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

Foreword
Steven C. Schachter, M.D.

Chief Academic Officer, Consortia for Improving Medicine 
with Innovation and Technology; Professor of Neurology, 

Harvard Medical School

The clues to answering age-old questions may turn out 
to be just as old as the questions themselves.

In this thought-provoking book, Shahar Arzy and Moshe 
Idel present compelling evidence that over hundreds of years, 
a group of mystics, collectively part of the Jewish Kabbalah, 
mastered techniques to probe and potentially unlock the secrets 
of human consciousness, mind and body, sense of self, and 
ecstatic experiences.

The substantial body of knowledge given to us by Kab-
balah mystics and explored in this book complements and 
greatly expands upon insights to these phenomena from other 
sources. For instance, as the authors note, similar experiences 
have been spontaneously reported by people in the context of 
their epileptic seizures. The so-called ecstatic seizure became 
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widely known through the books of Fyodor Dostoevsky. In 
describing his own seizures, Dostoevsky said: “I experience such 
happiness as is impossible under ordinary conditions, and of 
which other people can have no notion. I feel complete har-
mony in myself and in the world and this feeling is so strong 
and sweet that for several seconds of such bliss one would give 
10 years of one’s life, indeed perhaps one’s whole life” (as noted 
in Dostoevsky: His Life and Art, by Avrahm Yarmolinsky). Like-
wise, blissful states have been described in detail by non-Kab-
balah practitioners of meditation.

With this immeasurably valuable treasure trove uncovered 
by the authors, will we, as they suggest, come closer to under-
standing these longstanding and beguiling issues? Can we in-
deed “decode the brain mechanisms and processes” by studying 
the mystics’ methods and experiences through the lenses of 
modern neurological and cognitive sciences and our own 
worldviews?

Perhaps so, though in keeping with Kabbalah teaching, it 
will require patience and diligence.





Introduction

T
he human body and self play a prominent role in 
mysticism.1 Various mystics have endeavored to 
achieve altered bodily states, such as a feeling of their 
body expanding beyond its physical limits, a feeling 

of “forgetting” their body, or sensing “something” filling it.2 
Some have reported perceiving the self as doubled, elevated, or 
semipermeable, whereas others have reported a sense of unity 
between self and object, a splitting of the self, or an experience 
of themselves in nonhabitual positions.3 These altered states 
further enabled the mystics to investigate the boundaries of 
mind, consciousness, and self, for it is from these altered states 
that these obscure mental functions might be newly enlightened. 
In particular, practitioners of ecstatic mysticism developed 
complicated techniques of mental imagery, transformation, and 
concentration for bringing about altered conscious states; 
through such techniques mystics could frame their ideas and 
wonderments in kinds of settings that could help lead to con-
clusions about their own selves, consciousness, and minds.
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Self, consciousness, and mind recently have become 
main subjects for investigation in the nascent field of cogni-
tive neuroscience. Dealing mostly with functions such as 
memory, learning, perception, and attention, the cognitive 
neurosciences started to enlarge their scope to ask questions 
not only about specific functions but also about the system 
that these functions serve—that is, the human self. Studies of 
patients serve as a main route in these explorations. In par-
ticular, patients with altered perceptions of their bodies gave 
rise to the field of bodily consciousness, and patients in dis-
sociative states—in which the unity or continuity of con-
sciousness, identity, and body representation are disrupted—
teach us about the importance of this integration to our 
mental life.

In this book we investigate the phenomenology, neurol-
ogy, and underlying cognitive mechanisms of ecstatic mystical 
experiences as described in the writings of mystics of major 
trends in Jewish Kabbalah, including the prophetic Kabbalah, 
the Lurianic Kabbalah, Sabbateanism, and Hasidism. These 
mystics achieved their most prominent mystical experiences by 
using practical ecstatic techniques that changed their percep-
tions of body and self. We detail experiences, techniques, re-
ports, and instructions as described by the mystics themselves. 
These are compared with similar phenomena found nowadays 
in neurological patients as well as investigated and induced in 
healthy individuals in the laboratory. Using neurological and 
neuropsychological studies, analyses of brain lesions, experi-
mental psychology, neurophysiology, and neuroimaging, we 
endeavor to decode the neurocognitive mechanisms and pro-
cesses underlying these mystical experiences. This enables 
further understanding not only of the mystical techniques but 
also of the ecstatic experiences and their various contexts.
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Several attempts have been made in recent years to explore 
the links between mystical experiences in various cultures  
and the neurosciences. Here we focus on (1) ecstatic Jewish 
mystics and (2) autoscopic and dissociative experiences. Read-
ers interested in broader studies of religious experience and the 
brain may want to consult more general works, such as Patrick 
McNamara’s The Neuroscience of Religious Experience.

The first chapter presents the main approaches to mysti-
cal experiences in religious studies and discusses the advan-
tages and disadvantages of our phenomenological technique-
oriented and brain-based approach. The second chapter 
highlights the central role of ecstasy in mysticism and presents 
the four main Kabbalistic ecstatic experiences: autoscopic ec-
stasy, ascension ecstasy, unitive ecstasy, and dissociative ecstasy. 
The third chapter analyzes autoscopic, ascension, and unitive 
ecstasies, differentiating them with respect to both phenomeno-
logical characteristics and underlying neurocognitive mecha-
nisms. The fourth chapter analyzes the dissociative experience, 
distinguishing between trance and possession dissociation  
and characterizing their neurocognitive correlates. For readers 
not well acquainted with neurology and cognitive brain sci-
ences, Appendix A presents information processing in the  
brain, discussing the main functional cerebral networks and 
specialized high-order brain activities relevant to this book.  
For readers outside of religious studies, Appendix B provides 
information about the main mystical figure in this book— 
Abraham Abulafia.

