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Who Wrote the Zohar?

#1 Major Trends in Jewish

‘Mysticism

Gershon Sholem the ZOhar?

a) A bulky part which has no specific title and is wholly composed of discursive
commentaries on various passages from the Torah Everything that I have said of the
literary character of the Zohar applies fully to this part, in which discourses, discussions
and longer or shorter stories are mingled throughout in about the same proportion.

b) Sifra di-Tseniutha, or “Book of Concealment”, a document of only six pagesl0 containing
a sort of commentary on passages from the first six chapters of Genesis which form a single
section in the synagogical division of the Torah. Its style is highly oracular and obscure, not
a single name being mentioned, and only the briefest allusions are made to the various
doctrines, while no explanations of any sort are vouchsafed.

¢) Idra Rabba, or “Greater Assembly.”!l Under this head, the oracular hints and allusions of
the preceding chapter are now fully developed and explained.!2 Simeon ben Yohai
assembles his faithful followers in order to reveal to them the mysteries hitherto hidden
from their eyes. Each in turn rises to speak and is praised by the Master. The composition
of this part is architecturally perfect; the totality of the speeches constitutes a systematic
whole, in so far as this expression can be at all applied to anything in the Zohar. As the
unravelling of the mystery progresses, the participants are increasingly overcome by

ecstasy, and in the final dramatic apotheosis, three of them die in a state of ecstatic trance.
d) Idra Zutta, or “Lesser Assembly.”13 Here the death of Simeon ben Yohai is described in the
same dramatic fashion, and the lengthy speech is quoted in which he sums up the mysteries
of the great Idra, at the same time introducing certain novel specifications.

e) Idra di-be-Mashkana, i.e. “Assembly on the occasion of a lecture in connection with the
Torah section concerning the Tabernacle.”'4 This chapter follows in its composition the
example of the Idra Rabba, but deals with different questions, particularly those relating to
the mysticism of prayer.

f) Hekhaloth, a description of the seven “palaces” of light perceived by the soul of the
devout after his death, or by the inner vision of the mystic during prayer. The same
description recurs in another passage, but at five times its length and with many new and
picturesque embellishments, particularly of the angelology.15

g ) Raza de-Razin, i.e. “Secretum Secretorum.”'6 Here we find separate pieces on
physiognomy and chiromancy:17 evidently two parallel attempts to deal with the subject in
different ways. One chapter is completely anonymous, the other employs the customary
stage setting, with Simeon ben Yohai and his pupils in the foreground.

h) Sava, “The Old Man.”18 A romantic story centering on the speech made by a mysterious
old man who, under the beggarly appearance of a donkey driver, reveals himself before
Simeon ben Yohai’s pupils as one of the greatest Kabbalists—a literary fiction which is also
employed in many of the tales of which part a is compounded. The speaker’s elaborately
styled discourse deals mainly with the mysteries of the soul, the roots of which he traces in
the legal code of the Torah concerning the treatment of the Hebrew slave.

i) Yenuka, “The Child.” The story of an infant prodigy and its own discourse on the
mysteries of the Torah and the saying of grace after meals.19 Like other child prodigies
mentioned in part a,20 this child is discovered by the pupils of Simeon ben Yohai after its
own parents and relatives have come to regard it as incapable of learning.

What is included in
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(Zohar 111 p. 287b)

[Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai said,] "The holy matters that | did not reveal until now, | wish to reveal
in the presence of the Shechina, so that no one will say that | left the world without fulfilling my
task and that | concealed [these secrets] in my heart until now so that they would come with me
to the World to Come. | will present them to you; Rabbi Abba shall write, and Rabbi Elazar my
son will review them, and the remaining circle of disciples must whisper them in their hearts."

Where Was the #3 Shem HaGedolim
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k) Rav Methivtha, “The Head of the Academy.”?! A description of a visionary journey
through Paradise undertaken by members of the circle, and a discourse by one of the heads
of the celestial academy on the destinies of the soul, particularly in the other world.

