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The presentation concerns a passage from the 18"-century Italian Kabbalist Moses
Chayyim Luzzatto’s 138 Doors to Wisdom—probably is one of his most important
and ambitious works. Departing from premises of Luranic Kabbalah, Luzzatto’s
138 Doors to Wisdom consists in a number of principles—called «doors»—that are
then commented and explained in detail, possibly echoing contemporary manuals
of Catholic scholastic theology based on Aquinas’ Summa theologica. This work
seek to offer a systematic treatment of many topics that he explain according to a
general conceptual and rational framework. The main assumption of this work is
that every negative aspect of Creation and history shall be accounted as necessary
to a general reunification with the divine. Accordingly, also the individual’s
difficulty in grasping God’s supreme mystery shall be included in this dialectics
between positivity and negativity.

The passage deals with the nature of colors, their perception, and their role in
acquiring esoteric knowledge of God. While commenting on a difficult expression
from the Zohar, Luzzatto elaborates on the distinction between the knowable and
unknowable—i.e. perceivable and non-perceivable side of God. Luzzatto
metaphorically describes these two sides respectively as «the Daw of Bedolach»
and the mysterious Godhead called «the Head that is unknown». Accordingly,
Luzzatto implicitly elaborates on several Kabbalistic treatises on colors—the
writings of the 13"-century Spanish Kabbalist Joseph Gikatilla, the Zohar as the
main Kabbalistic work of the 13th century and its later commentary of the 16th
Spanish Kabbalist Isaac Luria, transmitted by his pupil Chayym Vital-—and argues
that colors play an important role in knowing the esoteric mysteries of God.

In particular, Luzzatto implicitly employs the art of separating colors—
chromotography—in order to provide a theoretical supplement to his doctrine of
emanation. On the one hand, he emphasizes that humans are able to know
according to both senses and intellect. On the other hand, he argues the the most
hidden side of God cannot be known—especially maintaining that perceptions are
deceiving. The nature of the supreme «Head» is apparently perceived by the sense
of sight, and yet offers a contradicting assessment of reality. Therefore, Luzzatto
draws a clear distinction between what can and cannot be perceived. Accordingly,
he argues that «the Daw of Bedolach» contains «all colors together» and



perpetually transmutes from one color into another, while the «Head» lays beyond
a clear perception and is rather contradicting—therefore ultimately unknowable.
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Rabbi Moses Chayyim Luzzatto (Ramchal),
138 Opening of Wisdom, §89

The doubts raising from the vision
of the «Head that 1s not knowny that rule out each other

There is a distinction (he-presh) between «the Dew of Bedolach» (Zohar 2:176b)
in which all colors (kol ha-gwanim) can [mystically] be contemplated (de-
mitchazyan) and «the Head that is not knowny» (reisha de-lo ity ‘ada) (Etz Hayyim,
11:2:1). For the «Dew of Bedolach» shows (mar’eh) all of the colors together (kol/
ha-gwanim be-yachad), yet the latter one shows (mar’eh) [itself] as one thing and
suddenly as it appears (nir’eh) as it is not this thing but rather the opposite of what
we have seen (hephech mi-mah she-ra’inu). 1t always is in this self-changing
[state] (be-hitchalfut zeh) and the «yes» and the «no» (hehen we-halaw) appear
(we-yera’eh) at the same moment. One cannot even grasp (ein masigin) anything at
all, since the «yes» and the «no» will [simultaneously] be but rather one cannot
attain (‘omdin) anything at all, since it sometimes seems (nir eh) there is the «yes»
and suddenly it seems that there is nothing at all (nir’eh she-eino klal).

Commentary

In this passage there are seven observations [to be done].

1. There is a distinction between «the Dew of Bedolachy in which all colors can
[mystically] be contemplated: yet it still seems difficult [to understand] why [«the
Head that is not knowny»] is a matter of doubt. [Why] is it not like the «Daw of
Bedolach» in which there are all the colors, as it is said about the former one? The
answer is as follows.

2. For «the Dew of Bedolach» shows all of the colors together: this is simply as the
Zohar explains: there are both Grace and Right (he-chesed we-ha-din)[Zohar
2:128b]. So, in the [stone of] Bedolach (Gen 2:12) all the colors can be seen and
the one does not rule out (makchish) his fellow (chabiro) and yet [in the «Head that
1s not knowny] it does seem that one things rules out the other.

3. Yet the latter one shows [itself] as one thing and suddenly as it appears as it is
not this thing but rather the opposite of what we have seen: it seems as if (ke-illu)



we made a mistake when we saw the first one that wasn’t as we have seen it but
rather in different way.

4. It always is in this self-changing [state]: this is clear according to the notion of
government that we mentioned above [in the previous chapter].

5. And the «yes» and the «noy» appear at the same moment: that is to say, they are
opposite (ha-hafakhim): the one rules out the other.

6. One cannot even grasp anything at all, since the «yes» and the «noy» will
[simultaneously] be: [it is not that one is unable to] grasp that there are two things
like those, for that there would be no doubt about this. Rather, [the doubt lies in the
fact that] we initially saw [something that was such and such] and after that it
appears that this very matter (she-oto ha- ‘inian ‘atzmo) is not at all such and it is
not at all so. Accordingly:

7. But rather one cannot attain anything at all, since it sometimes seems there is
the «yes» and suddenly it seems that there is nothing at all: the principle of the
matter is that the all the interconnections (ko! ha-chiburim) stay in its interiority
[1.e.: of the «Head that is not known»] in a concealed way (be- ‘elem). Yet [the
«Head that is not known»] radiates (mezdaheret) through the mystery of its
government, and it is this principle, since its government depends on its radiance
and this splendor (zohar), what we cannot understand [is] whence it comes from,
because it appears (she-nir’eh) [at first] so and [in a second moment] it appears so,
and we don’t understand this. And so, you will find that what is inside (be-fnim)
cannot even be seen (nir’eh) and what is possible to grasp (efshar le-hasig), this is
the splendor, and it is also is a matter of doubt and is unknown. Therefore it is
called «the Head that is not knowny.
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