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CHAPTER SEVEN 

IMAGERY OF LIGHT IN MEDIEVAL KABBALAH 

SANDRA VALABREGUE-PERRY 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In this paper, I present a basic typology of imagery of light in thirteenth 
and fourteenth-century medieval theosophical Kabbalah. The topic is very 
broad, since light is the most important image that Jewish philosophy and 
mysticism use to describe metaphysical processes, like many other 
religious systems.1 The wide use of such imagery is apparently due to 
light’s abstraction and immateriality, but also, to a large extent, because of 
its power to give form and structure to the divine, as I shall demonstrate 
from its uses in the Jewish mystical tradition. 

Theosophical Kabbalah, in its most well-known form, is based on a 
system of ten sefirot, or divine powers, with which God created and 
sustains the world. The word sefirah itself echoes the lighting of the 
sapphire from Ezekiel’s vision.2 Kabbalistic literature presents the sefirot 
in a large spectrum of light images, shades, and colours. Among the most 
important such images are the efflux of light; primordial light and 
primordial darkness; light as a point, a line or a circle; surrounding light; 
light that measures; light as prism or as mirror; and light in its various 
colours; candle light, coal light, and light as air or fire. Kabbalistic 
literature uses similar imagery to represent human and divine realms: light 
that is darkness for us, the light of the intellect, hidden light, and the light 
preserved for the righteous at the end of time. In this paper, I will present 
this rich imagery and focus on the mechanisms of light – opticus aparitus, 
to use Elliot Wolfson’s term.3 I will show how images of light structure 
the inner divine world, and explore what kind of divine space they 
construct and sustain. 

This article is part of a larger ongoing study on the role of images in 
Jewish mysticism, and it should present some nascent results. Mystical 
language, whether secular or religious, aims to describe invisible 
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phenomenon, and therefore makes use of paradoxical semantic statements. 
Thus, such language accomplishes the impossible by giving structure and 
model to what cannot be seen. A dominant theological reading of this 
language perceives the function of symbols, metaphors, and allegories as 
strictly descriptive. In such a reading, the images do not need to bear any 
resemblance with the concepts that they allegorically describe. This 
theological and philosophical method of reading imagery is problematic 
when applied to medieval Kabbalah, for those who use it tend to forget 
that the language of imagery is not merely a means to an end, a metaphor 
to explain some theoretical concept, but actually that the image fuses what 
is being represented and its representation in an astonishing way. 

Unlike philosophical systems of thought, which limit themselves to 
speculating on what can be said about God with human language, 
medieval Kabbalah bypasses these epistemological limits by using images. 
Not only do images overcome linguistic limitations, but they are the main 
tool, if not the only one, for representing the un-presentable. In many 
aspects when it comes to theology, Kabbalah prefers images because of 
their power to create representation, more than their power to explain. I 
propose to address the images used in medieval Kabbalah not only as 
descriptive metaphors, but also as formative, and thus as founding and 
shaping the divine space.  

This paper offers a short journey through a limited number of images 
of light in medieval Kabbalah to show how images are an example that 
can facilitate our understanding of a theological axiom and demonstrate 
that they embody the theosophical divine structure itself. The image is the 
theological axiom, rather than being just a specific metaphor for it. 
Theosophical images of light create a pattern, a structure, in a way that 
establishes the inner divine space, the sefirotic world. As we shall 
demonstrate, images of light give form to the kabbalistic conceptions of 
creation, emanation, and prophecy.  

