Meir ibn Gabbai, Sefer ‘avodat ha-kodesh (Jerusalem, 1973), part
I:16, fol. 17c (Hebrew). See also Roland Goetschel, R. Meir Ibn Gabbai:
Le Discours de la Kabbale espagnole (Leuven, 1981), 565.
I do not know the precise meaning of these two words. Perhaps the term
holy points to the seven angels, and the remaining five, or all the twelve
signs of the zodiac, are the profane.
Cf. Esther 1:14.
See above, at n. 31 in the text, the quote cited from R. Abraham

emerge out of the source, is ‘Anafi’el, and the sign
[namely proof-text] of the ancient sages is [the
verse] ‘and its branches [are] the cedars of God.’
This explicit nexus between ‘Anafi’el and the zodiacal
wheel is absent in the pertinent passages from the late
antiquity Heikhalot texts that were adduced above, nor is
it found elsewhere in the aforementioned Ashkenazi and
Kabbalistic texts written during the thirteenth century
or in the pre-fifteenth-century texts with which I am
acquainted. It is interesting that R. Shem Tov mentions
what was, perhaps, an articulated dispute found in earlier
Kabbalistic writings, which I could not detect, as to
the place of ‘Anafi’el in relation to the divine throne.
However, if we understand this remark as reflecting the
tensions between two different evaluations of the place
of the archangel, which presumably competed in earlier
forms of Jewish literatures, especially in the context
of the relationship between this angel and the other
archangel, Metatron, this is quite understandable. This is
an issue that cannot, however, be discussed in the present
framework.86
Though seven seraphs are mentioned, capitalizing
implicitly on the verse from Isaiah 6:2, as did one of
the abovementioned passages from the ‘Iyyun literature,
they are conceived of as being in fact just one, namely
an angelic entity represented by ‘Anafi’el that contains
these seven; this is described in a text that also explicitly
mentions the zodiac.87 Thus, the very existence of the
ben Azriel’s Sefer ‘arugat ha-bosem.
86 I hope to deal with this topic in a separate study. For competing traditions
concerning the centrality of Adam or of Enoch in early medieval Jewish
literatures, see Moshe Idel, “Adam and Enoch according to St. Ephrem
the Syrian,” Kabbalah 6 (2001): 183–205.
87 It is interesting to note the possible affinity between this view of seven
angels that come from one entity, with the vision of the Menorah and
its seven branches and its affinity to the sacred tree. See, e.g., Erwin R.
Goodenough, “The Menorah among the Jews of the Roman World,”
HUCA 23 (1950–51): 449–92; and Heinrich Strauss, “The History
of the Seven-Branched Candlestick of the Hasmonean Kings,” JWCI
22 (1959): 6–16. In both cases light and the figure seven are key
elements. See also the ancient Christian views of Jesus Christ as the
highest of a unit of eight angels, seven of which are considered to be his
representatives, as discussed in Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 90 n. 89; see
also Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 65–71.
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medieval sources, on the one hand, and between its rayed
head and ‘Anafi’el’s seven branches in the Kabbalistic
sources, on the other. It should be pointed out that the
traditions about ‘Anafi’el are very scant, and the fact that
two of them have parallels in the mosaic of the Hammath
Tiberias synagogue is, therefore, quite significant.

Some Conclusions
If my assumptions as to the affinities between the written
texts I have referred to and the visual representations are
correct, we may assume also that the communities that
built the synagogues, or at least those who frequented
them, did not completely disappear, insofar as we still
recognize their conceptual approach that reverberated in
the Middle Ages. The variety of late antiquity forms of
Judaism is enriched by adding also the evidence related
to the possible conceptual contents of the decorations in
the various synagogues in the Land of Israel, including
the different manners in which they were potentially
understood.
The echoes of these elements have been discerned
since the early Middle Ages in the Heikhalot literature,
as well as in the literature of Hasidei Ashkenaz from
the circle related to the Kalonimus family, that of R.
