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Mira Z Amiras, Ph.D.

Introduction

Malkah’s Notebook, and its counterpart, the award-winning animated short, The Day before
Creation, (38 mins), employ a traditional pedagogy of Jewish culture called the “Talmudic
method,” using basic question and response in principles of Jewish mystical thought. Both book
and movie are divided into four parts, along with the online Part V, the annotated bibliography
entitled “Crumbling Old Books in the Dusty Old Library,” which is available in a pdf format and
periodically updated. Available for download at academia.edu. Additional teaching guidelines
may be found there as well. Below is an outline of study questions addressed, intended, or alluded
to in the book and/or the movie, designed for further exploration. For additional guidelines,
consult the syllabus for my ‘Jewish Mysticism, Magic, and Folklore’ course at SJSU, which will be
found at academia.edu. Note that while the book and movie may begin somewhat alike, they
move, eventually, to resolve the basic question of ‘origins’ in very different ways.

An Introduction to Jewish Mystical Principles

Part I — The Day before Creation Pages 1-87
The Question of Origins—“Everyone has a Creation Story” MN Prologue and Part I

Aveni, A, Creation Stories : Landscapes and the Human Imagination ; Mesler, B and
HJ Cleaves, A Brief History of Creation: Science and the Search for the Origin of
Life; von Franz, Marie-Louise, Creation Myths

What is a holy city? TDBC Intro /MN pg 6
Bowman, G, Viewing the Holy City: An Anthropological Perspectivalism;
dePlanhol, X, The World of Islam; Gellner, E, Saints of the Atlas

Why do we wear letters of the aleph-bet? MN pg 8
Popper-Giveon, A, A Tale of an Amulet

The attachment to text, books, the older the better MN pg 8-on
Ain, Stewart, A Burial for The Books;
Hebraic Collections: The Books of the People of the Book

Is the Jewish Cemetery a holy place? MN pg 12
Cohn, G, Jewish Cemetery: A Cultural History

Abulafia’s ‘Ddm v’dyo’ Blood and ink / Blood and G-d in Creation MN pg 14 on
Idel, M, The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia

Semitic languages: letters, consonants and triliteral roots MN pgl6
Benstein, ], Hebrew Roots, Jewish Routes: A Tribal Language in a Global World;
Cambridge Semitic Languages and Cultures Series
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‘Simple’ questions

Bronfman, E, “To be Jewish is to ask questions’; Sacks, J, The Art of Asking
Questions

Ha-Magom —What is a holy ‘place’?

Beck-Berman, D HaMaqom the Divine Ground

Hammer, J, Return to the Place: The Magic, Meditation, and Mystery of Sefer Yetzirah

Bireisheit —Permutations of the first line of Genesis
Ariel, God and the Order of Creation: The Deeper Hebrew Meaning of the First
Verse of the Bible; Matt, D, Pritzker Zohar Vol I

—nN—Aleph and Tav: not just a pretty piece of grammar
Matt, D, Pritzker Zohar Vol I and selected passages in Part V: Crumbling Books

Problems, questions, and opening doors

Midrash —Interpreting text and telling stories

L’hitkhadésh — to make things new: innovative understanding
Matt, D, Pritzker Zohar Vol 9 / Pinchas

—a—The letter Bet, the ancient courtyard, and the back end of

the universe. Hebrew from right to left
Raskin, A, Bet (Vet): The second letter of the Hebrew Alphabet
Matt, D, Pritzker Zohar Vol I

— ‘Ohr Ein Sof—Infinite Light

Klein, E, Kabbalah of Creation: The Mysticism of Isaac Luria, Founder of Modern
Kabbalah

— Tzimtzum, shvirah, tikkun—Isaac Luria—brokenness and

the gathering of the sparks
Schwartz, H, How the Ari Created a Myth and Transformed Judaism

The Challenge: Choosing scholarship, activism, mysticism, or
the whole megillah?