Conceptions of light and vision 

Let us first open with a brief overview of the history of physical light.4 
One of the most ancient doctrines in this regard is the “extramission 
theory” of the atomists, which states that vision occurs by means of 
physical contact, when eidola (images) enter into the eye. Later came the 
“intromission theory,” defended by Plato and Euclid, which understands 
vision as a kind of fire that goes out from the eye and meets an object. 
Aristotle was the first to write a systematic discussion of vision, which 
initiated a long tradition of adaption and combination of the intromission 
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and the extramission theories. Aristotle criticized the two earlier theories, 
and directed his attention to the medium through which vision occurs, 
light, which is a state of transparency, through which, when actualized, the 
object becomes visible. From Greek to Arabic culture, optics reached new 
peaks, with Galen, Al-Kindi, and Al-Hazen.5 The Christian Middle Ages, 
under the influence of Al-Kindi, also produced different theories that 
combined previous ones. Among the prominent scholars who studied this 
question were Vitello, Robert Grosseteste, and Roger Bacon.  

Aside from these various theories of vision, medieval scholars also 
addressed the question of how light interacted with matter. According to 
their understanding, this interaction produced three kinds of light: direct, 
reflected, and refracted. Such a typology is found among Jewish scholars 
such as twelve and thirteen centuries Abraham bar Ḥiyya and Shem Tov 
ibn Falaquera, and later, in the sixteenth century, in the writings of Joseph 
Taitachek and his pupil Shlomo Alkabetz.6 

Scholars were interested not only in the scientific aspects of light, but 
also in its direct connection to theology. In the Middle Ages, the desire to 
strengthen the analogy between optics and theology found its expression in 
the work of the prominent scholar Roger Bacon. More than anyone else, 
Bacon saw optics and epistemology as intertwined, for if physics and 
metaphysics go hand in hand, optics and epistemology open the possibility 
of reaching God. In his understanding, direct light, refracted light, and 
reflected light correspond to three degrees of knowledge: divine 
illumination, acquired knowledge, and empirical knowledge.7 Direct light 
is the light of the enlightened one, and is the most perfect. Refracted light 
is knowledge, but reflected light is weak, for it is merely the light of the 
senses, which only stipulate whether things exist or not. However, there 
are some passages in Bacon’s work where this hierarchy between refracted 
and reflected lights is inverted. The reason for this change derives from 
Bacon's optical knowledge. This is a good example of the interaction 
between physics and metaphysics; the new scientific understanding of 
refracted light elevated its position relative to reflected light. Medieval 
science revealed that refracted light is not merely what is lost by the 
reverberation of light in water, but something else, a tool that makes it 
possible to see better. Using this knowledge, medieval scientists created 
the first individual lenses, such as binoculars and eyeglasses. Thus, the 
study of refracted light was instrumental both in mechanically improving 
vision and in changing theological assumptions. 

Christian scholars such as Thomas Aquinas and Vitello tended toward 
an allegorical reading of the correspondence between light and God, where 
light is a metaphor for God. Nonetheless, some sources offer a more 
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radical concept of total identification between light and God. This is the 

case, for example, in the Liber de intelligentiis, a widely disseminated 

medieval philosophical compilation in which divine light and natural light 

are said to be one and the same.
8
 

God as Light and as Darkness 

Much like Islamic and Christian sources and Jewish philosophy, medieval 

Kabbalah reflects the scientific knowledge of its time. It owes to 

Neoplatonic traditions the description of emanation in terms of light. 

However, Kabbalah not only offers a wider range of images, but also a 

more radical view. Like the Liber de intelligentiis, medieval Kabbalah 

does not tend towards an allegorical reading and seems to see the 

correspondence between God and light as literal. As we shall see, the light 

is the divine space itself. Even the stars (the sun and the moon) correspond 

to the sefirot. However, the main indication that Kabbalah is presenting a 

radical new system of imagery is not that it equates natural light with 

divine light, but that theosophical language, in contrast to philosophical 

argumentation, does not speculate about the process of emanation, but 

simply establishes this process by mean of images.
9
 No scholastic 

demonstration or discussion can be found, because it is not an analytic 

approach, but rather an esoteric one that does not need to prove but only to 

display its knowledge when needed. The web of images projects directly 

into the divine realm and bypasses epistemological demonstrations.  

