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General Remarks on “The Serpent”
as the Central Notion of the Torah
and the Symbol of Life Itself

On the 65™ birthday of Professor Jan Doktor
Introduction

“If a serpent (nachash) bites before the charm was whispered (lachash), what is

the profit of that*?”
170 PRI WP X792 WRIT W ax
Koh 10:11

“R. Sheshet, when prostrating himself [during Amida], used to bend his knees
[fast] like a reed (chizra), and when straightening up - he used to do it [slowly] like
a serpent (chivya)”

N>112 727 Xjp °2 X172 ¥A2 Y712 °2 DWW 27

TB Brachot 12b

“And their whisper is like a hiss of serpent (saraf)”
W NWITR INWT
Pirke Avot 2:10

This paper presents a tentative outline for the research field dedicated to the “ser-
pent” theme within the tradition of the Torah’s commentaries, with a special focus on
kabbalistic tradition. The analysis of this theme is followed by a hypothesis claiming
that “serpent” is — among other meanings — a symbol of “life”. This text is a prelude to
broader research on the defined notion of the “serpent” in kabbalistic tradition. The
point of reference for this research is a small treatise by XIII/XIV c. kabbalist, r. Yosef Gi-
katilla, entitled Sod ha-Nachash u-Mishpato, “The Secret of the Serpent and Judgment

1 Profit, “advantage”, yitron, is one of two words in Tanach with gematria of 666. More
on the subject - within the context of the “serpent” theme - will constitute much
more elaborated research in the future.
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upon Him”. Fragments of the preliminary translation of this treatise are presented
below. My long-term goal is to prepare an annotated critical edition? and translation
of r. Gikatilla’s work. Naturally, the outline for this research field is not exhaustive -
the presented article is comprised of general remarks and interpretations, augmented
however by several references to detailed sources and research of my predecessors.
Several notions that have been deliberately removed from being discussed below? will
be analyzed in forthcoming research. Apart from r. Gikatilla’s treatise, detailed studies
on references to the “serpent” theme in Zohar literature and related oeuvres would be
of necessity. The outline presents as follows, divided into five thematic parts, with the
sixth one being the preliminarily reviewed Hebrew text of the source in mind:

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

Serpent in the Middle of the Torah

Serpent as Life Itself

Serpent and Serpentess

The Letter nun and Sexuality

Nachash and Satan

DXCT 00RO 7 €Y 0awm) Wit 70 “The Secret of the Serpent and
Judgment upon Him” by r. Yosef Gikatilla

Mainly to ensure what is the correct version of the text in comparison to printed
editions, which I use as of now. However, upon brief, preliminary inspection, 1 would
not expect major differences between several extant manuscripts.

Conscious omissions are:

1) Thematic background as per comparative religions’ methodology: the cosmic
serpent theme - starting from Paleolithic belief systems, through several religions
of indigenous cultures, finally to include religions of Meso-America and India.

2) Discussion on ritualistic practices and breathing techniques in the context of the
“serpent” theme in Jewish and Hindu traditions, i.e. several case studies discus-
sing personal confrontation of the subject with the “serpent” within own body
(“serpent as the life-force inside the spine”).

3) Comparative analysis of the word nachash in the context of word-roots stemming
from Semitic and Indo-European languages, with possibly far-fetched hypotheses
regarding other language families (e.g. *naga, *nagash, etc.).

4) In-depth analysis of letter nun’s meaning and symbolism with comprehensive
discussion of all cases, where letter nun is written within Tanach in an
extraordinary way.

5) Reference to contemporary research - admittedly controversial - started by Ge-
rardo Reichel-Dolmatoff (“Brain and mind in Desana shamanism”, Journal of Latin
American Lore 7:1, 1981, pp. 73-98), autonomously developed from a different
angle by Maciej Kuczyriski (“Serpent Worshippers - Biochemical Heaven of Ancient
Mexicans”, Warsaw 1990 [in Polish] and further publications) and later - indepen-
dently - recapitulated by Jeremy Narby (The Cosmic Serpent: DNA and the Origins
of Knowledge, New York 1998). These studies suggest that the symbol of the
“serpent” representing “life itself” emerged in several cultures around the world
thanks to the primordial, authentic, and psychedelic insight of a shamanic type.
Some data indicates that the analogical insight and prophetic-ritualistic perfor-
mance triggering it were part of Jewish tradition.

6) References to the latest research within evolutionary anthropology. This is
comprised of Lynne Isbell’s The Fruit, The Tree and The Serpent - Why we see so
well, Cambridge 2009 and all the literature cited therein, which discusses the
implications of the hoary coexistence of snakes and humans and its influence on
the emergence of the “serpent” symbol within world cultures.
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Again, these topics will not be presented in an exhaustive manner here. At this
stage of research I have already collected much broader source material than it would
appear based on the lecture of this paper. I am also aware of the great amount of data
to be processed in forthcoming stages, gradually to be absorbed in the final study.
Having this in mind, I would like to stress that examples provided to each of the five
topics are only selected ones, and in the majority of cases they are discussed in an ab-
breviated manner. In the long term, with the major study’s gradual progress, these will
hopefully be discussed in a more comprehensive way in a future scholarly elaboration
to be published.