Alternate midrash: the Thread of Light, take-2
Schwartz, H, How the Ari Created a Myth and Transformed Judaism

Sefer Yetzirah: The Mothers, Doubles, and Elementals, and

permutations of the root 190 (sefer, sfar, sippur, sephirah...)
Kaplan, A, /Sefer Yetzirah: The Book of Creation in Theory and in Practice;
Hammer, J, Return to the Place: The Magic, Meditation, and Mystery of Sefer Yetzirah

“Here, you try it” Innovation in Torah study
Matt, D, Intro to Pritzker Zohar, Vol I; Matt, D, Zohar Vol IX (Pinchas)

The animistic aleph-bet
Abram, D, The Spell of Literacy/The Magic of Reading

Review

Belief, rationality, and dream state
Goodman, F, Ecstasy, Ritual and Alternate Reality: Religion in a Pluralistic World
Lewis, I M, Ecstatic Religion: A Study of Shamanism and Spirit Possession

Do atheists wrestle with G-d?
Dawkins, R, The God Delusion
McGrath, A, Dawkins’ God: Genes, Memes, and the Meaning of Life

MN pg 18/ TDBC Pt I, IV

MN pg 20-22

MN pg 24-38 and later

MN pg 28-38

MN pg 30

MN pg 36-38
throughout

MN pg 40-46

MN pg 48-50

MN pg 50-56, throughout

MN pg 56-58

MN pg 60-66 / Part IV

MN pg 64-66

MN dedication / pg 68-70

MN pg 70, throughout

MN pg 72
MN pg 74-82

MN pg 78-80
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Abracadabra and biblical Creation
Ain, R, Abracadabra! in Metzorah Tazria

Part IT Sages in Paradise

‘The pardes model’ of shifting levels of consciousness
Gottstein, A G, Four Entered Paradise Revisited

Subtelny, M, The Tale of the Four Sages who Entered the Pardes: A Talmudic
Enigma from a Persian Perspective

—9—Pshat—the physical world
—A9—Remez—the analytical world
—7—Drash—the experiential world
—0—Sod—the mystical world
Review

Questions, answers, and consequences

Part III Gods and Other Broken Things

Places, sacred and profane

Eliade, M, The Sacred & the Profane / Sacred Space

Scott, ] and Simpson-Housley, Sacred Places and Profane Spaces: Essays in the
Geographics of Judaism, Christianity and Islam

Zussman, M, Development and Disenchantment in Rural Tunisia

—Jerusalem—prayer, solitude and exclusion
—Paris—madonnas and national art

—Greek isles—dolphins and deities

—Babylon—ancient law and the god of justice
—Konya—moving meditation and mystical awareness
—Varanasi—sitting meditation and self-knowledge
—Sahara—the world of women, music and prayer
—Chefchaouan—the quarters, balance of the four Peoples

Written worlds—mythological treasures
Campbell, J, The Masks of God Vols I-III

Archaeological worlds—artifacts and evidence—abandoning

belief in favor of appreciation
See references in Amiras, M, Part V Crumbling Old Books in the Dusty Old Library

—Finds: The broken gods:

—Sumerian gods Enki and Enbilulu and the Tigris and
Euphrates. The twin rivers, power, gods and nature: passive vs
active gods

—The continued power of the twin rivers in the Middle East

—The ancient magic of bulls in the cave ‘art’ of Altamira

MN pg 84-90

Pages 88-143
MN pg 92-128

MN pg 96-102

MN pg 106-108
MN pg 110-116
MN pg 118-122
MN pg 124-130
MN pg 130-142

Pages 144-207
MN pg 146-180

MN pg 148

MN pg 150-154
MN pg 156-158
MN pg 160-162
MN pg 164-166
MN pg 168-170
MN pg 172-180
MN pg 178

MN pg 182

MN pg184

MN pg 186-207
MN pg 186-190

MN pg 190
MN pg 192
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—El—fire—The bull defeated. The ancient bull debased by the
church, here under the foot of the pulpit in the cathedral center
of the grand mosque at the Mesquita de Cordoba

— Athirat—water—The feminine divine—consort of the Bull
in the ancient Near East. She of many names. Here, a Minoan
version with Zeus in one hand and nun sofit in the other.

—An alternate interpretation of the nX of Bireisheit, and
conflicting interpretations of Our Lady at the Window (original
in ivory)

—Ba’al—air—vav, the challenger to El, Elohim, and Mot Here
entreating the Bull god, El. Depicted here as a young matador
challenging the bull. A vav at his neck.

—Anat—earth—competent and active gods. Clasping the letter
vav in her left hand, and a zayin sheath and sword in her belt.
Constructed here with Sumerian cylinder seal stamps. Mistress
of the beasts of the earth.