A mode of thinking that works in images, rather than analysis, is 

usually omnivorous, using images from various sources. A brief survey of 

images of light in medieval Kabbalah will demonstrate such eclectic 

diversity and confirm that we are looking at a figurative, image-based 

system of thought. For example, we see that Kabbalistic literature uses 

images from the intromission theory of vision in this literature, even 

though this theory was already obsolete. The fourteenth-century 

commentary of Moshe Botaril on Sefer Yeẓirah compares the source and 

emanation of divine light to the light that beams out of the darkness of the 

pupil of the eye: 

 

This is what the Sages meant about the verse “And the Lord passed by 
before him, and proclaimed”. He is one and united as the flame of fire that 

is unified in its hues as hinted in this verse “that the Lord thy God, is a 
consuming fire,” and all the emanation from him is emanated as the light 

outgoing from the blackness of the eye.
10
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This image can already be found in early Kabbalah. For example, we see 
in the Iyyun literature, in the thirteenth century: “This light was generated 
from His innermost, like the light of the eye, which issues forth from the 
pupil of the eye, from which the light sparkles.”11 This text uses natural 
optics to explain theological optics, in order to show that the two are 
identical, and thus both truth. Jewish philosophical sources, too, discuss 
the interaction between light and darkness. For example, Isaac Israeli 
explains that human eyes, which have eyelids, can see colours, whereas 
reptiles’ eyes, which have no eyelids, cannot; this is because the eyes need 
to be able to close in order to recharge in the darkness, to increase their 
inner light, in order to be able to see better. To perceive colours, one needs 
to have an eyelid, because only closing the eyes can enable them to collect 
the necessary inner light.12 For reptiles, which have no eyelids, the light 
that comes out of the eye is weakened and confused by the light coming 
from the sun, and therefore they cannot see colours.13 

The Kabbalist Azriel of Gerona presents a different example, in which 
he draws on empirical observations, of the interaction between darkness 
and light. According to him, darkness is necessary not only for the eye to 
recharge, but also for natural light to be able to shine. He writes that a 
candle is lit from the darkness that surrounds it.14 If, on an epistemological 
level, God is light and absence of God is darkness, on a theological level 
darkness has an ontological status: only out of it can light be created. Most 
of the time, Kabbalists address God not only as primordial light, but also 
as primordial darkness; only rarely do they view primordial darkness as a 
negative force of impurity.15  

Primordial light16 and primordial darkness17 are thus two aspects of the 
same concept; they both designate the origin of everything, with light 
being the revealed aspect and darkness being the concealed one. In 
different traditions, and sometimes even within the same tradition, there 
are different understandings of darkness. In the philosophical tradition, 
darkness is the absence of light; but in Kabbalistic texts it is understood 
also as a greater light, a light that is so strong that it is darkness for us. 
This view is not only a way to give form to an invisible light, but also to 
precede light, as radiance. At the beginning there was nothing, nothing to 
be seen. This nothingness is obscurity, yet the nothingness is also the 
primordial light. This idea also articulates another postulate: while Man 
can only create light out of another light, like that of a candle, God can 
create something out of nothing, light out of darkness. Following Todros 
Abulafia description: 

 
Know that the night preceded the day, for it is written: "And there was 
evening and there was morning". Therefore, the obscurity preceded the 
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light, for it is first written "darkness was upon the face of the deep", and 
then "let there be light…" 

Man lights up a candle from another candle, [… whereas] God brought 
out the light from within the darkness.18 

 
This is where God's visibility becomes deeply connected to yet another 
visibility in potential, that of His creation and His actualization. The 
process of creation is the process of bringing into visibility, from obscurity 
into light. Within the same conceptual web of darkness is the concept of 
concealment. Concealment and expansion, transcendence and immanence 
are the two poles of the same very axis between primordial darkness and 
light.  