I. Serpent in the Middle of the Torah

“All that creeps on the ground (gachon)* [...] you shall not eat, as this is abomina-
ble” (Lev. 11:42)

The word gachon appears only twice in the entire Torah and Tanach - once in
the verse quoted above and previously, in the verse where YHVH curses the snake
and says: “on your belly you shall creep (gachoncha)” (Gen. 3:14). Gachon in this case
from Leviticus is written in an extraordinary way - the letter vav in the middle of the

word is enlarged:®

According to Masoretic calculations, this very vav is the exact middle point of the
Torah®. Rashi’s commentary ad loc. indicates that gachon is related to the primordial
serpent (nachash ha-kadmoni)’. Vav graphically resembles the “staff” during the ten
plagues and tests that occurred in Egypt-Mitzrayim; Moses’ staff occasionally trans-

4 Lit. “walks on belly, is prostrated on the ground, moves bend down”.

5 Asper: R. Menachem Mendel Kasher “Torah Shlemah”, t. 29 Ktav ha-Torah ve-otiote-
icha, Yerushalaim 5752, p. 143.

6 TBKidushin 30a. Berayta on Sofrim 9:2. If one counts in a standard manner, the
Torah is comprised of 304,805 letters (or 304,801 based on a slight difference in
kri-ktiv), thus its middle letter is the 152,403rd. Vav in gachon is the 157,336th
letter, thus it appears in the proper order, 4993 letters further. There are several
explanations (mainly based on the Berayta itself and on the later sources like Zohar
Chadash) on the difference in the methodology of calculation that was applied in
Talmudic times, that caused this discrepancy. For more on this theme, see: http://
dafyomi.co.il/kidushin/insites/kd-dt-030.htm, [access 15V 2017]. One should
also remember that there are several other “middle points” of the Torah (e.g. middle
verse, middle word, etc.) indicated by the Masorets.

7 Rashito Lev. 11:42: NW \7INW ,n"NY [INA [IY71,[2mMTen] wNa AT :)ina 7y 1710
1rvn 7y 79n1. “This is [primordial] serpent. Word gachon means ‘bend down’, [in
order to indicate the snake] that creeps low and is bend on the ground, lying on his
belly”.
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formed itself into the form of a serpent. Vav is also a conjunction, meaning “and”. Its
basic gematrical value is 6. Within the system of ilan ha-sfirot, the sefirotic tree — which,
viewed from the kabbalistic perspective, one should consider as a condensed form of
representing the whole Torah par excellence - the sixth sefirah Tiferet represents the
ideal middle, harmonizing the left and right side together with the upper and lower part
of its structure. When one commences drawing the classic graphical representation of
the sefirot tree structure, one should embrace the rules of classic geometry related to
the construction of patterns with the sole usage of ruler and beam compass. In order
to succeed, one must start by drawing the first circle, designating sefirah Tiferet as
a middle point. From this first circle onwards, one draws six other circles cleaving to
the original middle one. Points where these circles touch each other indicate the middle
points of further circles — afterwards, points of intersections of all the circles indicate
symbolic-graphic representations of each sefirot. Six touching points of these circles
are then connected with lines that intersect, thus forming the figure of Magen David,
the hexagram. The complete schematic drawing is as follows:?

Going back to the letter vav - its gematria in whole word value, following vav-a-
lef-vav notation, is 13 - the same as the gematria for echad, “one”. Vav, being the sixth
letter in the order, is preceded by five previous letters bringing the order value of all
numbers included to: 1+2+3+4+5+6 = 21. Consequently, this number is the gematria
for the name Ehyeh, “I will be”. Obviously, this name in its full form is Ehyeh asher
Ehyeh, “I will be that I will be”. Asher, “which” functions here as an indication that

8 The diagram is quoted here in accordance with Creative Commons 2.0 license. The
author of the diagram is unknown. https://s-media-cache-ak0.pinimg.com/236x/
fd/05/54/fd05545bece3b3ce6ac969973f90fac6.jpg. [access 5V 2017].
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it is necessary to repeat the very name Ehyeh, either via addition or multiplication.
Following this reasoning, 21 x 21 = 212 = 441. The latter number finally brings us to
the conclusive word value of another name, Emet, “Truth” that — to complete the her-
meneutical circle - is yet another name for the sefirah Tiferet. And Tiferet is the same
vav® from gachon, from which we commenced this elaboration. In summary, what we
face here is the following chain of associations:

Gachon* = middle of the Torah = “serpent”, nachash = the letter vav = the number 6 =
sefirah Tiferet = the name Ehyeh asher Ehyeh = Emet

Il. Serpent as Life Itself

With the content of the previous chapter in mind, one might pose the following
question: how come the middle letter of the Torah, placed at its heart and also at its
beginning??, is highlighted with an enlarged size and placed in a word designating a ser-
pent creeping on his belly. And why is all of this placed within the context of ritually
impure animals, which people were forbidden to eat?

Let us assume that the “primordial serpent”, nachash ha-kadmoni, represents the
power that rules “life itself”*2, chayim or chai. According to the kabbalist mentioned
above, at the beginning of creation within the framework of this “life”, an error occur-
red, resulting in a defect that caused “the serpent to enter to the place where it should
not enter”:

“Know and believe, that the serpent at the very beginning of his creation
was an extremely needed creature®®. On him all the [process] of world’s
rectification depends, within his special place of the creation [plan]. He
was the great sun created to carry the yoke of Kingdom** and slavery®.
His head was at the heights of the earth, and his tail reached Sheol and
Abadon. Thus, in all of the worlds there was a place for him and great
need for him to rectify all structures*®, each one at its proper place.

9 One should note for further discussion: is it not peculiar that this enlarged vav de-
sperately tries to resemble the letter nun sofit, “final nun”?

10 As Nissim Amzallag duly noted, let us not forget that Jerusalem’s main water supply
was called Gichon (1 Kings 1:33, 1:38, 1:45), the same term that one of the four
rivers of Gan Eden was designated with (Gen 2:11-14). Another spring near Jerusa-
lem was called Ein Tanim, “The serpent’s spring” (Neh 2:13). See: N. Amzallag “The
Serpent as a Symbol of Primeval Yahwism”, Semitica 58, 2016, p. 218.