Notably, this book does not attempt to reduce the mysti-
cal experience into a “simple” neurocognitive pattern. Rather, 
by strict phenomenological and technical analyses, compared 
with modern findings of cognitive neuroscience, we try to 
decipher the complexity of the mystical experience by pointing 
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to its underlying neurocognitive mechanisms. It is from these 
very basic elements that further investigations—such as the 
comparison of different mystical circles or reconstructions of 
rituals, techniques, and teachings—may be obtained. Moreover, 
we suggest that these mystics may partially share common in-
terests of modern cognitive neuroscientists in the quest for 
better understanding of mind, consciousness, and self. We 
therefore hope that these analyses will deepen our understand-
ing of the subjective experience that these Kabbalah mystics 
attempted to induce and explore. Such an approach may also 
favorably benefit consciousness studies and the neurocognitive 
understanding of the “self.” As philosopher Thomas Metzinger 
claims, “Our traditional, folk-phenomenological concept of a 
‘soul’ may have its origins in accurate and truthful first-person 
reports about the experiential content of a specific neurophe-
nomenological state-class.”4 In other words, our contemporary 
reflections of consciousness, self, and mind might have emerged 
from the older notion of “soul” or “proto-concept of mind,” 
which in turn may be a derivate of the introspective experi-
ences that led humans to start reflecting about self, conscious-
ness, and mind. The ecstatic Kabbalah mystics may therefore 
be considered pioneering investigators of the human self, con-
sciousness, and mind.





I
Justification of a Neurocognitive 

Approach to Mystical Experiences

1.  Four Main Approaches to Mystical Experiences

I
mportant as they are for mystical and religious figures as 
well as for scholars of mysticism, mystical experiences 
are hardly accessible to investigation. A major problem 
is that reports, oral and written, are unable to express 

these most intimate and private experiences of human mental 
life. Moreover, most of those documents consist of terminolo-
gies, theologies, and sometimes forms of realia that differ from 
the mentalities and the religiosities one may encounter in or-
dinary life. Many religious figures, however, will eventually 
claim differently that tradition is so powerful that it may pre-
serve and facilitate the repetition of the paradigmatic experi-
ences of the ancients, even millennia after the experience. In 
fact, repeating these paradigms, or at least following them, 
might shed new light on the intimate experiences reported by 
the mystics.
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Four main approaches attempt to understand mystical 
experiences. The older and the most dominant is the theo-
logical approach.1 According to this approach, the reports and 
practices of the mystics allow the learning of something about 
the nature of the entity revealing itself in that experience: God 
or angels, sometimes of the demonic world. It is less the message 
itself than the source of the message that counts. For those who 
seek some form of knowledge about the nature of the deity 
from fathoming the accounts of revelations, the message is the 
representation of the otherwise hidden nature of the Supreme 
Being. Such a process might be seen with respect to the central 
book of the Jewish religion: the Hebrew Bible. Very much a 
mythological and not a theological book, the Hebrew Bible 
became the foundation of an infinite number of speculations 
about God and the divine world that constitutes much of West-
ern theology. This theologization of the Bible is a matter not 
only of biblical studies, but also of the way in which the mod-
ern study of Jewish mysticism operates.2 The theological ap-
proach, however, does not necessarily reflect the internal world 
of the experiencer or his self-interest in the mystical activity.3 
The reader might then wonder: what causes the mystic to 
dedicate so much effort and energy to the preparations and 
praxis required to attain mystical experiences instead of deriv-
ing them from authorized sources such as the Bible?

A second, more scholarly approach is concerned with the 
social role of the mystic as reflecting the society in which he is 
active rather than regarding the content of the revelation as a 
message directed to the society. According to this sociological 
approach, the mystical message might represent the “spirit” of 
the society in language, ethics, or practice. Thus, mystical ex-
periences become a form of transformation of collective values 
into a somehow novel message that both reflects and shapes 
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the society in which the recipient of the revelation operates. 
Religious documents therefore become anthropological, socio-
logical, and historical documents that purport to represent 
something about a society and the interactions between that 
society and the elite individuals who produce the religious 
documents.4 Categorically speaking, this approach does not 
examine the intimate world of the mystic or his self-motivation.

The third approach is psychoanalytical. Psychologists of 
the psychoanalytical perspective basically see the religious ex-
perience as a form of inner experience, shaped by the indi-
vidual history of the person who undergoes that experience. 
These psychoanalysts might be able to highlight internal or 
psychic aspects of the mystical experience, yet they inspect 
religious documents dealing with such experiences mainly to 
elicit from those texts some general knowledge about human 
mental life. This might be why psychoanalysts such as Sigmund 
Freud and Carl G. Jung wrote so much about religious texts: 
they were looking for the hidden mental mechanisms as re-
flected in myths and symbols that expressed ancient experi-
ences but also left their imprint on the present. To reiterate, in 
these cases it is not the nature of the Supreme Being or of so-
ciety that stands at the center of the investigation but some 
form of decoding the texts in order to penetrate the uncon-
scious, the archetype, the underlying myths probably encoded 
in the mystics’ reports of their experiences. Yet these are related 
to humans in general and not to the self-interest of the mystics 
themselves.

A fourth approach that tried to deal with the mystical 
experience itself was introduced by the American psychologist 
and philosopher William James. In his Varieties of Religious 
Experience James analyzed as a primary source the reports of 
religious figures (prominent ones as well as laypeople), rather 
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than doctrines and theories, in order to better understand usu-
ally difficult-to-investigate faculties of the human mind. In his 
monograph, James distinguishes between “the religion of 
healthy mindedness,” which is associated with positive feelings 
and internal “harmony,” and the experiences of “the sick soul,” 
which are associated with negative physical and mental feelings. 
As valuable as this book is in pioneering an investigation of 
individual first-person reports, nevertheless a general psycho-
pathological classification dominates it rather than the quest 
for understanding the mystical experience as processed in the 
mystic’s own mind.