1) Sithre Torah, “Secrets of the Torah.”22 Allegorical and mystical interpretations of some
passages of the Torah, with a tendency towards theosophy and mystical psychology; part
anonymous, part in accordance with the usual style of legend.

m) Mathnithin, i.e. “Mishnas,” and “Tosefta.”23 These chapters show a deliberate attempt to
follow the characteristically laconic style of the second century Halakhic compendia known
as Mishnah and Tosefta, though of course on a purely Kabbalistic basis. They are
apparently meant to serve as brief introductions to the lengthy speeches and discussions on
part a based upon the sections of the Torah, just as the Mishnah, with its brief passages,
serves as an introduction to the discussions of the Talmud. The mystical Mishnas are
anonymous and written in a high-flown style. They seem to express some sort of revelation
of heavenly voices.

n) Zohar to the Song of Songs, a purely Kabbalistic commentary to the first verses of the Song
of Solomon, with numerous digressions from the central train of thought.24

o) Kav Ha-Middah, “The Mystical Standard of Measure.”?5> A very profound and searching
interpretation of the meaning of Deut. vi, 4, the Shema Israel.

p) Sithre Othioth, “Secrets of the Letters.”26 A Kabbalistic monologue by Rabbi Simeon on the
letters which occur in the names of God, and on the origins of Creation.

q) A commentary, for which no title is supplied, on Ezekiel’s vision of the Merkabah.2”

r) Midrash Ha-Neelam, i.e. “Mystical Midrash,” on the Torah.28 Here we encounter not only
Simeon ben Yohai and his pupils but also a host of other authorities, who, like the others,
are either legendary figures or Talmudic teachers of the second, third and fourth centuries.
(For further details see below.)

s) Midrash Ha-Neelam on the Book of Ruth. A close parallel to the one just mentioned. Both
are partly written in Hebrew.

t ) Raya Mehemna, “The Faithful Shepherd.”30 A Kabbalistic interpretation of the
commandments and prohibitions of the Torah.

u) Tikkune Zohar. A new commentary on the first section of the Torah, divided into seventy
chapters each of which begins with a new interpretation of the first word of the Torah,
Bereshith. In print this part constitutes a separate bibliographical unit.31

v) Further additions to the last mentioned, or texts written in the same style, e. g., *. new
commentary to Ezekiel’s Merkabah, etc.32
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#4 Sefer Yuchsin
R. Avraham Zacuto

(1425-1515)

In the month of Adar, Rabbi Isaac writes that Acco was destroyed
in the year 5050 (1291), and the saints of Israel were killed in the most
brutal manner. Rabbi Isaac survived, and by 5065 (1305), had been in
Navarra in the province of Asti, Italy. In the year 5065 (1305), he came
to Toledo.

The following account is found in his Divrey HaYamim. He also
wrote a Kabbalah text in the year of the Angel (HaMalach, 1897 = 96),
[that is, in the year 5096 (1336)].°7 It was in his time that Acco was
destroyed, and many were taken into capitvity, including the Ramban’s
grandson, and the grandson of Rabbi David, son of Rabbi Abraham,
son of Maimonides.

He later went to Spain to investigate how the Zohar was found in
his time. This had been written by Rabbi Shimon and his son Eliezer in
the cave. Happy are those who are worthy of its truth, for in its light
they see light.?®

He vouched for its authenticity, although
manuscripts had been forged. He said that he knew from tradition that
everything written in Aramaic was actually from Rabbi Shimon. That
which is in Hebrew, however, was a later addition, since the original
book was written completely in Aramaic.*

These are his words:

When [ saw the Zohar, I realized that its words are wondrous,
drawn from a high place, from the Fount that gives without receiving,
blessed be the Name of the glory of His Kingdom forever and ever. |

some similar

pursued it, and asked scholars who have large sections of the text about
it. These were wondrous words, known by Kabbalah-tradition that had
been transmitted orally, but they were never permitted to be written
down in a book, where they are clearly available to all who can read.

[ inquired as to their source, but the answers that I received did not
all agree. Some said one thing, but others had a completely different
story.

Some said that the faithful Ramban had sent it from the Holy Land
to his son in Catalonia, but that the wind had brought the ship to the
land of Aragonia. Others said that it had come to Alicante. Eventually,
it came to the hands of the sage, Rabbi Moshe de Leon, who is also
called Rabbi Moshe of Guadalhajara.

Others claimed that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai never actually
wrote the book, but that Rabbi Moshe knew the Name of Writing, and
through its power, had written these wondrous things. In order to fetch
a high price and obtain much money for the manuscripts, he had “hung
his words on great trees.” 19 He therefore said that he had transcribed it
from a book written by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, his son Rabbi
Eliezer, and their school.

When [ came to Spain, [ arrived in the city of Valladolid, where the
king had his capitol. It was there that [ met Rabbi Moshe, and we
became friendly and discussed [the Zohar]. He made a solomn oath and
swore to me, “May God strike me down, and may He continue to do so
if [the Zohar] is not an ancient book written by Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai. At this very moment, the manuscript is in my house, in Avila,
were | live. Come and visit me there, and I will show it to you.”
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Soon after this, we separated, and Rabbi Moshe left for Arevalo,
on the way home to Avila. He became sick in Arevalo, and died there.