11 Following the mentioned assumption that Torah = ilan ha-sfirot.

12 Nota revolutionary idea, as it was hinted at years ago: “in other words, the serpent is
the genius of nature”, Gershom Scholem “Sitra Achra” [in:] “On the Mystical Shape of
Godhead”, Warsaw 2011, p. 80 [Polish edition].

13 Animportant overview on the positive aspects of the serpent throughout the Tanach
and the affinity between the serpent and YHVH are also provided by N. Amzallag in
“The Serpent...” op. cit., pp. 207-236.

14 Ha-Malchut, which is also indicative of the name of the tent sefirah.

15 Also possible to understand as “service”.

16 Merkavot. Other applicable renditions: “chariots, assemblies, setups”. The choice to
translate it as “structures” fits best in my opinion to embrace the semantic field of
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17

18

19

And here is the secret of the Cosmic Serpent (Teli), about whom we
know from the Book of Formation, (Sefer Yetzirah). He moves the circ-
les'’ [of the skies], through the speech of Creator, blessed be His Name.
He turns them from the east to the west and from the north to the so-
uth. If it was not for him, there would not be any life within the creation
in any of the worlds below the sublunar sphere - [there would not be]
sowing and growth and there would not be any stimulus to develop the
genealogies of all that was created. Initially [the serpent] was placed
outside of the walls of the camps of unique isolation*® and it was con-
nected to the outer parts of these camps. Its rear cleaved to the wall,
and its front was directed outside. There was no place through which
he could enter. Placed in such a manner, he fulfilled his duties [by sti-
mulating] the sowing and the growth, orchestrated from the outside.”*°

the root r-ch-b in hifil as le-harkiv, “to assemble, combine together, create by setting

together”, which is also the root for the noun merkavah.

See the discussion on ouroboric serpent forms within the Jewish realm in: Ephra-

im Nissan “The Cyclical Snake in Jewish Sources: An Examination of Occurences of

the Ouroboros”, Korot - The Israel Journal of The History of Medicine and Science,

22/2013-2014, pp. 3-64. The apparent parallels to r. Gikatilla’s vision are:

1) The oven of Achnai (Rashi cf. - “Achnai being coiled serpent”), TB Brachot 19a.

2) Ouroboros at the entry to Rashbi and his son’s Eliezer grave, TB Bava Metzia 85b.

3) The coiled serpent from Isa 27:1 known as Akellaton, [IN'7j7y that R. Gikatilla men-
tions in Sod ha-Nachash.

4) The letter samech as an ouroboric form - a snake eating its tail. Samech, being the
first letter of Samael, is also built of 2 letters - kaf and vav. The former symbolizes
Israel or Shechina, whereas the latter - geula, “redemption” (obviously, hinting at
gematria for kaf and vav, being 26, the same as YHVH, thus hinting at some sort of
relationship between serpent/Samael and YHVH). Another midrash, related to the
content of r. Gikatilla’s Sod ha-Nachash suggests that Samael was an ouroboric
serpent that encompassed the whole Gan Eden, “with its head turned to outside”.
Once Chavah seized and pulled the “fruit”, this very act introduced the serpent’s
head inside Gan Eden and placed the venom, sam, of Samael inside, effectively
bringing mortality on mankind and all creatures. (Also noteworthy is that the
phonetic value of samech resembles the serpent’s hiss). See: E. Lipiner, Chazon
ha-otiot, Yerushalaim 5763, pp. 521-522.

See also Sara Kuehn, The Dragon in Medieval East Christian and islamic Art,
Leiden 2011, p. 147 for less veristic translation of this passage (after Gershom
Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, New York 1995, p. 333), where the
notion of ouroboros was spotted, too.

Kedusha. Following Rashi’s tradition, embraced further by Oskar Goldberg and

Tomasz Sikora to render the word kadosh as “unique and isolated”, “separated from

the rest and made to be special”. Theologically biased renditions as “sacred” would

be applicable only if the English reader had constantly in mind that it stems from

the Latin word sacer, “secluded” (and not sanctus, stemming from *spanta, which

means: “glow, radiate, resonate”). See Rashi to Lev. 19:1-2 and O. Goldberg “Reality

of the Hebrews” transl. T. Sikora, Cracow 2012, pp. 87-89 [in Polish].

R. Yosef Gikatilla, Sod ha-Nachash u-Mishpato, p. 192, Tel Aviv 5765.

17 TNIMN NN T N2 D7 [I7N- 772 IX 2NN N7NN WNID D MRV
YOIX 'MN2 7y IR TIAWWAL NID7AN 71V 71207 X121 71T wnw A KINENRN2]
NN 72 [IPM7 21Ta ¥ DN 17 2D 071 NIN7Ivn 752D ITaR IR TY 1271
ANKRA2 072720 X Y'INN KINED'YTD 1902 VIT 7NN TIO AT .NNINA TRR ‘72
750 N2 DIYY 'R KIN X7MTRI1,DNT? [19¥01 17yNn7 NN DNIR 190101 N XA
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From the text that follows we learn that once the fruit from the tree of knowledge
of good and evil was eaten, the head of the serpent was introduced to the inner parts
of Eden. Because of this act, “life” became distorted and “fell down to creep on its
belly”. The process of tikun olam, “the rectification of life”, illustrated by the figure
of “serpent-to-staff transformation” is associated with the reception of the Torah, the
building of Mishkan, and - at the end of time - the arrival of Mashiach, symbolized
by “the copper serpent”, nachash ha-nechoshet®*. One that was bitten by the “serpent”,
nachash, but managed to gaze at “the copper serpent”, nachash ha-nechoshet, avoided
death and could live. This “copper serpent” called Nechushtan, made in the desert, was
placed afterwards in the First Temple in Jerusalem. Following the later source (accor-
ding to Tanach chronology), Nechushtan was removed from the Temple only during
the religious reform of king Hezekiah (Chizkiyahu)?*. Extrapolating a bit on the theme
of Nechushtan’s capability to revive and the perception of him as the prefiguration of
the Mashiach, one may hermeneutically interpret that once the Mashiash comes, “the
life that always ends with death” will transform into “the life that lasts and does not
deteriorate”?2. The historiosophic relationship between the “life” that fell at the begin-
ning of creation (when nachash ha-kadmoni, the “primordial serpent” found himself
where he should not be) and the “life” that is rectified in the end of days (through the
actions of Mashiach that brings back to the right place for the serpent) is corroborated
by the identical gematria of both Mashiach and Nachash, equal to 358%.