Review

Part IV Malkah’s Notebook (switches to 1* person)

Interpreting sherds, shards, and letters—an inner journey/journal
How many letters are incubators? How many inseminators? Are any just
plain random shapes and visual sounds unrelated to earlier forms? Or are
they rooted in neter and deities? Why are Jews so devoted to their letters /
‘Peoples of the Book’?

Amiras, Part V Crumbling Old Books in the Dusty Old Library references
Hammer, J, Return to the Place: The Magic, Meditation, and Mystery of Sefer Yetzirah
Hodder, I, et.al,, Interpreting Archaeology: Finding Meaning in the Past
Kaplan, A. Sefer Yetzirah: The Book of Creation In Theory and Practice

Lewis, I M, Ecstatic Religion: A Study of Shamanism and Spirit Possession
Matt, M, ed. The Pritzker Edition of Zohar, Vols I-IX

Ogden, CK and IA Richards, The Meaning of Meaning (Intro Umberto Eco)
The Father Letters created by the Mothers

—»—and the horns of El, the rise of monotheism

—n—the upper letter hei (binah), Athirat in the wood
—y—and Ba’al figurines, vav in hand

—n—the lower letter hei (malkhut/shekhinah) and amulets
—mn>—rise of the Tetragrammaton and an abstract deity
—Alchemy of the Mother Letters producing the Fathers
—y—Permutations of the tetragrammaton as infinite time

The 3 Mother Letters
—w—and the boat of the Minoan vegetation goddess, and more
—n—primordial waters, creation and procreation

MN pg 194

MN pg 196-200

MN pg 198

MN pg 202

MN pg 204

MN pg 206

Pages 208-299
MN pg 210 on

MN pg 212-237
MN pg 212
MN pg 214
MN pg 216
MN pg 218
MN pg 220
MN pg 222
MN pg 224-237

MN pg 238
MN pg 240
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—N—air, breath, wind of the third (or first) Mother Letter

The 7 Double Letters

—31 3—Dbet, vet, the back end of the universe, birth giver

— 3—the gimmel, traveler of the desert, reliance, protection
—7 7—dalet, the doorway to possibility

—7 5 5—caph, khaph, khaf sofit, crowning achievement

—q 9 9—pei, phei, phei sofit, the mouth that speaks or is silent
—9 7—reish, the head, and what we do with it

—n n—tav, as feminine marker and the Torah

The 12 Elementals (includes the Father letters)

—n—the functions and mystical power of the letter hei
——vav, the dreamer who makes things happen

—3—zayin, power of the elder, the weapon of men
—n—chet, the marriage of vav and zayin, wisdom and mercy
—v—tet, the goodness, what we carry inside the amphora
—>—yud, the spark of infinite light that ignites all letters
—Y—lamed, whether learning or teaching, same path, ladder
—)—nun, nun sofit, the transformative staff, soul, feminine
—uo—samech, the mystery of wholeness

—y—"‘ayin, the protective eye and amulet of protection

—\ ¥—tzaddi and tzaddi sofit, ah, the righteous one
—p—quf, endows with holiness, and silliness if called for it

Gifting letters, words, and tales: Honoring the ancestors and
teaching the young: the transmission of culture. The influences
of Chabad (neo-Hassidism) and Aleph (Reb Zalman’s Jewish
Renewal movement)

Epilogue Gilgul, gilgulim—recirculation, reincarnation,
transmigration of souls, letters, and beings

Brandwein, A, Gilgul Neshamot—Reincarnation of Souls
Kohler, K and I Broydé, Transmigration of Souls (termed also metempsychosis)

Meditation To open doors, close your eyes and turn a page. Breathe...
Open your eyes and enter. Allow the Hebrew letters to lead. Come and see—

Related Resources

Amiras, M, The Day before Creation (award winning animated short (38 mins)

Amiras, M, Crumbling Old Books in the Dusty Old Library—annotated bibliography
Amiras, M, A Glossary of Hebrew Letters—Selected Meanings, Symbols, and Associations

MN pg 242

MN pg 244-258

MN pg 246
MN pg 248
MN pg 250
MN pg 252
MN pg 254
MN pg 256
MN pg 258

MN pg 260-281

MN pg 262
MN pg 264
MN pg 266
MN pg 268
MN pg 270
MN pg 272
MN pg 274
MN pg 276
MN pg 278
MN pg 280
MN pg 282
MN pg 284

MN pg 286-294

MN pg 296-299

MN pg 303