When [ heard this news, I was deathly upset, but I decided to visit
Avila. When I arrived there, [ found an elderly sage whose name is
Rabbi David of Pancorbo. I found grace in his eyes, and bound him by
an oath, saying, “‘Resolve for me the mystery of the Zohar. Some say
one thing and others say the opposite. Rabbi Moshe himself vowed
[that the Zohar was authentic], but died before he could verify it to me.
I do not know who is reliable and whose word to believe.”

He replied, " The truth is this: | have determined without question
that this book called the Zohar never existed, and never came to the
hand of Rabbi Moshe. But he was a master of the Name of Writing, and
through the power of that name, wrote everything in that book. Listen
and | will tell you how I determined this.

“Rabbi Moshe was a great spendthrift, tossing away money very
generously. Today his house could have been filled with silver and
gold, given to him by the rich who understand the great mysteries that
he gave them, written through the Name of Writing. But tomorrow it
would be completely empty.

“His wife and daughter are presently virtually naked, hungry and
thirsty, and totally destitute.

“When | heard that he had died in Arevelo, | went to the wealthiest
man in the city, whose name is Joseph de Avila, and I said to him, "The
time has finally arrived when you can obtain the priceless [original]
manuscript of the Zohar. Just listen to my advice.’

“I advised Joseph to instruct his wife, ‘Send a generous gift to
Rabbi Moshe’s widow with you maid.” She did this, and on the next
day, he told her to go to the house of Rabbi Moshe’s widow and say, I
would like my son to marry your daughter. If you agree, for the rest of
your life, you will never lack food or clothing. I want nothing from you
other than the manuscript of the Zohar, from which your husband
transcribed the copies that he distributed.’

“[Joseph] told his wife, ‘Speak to the mother and daughter
separately and tell them this. Listen carefully to their answer, and see
whether or not the two say the same thing.’

“Rabbi Moshe’s widow swore to Joseph's wife, and said, ‘May
God strike me down [if I lie to you], but my husband never owned such
a book. Everything that he wrote was made up, from his own mind.’

“She related that she would often see him writing without any
other book in front of him, and she would ask him, ‘Why do you tell
people that you are transcribing this from a book? You do not have a
book, but are making it all up out of your head. Wouldn't it be better if
you say that you are the author if this book, and that it is the product of
your intellect? Would you not have more honor?’
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I then left Talavera and came to Toledo, where I continued to
investigate the book, inquiring among the sages and their disciples.
There I also found that the subject was controversial, where opposite
opinions were being expressed.

I told them about Rabbi Joseph's test, but they replied that it was
by no means conclusive. It was quite possible that [Rabbi Moshe] had
used the Name of Writing to make a copy for himself, and then
transcribe from his own copy. He would therefore have a primary
text, and it would be just as if he were copying it from an ancient
manuscript.

But then I discovered something new there. The disciples told me
that they had seen an old man, whose name was Jacob, who had been a
foremost disciple of Rabbi Moshe, and who had been loved by him like

a son. [I spoke to him, and] he called heaven and earth as his witnesses
that the Zohar that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai wrote (The text ends
abruptly at this point).
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Taken all together, these facts permit us to draw the following conclusion: The Midrash
Ha-Neelam, the forerunner of the Zohar proper, was written between 1275 and 1280,
probably not long before the latter year, while the bulk of the work was completed in the
years 1280-86. After the latter date, Moses de Leon in his various writings mingles a
constant proportion of quotations from the Zohar among his other quotations from
Midrashim and commentaries. Till about 1293 in particular he appears to have worked
fairly intensively on the publication of writings designed to propagate the doctrines of the
Zohar. Probably in conjunction with this work, certainly after 1290, he also began to
circulate copies of the main Zohar among other Kabbalists. Bahya ben Asher of Saragossa,
who started work on his great Torah commentary in 1291, appears to have read certain
chapters of these copies of the new Kabbalistic Midrash, which was at first circulated not
only under the title “Zohar,” but also as the “Midrash of Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai.”120
Probably on the basis of these texts, another Kabbalist, either in the nineties of the
thirteenth or at the beginning of the fourteenth century, wrote the Raya Mehemna and the
Tikkunim. In general, there seems to have been no lack of imitations; David ben Jehudah,
the grandson of Nahmanides, in his Maroth Ha-Tsoveoth, written at the beginning of the
fourteenth century, quotes, apart from various authentic Zoharic passages, some lengthy
pieces written in the manner of the Midrash Ha-Neelam and the Zohar, whose contents
show them to be imitations of these two books.121

In regard to this question all I can say is that after making a close study of Moses de
Leon’s Hebrew writings and their relation to the Midrash Ha-Neelam and the components of
the Zohar, I have come to the conclusion that they were all written by the same man. I am
bound to admit that for many years, even after I had become convinced that the Zohar is
the work of one writer, I was in doubt on this point. For a long time I searched for criteria
which would positively exclude the possibility of Moses de Leon being the author, such as

#5 ‘.quor Trends in
Jewish Muysticism
Gershon Sholem

Academics VvsS.