[ll. Serpent and Serpentess

For this olam?*, its source?® is within the woman. And to him (i.e. na-
chash) the blow would be given first, according to the verse, “and he?®

.0'X121N 7 NITZIN NNMIWNN 'REANMXNE YT N0 7272 NNNY 0'N 071Vn
NNV 1IN 7N157 121N 21 NwITRn Dnn 7Y yinn iy ntn n7'nnal
MiPn D'l NN1ID 0137 DIPn 17 NN X721 YIN 970 NNRID 1191 7N1d2 NIZIAT I'A ININK
.yInan NIT7MNI NNM¥N YT NTIAY Ty

20 Num. 21:4-9. More on the affinities between nachash and nechoshet [in:] N. Amzal-
lag, op. cit., p. 225.

21 “I have destroyed the copper snake, that Moses crafted, because till these days the
sons of Israel were burning incense before him. And his name was Nechushtan.”

(2 Kings 18:4). See also: TB Brachot 10b and Pesachim 56a. On how the “copper
snake” healed people, see: TB Rosh ha-Shanah 29a.

22 | am referring here to “life” and “life that lasts” as a biological, not theological term
(deliberately avoiding the biased phrase “life eternal”).

23 Nachash (nun= 50, chet = 8, shin = 300) and Mashiach (mem = 40, shin = 300, yud
=10, chet = 8). This is a common exegetical fact, known far beyond the circles of
kabbalistic traditions. E.g. see: G. Scholem, Major Trends..., op. cit., p. 244, quoting
r. Natan of Gaza.

24 Typically, one would translate le-olam as “eternally”. However, as this expression,
too, is theologically biased, | would rather follow the understanding of olam - espe-
cially in the context of the previous olamim, current olam and the olam to-come - as
“eon” or “world”, understood as a long-lasting time and space fixed reality.

25 Motzao - a polysemantic word that means: “his descent, source, east, exit, utterance
(i.e. “that which goes out from the mouth)”.

26 “He” - thatis the offspring of Chavah.
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27
28

29

30
31

32

will crush your head” (Gen. 3:15), regarding all sort of sorcerers (mena-
cheshim), necromants (meonenim) and witches (kosemim), [emerging
through] the “fallen ones with the insightful gaze”?” (Num. 24:4) [and]
“lot of Azazel” (Ex. 16:8). This was also the insight of Bileam, “the fal-
len one with the insightful gaze” (Num. 24:4). And it was written: “The
fallen ones (nefilim) were on the land in these days, and afterwards,
when they came” and further (Gen. 6:4) — they were those mighty ones
(ha-giborim) from the side of Might (sefirah Gevurah).

It was written on Amalek (Deut. 25:18) “when he stood before you on the
way”, in the place of [sefirah] Jesod, which is the way “[where the attack
occurred] on your rear guard”?® (ibid. Deut. 25:18). Indeed, [he attacked]
his tail?®, in the place where he fell (Judg. 5:27): “where he collapsed,
where he fell dead”. Our rabbis of blessed memory taught that [Bileam]
had sexual intercourse with his she-donkey at night. Obviously, it hel-
ped him - thanks to the ejaculation experienced [during intercourse]
with his she-donkey - to attain the level of performing sorcery and to
have a clear vision [of the future], as it is written: “And Elohim reco-
gnized Bileam” (Num. 23:4) and the “Angel of YHVH stood on the road
to oppose him, and he [Bileam] was riding on the she-donkey” (Num.
22:22) —indeed, he was riding [on her]*. It was written, too: “The custom
of a serpent is to be on a rock, the custom of a ship - to roam on the seas,
and the custom of a man is to be in a young woman”3 (Prov. 30:19).32

These words refer to Bileam, of whom r. Gikatilla speaks immediately after.
Va-yezanev means “approach from the rear” but within this context, it might be
applicable to read it more literally as “attacked with his tail”.

Be-znavo literally means “in his tail”, which refers to the “rear guard” or “rear part

of the camp”, as per the plain meaning of the verse and the phrase. However, it also
refers to the form of the serpent body.

Explicitly sexual meaning of the phrase intended by r. Gikatilla.

The expression ve-derech gever be-almah is usually translated as “the [natural] way
of a man is to be with a young woman”. The term derech refers to “custom, the way to
behave”, like in the phrase derech eretz, “behavior, good manners, customary way of
being”, which literally means “the way of the country”. However, the context above is
predominated by sexual connotations, thus it does not refer to “being with a young
woman” but explicitly to be understood as a reference to a sexual act: “to be inside
the young woman”. Such a reference to natural sexual intercourse stands in contrast
to the forbidden act of “being inside the she-donkey”. To stress such a meaning, r.
Gikatilla deliberately employs the form be- “inside” (which, of course, could also
mean “with”, but that is the secondary meaning) instead of im- “with”, following the
hints in the source verse from the book of Proverbs.