It is commonly understood that if one looks directly at the sun, the source 
of light, it will blind and darken one’s vision. Similarly, in Neoplatonic 
philosophy and kabbalistic literature, the source of light, which is the 
source of creation, must be concealed in the creation. The Zoharic 
literature describes two steps in the creation process as the simultaneous 
concealment and exposure of light: the preservation of the primordial light 
for the distant future, and the covering of light with garments.19  

These different images of light understood as darkness – darkness as a 
primordial state of light, the darkness from which colours are seen, and the 
darkness that lights up and nourishes the light – are theoretical tools for 
understanding and articulating the beginning and origin of creation.  

Light as Emanation 

As we have seen, the image of darkness as a primordial state of light 
relates to questions of creation and beginning through relationships 
between opposites (light and darkness). Now let us look at the images of 
light as emanation, and the forms that they give to the relationship 
between God and the world, mainly between God and the sefirot. If 
darkness is equivalent to concealment, then light rays are equivalent to 
emanation. Unlike the philosophical and theosophical traditions that stress 
the ontological distinction between creator and creation, the images of the 
source of emanation and its emanation are meant to do the opposite: to 
depict an ontological continuity.20 These images fall into two categories: 
those that describe emanation with reference to its source, and those that 
describe emanation with reference to its expansion and reception. 

Let us begin with the first category, images that relate to the source of 
the emanation. The association between images of light and the theory of 
emanation goes back to the fourth-century philosopher Plotinus, who 
explained the theory of emanation with the image of the sun and its rays. 
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He writes: “One is the light before the light, an eternal irradiation resting 
upon the Intellectual Realm; this, not identical with its source, is yet not 
severed from it”.21 Medieval Arab and Jewish philosophers embraced 
metaphors of light throughout their writings. For Isaac Israeli, following 
his teacher Ibn Ḥasdai, the intellect comes into being from the conjunction 
of primordial matter and form. Next, a brilliant flame and light, from 
which arises the rational soul, is emanated. In a famous parable, he 
compares the intellect to the sun, as it shines through the glass of a 
window into a house. The glass, also referred to as “mirror” or “crystal,” 
represents the rational soul, which needs to learn and memorize in order to 
actualize the light of the intellect. Only the light of the intellect can save 
the intellect from “the shade, cloud and mist of darkness . . . Hence the 
rational soul requires learning and memory, while the intellect is never 
affected by ignorance, because nothing intervenes between it and the 
power.”22 If pure and unmixed light is the power at the origin of 
everything, the world, in return, is the opacity and the density that result 
from being farther away from the primordial light. Solomon Ibn Gabirol, 
known for his influence on early Kabbalah, also uses the image of light to 
explain the conception of emanation.23 Unlike Ibn Gabirol, Abraham ibn 
Ezra clearly opts for the extramission theory.24 

In the literature of the Zohar, the source of light is said to be concealed, 
and can only be seen through the crystal, where the inner lights will be 
revealed:25  

 
Come and see: there are four lights. Three of them are concealed, and one 
revealed. A shining light. A light of radiance, shining like the heavens in 
purity. A light of purple, absorbing all lights. A light that does not shine 
but gazes toward these, receiving them, and they appear in it as a crystal 
 facing the sun. These three that we have mentioned are concealed (עשישתה)
and stand above this one, which is revealed.26 

 
The paradigm of the sun (source of light), light, and mirror helps to 
overcome a major ontological obstacle, namely, how to explain the 
possibility of change and contact between the creator and its creation. In 
line with the philosophical sources quoted above, Isaac Ibn Latif writes: 
“All beings flow from Him and exist through Him in the manner of 
emanation and evolvement, and nothing is outside of Him, as the light 
emanates from the sun, and yet the light is nothing but the sun.”27 This 
image helps to explain how the light can be sent forth and yet still be the 
source of the light itself.28 In the words of the author of Tikkunei Zohar: 
“When He created the world with the attribute of reshit (beginning), He 
descended upon it, but there was no diminution above, and similarly with 
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every sefirah; like someone lighting a candle from a candle, where there is 
no diminution in the first one, nor in the second, ad infinitum, without 
end.”29 