#6 The Zohar’s Mysterious Origins

TraditionaIiStS Moshe Miller, chabadorg

Topographical deceptions and errors: According to Profs. Gershom Scholem (ad loc) and
Isaiah Tishby (Mishnat HaZohar (English) p. 63 ff.), an analysis of the names of places
mentioned in the Zohar reveals that its author used spurious place names, since several of the
places mentioned "are not mentioned in the Mishna or the Beraita or any other place known to
me!" (Scholem, ad loc) From this he concludes that "the author had never so much as set foot in
Palestine and that his knowledge of the country was derived entirely from literary sources.
Localities which owe their existence in literature to the misreading of mediaeval Talmudic
manuscripts are selected as the stage of mystical revelations. Whole villages are set up on the
authority of some Talmudic passage the meaning of which has eluded the author." Scholem
brings as his prime proof a place called in the Zohar "Kapotkia, which for the author is not the
province of Kappadocia in Asia Minor, but a village, apparently in the Lower Galilee, frequently
visited by the adepts on their journeys." (Major Themes, ibid.)

Language and Grammar: "The Aramaic of the Zohar is a purely artificial affair, a literary
language employed by a writer who obviously knew no other Aramaic than that of certain Jewish
literary documents and who fashioned his own style in accordance with definite subjective
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criteria.... Throughout these writings the spirit of mediaeval Hebrew, specifically the Hebrew of
the thirteenth century, is transparent.... “

Vocabulary and phraseology: "One frequently encounters mediaeval Hebrew expression,
particularly from the language of the philosophers, in Aramaic disguise." (Major Themes p. 165)
According to the academics the author also misunderstood certain expressions that he found in
his literary sources, and "stretches the meaning of ancient words in an entirely arbitrary fashion
and frequently employs them for the purpose of paraphrasing termini technici." (Major Themes
p. 165.)

Medieval concepts found in the Zohar: We will again examine whether these concepts are
exclusive to the Zohar, or whether they are also found in other ancient sources.

Biographical and chronological errors: "The contradictions and the chronological
inexactitudes which appear in connection with the rabbis mentioned in the Zohar are the most
obvious indications of its pseudo-epigraphic character... The earliest Tannaim and the latest
Amoriam are put together, even as members of the same band of scholars...." (Mishnat
HaZoharp. 58-9) There are also "chronological contradictions and mistakes in
nomenclature..." (Mishnat HaZohar, ibid)

The Responses

1) Topographical deceptions and errors

Scholem (and his student Tishby) cites 18 places in the Zohar where a place called Kapotkia is
mentioned. Scholem argues that no such place ever existed in Israel, and it was never
mentioned in Talmudic or Midrashic sources as a place in Israel, but rather as a province named
Kappadokia in Asia Minor.

The following is a list of sources where the place Kapotkia appears - in Targum
Onkelos, Targum Yonatan, Mishnah, Babylonian Talmud and severalMidrashim! An examination
of these sources reveals that none other than Scholem and Tishby were either ignorant of basic
sources... or attempted to deliberately mislead their readers.

Targum Onkelos to Devarim 2:23; Targum Yonatan to Amos 9:1 ("the Philistines from Kapotkia"
- the land of the Philistines is in the Gaza Strip area, not very far from Lod); Mishnah
Ketubot 13:10, 11; Shabbat 26a, 134a;Yevamot 25b, 121a; Ketubot 10a, 110b; Bava
Batra 58b; Chulin 47b;Yerushalmi Yevamot 38a; Shir
Hashirim Rabba 7:5; Kohelet Rabba 11:1; Tanchuma Va'era 13; ibid. BeHa'alotecha 1.

2) Language and Grammar

Scholem's lack of sourcing is itself indicative of academic slopppiness at best...

The word from the Zohar is in bold; what follows are other sources where the same (or
minimally different) expression is used.