The four main approaches to mystical experience de-
scribed here regard the texts as mirrors for a diversity of pro-
cesses that inform those texts and are otherwise impenetrable. 
The details of the reports are conceived as important, however, 
not for their content but as faithful mirrors, rather than as 
literary documents whose strategies, genres, symbols, and lin-
guistic layers shape the message as much as the emotional and 
cognitive contents that may be reflected by them. However, 
experiences, when investigated in documents, are not only re-
ported but also inevitably distorted by the complexity or the 
ineffability of the experience, postexperiential additions, or the 
linguistic and literary nets that constitute the religious docu-
ments. As in many other mental and cognitive cases, language 
not only conveys the content of the experience, a pure vessel, 
but also intervenes in its articulation, either by informing it 
with new, extraneous concepts or by expressing the nebulous 
data of the experience in terms dominant in a certain environ-
ment or culture. Just as the mystical experiences are informed 
by a variety of preexperiential elements, so postexperiential 
factors, such as other terminologies and conceptual structures 
of thought, may also inform the reports of these experiences.5 
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Therefore, an approach that seeks theological or social content 
in the report might be distorted by these external factors. A 
more precise approach might look for the basic elements in the 
description that are as free as possible from linguistic and 
other more extrinsic factors.

2.  A “Bottom-Up” Approach to Mystical 
Experiences

In lieu of the “top-down” form of scholarly discourse that 
starts with the general aspects (theology, society, archetypes, or 
psychopathology) as the most crucial issues for the most inti-
mate experience that is supposed to happen to a human being, 
we propose here to start with the experiences themselves and 
what mystics do in order to attain these experiences. Instead of 
deciding upon the nature of a certain unitive experience ac-
cording to its theoretical-general starting point, we suggest here 
an emphasis upon the more experiential components of the 
mystical event and the mechanisms in which they are processed 
in the mystic’s brain and mind. To reiterate, instead of empha-
sizing the nature of the object of the mystical union as part of 
a theological or other general top-down discourse, we direct 
our attention to the expressions related to the experience it-
self—namely, to the mystical techniques of its attainment, to 
the claims of efficacy, and to its underlying cognitive, psycho-
logical, and neurophysiological mechanisms.6 With the shift of 
focus from an overemphasis on the object of the experience to 
the experience itself, the investigation and comprehension of 
mystical experience may decisively change. Instead of dealing 
with external factors in order to establish the content of a cer-
tain phrase, we shall seek expressions related to the induction 
of the experience and its cognitive and neurophysiological  
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effects, or, explicitly, we shall expose neurocognitive mecha-
nisms that allow mystics to enter into these experiences. Indeed, 
such a shift also accepts descriptions of experiences whose 
mystical object may not be the ultimate divinity but the mystic’s 
self or body nonetheless. Moreover, it is this “bottom-up” ap-
proach that allows a significant and valid generalization, in view 
of the similarity between traditions, and in some aspects even 
identity, of the very subject of the experience: the human brain. 
According to such a phenomenological brain-based approach 
of mystical expressions,7 it will be less important if the Christian 
mystic describes his or her union with Christ or with the Father, 
if the Sufi relates his or her experience to the Hidr and not to 
Allah, if a Jewish mystic intends to become one with a lower 
Sefirah or even with the Agent Intellect and not with the Infi-
nite.8 The quality and intensity of the experience as described 
by the mystic may become crucial for the nature of the experi-
ence even more than the theological status of its content.9 This 
assessment does not mean that general factors are of no impor-
tance, but that by definition they cannot dictate all the major 
aspects of the mystical experience per se.

3.  Experiences, Radiations, and Cognitive 
Techniques

The proposed bottom-up neurocognitive approach may 
even allow elaborating more about the experience’s radiation, 
which is the effect of the notions related to the mystical experi-
ence on the religious structure. Each of the major religions 
includes several different structures that may incorporate mys-
tical components. These, in turn, might have a crucial effect on 
later developments of a certain religion, which therefore could 
not be understood solely by its own consequential theologies.
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However, by turning the attention of the study of mysti-
cism to the role of the mystical technique and its cognitive effects 
on the mystic, further crucial questions might arise: What drove 
the mystic to devote himself to their induction? How did the 
experience reward the mystic’s efforts? Or did concepts—such 
as mystical union—significantly interact with other main cog-
nitive concepts and practices, qualifying and being qualified by 
such interactions? We thus propose to look for such mutual 
radiations between key notions of certain mystical traditions. 
Such an approach will also enable us to better answer whether 
the occurrence of certain mystical formulae is merely a matter 
of convention, of sharing an en vogue vocabulary in a certain 
tradition without any experiential substratum, or whether it 
may reflect a deeper experience, by sharing mystical paths and 
techniques10 and therefore similar neurocognitive processes.

Indeed, even the abovementioned general top-down ap-
proaches to mystical experiences may profit from the under-
standing of the radiations, core techniques, and neurocognitive 
processes underlying those experiences. So, for example, iden-
tifying the neurocognitive mechanisms responsible for a central 
mystical concept such as mystical union might be related to 
other mechanisms that lead to another main kind of activity, 
such as fulfillment of the commandments. Moreover, the in-
troduction of mystical union as a prerequisite for the mystical 
intention during the performance of certain commandments 
with theurgical intention and for obtaining their desired  
influence bears evidence for a new composition of mystical 
techniques and might lead toward a full-fledged mystical  
phenomenon. Or, to take a different example: the probability 
that a certain unitive phrase stands for more than a repetition 
of a cliché but may reflect an actual experience is greater if the 
same mystic stresses that this phrase is derived from his own 
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subjective experience with techniques such as mental concen-
tration and solitude or seclusion, equanimity, and letter com-
bination.11 It seems inadequate, therefore, to decide the place 
and role of the mystical phenomenon in a certain literature 
only on the basis of the recurrence of extreme mystical expres-
sions; it is possible to somehow come closer to the actual  
significance of extreme mystical expressions not only by exam-
ining the simple semantics of the phrase, but also by decoding 
techniques used by the mystic or the group to which he belongs. 
Examining these techniques and their influence on brain pro-
cesses might foster a better understanding of the expression of 
these techniques in the mystic’s experiences and reports.12

