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The dream of the kabbalist. Would this be any different in better times? 

The Dream of the Kabbalist. Oil on canvas, 18 X 24 inches NY 2020 
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 Last winter, I was in Jerusalem, planning to go to the North to visit the mystical 
city of Tzfat with its 15th-century Abuhav Synagogue, one of the most beautiful and 
spiritual places I know of, and the nearby hill-slope cemetery with the cerulean blue 
gravesites of revered kabbalists, like the Arizal, the Holy Lion. I hadn’t been there in over 
thirty years. I never made it, though, because of an unexpected phone call that came from 
Holland: my mother had suddenly fallen critically ill. She is still alive, b”H, but I stayed 
in Holland for several months before I returned to New York. However, the thoughts and 
anticipation of visiting Tzfat, which was cut short abruptly, stayed in my head. When I 
was back in Brooklyn, I started painting the blue gravestones and tombs of Tzfat, but had 
to put my canvas aside when I became busy with a large project about the Shpoler Zeida. 
You can read about it in my last AGJA blog of March 2020.  
Then the corona crisis broke out. My studio is situated near a large cemetery in Brooklyn. 
M y s h o r t w a l k s o u t s i d e — t o t h e 
supermarket, for instance—lead me past this 
cemetery with a growing amount of freshly 
dug graves. Now was a good time to pick up 
that painting of Tzfat again. I had already 
made a drawing on paper of the blue 
gravestones in 2014—shown on this page—
with people pouring out their hearts and 
praying the Shema Yisrael, but the canvas I 
am working on now is different, much more 
complex. 
The oil painting shows a sleeping kabbalist, 
wrapped in a tallit, supporting his head with 
his arm, lying on a low, domed mausoleum. 
He is surrounded by the heavenly blue 
graves of famous and less famous kabbalists 
and their students. Many of the tziyunim, 
grave-markers, are topped with a lamp, 
candles, and little pebbles, left by visitors 
wishing to honor the deceased. I imagine, how it would look if all these candles and 
lamps were lit at night. When I was in my parents’ town in Holland, I attended the yearly 
nocturnal ceremony at the local cemetery, that has both Jewish and non-Jewish graves. 
People bring candles and tea lights in glass jars, to protect them from the wind, and place 
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them on a grave of a beloved or unknown person. These little flames, 
which symbolize the souls of the deceased, light up the otherwise 
pitch-black, vast plot of land. At certain points along the lanes between 
the graves were wood-fires in metal baskets. You smelled them and 
heard them crackle. This greatly inspired me. Therefore, all the lamps 
and candles in my painting are lit. There is a 
memorial lamp hanging from the sky. The stones in 
the canvas are decorated with common Jewish 

symbols, such as the two blessing hands of a kohen (priest), a 
menorah, and sepulchral inscriptions, like פ׳׳ט or פ׳׳נ, Here is hidden/
buried, and the letters ת׳נ׳צ׳ב׳ה׳, an acronym of May his/her soul be 
bundled in the bundle of life. But there are more things between 
heaven and earth than most people dream of in their philosophy. 
Between the stones, some of which look like chairs, or thrones, with their large, 
horizontal slabs, hover the souls of the deceased. At the right side of the canvas, ten of 
them, each man wrapped in his tallit, daven (pray) in a minyan, a quorum. Others are 
resting quietly under their stones, or they are engaged in a conversation with each other. 
This idea is not new. It has been already mentioned in the Talmud and other early 
sources. A cemetery is a lebedike (Yiddish: lively) place in my opinion, because the 
thoughts, the lived lives, loves, emotions, and conversations of the deceased remain and 
hang around. In Ansky’s Yiddish play Der Dybbuk, which is based on an old Eastern 
European folktale, one of the characters wonders aloud, what happens to words and 
prayers not spoken, unfulfilled plans, deeds not done, and thoughts not thought of those 
who departed before their time, too early. Are they still around, like in my painting? 