Nehemiah ben Shlomo, and in a Kabbalistic school, as
seen above; these are all quite traditional forms of Judaism
that flowered in the very same period. These medieval
authors continued the preoccupation with texts that had
emerged much earlier out of what I would call a secondary
elite,89 and they claimed to possess ancient traditions
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88 For my approach to reconstruction see, e.g., Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New
Perspectives (New Haven, 1988), 32–34; idem, “Enoch is Metatron,”
Immanuel 24/25 (1990): 220–40, and the updated Hebrew version in
idem, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 19–92.
89 On the possible social identity of the anonymous authors of the
Heikhalot literature as constituting a secondary elite, see Michael D.
Swartz, “‘Like the Ministering Angels’: Ritual and Purity in Early Jewish
Mysticism and Magic,” AJS Review 19, 2 (1994): 135–67, esp. 165–67;
idem, Scholastic Magic, Ritual and Revelation in Early Jewish Mysticism
(Princeton, 1996); Moshe Idel, “On Judaism, Jewish Mysticism
and Magic,” in Envisioning Magic, eds. Peter Schaefer and Hans G.
Kippenberg (Leiden, 1997), 212–13; idem, “Al ha-kdushah ve-ha.zfiyyah ba-merkavah,” 14–15.
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relief in ancient Pompeii may help to reconstruct the
existence of a motif in late antiquity Judaism, perhaps in
a written text but also conspicuously in a visual form, the
late antiquity mosaic of Hammath-Tiberias, or perhaps
even as an oral tradition that reverberates much later in
medieval Kabbalah: the affinity between ‘Anafi’el and the
seven radiant branches which emerge out of its head as
a source – reminiscent of the Pompeii figure and of the
mosaic image – though without mention, in the case of
the Kabbalistic literature, of the cosmic orb in its hand.
This specific mosaic becomes, therefore, a key that serves
as an indication of the early existence of a visual and more
accurately dated testimony, to be used as reliable proof for
the terminus ad quem for the acquaintance of Jews with such
representations. Thus the mosaic may help reconstruct a
development that impacted medieval material and found
its expression only in a verbal manner.88 To be sure: I do
not mean that this specific mosaic itself was necessarily
known to the early medieval authors, but that motifs
found there, or their visual or verbal sources, could have
inspired the authors of the Heikhalot literature, which
served as a conveyor of these themes from late antiquity
to medieval Europe.
However, some elements found in the mosaic and
not represented in the extant versions of the Heikhalot
literature or in the Ashkenazi texts where these
versions were embedded, nevertheless found their way
into thirteenth-century Kabbalah. In my opinion, it is
better in this case to resort to a variety of new sources
and methods, including attempts at reconstruction.
Otherwise, the aridity of the paraphrastic approach, whose
major penchant is copying or translating full passages
appertaining to Jewish mystical literature, arranged as
historically as is possible, will remain dominant in some
types of recent scholarship in the field. The attempt to
look comparatively, and also complementarily, at the two
forms of early-thirteenth-century Ashkenazi literatures,
in order to discern the existence of some earlier common
denominators, not necessarily identical or limited to the
Heikhalot passage preserved in Ms. Munich 40 and its
close parallels, facilitates the possibility of establishing
a linkage between the late antiquity mosaic displaying
Helios holding the cosmic orb in its hand and some
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transmitted orally. This is the reason why an examination
of the literatures emanating from these strata, which
flowered in another geographical area, Europe, in another
era, can sometimes help in understanding details of the
Heikhalot literature, whose traditions have been lost or
distorted by the vicissitudes of transmission. Ignoring
the possible contributions of the material preserved in
the Ashkenazi esoteric literature towards improving
the textual version and a proper understanding of some
passages in Heikhalot literature, as done by Joseph Dan in
the instance mentioned above, scarcely helps to advance
understanding of the two corpora. In other words, too stark
a division between historical periods and literary branches
written in the same language, as well as between corpora
written, roughly speaking, in the same period, is prone to
create, at least in some cases, artificial types of scholarship
which avoid taking into consideration pertinent material
from one stratum in order to explain an obscure passage
from another.90
Thus, an understanding of the corrupted text as it
was printed and reprinted by the two above-mentioned
scholars suffers from the refusal to take into account a
better version found in print in a well-known work of
R. Eleazar of Worms, or alternatively from their ignorance
of its existence. In any case, the many vicissitudes
of textual transmission, which have not always been
acknowledged in recent scholarship, at least insofar
as the topic dealt with above is concerned, are quite
significant,91 and they prevent a proper understanding of
some of the passages under scrutiny here; in some other
cases even the name of ‘Anafi’el has been misspelled by

copyists, as noted above. The possibility to correct earlier
texts by resorting to their reiterations in later literary
corpora, and the combined analyses of different types of
Jewish corpora, both literary and figurative, as facilitating
a reconstruction of an earlier view found in Judaism,
such as the image of Helios on a synagogue floor, require
reflection on what methodologies should be used: whether
only the historicist approach, that arranges the material
chronologically, resorting systematically to a single type of
source as being relevant, or also other tactics, which are
more complex and so are capable of doing justice to the
ancient historical complexity and the convolution of the
fragmented forms of transmissions.