Furthermore, applying a general classification to outstand-
ing individuals, like the prominent mystics, might reduce or at 
least deviate our understanding of their unique self-interests. 
With respect to theology, for example, some of the more learned 
among the mystics were presumably acquainted with more than 
one theology—some quite different from each other. The fol-
lowing example may illuminate the question: Abraham Abula-
fia, a thirteenth-century ecstatic mystic, was well acquainted, 
in addition to biblical and rabbinic material, with Maimonides’ 
Neoaristotelian theology, with the synthesis between the an-
thropomorphic and more speculative theology of the early-
thirteenth-century Hasidei Ashkenaz, with sefirotic theosophies 
of Catalan Kabbalists, and with Arabic and scholastic philoso-
phies (for more on Abulafia, see Appendix B). He apparently 
studied some of these before his first mystical experiences, and 
the expressions of his experiences take into consideration a 
variety of elements from some of these diverse forms of thought. 
His experiences therefore are not unified or characterized by 
one underlying theological or philosophical approach; rather, 
they are affected by the rich and complicated techniques he 
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used and their influence on certain brain mechanisms, as we 
shall see. Though Abulafia may be considered a rather extreme 
case, the same is true, though to a lesser degree, in many other 
cases in the multilayered Jewish culture, as Judaism developed 
as a minority religion in a variety of cultural environments: 
more than one theology was known, acceptable, or at least 
available to the mystics. An approach that would emphasize a 
spiritual discipline as essentially dependent on the experience’s 
technical triggers and the triggered neurocognitive mechanisms 
could integrate the different sources into a relatively coherent 
framework.

4.  Technical Constructivism from Within the Brain: 
Limitations

Although the top-down theological, social, archetypical, 
or psychopathological types of constructivism can be problem-
atic, the bottom-up approach might provoke the danger of 
technical constructivism. By this latter term we point to the 
effect of the techniques’ details on the structure of the theol-
ogy. Nevertheless, there is a certain substantial difference be-
tween the two forms of constructivism: while the top-down 
forms are prone to being exclusive and inhibiting, technical 
constructivism can be envisioned as inclusive. A variety of 
experiences can be induced by the same mystical technique—
given the diversity of the spiritual physiognomies of the mystics 
as well as environmental influences—and in some cases a va-
riety of techniques are available within the same mystical system. 
Moreover, although it is possible to postulate a certain affinity 
between the nature of the techniques and the content of the 
experience induced thereby, these techniques can incite unex-
pected experiences.13 In addition, the conservative top-down 
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approaches perceive the mystic as a representative of a certain 
religion or society and at the same time perceive the nature of 
the experience as a derivate of this religion or society, thus 
determining a closed loop. However, if we assume a significant 
affinity between the mystical experiences, the mystical tech-
niques, and the underlying neurocognitive mechanisms, we 
may speak about a form of relationship that is much more 
open-ended; we may then attempt to offer forms of categoriza-
tion that will account for the types of mystical techniques and 
their effect on the brain. Such a proposal has its strength, per-
haps, but also its limitations, and it is worthwhile to emphasize 
the latter.

One limitation is that the forms of mystical experiences 
that may be correlated to a certain type of theology are much 
more numerous than those that may be related to specific 
mystical techniques, as a scholar may be quite hesitant in re-
constructing a mystical technique without solid evidence but 
will, at the same time, more easily venture to create an affinity 
between a mystical experience and a theological stand. Second, 
not all mystical experiences are related to mystical techniques.14 
This relative absence is more evident in the Christian-Western 
forms of mysticism than in the Christian-Orthodox ones or in 
Hindu, Japanese, or Muslim forms of mysticism. Phenomeno-
logically speaking, however, Jewish mysticism belongs more to 
the latter group than to the former despite most of its main 
developments occurring in the Latin West.15 The relation be-
tween theology in general and mysticism in particular and the 
neurosciences has attracted much attention in recent years in 
scholarly literature, religious communities, and the general 
public. With the flourishing of neuroimaging techniques, many 
neuroscientists have recorded the brain activity of mystics dur-
ing their practices in order to decode the “neural mechanism” 
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underlying these practices. However, merely the “brain map-
ping” of brain activations correlated with certain practices has 
a very limited value. Here, we endeavor to use neurological, 
neuropsychological, and neuroimaging data as a platform for 
supplying an explanatory value to the mystical materials.16

The interplay between the concepts and practices con-
ceived as being mystical determinants is the nature of mystical 
literature. Yet this interplay relates to the way the concepts rep-
resent the mystical experience itself rather than to the religious 
or social systems. In our case, with respect to the centrality of 
the notion of mystical union in Jewish mysticism, for example, 
the experience itself is more important than the attempt to 
define it in a certain way, namely, that it stands for union or 
communion. Top-down approaches can develop an interesting 
typology of the meanings of mystical union but at the same time 
ignore its meaning to the mystic himself as expressed in his most 
intimate experience. It is the affinity between the mystical tech-
nique, as used by the mystic, and the altered neurocognitive 
system that may clarify the nature of the mystical union in  
a certain circle differently from one in which the mystical  
techniques are different. More impressive, in our opinion, than 
reading the Upanishads, Yogi treatises, the exercises of St.  
Ignatius, or Sufi mystical treatises is the existence of mystical 
techniques that are supposed to induce deep mystical transfor-
mations that further lead to these fascinating theologies. Like-
wise, it seems that the specific regula of a certain Christian order 
may bear evidence of its mystical character much more than the 
general theology shared by all Christian orders. It is in the prin-
cipium individuationis that better clues for the understanding 
of the specifics of mystical experiences should be searched.