 The three large letters in the canvas, א aleph (in red, in the sky), mem מ (in blue, in 
front of the domed building), and shin ש (in diaphanous white, to the right of the blue 
angel) refer to an important kabbalistic work, the mystical Sefer Yetzirah, the Book of 
Creation, which has been ascribed to Avraham Avinu and Rabbi Akiva. These three 
letters are the so-called “mothers” in the aleph-bet. The “mothers” are associated with the 
three attributes in the top of the Sefirot Tree of Divine Attributes, respectively, א is keter, 
the Crown, connected with air and breathing, מ is chokhmah, Wisdom, which implies 
calmness, the sound of water, and prophecy, and ש is binah, (intuitive) Insight. The mem 
and the shin are like the pans of a scale, one for merit (mem, producing a happy mmmm 
sound), the other for negativity (shin, which produces a hissing sound). The pointer and 
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fulcrum in the middle is the aleph, which produces a breathing or sighing sound, to keep 
them in balance. These letters add sounds to the painting. The “mothers” are compared to 
the two hands and the tongue, which is one of the most powerful organs of man. They 
have many more mystical connotations, such as the shin and mem as phonemes in the 
word chashmal, the biblical fiery, sparky angels in the mystical vision in Ezekiel 1:4. 
Chashmal contains the syllables chash (silence) and mal (speaking), which is a mystical 
pseudo-contradictio in terminis, speaking silence. Shin and mem form the word שם shem 
(name) and refer to the mystical Names of G-d. The flashes of light in the painting refer 
to the chashmal sparks. Their light is engulfing the angels and many of the kabbalists 
between the graves, creating auras, and going far beyond the lamps on the stones. 

 The two large angels in the dream of the sleeping kabbalist lying on top of the little 
domed building, one blue and one red, are based on a different concept, derived from 
Maimonides’ treatise about who is worthy to be a prophet. Rambam states, that it is 
essential for such a person to have a great imagination. This enables him to translate G-
d’s prophecies into the images and language that mortal people are capable of 
understanding. He must posses a sterling and humble character, and a commitment to 
fulfilling the mitzvot, the 613 precepts of the Torah. If a man qualifies, says Maimonides, 
he will see “G’d and His angels,” in my painting personified by the Archangels Michael 
(in blue, like water) and Gabriel (in red, like fire), the two protectors of Israel. The 
medieval kabbalist Avraham Abulafia identifies Michael and Gabriel with Metatron and 
Sandalphon, who are in charge, respectively, of the active intellect and corporeality. This 
does not imply that the sleeping kabbalist is a prophet. There are no more prophets in 
post-biblical times. The sleeping man merely sees these angels in his dream and, 
therefore, does qualify as a good, pious, wise, and honest man.  
  
 A few days ago, I read a strange article in an Israeli news site. Ancient mikvaot 
(ritual baths) in Israel are currently closed for visitors because of the corona situation. 
Some say, that since it is now quiet at night and there are no people, the dead come to dip 
in these mikvaot. Left behind shrouds were found on a wall, after the dead were 
presumably disturbed and had to remove themselves in a hurry to avoid to running into 
the living. Such stories are not new, either. In Eastern European folktales, like Der 
Dybbuk, the dead gather to pray at night in the empty synagogue. Why would they not 
visit the mikvah as well, like they did during their lifetime? This news article changed my 
initial concept of a sleeping kabbalist on top of a mausoleum. Instead of depicting a 
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mausoleum with a locked wooden door, I transformed the entrance into a velvety black-
purplish opening, leading the visitor down a flight of stairs to a subterranean water basin, 
a mikvah. The soul of an ancient kabbalist just steps over the threshold, half absorbed by 
the darkness, holding up a lantern with dark light. This is a contradictio in terminis 
explaining that the world of the dead is upside down, the opposite of the world of the 

living. In several of my former paintings, for 
instance, about the Golem of Prague and the 
famous Prague cemetery—depicted in the 
bottom right corner of the painting that is 
shown on this page—I have turned the 
graves upside down. However, in the dream 
of the kabbalist, which he shares with us in 
my canvas, the graves are in their right and 
erect position as they are seen by the living.  

Would I have painted the dream of the 
kabbalist in the same manner, if I had not 
seen that Israeli article about the mikvaot? 
No. And would I have painted the scene 
differently, if I would not have noticed all 
these fresh graves behind my studio during 
my short walks? Probably. My painting 

shows clearly, how an initial idea of an artist can and does change under different 
circumstances, and how the environment and experiences of artists influence them, even 
when they are—like in my case—confined to a (basement) studio most of the time.  
There is always light. But you have to paint it yourself. 
I invite my fellow artists to show work of yours that has been changed by our current 
circumstances. 

Be safe, and keep creating!  

Shoshannah Brombacher Ph.D., vice-president of the AGJA,  
Brooklyn, April 2020 
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