Concealment of Light 

As we have seen, the image of light is of great value in explaining changes 
as well as continuity. Change and continuity comprise the basic structure 
of the divine space, and images of light stress its omnipotence, 
transparency, and therefore its immediacy of emission. Transparency and 
immediacy are the signs of its divine origin, since it is beyond matter and 
form. However, since creation and emanation concern the way in which 
the universe can issue from the One, this first step still needs to be 
accounted for. Concealment is the key image used to explain this first step 
of creation. Concealment is related to the famous Kabbalistic thesis of 
ẓimẓum, because concealment is also the retreat of the light from its 
overwhelming brightness.30  

In an early Kabbalistic text by Ezra of Gerona, his commentary on the 
Song of Songs, he explains concealment as a primordial matter in the form 
of a garment,31 a conception that would find many echoes in other early 
Kabbalah texts and beyond: “You . . . are wrapped in a robe of light” 
corresponds to the light created on the first day of creation. That is, the 
emanation of light from Nothing.”32 In the same text, he writes: 

 
Let there be light [Gen 1:3]. Its meaning is that Divinity enwrapped Itself 
in that light as we have explained, meaning that though the amplification 
of that luminescence, the light entered into a state of actualization . . . it is 
for this reason that scripture states, “it was good,” for the light was kindled 
candle from candle, granting the primal essence the power to expand and 
flow forth.33 

  
The imagery of garments of light used to explain God’s Creation as an act 
of creation out of primordial matter, goes back to ancient Jewish midrash, 
and echoes Plato’s conception of primordial matter in the Timaeus. 
Alexander Altmann has stressed the importance of this imagery in 
medieval thought.34 Interestingly enough, garments as primordial matter 
can also be understood as primordial form.  

Light is not only seen as the source of everything, but also as giving 
form to everything. The very particularity of light lies in its spiritual 
presence and formative power. As Jacob ben Sheshet describes in his 
book, light is form without matter.35 The aspect of light as having the 
power to give form is the source of many poetic images in Kabbalah, 
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particularly in the literature of the Zohar. The Zoharic section called kav 
ha-middah (measuring line) portrays light as that which measures and 
gives dimensions to the sefirot and to the world: 

 
Kav ha-middah: there is length and breadth in the measuring, depth and 
height in the measuring, circle and rectangle in the measuring – the 
measuring line encompasses all. All the lights and all the mysteries neither 
ascend, nor descend, nor extend themselves, except by means of this 
measuring line, apart from the veritably uppermost regions [En-sof and 
Keter] where there is no measure…36 

  
The image of the line should be considered among other geometrical 
images in which light takes form, such as the point and the circle, which 
are understood both as tools of creation and as the different stages of 
emanation. The point is one of the most important images of beginning, 
offering the possibility of concealment and expansion. 

It is not by chance that the writings of theosophical Kabbalah offer no 
clear theory of its philosophical notions regarding creation, emanation, and 
the first matter and form. Although the Kabbalists have taken these notions 
from philosophical terminology, they are not interested in the analytical 
philosophical discussions from which the notions arose. Even in the field 
of Jewish philosophy, scholars are still discussing the meaning of these 
images and the theories behind them. Did Solomon Ibn Gabirol or Isaac 
Israeli have a concept of creation ex nihilo, or of primordial matter? Which 
came first, matter or form? Were they emanated simultaneously? These 
questions still do not have a definitive answer.37 This is also the case with 
the kabbalistic texts. However, unlike the philosophers, from the outset 
kabbalists did not feel compelled towards the same kind of coherence or 
consistency. Their allegiance to an image oriented form of thinking gives 
them freedom in their use of philosophical notions, regardless of their 
occasional contradictions. They can accept a theory of creation ex nihilo if 
they understand darkness and light as total opposites, and then they may 
understand darkness as concealed light, and move over to a theory of 
creation through emanation. Similarly, they can adhere to a conception of 
light as primordial matter or as primordial form regardless of hierarchy. 
This is exactly the kind of flexibility that is allowed by thinking in the 
language of images, and one of its virtues is that it is comprehensive rather 
than analytical, fluid and associative rather than logical and static. 
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Light as Human Reflection 