Moreover, a more dynamic understanding of processes
of transmission, of inter-cultural adoption, and of strong
adaptation both of themes found in the surrounding
cultures and of elements both in late antiquity and the
Middle Ages in Jewish thought should be seriously
considered instead of paraphrasing time and again the
same passages as if conveying predominantly some form
of theology, without an original and specific analysis.92
As I am more interested in the cultural processes than
in fathoming the precise theological positions of the
texts under scrutiny, the emphasis I propose is to focus
on dynamism and changes as determinants of events,
quintessential in my opinion for an understanding of the
transition of a variety of traditions from the Middle East
to Europe and from late antiquity to the Middle Ages,
or what may be described, following scholars in the field
of the ancient Mesopotamian religions, as a stream of
traditions.93 Frozen theologies only rarely reflect the pulse

90 Such a striking example is the recent neglect of any text or treatment
of Rabbinic theurgy in the various accounts of the sources of medieval
Kabbalah by scholars, especially Schaefer, The Origins, and in the
various writings of Joseph Dan. See also below, n. 95.
91 They include even the various misspellings of the name of the
principal angel, as seen above in some instances; see above, nn. 16,
26. On the vicissitudes of textual transmission in the Middle Ages, see
Daniel Abrams, Kabbalistic Manuscripts and Textual Theory (Jerusalem
and Los Angeles, 2011). For an approach similar to the one adopted
here, of analyzing material on a certain topic found in the various
layers of Jewish literatures, see Idel, Olam ha-mal’akhim, 19–73; see also
Daniel Abrams, “Special Angelic Figures: The Career of the Beasts
of the Throne-World in Hekhalot Literature, German Pietism and

Early Kabbalistic Literature,” REJ 155 (1996): 363–86.
92 For the phenomena of a theological approach to Jewish mysticism
in modern scholarship, see Moshe Idel, “On the Theologization of
Kabbalah in Modern Scholarship,” in Religious Apologetics – Philosophical
Argumentation, eds. Yossef Schwartz and Volkhard Krech (Tübingen,
2004), 123–74.
93 For discussions of some aspects of cultural transition and forms of
transmission concerning Jewish esotericism see, e.g., Moshe Idel,
“Transmission in the Thirteenth-Century Kabbalah,” in Transmitting
Jewish Traditions: Orality, Textuality, and Cultural Diffusion, eds. Yaakov
Elman and Israel Gershoni (New Haven and London, 2000), 138–64.
For some examples of earlier transmission of secret knowledge in
different centers of Jewish culture, see idem, “Defining Kabbalah: The
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found in Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah.