Chavaru (Zohar Il, 72b): Also found in Targum Yonatan, Vayikra 13:55, 56. Also, k'chavari is
found in Bava Kama 93b; Chulin 76a et al.

L'chishu (Zohar 11, 76a): Similar forms such as /l'chushu and ilchisha are found in Talmud. See
e.g. Yoma 82b.
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3) Medieval Hebrew expressions (Kedari p. 148)

The claim is that Hebrew expressions first used in medieval times were used by the author of
the Zohar, showing that it must have been compiled by someone [i.e., Moshe de Leon] during
this era. As demonstrated below, many of these expressions are also found in early sources,
contrary to the skeptics' claims.

Shituf (Zohar |, 22b, 136 b etc.) This a concept meaning "partnership", in which various gods or
angels participate in running the world. Permitted by Torah to non-Jews (as opposed to idolatry),
but forbidden to Jews. [Sukka 45b: "Amar lo Rebbe Shimon ben Yochai, h'lo kol
hamishatef shem shamayim" for exactly the same idea.]

4) Medieval Concepts found in the Zohar (Kedari p. 143)

Another claim of the academics is that concepts found in the Zohar are clearly of medieval
origin, and are not found in earlier Jewish literature. This proves, according to the academics,
that the Zohar was written at a much later date than the era of Rashbi.

The terms in question are found in many other early sources besides the Zohar...

It must be pointed out in general that this is a very weak proof, for the exact reverse could also
be argued - that these medieval works borrowed the terminology of the Zohar, rather than vice
versa. Pursuit of this argument is unnecessary, since, in any case, many of the terms in
question are found in many other early sources besides the Zohar.

5) Biographical and chronological errors
In general, as anyone who has studied a chapter of Gemara knows, the style of the Talmudic
discourses is such that sages from different generations are brought together in the discussion.
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"I recently came across the sefer
Matpachas Seforim. | noticed - after a
brief examination - his astounding
assessment that it was not from a
Tanna but from later sources and he
guestions the greatness and
awesomeness of the Zohar. | was
extremely astonished at his words in
general and in particular because of
our masters Rav Moshe Kordevero
and the Arizal who had ruach
hakodesh as well as giloi Eliyahu and
knowledge of everything in the world
was open to them. Therefore it
appears to me that the rav [Yaavetz]
knew in truth the nature of the holy
Zohar. However in his

zealousness against the cursed cult
who transgress kares and misas beis
din and who base themselves on
phrases from the Zohar he felt a need
to destroy their basis and to say these
criticisms because of Ais La'asos and
his intent was pure. G-d in His mercy
should judge him favorably."
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Tzvi {=the Yaavetz, Rav
Yaakov Emden}, and you will find there that the prophet za"l said a great thing in this matter,
which will cause astonishment in those who see it, and it is sufficient to the wise
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"And of the haggadot of Chazal in this {meaning demons}, behold it is already known their approach
za"l in holiness, to hide their inner meaning within allegory, flowery phrases and riddles in their
haggadot, za'l. And the hidden midrashim of Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai in which come many
discussions of demons and spirits, behold it is known that these midrashim are hidden, with their
extremely deep inner meaning concealed and encrypted.

And also, it is known to all who knows, that many [and perhaps the vast majority] of the statements
in those midrashim came from the mouths of the generations after him, and clung in there. And this
is as | explicitly heard from the holy mouth of Adoni, Mori veRabbi, the Geon Yisrael, Kedosh Yisrael
Mechubad, Moreinu HaRav Rabbi Moshe Sofer, zecher tzadik vekadosh livracha, av bet din verosh
mesivta of the holy community of Pressburg, that he said before many of his students: if there were
the human ability to establish the midrashim of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai in their pristine state, to
pick them out from that which was attached to them from subsequent generations, its entirety would
only be an extremely small sefer, taking up few pages."
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According to all Kabbalists, and as the beginning of the book writes, The Zohar ]'f)'l op 71.].) DM oy S o codn mOPO
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centuries CE. There are views in scholastic circles stating that The Zohar was
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contradicted by Rabbi Moshe de Leon himself, who said that the book was

written by Rashbi. ;m WD ©ID OPPIm 3Er7 Hpdppn :bbb <wmb

ty ] L Ty " 2 Y

In the Kabbalistic approach, the question of why The Zohar was written is far el IDP3 1906 *I0D p 72’ bD7 PV BB
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Does It all Matter?
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This path to the origin of one’s soul consists of 125 stages. Rabbi Yehuda
Ashlag writes that a Kabbalist who has passed these stages and shares the
same perception as that of the book’s author, sees that its author could be
none other than Rashbi.
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