R. Yosef Gikatilla, Sod ha-Nachash u-Mishpato, op. cit., p. 190.

22 197 "Ur1 91 KIN" "MD NIIWKRIQ KIN MDA DINN ,AWKRD 7¥X IXYIM KID D71V71
79 MWD DN ITEL,PTTY 7703 0 731 01790 MY DMOolRI DDIYNL D'YNIN 1N
AWK |2 MINX DAl DNN DA YIRA ' 0'7'910 "Nd "Dty 721 791" ambw ny'7a

T"10' DIPNA "NTA NP WWR" Y2 amd L N"MIRan TN DMRan ann lianciNay
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Referring to the story from Genesis, describing the world’s and man’s creations,
Gan Eden should be defined as a place of pre-formation and the planned transformation
of Adam, the so-called “human”, into an entity aiming towards obtaining full self-awa-
reness. At the outset of this enterprise Adam meets the serpent — not in one form, but
in two different ones. In order to spot these two serpentine beings, one needs to delve
into the hypothetic etymology of the name/word Chavah within the realm of Semitic
languages. Chavah is commonly translated as “life, living one, the one who gives life”23.
However, there are some crucial connotations:

— Aramaic and Syriac chivyah = serpent?*
— Arabic chajah = serpent
- Hebrew chayah = alive?®®

These associations are already visible on the level of midrashic exegesis¢, where
the sentence built on the word-play is uttered by r. Aba (or r. Aha). He speaks about
Chavah as follows: “Serpent became your serpent, and you are serpent to Adam”?’.
The Man from the Gan Eden is one, and only the meeting (and/or mating?) in a coiled
relationship of two serpents (one “serpent” as nachash and the other “serpentess” as
Chavah) creates a sexual division and differentiates man from woman. This division
is not complete, as both man and woman are entwined in a deep sexual relationship,

33 This etymology is corroborated by the biblical verse: “Adam called his woman
Chavah, as she was the mother of all that lives” (Gen. 3:20). Worthy to note: the
act of calling Ishah “the woman” with a new name Chavah occurs only after the
interaction with the snake took place.

34 Onkelos to Gen. 3:1 and on. Detailed analysis of this theme in the context of Syriac
tradition was provided by Sergey Minov “«Serpentine» Eve in Syriac Christian Litera-
ture of Late Antiquity” [in:] With Letters of Light, eds. D. V. Arbel, A. A. Orlov, New
York 2011, pp. 92-114.

35 The association between chavah-chivyah was mentioned several years ago in private
discussion with W. Kosior.

36 Bereshit Rabah, 20:2 (as the words of r. Aha) and 20:11 (as the words of r. Aba).
This plot is also present in Targum Neofiti and Yalkut Shimoni to Gen. 3:20, where
Adam does not call his woman Chava but Chivyah, “the serpentess”.

37 Bereshit Rabah, 20:11: DTXT N'IN DRI Y'IIN N'IN.
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exactly because of the powerful dominion of the “snake”, nachash, over the human’s
most basic urge. As mentioned above, according to the biblical story, woman - as Ishah
—receives the name Chavah only after the encounter with the serpent. This rendezvous
was, too, of a sexual character par excellence®®, and it was the exact moment of “the fall
of Adam”, which in the end of days is supposed to be the moment and the place of “rise
of Adam”. R. Gikatilla discusses this theme in a similar vein:

38

39

40

41

49

43
44

Therefore, the curse of Bileam exists because it is the secret of the ser-
pent. His curse and blessing exists only when the accuser*® commands
him [to utter it]. This is the secret of [the verse]: “I will not let you go,
till you first bless me”™*° (Gen. 32:27). And it was written: “And he blessed
him there” (Gen. 32:30) and “called this place Peniel” (Gen. 32:31) and
“The face of YHVH before the one that does evil*#* (Ps. 34:17). And also:
“YHVH will shine His face upon you” (Lb. 6:25) and “When he noticed
that he will not overcome him, he hit him in the inner part of his thi-
gh” (Gen. 32:26). Indeed, this is about the same road and the same place,
where the serpent had fallen to the [level] that he is ridden*?, and Samael
started riding on him*® - and this place is the place of the semen’s ejacu-
lation And this is also the place of David. And this is the place of the Tem-
ple, Beit ha-Mikdash. And this the place of “getting closer to Chavah™. In-
deed, there is no access to this place and there is no way [for the serpent]
to approach Adam other than through the intermediary of woman.*

See: Rashi to Gen. 3:25 and Bereshit Rabah 18:6: “Snake saw that Ishah had sexual
intercourse with Adam and wanted to take her the same way”.
Ha-mekaterg, od gr. katergon, “[to be sentenced to] galleys”. In rabbinic language
meaning “harsh judgement, accusation”.
The verse refers to the fight near the Yabok river and the dialogue between Jacob and
his adversary, who, according to Rashi, was saro shel Esau, the archont (or ministe-
ring angel) of Esau.
In the text script, we have ose instead of plural osei like in the biblical source. Most
probably this change was deliberately introduced by r. Gikattila and aimed to indica-
te at Bileam directly. The original verse reads: “The face of YHVH before those that do
evil”.
Merkavah - lit. “chariot” and - as mentioned above - also means “combination,
structure, composition”. Here, however, the context indicates the meaning of the
passive state of being “ridden”, and the one who “rides” is Samael. See also Pirke
de-Rabbi Eliezer 17: “Samael was one of the heavenly princes. The chayot and
serafim had six wings, whereas Samael had twelve wings. Samael descended with
his company of angels. He saw that among all the creatures the Ha-Kadosh Baruch
Hu created, there was none as cunning in causing evil as the serpent, as it says ‘the
serpent was the most cunning of the wild beasts’ (Gen 3:1). It looked like a camel,
and Samael mounted and rode it.” Important to note is that before the serpent lost
his legs, he was similar to a camel (gamal). If one compares the letter gimel a to
the letter nun 1, it is apparent that the former is built on 2 “legs”, whereas the latter
stands on the horizontal “belly”, gachon. See also Zohar 11 103a, quoted by G. Scho-
lem, Major Trends..., op. cit., p. 333 n. 115.
Rochev - root identical with the one for merkavah.
R. Yosef Gikatilla, Sod ha-Nachash u-Mishpato, op. cit., p. 191.
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IV. The Letter nun and Sexuality