95 See, e,g, above, n. 65, and in more general terms Idel, Kabbalah: New
Perspectives, 156–72; idem, “On the Performing Body in TheosophicalTheurgical Kabbalah: Some Preliminary Remarks,” in The Jewish Body:
Corporeality, Society, and Identity in the Renaissance and Early Modern
Period, eds. Maria Diemling and Giuseppe Veltri (Leiden and Boston,
2009), 251–71; idem, “Mi-mivneh li-f'ullah: al ha-guf ha-elohi u-f‘ullah
enoshit ba-Kabbalah” (From Structure to Performance: On the Divine
Body and Human Action in the Kabbalah), Mishqafayyim 32 (1998):
3–6 (Hebrew); idem, Absorbing Perfections: Kabbalah and Interpretation
(New Haven, 2002), 3, 13, 31, 60, 67, 73–74 and more; idem, Ascensions
on High, 7, 11, 16–18, 68, 114–15, 120–21, and more; idem, Enchanted
Chains: Techniques and Rituals in Jewish Mysticism (Los Angeles, 2005),
33–34, 47. See also Elliot Wolfson, “Mystical-Theurgical Dimensions
of Prayer in Sefer ha-Rimmon,” in Approaches to Judaism in Medieval
Times, ed. David R. Blumental, 3 vols. (Chico, CA, 1984–88), 3:41–
80; Charles Mopsik, Les Grands textes de la Cabale, ([Paris], 1993);
Yair Lorberbaum, Zelem
Elohim: Halakhah ve-Aggadah (Image of God,
.
Halakhah and Aggadah) (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, 2004) (Hebrew);
Jonathan Garb, Hofa‘otav shel ha-ko’ah. ba-mistikah ha-yehudit: mi-sifrut
hazal
ad Kabbalat Zfat
.
. (Manifestations of Power in Jewish Mysticism
from Rabbinic Literature to Safedian Kabbalah) (Jerusalem, 2004)
(Hebrew); Iris Felix, Te’urgiah, magiah u-mistikah be-Kabbalto shel Rabi
Yosef ha-ba mi-Shushan ha-birah (Theurgy, Magic, and Mysticism in the
Kabbalah of R. Joseph of Shushan), Ph.D diss., Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, 2005 (Hebrew).
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Kabbalah of the Divine Names,” in Mystics of the Book: Themes, Topics,
& Typology, ed. Robert A. Herrera (New York, 1993), 97–122; idem,
“Ashkenazi Esotericism and Kabbalah in Barcelona,” Hispania Judaica 5
(2007): 69–113; idem, Ben, passim; idem, “Revelation and the ‘Crisis’
of Tradition in Kabbalah 1475–1575,” in Constructing Tradition: Means
and Myths of Transmission in Western Esotericism, ed. Andreas B. Kilcher
(Leiden, 2010), 255–91; and idem “In a Whisper: On Transmission of
Shi‘ur Qomah and Kabbalistic Secrets in Jewish Mysticism,” Rivista di
storia e letteratura religiosa 47, 3 (2011): 477–522 (part of a monographic
issue entitled Il mantello di Elia: Tradizione, innovazione nella cabala).
See, especially, the general orientation dealing with the large-scale
translatio scientiae from East to West as it has been revealed by studies
and lectures of Moses Gaster, especially Ilchester Lectures on GreekoSlavonic Literature (London, 1887) and Literatura populara romana,
ed. M. Angelescu (Bucharest, 1983)2, which deserves much greater
attention in Jewish studies, especially the claim as to the process of
transition from East to West of Jewish literatures in the early Middle
Ages. See also Moshe Idel, “Moshe Gaster, Ha-mistikah ha-yehudit
ve-Sefer Ha-zohar” (Moses Gaster on Jewish Mysticism and the Book
of the Zohar), in H
hadashim
be-sifrut Ha-zohar
. iddushei Zohar; mehkarim
.
.
(New Developments in Zohar Studies), Te‘uda 21–22, ed. Ronit Meroz
(Tel Aviv, 2007), 111–27 (Hebrew).