We therefore propose that it is more reasonable to deduce 
the mystical nature of a system from its practices and their 
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cognitive characteristics than to reduce mysticism to a “spiri-
tual” potentiality related to a certain theological belief or to 
abstract ideas such as theism, pantheism, or panentheism.17 
Instead of working from the top down—that is, starting with 
the theological stand and deriving the kind of mysticism—we 
propose to adopt the bottom-up approach, starting with the 
details of the mystical practices and then advancing toward the 
experiences molded by these practices.18

Moreover, we propose to begin the technical constructiv-
ism from the most basic and common foundation of the mys-
tical experience: the human brain. Assuming that beyond 
theological, social, archetypical, or psychopathological differ-
ences all mystics share similar neurocognitive mechanisms,  
we hypothesize that similar techniques will influence the cogni-
tive system in a similar manner. Thus, decoding these basic 
mechanisms might supply us with a basis for reconstructing 
the experience of the mystic and his group. This reconstruction 
might further allow comparison of different mystical groups, 
nets, schools, or trends and the detection of their mutual influ-
ence. Crucial for the understanding of the differences or  
similarities between Jewish mysticism and any other form of 
mysticism will be not the very existence of the mystical experi-
ences or expressions, but the more comprehensive neurocogni-
tive mechanisms within which they eventually function. By 
investigating the various kinds of mystical paths and tech-
niques—constructing them on the basis of the underlying 
neurocognitive mechanisms and then correlating them with 
the mystical ideals—one might more reasonably decide  
whether a certain ideal was cultivated in fact rather than con-
sisting in a theoretical goal. The detailed description and 
analysis of the mystical path, the question of the occurrence of 
initiation rites, the intensity of the mystical techniques, and the 
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underlying cognitive processes and brain mechanisms may 
together testify to the extreme nature of experiences more than 
to the kind of theology that governs a certain religion. In this 
book we emphasize this route from technique through cogni-
tion to the brain and then to the ecstatic forms of the mystical 
experience. But before discussing the techniques themselves, 
we introduce ecstatic mystical experiences.
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II
Approaching Ecstatic Experiences

1.  Ecstasy and the Subjective Experience

E
xperiences are not given events, and even less so ob-
jects. They are basically remembered inner events, 
sometimes remembered after lengthy periods of time. 
Furthermore, they are oftentimes formulated in terms 

reflecting terminologies or worldviews that mystics adopted 
after the experience occurred. If ecstatic experiences are in-
volved, the awareness of what happens during these events is 
even less plausible. To stand outside oneself (“out-of-body”), 
which is the meaning of “ecstasy” (ex-stasis), and to feel what 
is going on inside is a conundrum that challenges a most inti-
mate and straightforward human state. Moreover, it requires 
the alteration of neurocognitive mechanisms that normally act 
otherwise—namely, to unify self and body. Thus, as elusive and 
volatile as mystical experiences are, ecstatic experiences are even 
more imponderable, and their literary expression is more in-
debted to conventions and terminologies that constitute forms 
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of adaptations of the inchoate cognitive and psychological 
events in the form of transmittable narratives. When interrogat-
ing the meaning of ecstasy, it does not suffice to analyze the 
semantics of the word by resorting to dictionaries and encyclo-
pedias; we should also carefully examine the ways in which 
various mystics have used the term with respect to their own 
subjective experiences. Here we suggest a neurocognitive ap-
proach from within the brain that might supply a framework 
for understanding the ecstatic experiences through the under-
lying neurocognitive mechanisms rather than through termi-
nologies or semantics. Before delving into this cognitive and 
neural basis, we should first define ecstatic experiences.

We can identify several major meanings of ecstasy in the 
modern scholarship of mysticism. There is no agreement, 
however, upon a major type of experience as ecstatic. Interest-
ingly, it was Martin Buber at the beginning of the twentieth 
century who wrote about the ancient meaning of ecstasy simi-
larly to our proposal: “Ecstasy is originally an entering into God, 
enthusiasmos, being filled with the god. Forms of this notion 
are the eating of the god; inhalation of the divine fire-breath; 
loving union with the god (this basic form remained charac-
teristic of all the later forms of mysticism); being reborn through 
the god; ascent of the soul to the god, into the god.”1 The rich-
ness of the “notion” of ecstasy encompasses most forms of 
mysticism. Remarkably, Buber himself preferred a view of ec-
stasy that is related to the unity of the self experienced by the 
mystic during his ecstatic experience. Unlike the manner in 
which Buber describes the original meaning, replete with refer-
ences to God, his own understanding is much more individual 
and anthropocentric, in line with the proposed neurocognitive 
approach. This shift from the general to the individual repre-
sents a major change in modern scholarship.
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Scholars studying ecstasy have attempted to adopt one 
basic feature of the many features attributed to ecstasy in Buber’s 
passage, applying it to certain techniques and experiences. So, 
for example, Mircea Eliade, whose book Shamanism has the 
subtitle “Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy,” takes ecstasy to be a 
state of consciousness during which the shaman ascends to 
other worlds.2 Following this track is one of the most erudite 
and innovative books on ecstasies—Ioan P. Couliano’s mono-
graph titled Expériences de l’extase—a book that has unfortu-
nately remained at the margins of scholarship on the topic, both 
in general studies and in Judaica. In this book the term “ec-
stasy” basically stands for the journey of the soul through 
various supernal realms, heavens, or planets in some Greek, 
Hellenistic, and Jewish literature of late antiquity. Looking at 
the titles of Couliano’s other books, the English revision of his 
earlier book titled Psychanodia I: A Survey of the Evidence Con-
cerning the Ascension of the Soul and Its Relevance and his later 
book Out of This World: Otherworldly Journeys from Gilgamesh 
to Albert Einstein, we can well perceive his main intention when 
resorting to the term “ecstasy”: it involves out-of-body experi-
ences, basically a celestial journey. Though the material under 
scrutiny in Eliade and Couliano is disparate—Asian Shamanism 
in the former and Hellenistic and Jewish material in the lat-
ter—the meaning of the term “ecstasy” in each is rather similar: 
challenging the habitual self of embodiment, ex-stasis per se 
manifested as out-of-body experiences and/or the ascent of the 
soul to other realms for various aims. The author of another 
earlier book on ecstasy, Ioan M. Lewis, in his Ecstatic Religion: 
An Anthropological Study of Spirit Possession and Shamanism, 
also interprets ecstasy as “dis-embodiment,” and the phenom-
ena of possession represent the thrust of his analyses. Though 
the material Lewis uses is closer to Eliade’s than Couliano’s, his 
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emphasis differs from that of Eliade, who did not conceive  
the phenomenon of possession as an essential feature of  
Shamanism.3