The letter nun, the first letter of the word nachash, means “snake-like fish”, and
within the commentary traditions, especially those stemming from kabbalistic circles,
designates the primordial serpent, nachash ha-kadmoni**. Another term for “fish” - dag
- istherefore naturally embraced within the semantic field of the “serpent”, which will
be discussed below. The gematric value of the letter nun is 50, the same as for the term
kol = “all, full, complete”. That is the reason nun frequently points to the tradition of
“the fifty gates of understanding” (chamishim szaarey binah). Out of these 50, only 49
gates are accessible to mankind, except for Moses, who was the only one to access the
last and most elevated gate*¢. In the context of the theme of dominion over the potency
of live, it is crucial to mention that the knowledge on how to deal with “raw life” was
given to Moses in the form of Torah — only to be passed on to Joshua, Yehoshua bin Nun,
whose name means “YHV saves, son of Snake-Fish”. However — what was noted also in
midrashic literature - this translation for bin Nun is not precise. Bin here does not mean
“son” (it should be ben) but rather “understands, rules through his comprehension”+.
Hence, the correct meaning - especially in the context of the theme discussed - reads:
“YHV saves, via comprehension of the snake-fish”. The aforementioned parallel re-
presentation of the “snake-fish”, dag, refers to “might”+® in terms of the Philistine and
Phoenician power of fertility, called Dagon. One of the terms acting as a link between
the notion of “the serpent” as nachash and the notion of sexuality-overseeing Dagon is
nechushah*. This term refers to a brown-copper discharge, that — according to prophet
Ezekiel - characterizes the sexual licentiousness and excitement of a harlot®. As it is

X 'L, "R M9 nne Rt ot "y awiya nimne 9" "ot "7xe KN oimn
7"NN0oI N2DIN2 791 WMWY DIpnn RINETA KD wnn "D 9o van 17 791 X7 D
N2 DIPN RINTYTENN N2 DI ’IDETIT 79 01pn KINE,"pn i KNy 200
XTI UK MY XX DTR? 22NNNY71 01007 DIpn 17 'RY DIN

45 Some researchers claim that the graphic form of nun stems from an Egyptian glyph
designating “the serpent” or “the snake-fish”, referring to the chaotic, serpentine
power of Nun and his partner Naunet, imagined as cobra - one of the pairs from the
hermopolitean ogdoad. See: Religion in ancient Egypt: gods, myths, and personal
practice, ed. Byron E. Shafer, New York 1991, p. 34 and http://www.reshafim.org.il/
ad/egypt/religion/nun.htm [access 5 V 2017] http://www.balashon.com/2006/11/
nun.html [access 19 V 2017]. See also the chapter referring to the letter nun in the
popular publication of D. Sacks: “Letter Perfect”, New York, pp. 224-229. Finally,

r. Chaim Vital writes as follows: “Nun rules over all living creatures, because nun is
the power of the serpent”, in: Sefer ha-Chezyonot, p. 248, quoted also in: E. Lipiner,
Chazon ha-otiot, op. cit., p. 518.

46 TB Rosh ha-Shanah, 21b, quoted also in: E. Lipiner, Chazon ha-otiot, op. cit., p. 516.

47 As a derivative from le-havin, “to comprehend, to understand”.

48 Il.e. elohim, “the power of particular people” according to the understanding embra-
ced after O. Goldberg, “Reality of the Hebrews”, transl. T. Sikora, Cracow 2012, s. 94
[in Polish].

49 Ezek.16:36.

50 Such discharge is typical for some women to experience during ovulation, e. g. see:
Beverly G. Reed, Bruce R. Carr, The Normal Menstrual Cycle and the Control of Ovu-
lation [in:] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK279054/ [access 11 VI 2017].
Just as a form of digression in a pseudo-midrashic vein (inspired by the methodology
of Friedrich Weinreb, e.g. in his Roots of the Bible, 1986 / 2013 Braunton / Zurich),
connected loosely with the subject, it is worth mentioning here the hypothetic me-
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known®! on a ritual plane, the aforementioned Dagon was responsible for the abun-
dance of fish catch, harvest and human fertility. These attributes are intertwined and
connected to each other - judging from the etymology of the words stemming from
the Hebrew root *dag, dalet-gimel:

- dag - fish, snake-fish, eel (?), water snake (?)
- degen — grain, also semantically related to zera, male semen®?,
- le-dagdeg — arouse, tease, stimulate, stir, annoy>®3.

Additionally, as a form of recapitulation of this chapter, it is pivotal to mention
some “serpent-like” parts of the human body that are directly connected to procre-

ation:

- penis - as a giver of life power,
- spine® - as an intermediary between the brain and sexual, lower parts of the

body,%*

- placenta - as a representation of snake skin molting and the power of rebirth®e,
- umbilical cord - as a link between one life (mother) and another life (child).

51
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aning of the sequence of the first four letters of the Hebrew alphabet in its reference
to the theme of sexuality:

- Alef - Beginning - semen initiating life in the moment of conception.

- Bet - House - placing the zygote in the utero.

- Gimel - Bulge, Hump - pregnancy.

- Dalet - Doors, Vagina - birth, infant’s exit via genital channel. Nota bene, dalet
read backwards is teled - which means “you (woman) will give birth” (this last re-
mark was also shared to me by W. Kosior).