94 See Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, 30–33; idem, Old Worlds,
New Mirrors: On Jewish Mysticism and Twentieth-Century Thought
(Philadelphia, 2009), 133–53. The most elaborate and updated
exposition of the Gnostic theory as to the origins of Kabbalah is
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scholars conceive their arrival in Europe during the
Middle Ages. As I have suggested in several studies, much
of the extant scholarly explanations for the emergence
of Kabbalah gravitates around the impact of Gnostic
sources on the conceptual matrix of the early Kabbalistic
texts, as proposed by Scholem in many of his studies, an
explanation that I find highly problematic.94 Instead, we
should better take into greater consideration a variety
of other possibilities that are much easier to validate,
philologically and historically, like some sources found in
Rabbinic literature, and possibly even in a Heikhalot text,
especially related to an understanding of liturgy belonging
to what can be described as theurgy.95
The above discussions exemplify once more the
vitality of ancient mythical views and figures which were
conceived as being authoritative, significant, or attractive
even long after the Greek or Hellenistic cultural
social frameworks had disappeared. This widespread
phenomenon of migration of ancient mythological figures
and themes has already been discussed at length in the
Warburg school of scholarship since the 1920s; especially
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of the events that are constituents of a complex text.
However, in some cases, intense research of the various
and oftentimes conceptually diverging treatises believed
to constitute what scholars call Heikhalot literature,
as is the case with the Qumran literature, sometimes
serves in the burgeoning scholarship dealing with their
content basically to enable a better understanding of the
background of the New Testament, rather than a study
of their content, the processes of their emergence, and
the details of their transmission. This is a quite plausible
explanation for the growing increase of scholarship on
such a small quantity of texts, and in some cases also for
the scholars’ penchant to compare them with Christian
themes in particular, much more than with Hellenistic or
other pagan themes, though these types of sources were,
historically speaking, equally available to Jewish authors
of the two strata of late antiquity Jewish literature.
Our discussions above should also be seen in the
framework of a much wider problem concerning the
identity of the earlier sources of the medieval corpora
dealing with esoteric topics, and the manner in which
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important in this framework is the splendid monograph of
Jean Seznec dealing with the penetration of themes related
to Greek gods into Western medieval and Renaissance
culture, predominantly by means of astrological texts
and speculations.96 The present example dealing with a
solar theology, as it has been discussed above, is a rather
minor case which should be considered in the broader
context of the relevance of astrological and astro-magical
speculations that penetrated much of Jewish thought in
the Middle Ages, both philosophical and Kabbalistic,
and contributed to a series of interpretations of their
implications, including the meaning of Jewish rituals and
messianism.

In this context, the paramount importance of another
Greek divinity has been put in relief in many medieval and
early modern period Jewish texts, namely motifs related to
Chronos/Saturn which, as a planet and an astral angel,
has been allotted to the Jewish nation.97 Traces of another
Greek myth, which deals with the enchained and suffering
Prometheus and was transferred to King Solomon, can be
also discerned in the Kabbalistic literature, where it has
been reinterpreted in a dramatically new manner.98 Even
better known is the influence of motifs related to the
theme of Orpheus on some of the Jewish representations
of King David as a singer, found also in late antiquity
synagogues. 99 Recently Yehuda Liebes has successfully

96 See, especially, Aby Warburg, The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity, tr. David
Britt (Los Angeles, 1999); Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky, and
Fritz Saxl, Saturne et la mélancolie, trs. Fabienne Durand-Bogaert and
Louis Evrard (Paris, 1989); or Jean Seznec, The Survival of the Pagan
Gods: The Mythological Tradition and Its Place in Renaissance Humanism
(Princeton, 1972).