More comprehensive is the resort to the term “ecstasy” in 
the more recent monograph of Jess B. Hollenback, who sees in 
the term “ex-stasis” out-of-body experiences that include a 
variety of modes, such as journeys of the soul (out of the body) 
and autoscopy (seeing an image of oneself outside the physical 
body), though not the category of trance and possession: “Ec-
stasy often appears in mystical literature to refer to an intense 
state of exaltation, bliss, and thrilling excitement that is often 
of such intensity that the mystic loses awareness of both his or 
her physical environment and body. . . . Ecstasy also has a second 
connotation that implies an even more radical process of  
abstraction from the body and the physical world.”4

Following these thinkers, we propose integrating these 
various meanings of ecstasy. To reiterate, we propose seeing 
ecstatic experiences as including out-of-body experiences, 
autoscopy, and trance/possession. The expressions that may be 
described as states of ecstasy recur especially in the literature 
of ecstatic Kabbalah, which, under the influence of Abraham 
Abulafia’s thought, developed at the end of the thirteenth and 
beginning of the fourteenth centuries. However, this is actu-
ally part of a wider structure, the ecstatic model, which includes 
practices discussed in this book. Thus, various elements of the 
ecstatic model are easily detectable in Neoplatonic philosophy 
and in Geronese Kabbalah. The gist of the description below 
has to do with covering a variety of experiences in which the 
self is imagined to be, in one way or another, in (embodied) or 
out of (disembodied) the body, or replaced by another “per-
sonality” in the physical body. In order to enable an investigation 
of these experiences, we shall first check the existence of the 
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different categories of embodiment in Jewish material and at-
tempt to avoid referring to the more diffuse and vague meaning 
of ecstasy as a feeling of elation, intoxication, excitement, or 
rapture that is sometimes found in scholarship and in some 
mystical texts.5

2.  Ecstasy in Judaism

Attempting to describe Judaism is challenging. It is not 
only a matter of the polymorphous nature of the phenomenon, 
as we shall see immediately, but also that Judaism is an ongoing 
process, whose recent articulations project backward into the 
past and depend on our understanding of that past. Even more 
difficult is to describe ecstasy in Judaism. With the exception 
of Philo of Alexandria (an important one), the Greek term “ex-
stasis” was never—as far as we know—used by a Jewish mystic 
or even by a traditional Jew before the twentieth century. The 
problem is to identify Hebrew terms or descriptions that may 
correspond to ecstasy or to experiences related to what has been 
conceived of as ecstatic in the senses mentioned above. We shall 
deal here with three major concepts of ecstasy: disembodiment 
(the divestment of corporeality), prophecy, and alterations of 
consciousness. The exact meaning of these concepts is not  
yet clear (and not yet comparable to terms for ecstasy in other 
traditions, such as wajd or wujud in Islam, or Hindu views 
related to Tantra, or parallels in Shamanism). In Jewish mysti-
cism, however, all the categories mentioned above may be found 
and, notably, be related to certain techniques.6 In this we differ 
from the opinion of the most prominent scholar of Kabbalah, 
Gershom Scholem, which is worth noting.

When describing the earliest extensive brand of Jewish 
mystical literature, the Heikhalot literature of late antiquity, 
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Scholem emphasizes that “ecstasy there was, and this funda-
mental experience must have been a source of religious inspira-
tion, but we find no trace of a mystical union between the soul 
and God. Throughout there remained an almost exaggerated 
consciousness of God’s otherness, nor does the identity and 
individuality of the mystic become blurred even at the height 
of ecstatic passion.”7

This emphasis on the difference between ecstasy and unio-
mystica (mystical union) recurs in Scholem’s description of all 
the major forms of Jewish mysticism. “No trace of mystical 
union” is a strong negation. Later on in the same book he  
further states:

It is only in extremely rare cases that ecstasy signi-
fies actual union with God in which the human in-
dividuality abandons itself to the rapture of the 
complete submission in the divine stream. Even in 
his ecstatic frame of mind the Jewish mystic almost 
invariably retains a sense of the distance between 
the Creator and His creature . . . he does not regard 
it [ecstasy] as constituting anything so extravagant 
as identity between the Creator and creature.8

It is interesting that Scholem distinguishes, at least implicitly, 
between moderate ecstasy and extreme forms that may culmi-
nate in union. Scholem’s emphasis on the basic difference be-
tween Creator and creature recurs in his vision of Judaism.  
In fact, the predominance of this ontological distance, which 
Scholem attributes to the classic Kabbalistic text the Zohar is 
the explanation he proposes for its extraordinary success.9 In-
deed, Scholem restricts the extreme forms of ecstasy exclu-
sively to Abraham Abulafia’s Kabbalah but claims that even in 
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the writings of Abulafia’s followers “there is little of the latter’s 
ecstatic extravagance, and ecstasy itself is moderated into de-
vekut [unio-mystica].” Nevertheless, he admits that in the school 
of the leading Hasidic master of the mid-eighteenth century, 
Rabbi Dov Baer of Mezeritch, descriptions of “ecstatic abandon” 
exist.10