Although we have focused so far on images of light in descriptions of the 

process of emanation, Kabbalists also use such images in discussions of 

man’s interaction with God. Light is the very blessing that is bestowed to a 

man of God, for the righteous or the mystics are said to be enlightened. If 

optics is the physical study of light, prophecy is its metaphysical 

laboratory, to which only a few have access. The name of the Zohar, 

which means radiance alludes to this. As it says in this work: “It is 

written: The enlightened will shine like the radiance of the sky and those 

who turn many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever (Daniel 

12:3). The enlightened will shine. Who are the enlightened? The wise one 

who contemplates, on his own, things that human beings cannot utter. 

They are called enlightened.”
38

 The enlightened are the ones who can 

receive direct light, that is, enlightenment that is the result of non-

mediated knowledge. Through contemplation, the righteous access 

knowledge that the prophet would access through revelation; in both cases, 

they experience light. The association between divine light and prophecy 

is based on a Talmudic statement: “All the prophets gazed through an 

opaque glass [an aspaklaria that does not shine], whereas Moses our 

master gazed through a translucent glass [an aspaklaria that shines]”.
39

  

The model of these two glasses refers in Kabbalah to two kinds of 

prophecy. The first, Moses’s prophecy, is experienced as a direct light, 

pure enlightenment, without parable or metaphor, as the mirror used by 

women that reflect an exact image.
40

 The mirror has very often been 

presented as a model to explain God’s creation, understood as the 

instantaneous reflection of the holder in the mirror.
41

 The second mirror, 

the prophecy of the other prophets, is less refined, and reflects only blurred 

images.
42

 The quality of the mirror depends on the quality of the light that 

is reflected, and sometimes, only the first mirror is described as reflecting 

pure light at all, whereas the second is described as reflecting vision
43

 or as 

encompassing all the colours.
44

 

This model of the two mirrors with different capacities of reflection, is 

used in Kabbalistic literature not only to explain levels of prophecy, but 

also, as in Zoharic literature, to explain the relationship between God and 

the Shekhinah, that is, between the sefirot Tiferet and Malkhut.45

 It is 

important to note that the relationship between God and the Shekhinah is 

also portrayed as equivalent to the flux of light and its reflection/absorption 

in early Kabbalistic literature, which uses the imagery of natural light and 

the mirror that shines.
46

 This is in line with the correspondence between 

Tiferet and the sun, on the one hand, and Malkhut, the mirror that does not 
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shine, and the moon.47 The mirror that does not shine, like the moon, does 
not have a light of its own, and only reflects the source of light, the sun. 
Thus, the sefirotic structure represents the relationship between God and 
His reception in the world as the relationship between the sources of light, 
on the one hand, and a body that can only capture light, on the other – like 
the moon and sun in the physical world.  

In this paper, I have attempted to show briefly how images of light not 
only helped Kabbalists give form to major theological questions, but also 
bestowed upon Kabbalah essential theological tools. The images of light 
as primordial form or matter, primordial light or darkness, as emanation, 
as enlightening or reflecting light, created the space and type of 
relationships where God, the world, and man could meet. 

It does not do justice to the suggestive power of these images to view 
them simply as a metaphorical language to distance the divine realm from 
the human. Images are not only a metaphor to describe what cannot be 
described; rather, they serve as a metalanguage, and as a substitute to what 
cannot be seen. They are not merely a means to portray an unfathomable 
idea; but create a platform, a divine space where what has no form can be 
established. Within this world, images of light provide the most inner 
dynamism: creation and beginning, flow, expansion, sustention and 
conservation. 
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