97 See Haviva Pedaya, “Shabbat Shabtai u-mi'ut ha-yare’ah. – ha-hibbur
.
ha-kadosh: ot u-tmunah” (Sabbath, Sabbatai, and the Diminution of
Moon: The Holy Conjunction, Sign and Image), in Myth in Judaism,
ed. Haviva Pedaya, Eshel Beer-Sheva, 4 (Beer-Sheva, 1996), 143–91
(Hebrew); Dov Schwartz, Studies on Astral Magic in Medieval Jewish
Thought, trs. David Louvish and Batya Stein (Leiden, 2005); Shlomo
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Egypt, in order to compare its content with a late-fifteenth-century
Kabbalistic text written in Spain, see Moshe Idel, “The Origin of
Alchemy according to Zosimos and a Hebrew Parallel,” REJ 145, 1–2
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medieval author had direct access to ancient visual representations
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antiquity and cultural identity. The existence of these examples, as
well as other discussions, regarding Iranian and Muslim impact, for
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the David-Orpheus Image in the Gaza Synagogue Mosaic,” Studium
Biblicum Franciscanum: Liber Annuus 59 (2009): 301–7. See also
Schneider, “Ben, Yeho’el ve-Sar shalom”: 159–64; Yehuda Liebes, Alilot
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(“These are Your God, O Israel,” Light and Sun as the Iconographic
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Center for Jewish Art Exhibitions, Bar Ilan University] (Ramat Gan,
2006) (Hebrew). For a recent comparative approach to solar cults, see
Ofir Jacobson, “Ha-mashma‘ut ha-universalit shel pulhan
. ha-shemesh
be-mitosim u-ve-datot” (The Universal Meaning of the Sun-Cult in
Myths and Religions), M.A. thesis, Haifa University, 2011 (Hebrew).
103 See www.bonhams.com/auctions/18801/lot/322.
104 See the cover of the edition of this book as published by Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, New York, 1976. To be sure, the Hammath-Tiberias mosaic
also illustrates rather cogently the cover of a scholarly collection of
articles, Yahadut ve-yavnut ba-et ha-attikah – immut o mizzug? (Judaism
and Hellenism in Antiquity), ed. Lee I. Levine (Jerusalem, 2000)
(Hebrew).
105 See Moshe Idel, “The Contribution of Abraham Abulafia’s Kabbalah
to the Understanding of Jewish Mysticism,” in Gershom Scholem’s Major
Trends in Jewish Mysticism: 50 Years After, eds. Peter Schaefer and Joseph
Dan (Tübingen, 1993), 117–43.
106 See, e.g., my recent studies “Ashkenazi Esotericism and Kabbalah”;
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Elohim: ha-mitos ha-yehudi – massot u-me hkarim
(God’s Story: Collected
.
Essays on the Jewish Myth) (Jerusalem, 2008), 25, 36, 43, 97, 135, 174,
224 (Hebrew).
100 See Liebes, Alilot Elohim, 237–98.
101 See Les mystères de Mithra (Brussels, 1902), 1–2. This approach is not
accepted by all scholars of Mithraism, as shown by David Ulansey’s
critique, his survey of earlier critiques of Cumont’s view, and his own
more astronomically oriented approach to Western Mithraism in his
Origins, esp. 10–14. Nevertheless, even some more recent leading
scholars, such as Geo Widengren and Ugo Bianc hi, still maintain at
least parts of Cumont’s Zoroastrian-oriented thesis; see, e.g., Bianchi’s
Selected Essays on Gnosticism, Dualism and Mysteriology (Leiden, 1978),
208–16.
102 See Franz Cumont, “La théologie solaire du paganisme romain,”
Extraites des memoires presentés […] a l’academie des inscriptions et belleslettres, vol. 12, part 2 (Paris, 1890), 447–79. The Hellenistic syncretistic
penchant that adopted the older elements, probably of Persian
extraction (see the preceding footnote) and generated a Roman myth
of the sun has been applied to the figures of the Roman Caesars, who
were represented in a similar manner, with a globe in their hand, as a
sign of their apotheosis. For a more general consideration of the solar
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analyses. See, for example, the interesting depiction of
the orb held in the right hand together with a rayed head,
in a portrait of the Moghul emperor Jahangir, dated 1617,
that was recently sold at Bonham’s auction (fig. 4). 103
At least in one case, the very picture of the Hammath
Tiberias mosaic even made its way to the New World,
migrating to America to become the beautiful illustration
printed on the cover of one of the few books of theology
written by a Jew, Abraham J. Heschel’s famous Man Is Not
Alone.104 Thus, Mithras, Helios, or one of their avatars is
still watching from the cover of the book over the cosmos
and over man, who may thus not feel alone.