Thus, dag, the “snake-fish” could mean “Dalet-Doors-Vagina leading to Gimel-Pregnan-
cy”. Therefore, the dominion of Dagon, identified with nachash, “the serpent” would be
to encourage man and stimulate him via the imprinted urge to perform sexual act(s).
An exhaustive monography on that theme: Lluis Feliu, The God Dagan In Bronze Age
Syria, Leiden 2003.

Also noteworthy is that nun, read within the Hebrew grammar root-logic as nin,
means “offspring, passing by the semen one generation further” and in contempo-
rary Hebrew - “grand-son”, meaning “establishing the three-generation sequence of
semen heritage”. See: Gen. 22:23, Job. 18:19, quoted also in: E. Lipiner, Chazon
ha-otiot, op. cit., s. 508.

In contemporary Hebrew: dagdegan - “clitoris” (which, in fact, is some sort of de-
gen, “grain” on woman’s body). See also in different vein: Yair Zakovitch, Nachashim,
mekadeshim, lachashim ve-nashim http://lib.cet.ac.il/pages/item.asp?item=16205
[access 5V 2017].

TB Bava Kama 13a, where the necessity of bowing correctly during Amida is discus-
sed. If one fails to do so, after seven years (or - according to parallel reading - after
seventy years, i.e. once the person dies), the spine transforms itself into a serpent.
Compared to a common concept, which was valid until the late medieval times, that
semen stemmed from brain tissue and was transformed into liquid.

The theme of a serpent’s skin molting in the context of tzaraat is discussed by T.
Sikora “Aliud valde - On the Idea of Hebraism in Oskar Goldberg’s Thought” [in:] O.
Goldberg, “Reality of the Hebrews”, op. cit., p. LXIlI-LXIX.
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V. Nachash and Satan

As mentioned earlier, it is commonly known that the gematria for Mashiach and
nachash equals 358. According to im ha-kolel rule, the differences in gematria value by
1 are considered immaterial®” and still indicate a relationship between the set of two or
more words in comparison. This rule is binding already in the Babylonian Talmud and
is used commonly in religious hermeneutical practice, e.g. Baal ha-Turim (r. Yaakov
ben Asher, 1269-1343) in his gematrical, eponymous commentary to the Torah. In
reference to the theme of messianic-serpentine conjunction, one should stress that it
is Satan that stands next to both of these figures. The gematria of his name equals 359
(sin =300, tet = 9, nun = 50). Moreover, the names Nachash and Satan have two letters
in common - nun and shin/sin, set anagrammatically one to each other (as if wni would
imperfectly mirror juv). The letters that discern both words are tet and chet of gematria
differing but one. This “one” being designated by X alef, together with 11 chet and v tet,
creates the word Rvri chet (chet-tet-alef). The term chet is usually translated as “sin”,
but in its deeper and more archaic meaning it designates “deviation, trespassing of
established norm that distorts the planned sequence of ritualistic actions™®. Another
difference between Satan and nachash is apparent in the notation of the letter nun in
both words:

—final nun in Satan =1
—regular nun in nachash =1

Clearly, the shape of Hebrew letters carries certain connotations and — in an abun-
dance of cases — adds further layers of crucial interpretations on the particular letter’s
meaning. In the case of most of Hebrew letters, one can trace such meanings even in
the oldest, paleographic sources.

Thus, the regular nun in nachash = 1- as it is obviously “snake-fish” — has the shape
of aserpent that raises its head??, the way a cobra does. Most probably this very species
was the model for such a graphic representation, whereas the final nun in Satan = 7 has
the shape of a serpent transformed into staff. How should one symbolically perceive
the “staff” in this context? It might be treated as an attribute of power that transforms
the potency of serpentine “life” into messianic consciousness (immediate connota-

57 The reason for that is because 1 is counted for the whole word and there is no pre-
position in Hebrew that would be built on the sole letter alef. That is why adding 1
would cause no differentiation in gematria exegesis. For more on the im ha-kolel rule,
see the introduction to Baal ha-Turim classic commentary, e.g. “The Davis Edition”,
New York 2010.

58 See: 0. Goldberg, “Reality of the Hebrews”, op. cit., pp. 97-98.

59 Referring to this meaning, kabbalistic tradition indicates that the shape of nun
resembles “the man that fell, is bent down and needs support to rise up”. Whenever
the serpent raises its head (regular nun), man falls. Whenever the serpent is stra-
ightened and stunned (final nun), man rises up and stands straight. See: E. Lipiner,
Chazon ha-otiot, op. cit., p. 509 and p. 513, quoting Zohar Chadash, parashat Jitro,
70b: “As a straight, final nun it denotes the secret of a man that achieved his fullest
realization of his potential and the highest level [of his existence] - as a combination
of the masculine and feminine elements in one unity. Whereas regular, bent nun
designates the fallen, feminine element”.
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tion to the motive of snake-to-staff transfiguration appears in Ex. 7:10-12). Extremely
important here is that the shape of nun =y resembles the way a snake looks when it is
suddenly killed or stunned (but - keeping in mind for further discussion - only if the
blow hits directly the snake’s head!). Consequently, the serpent’s body is stretched into
a spasm contraction®.

On the one hand, regular nun as in nachash = 1. It resembles the biting serpent,
the cobra that raises its head, ready to spit forward the venom. Such a figure would
symbolize “life” untamed, that without any given goal chaotically rules over man, and,
if a man is weak, hardly self-disciplined and walking astray of self-messianic path of
development®, then such “life” does whatever it wishes with man, leading him to the
so-called “sin”. At first this chaotic, serpentine life would spit man out from the womb
of awoman like it spits the venom, only to have him suck back as its prey, in the oblivion
of death without messianic consciousness®2.