To summarize Scholem’s view of ecstasy: he occasionally 
admits that ecstatic experiences are found in three major forms 
of Jewish literature: the Heikhalot literature of late antiquity, 
Abulafia’s medieval Kabbalah, and premodern Polish Hasidism. 
He sometimes also described the messianic figure of Sabbatai 
Zevi (1626–ca. 1676) as an ecstatic. Even in those cases, how-
ever, Scholem attempts to relegate the extreme forms of ec-
stasy to the margin of his general picture of Jewish mysticism. 
The attempts that Scholem’s students made to qualify his stron-
ger demarcation between Jewish mysticism and other forms of 
mysticism having descriptions of unitive experiences even 
further reduced the realm of ecstatic experiences in Jewish 
mysticism. This stands against our claim that (1) ecstasy is a 
major form of mysticism, including Jewish mysticism; and (2) 
ecstasy plays a major role in developing a bottom-up approach 
to the study of mystical experiences.

In fact, Scholem’s view of ecstasy represents a later version 
of a strong and widespread phenomenology of religion, found 
in an influential distinction that became a tradition in the 
scholarship of religion and is therefore worth mentioning here. 
So, for example, in his classic book on ancient Judaism Max 
Weber wrote:

The prophet never knew himself emancipated 
from suffering, be it only from the bondage of sin. 
There was no room for a unio-mystica, not to men-
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tion the inner oceanic tranquility of the Buddhistic 
arhat. . . . Likewise his personal majesty as a ruler 
precluded all thought of mystic communion with 
God as a quality of man’s relation to him. No true 
Yahwe prophet and no creature at all could even 
have dared to claim anything of the sort, much less 
the deification of self. . . . The prophet could never 
arrive at a permanent inner peace with God. Yah-
we’s nature precluded it. There is no reason to as-
sume the apathetic-mystic states of Indian stamp 
have not also been experienced on Palestinian soil.11

A sharp distinction is drawn between the divine and hu-
man beings, even the prophet. In ancient Judaism, according 
to Weber, “there was no room for a unio mystica,” and the 
prophet or the mystic “could [not] even have dared to claim 
anything of the sort.” The awareness of this distinction and the 
ensuing suffering are described as characteristic of the ancient 
Jewish or biblical religious landscape, a fact that precludes the 
blurring of the gap between God and humanity. Moreover, the 
nature of God hinders a more peaceful relationship between 
him and his emissary, the prophet. An immanent struggle is 
postulated, which shapes the nature of the experience. The sharp 
distinction between the prophetic and the mystical has been 
inherited from Weber and also used by Friedrich Heiler in his 
famous book on prayer and by Arnold Toynbee in his stark 
phenomenological juxtaposition of the Judaic and the Bud-
dhaic families of religion.12 In this vein, Robert Zaehner also 
wrote as follows:

If mysticism is the key to religion, then we may as 
well exclude the Jews entirely from our inquiry: for 
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Jewish mysticism, as Professor Scholem has so ad-
mirably portrayed it, except when influenced by 
Neo-Platonism and Sufism, would not appear to be 
mysticism at all. Visionary experience is not mysti-
cal experience: for mysticism means if it means 
anything, the realization of a union or a unity with 
or in something that is enormously, if not infinite-
ly, greater than the empirical self. With the Yahweh 
of the Old Testament, no such union is possible. 
Pre-Christian Judaism is not only un-mystical, it is 
anti-mystical, as is the main stream of Protestant-
ism—and for the same reason: each is exclusively 
obsessed by the transcendental holiness of God 
and man’s nothingness in the face of Him. The Jews 
rejected the Incarnation and, with it, the promise 
that as co-heirs of the God-Man they too might be 
transformed into the divine-likeness; and it is 
therefore in the very nature of the case that Jewish 
“mysticism” should at most aspire to communion 
with God, never to union.13

In many of his writings Zaehner is trapped in his stark theo-
logical distinction between theistic mysticism, positive in his 
opinion, and the monistic, which he disregarded. However, even 
in the case of a theistic religion like Judaism, real or genuine 
experiences are prevented by another stark theological assump-
tion: only the belief in incarnation ensures genuine mystical 
experiences. It seems that this erudite scholar of mysticism was 
not acquainted with Philo and possible contributions of his 
views on mysticism and ecstasy and on nascent Christian mys-
ticism. It seems that Philo even influenced Plotinus’s vision of 
mystical union.14 Western mysticism has, therefore, not only 
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a phenomenology, but also a history, and Philo preceded all the 
Neoplatonists’ and even the Middle Platonists’ discussions of 
ecstasy and mystical union. In any event, here there seems to 
be some agreement between the most prominent scholar of 
Jewish mysticism and other major scholars of mysticism regard-
ing the limited forms of ecstasy—a view that ensures maintain-
ing the difference between Judaism and other forms of religion 
in matters of mysticism.

On the other hand, in Western Europe there was a certain 
reticence toward the concept of ecstasy. As we can see in the 
survey of Hywel David Lewis, and in the much earlier descrip-
tion of ecstasy by Roger Bastide, it has oftentimes been re-
garded with suspicion. Sometimes “good” ecstasy, namely 
Christian ecstasy, was juxtaposed to the negative, almost “sui-
cidal” ecstasy of the Hindus.15 In fact, some of the “negative” 
categories in the study of religion, such as magic, regarded with 
suspicion by the Inquisition or church authorities, return 
slowly in the nomenclature of scholars. Ecstasy should be un-
derstood, together with magic or enthusiasm, as a category that 
has been more recently, and partially, emancipated from the 
negative halo of earlier generations of thinkers and scholars. 
Just as the Enlightenment and the traditional forms of  
Christianity contributed to suppressing some uneasy aspects 
of religion, also in Judaism the effect of Jewish rationalism, as 
represented by Maimonides and later figures of the Jewish 
Enlightenment, contributed to the suppression of the role 
played by magic, myth, enthusiasm, and ecstasy.16 So, for ex-
ample, one of the major analyses of the concept of prophecy in 
the Bible, Abraham J. Heschel’s The Prophets, written origi-
nally in Berlin in the 1930s, sharply distinguishes between 
prophecy and ecstasy, assuming that prophets were not ecstat-
ics. Some of the main Jewish figures who studied in Berlin, and 