To return to my remarks at the beginning of this study:
Insofar as the topic under scrutiny here is concerned,
continuities there were, as both the image of Helios
and the Heikhalot passages have been preserved, either
in scholarship or in texts that have become canonical.
However, it would be a mistake to speak about one
basic line of Jewish mysticism that continues, even
with significant changes, from generation to generation.
There were, indubitably, forms of continuities of some
themes and even currents that cross the different types
of literatures, though there is no doubt that these
continuities undergo significant changes over time. 105
The different forms of continuities – that of Rabbinic
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traced the important influence of an interesting
mythologoumenon which deals with Helena’s weaving,
reverberating in several medieval Jewish texts, some of
them Ashkenazi, especially R. Nehemiah’s, and others
Kabbalistic. 100 Those instances of adoption in Jewish
literatures can be better understood without resorting to
the modern theory of the impact of Gnostic mythologies
on medieval Kabbalah that is propounded by Scholem,
but, for the time being, those examples are quite rare if
we take in account the vast Jewish literatures dealing with
esoteric approaches. In any case, the pagan themes are
more prominent than the motifs related to Christianity.
Thus, to return to our topic: most probably a Mithraic
visual theme, which belongs to one of the oldest
manifestations of the Indo-European religions, if we accept
Franz Cumont’s claim, 101 gravitating in late antiquity
around a solar theology,102 returned to medieval Europe
in some Hebrew texts. This, most probably, came through
the earlier mediation of a synagogue mosaic, either in the
Land of Israel, or perhaps of a similar one elsewhere in
a Byzantine area, and the angelic interpretation of the
figure holding the orb in its hand was accepted by Jewish
esoteric authors in the Middle Ages. The recurrence of
the solar figure found on late antiquity reliefs and mosaics
has, however, not only been a matter of recent scholarly
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formative behavior and types of Midrashic exegesis, that
of the various magical practices and their formulas, that
of poetic writings, sometime influenced by Heikhalot,
and that of the treatises belonging to Heikhalot literature
itself – eventually interacted, generating cross-currents.
In their synthetic nature, these late antiquity phenomena
of interaction, or in some cases something reminiscent of
syncretism, are not so different from what was to happen in
the late Middle Ages in the case of the various Kabbalistic
schools and their interactions with the different forms of
Ashkenazi culture, for example,106 as well as with a variety
of philosophical and magic practices, or to religious life in
a range of Jewish cultural centers.107
At the same time, discontinuities are also obvious and,
practically speaking, inevitable. In our case it is only the
scholars who gave the name Helios to the image, while a
Jewish tradition as formulated in the Heikhalot literature
dislocated the Greek name, or perhaps the Latin version
of Apollo, replacing it with the name of a presumably preexisting concept of a great angel, ‘Anafi’el. Thus, at least
in this case, we may witness both moments of continuity
and of rupture: continuity with the Greco-Roman world
is, in my opinion, quite evident and consists of an obvious

adoption of the figural representation of the divinity.
Discontinuity is, however, much more conceptual, since
in the Heikhalot literature the ancient god became –
though it is not certain that this was the way the mosaic
in the synagogue was understood in its original setting –
an angel, which maintains some of the ancient functions
of the divine figures outside Judaism. Indeed, it is quite
regrettable that this increasingly multifaceted attitude,
which assumes the importance of awareness of both
continuities and discontinuities,108 and which includes
the need to understand the role played by Greco-Roman
culture, or of some forms of Hellenistic syncretism, is
largely ignored in most of the accounts in the recent
“history” or “origins” of Jewish mysticism.109
In my opinion, another type of conceptualization
of the development of Jewish mysticism, which differs
from the unilinear historical descriptions, should also be
introduced, since the surfacing of the two themes found
in the Hammath Tiberias mosaic – the sevenfold nature
of ‘Anafi’el and its explicit connection to the zodiacal
sphere – in late medieval Kabbalistic literature, requires a
rethinking of simplistic linear histories of the development
of some themes in medieval literatures. Was the loss of the

‘From Italy to Ashkenaz”; “Bein Ashkenaz le-Kastiliah ba-me’ah hashlosh esreh: hashba‘ot, reshimot ve-sha‘arei drashot me-hugo
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.