On the other hand, the final nun in Satan = 3. This resembles the stunned serpent,
the cobra that is not harmful in its contraction. This would symbolize “life” transfor-
med into messianic consciousness. Man meets Satan on his way and in each encounter
he undergoes a specific trial. If man loses, he goes back to the previous stage of his

60 “Egyptian cobra can enter into a state of peculiar numbness if one skillfully presses
specific place on the back of reptile’s head (cervix). In ancient times, Egyptian priests
used to show snakes stunned in such a manner to the audience, to convince the
spectators of the apparent transformation of the snake into staff. [...] [French her-
petologist] Marie Phisalix (1861-1946; case discussed is dated 1922) describes,
that she had accidentally witnessed such an experience. One of her acquaintances,
Dr. Abbel, brought from Egypt a cobra in a state of such stupor. Assuming that the
snake was dead, she started to craft its body - but, upon touching it, immediately
the snake woke up”, [in:] Wactaw Jaroniewski, “Poisonous Serpents of the World”,
Warsaw 1988, pp. 53-54 [in Polish]. Unfortunately, at this stage of the research,

I was unable to confirm the biological observations of Phisalix and Jaroniewski in
other independent sources.

61 More on this theme in the doctrine of r. Abraham Abulafia, see: Robert Sagerman,
The Serpent that Kills or the Serpent Gives Life, Leiden - Boston 2011, pp. 212-216,
esp. p. 214 and Aryeh M. Krawczyk, “Blood, Orchid, Ink - Endophasia and Heau-
toscopy in Sefer ha-Ot, ‘Book of the Sign’ by r. Abraham Abulafia (1240-1292): Criti-
cal Edition, Translation and Text Interpretation”, Warsaw 2017, p. 171 [in Polish;
English edition - forthcoming].

62 All this is symbolized by the parallelism of “man bowed down” and “serpent rising to
attack” Regular nun is also called nun kefufah, “bent nun”. Per analogy, reference to
the transformation of “bent man/snake” 1 into “straighten man/snake” 7 is found in
the commentary on the Book of Job. The story of Job is a canonic text describing a bet
between YHVH and The Enemy regarding the human being - “will he sin or not when
faced with the suffering he would experience?” See: Job 18:1, where in the word min,
the letter nun is written in an extraordinary manner as a nun kefufah, instead of the
final nun, as it should be per orthographic rules. See: E. Lipiner Chazon ha-otiot, op.
cit., pp. 513-514, quoting Zohar Chadash, Midrash Rut, p. 6 verse 1: “[Regular] bent
nun is instead of straight, [final] nun, because Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu bent down Job
as if he was a serpent that crawls on his belly - [and in that lowly position] he spoke to
Him”. Important to note here that the name Yiov, ‘Job”, is an anagram describing the
tragic lot of the man who is the subject of a bet between two supernal forces. On the
one hand we have Oyev, “The Enemy”, which is an epithet for Satan and “serpent”. On
the other hand we have ayeh Av? “where is the Father?” - which is man’s cry towards
YHVH; quoted after: T. Sikora “Aliud valde...” op. cit., p. LXIX.
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development and receives further trials — even though he fell, he still can rise up. If
he overcomes the trial, he wins and moves further up on the path of self-perfection,
thus gradually gaining advantage over Satan’s might. That is why - like the kabbalist r.
Abulafia would claim — nun is placed at the very end of Satan’s name, because Satan’s
power ends, when the serpent is subdued, i.e. “killed”. Whenever man overcomes his
“enemy” in the series of trials, at the same time he perceives Satan as his “ally” because,
thanks to Satan, man is tested and therefore given the chance to grow.

Without the aforementioned commentaries in mind, the following famous verse
from the Torah (Gen. 3:15) describing the relationship between serpent and man wo-
uld remain an idle illustration. It is also important to note that in this specific verse
mankind is represented by the figure of Chavah - as she is the one that fell initially,
only to rise again in the end of days, once her deal with the serpent is settled. Having
in mind the semantic associations stemming from different hermeneutical traditions,
we can unveil the deep logic inherent to the Hebrew text:

“I introduce enmity®® between you and woman, between your offspring and her
offspring: he will smash your head, but you will smash his heel.”

The offspring of the conscious man (the messianic-one, symbolized by final nun)
will subdue the serpent by hitting its “head”, but before this happens, the serpent will
bite the ignorant man (the fallen-one, symbolized by regular nun) on his “heel”.

VI. R. Yosef Gikatilla

The Secret of the Serpent and Judgment upon Him
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63 If YHVH “introduces enmity”, would that mean - as S. Minov duly noted - that the
earlier relationship between the serpent and woman was based on friendship?! See:
S. Minov “«Serpentines» Eve...”, op. cit., p. 96.
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Aryeh M. Krawczyk - General Remarks on “The Serpent” as the Central Notion of the Torah
and the Symbol of Life itself. With Preliminary Hebrew Edition of Sod ha-Nachash u-Mishpato
by r. Yosef Gikatilla

This paper presents a tentative outline for the research field, dedicated to the
“serpent” theme within the tradition of Torah’s commentaries, with the special focus
on kabbalistic tradition. The analysis of this theme is followed by hypothesis claiming
that “serpent” is — among other meanings — a symbol of “life”. This text is a prelude to
broader research on such defined notion of “serpent” in the kabbalistic tradition. Point
of reference for this research is a small treatise by 13th/14th century, r. Yosef Gikatilla,
entitled Sod ha-Nachash u-Mishpato, “The Secret of the Serpent and Judgment upon
Him”. Segments of a preliminary version of translation of this treatise are presented
therein. A preliminary version of the original text is also included.

Keywords: Serpent, Snake, Gikatilla, Nachash, Nachash ha-Kadmoni, Adam and

Eve, DNA, Milky Way, Zohar, Letter Nun, Gachon, Bileam, Dagon, Dag, Satan, Primordial
Serpent, Samael, Amalek, Jacob
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