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.
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Prophet – and Their Impact), Tarbiz 77 (2008): 475–555 (Hebrew);
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ben Shlomoh ha-navi al Magen David ve-ha.
shem Taftafiah: mi-magiah yehudit le-Kabbalah ma‘‘asit u-le-Kabbalah
iyyunit” (R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo on the Shield of David and the
Name Taftafia: From Jewish Magic to Practical and to Theoretical
Kabbalah), in Ta Shma: Studies in Judaica in Memory of Israel M. TaShma, eds. Avraham Reiner et al., 2 vols. (Alon Shvut, 2011), 1:1–76
(Hebrew), including references to many other studies. For discussions
of continuities and discontinuities in Judaism, see Albert I. Baumgarten
and Marina Rustow, “Judaism and Tradition: Continuity, Change, and
Innovation,” in Jewish Studies at the Crossroads of Anthropology and
History: Authority, Diaspora, Tradition, eds. Ra’anan S. Boustan, Oren
Kosansky, and Marina Rustow (Philadelphia, 2011), 207–37. For the
view that the appearance of the anthropomorphic images in the late
antiquity synagogues represents a change in comparison to earlier
tendencies in Judaism, see Lee I. Levine, “Figural Art in Ancient
Judaism,” AJ 1 (2005): 9–26, esp. 20–21.
107 On those interactions see, e.g., Moshe Idel, “Hermeticism and

Judaism,” in Hermeticism and the Renaissance, eds. Ingrid Merkel and
Allen G. Debus (Cranbury, NJ, 1988), 59–76; idem, “Hermeticism
and Kabbalah,” in Hermetism from Late Antiquity to Humanism, eds.
Paolo Lucentini, Ilaria Parri, and Vittoria Perrone Compagni (Brepols,
2004), 389–408, as well as the discussions of Liebes on the book of
the Zohar, in his Pul han
. ha-sha har,
. 85–112. See also the interesting
syncretistic forms of Judaism discussed in the various studies in Between
Syncretism and Independence: Models of Interaction between Judaism and
Christianity, eds. Marcel Poorthuis and Joshua Schwartz, Jewish and
Christian Perspectives, 17 (Leiden, 2009); Simon, Recherches d’Histoire
Judéo-Chrétienne, 30–87; Cyrille Aslanoff, “L’Hellénisme, trangression
ou conversion?” in De la conversion, ed. Jean-Christophe Attias (Paris,
1998), 77–106. On syncretism in late antiquity, see Les syncrétismes
religieux dans le monde méditerranéen antique: actes du colloque international
en l’honneur de Franz Cumont à l’occasion du cinquantième anniversaire de
sa mort: Rome, Academia Belgica, 25-27 septembre 1997, eds. Corinne
Bonnet and André Motte (Brussels, 1999).
108 This is my approach to the study of Jewish mysticism in general; for its
latest articulation see Idel, “In a Whisper” (above, n. 93).
109 Though different from my approach as it has been presented above,
Jody Magness’s two studies mentioned earlier in this article (n. 60), do
take into consideration more than one possible source as relevant for
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Fig. 4. Attributed to Abu al-Hasan (1589–1630), Portrait of Shah Jahangir, 1617, gouache on canvas, 210 × 141 cm. Privately owned.
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southern Italy extant from the ninth century, that was
close to themes found in the Heikhalot literature and
was known in Germany by R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo of
Erfurt, seems to point in a similar direction.110
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treatises treating these themes in the Heikhalot literature,
or other works related to it, which had reached medieval
Europe, the reason why I cannot document them better?
Some evidence from poetic material composed in
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110 See, for the time being, Idel, “From Italy to Ashkenaz.”