	 Approaching Ecstatic Experiences

were contemporaries of Heschel, were quite reticent to admit 
the existence of ecstatic experiences in Judaism, as is the case 
of R. Joseph Baer Soloveitchik and Yeshayahu Leibowitz. In the 
last generation, however, the affinity between prophecy and 
ecstasy has been strongly emphasized. Moreover, the affinity 
between the two concepts is found explicitly in some medieval 
views of prophecy (e.g., Quis Rerum Divinarum Heres Sit, nos. 
68–70, 259–265) and even before that in Philo of Alexandria, as 
we have seen.17

Even Buber’s Ecstatic Confessions, a groundbreaking 
collection of texts in its time, allowed ecstasy quite a modest 
place in Judaism. The timid admissions of the existence  
of ecstatic experiences in mystical forms of Judaism seem  
like understatements in the light of what happened in the last 
generation of earlier rabbinic scholarship. A prominent  
example supporting our approach is the mode of prayer, de-
scribed as ecstatic prayer, cultivated by two main Mishnaic 
figures, Rabbi Hanina ben Dossa and Rabbi Akiva. Phenomeno-
logically speaking, their prayer constituted an invasion of  
the divine within the person praying, who was aware of the 
efficacy of the prayer by its smoothness.18 Ecstasy is thus not 
confined to particular small groups in Judaism but is also rep-
resented in founding documents of Rabbinism—the Mishnah 
and the Talmud.

Moreover, as recently demonstrated, ecstatic experiences, 
including unitive ones, can be found in Jewish mysticism to a 
much greater degree than Scholem and his followers claimed.19 
The ecstatic element in Jewish mysticism should thus be under-
stood as an important constant of a varying intensity rather 
than the prerogative of a certain phase or school. However, the 
nature of ecstasy in Jewish mysticism as expressed in its phe-
nomenological, technical, and philosophical characteristics  
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has not yet been tackled in a systematic manner. A preliminary 
attempt to begin to do so is made here.

3.  Four Basic Levels of Ecstasy in Jewish Mysticism

Generally, we should distinguish among four basic levels 
of ecstasy:

1.	 The ecstatic description: various descriptions of 
ecstatic experiences, reported by the mystic.

2.	 The ecstatic model: namely, the conjugation be-
tween a technique and an experience ensuing 
from resorting to the technique.

3.	 Ecstatic Kabbalah: a school that produced a lit-
erature that gravitates around the centrality of 
attaining an ecstatic experience.

4.	 The ecstatic brain: neurocognitive mechanisms 
that are altered by the ecstatic technique, giving 
rise to the ecstatic experience.

The descriptions of an ecstatic experience (level 1) may 
appear in a variety of literatures, such as poetry or autobiogra-
phy, or even in Kabbalistic books that have other religious foci 
as their main concern. The ecstatic model (level 2) is much 
more restricted and is found in Kabbalistic forms of literature 
or their sources (level 3), via alterations of certain neurocogni-
tive mechanisms (level 4), though those cannot discriminately 
characterize a certain school. The ecstatic model (level 2) can 
be conjugated to other Kabbalistic models and may be related 
to more complex structures (level 4).20 Ecstatic Kabbalah 
(level 3) is a school that not only deals with techniques and 
descriptions of experiences, but sees them as the focal point of 
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religious life. It therefore includes both the descriptions of the 
experience and the ecstatic model, or models, but attributes to 
them a centrality that differs from the mere recording of the 
ecstatic experience. Consequently, ecstatic Kabbalah creates a 
new religiosity much more focused around the ultimate role of 
the ecstatic experience, and it therefore also imparts a special 
role to altered consciousness. A description of an experience 
and a discussion of an ecstatic model may move from an ec-
static Kabbalist to another who does not belong to this school 
without transforming the new literary milieu into a treatise 
belonging to ecstatic Kabbalah. Furthermore, Kabbalistic trends 
that traditionally belong to a circle not considered an ecstatic 
type of Kabbalah, such as Lurianic Kabbalah, might demonstrate 
characteristics and writings with a highly ecstatic emphasis. A 
deep look into the descriptions, models, and techniques that 
different mystics use might therefore lead to a remapping of 
ecstasy in Jewish mysticism.

4.  Four Types of Ecstatic Experience in 
Jewish Mysticism

Following the descriptions above, we may distinguish 
among four major subtypes in ecstatic Kabbalah: autoscopic 
ecstasy, in which the mystic has the impression of seeing an 
image of himself in the extracorporeal space; ascensional ec-
stasy, in which the mystic experiences leaving the body, para-
lyzed or asleep, with a paranormal experience of encountering 
“heavenly entities”; unitive ecstasy, which is the experience of 
unification with the divine; and dissociative (possessive) ec-
stasy, in which an “external entity” inhabits the mystic’s mental 
state. These four forms of ecstasy hold a triple process in com-
mon: first, general intention toward a separation of the “soul” 
from the body, reflected in the prefix “ex-” in the term “ecstasy” 
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(ex-stasis); second, the occurrence of a unique ecstatic event, 
which differs from one category to another; and third, each of 
those experiences being related to a distinct neurocognitive 
mechanism. After the moment of “mental dissociation,” the 
mystic experiences an alteration of his habitual experience of 
himself as residing in the physical body, although this feeling 
differs from one category of ecstasy to another.21

Traditionally, this process embraces two phases. The first 
is mutative (mutatis mutandis), related to what is known as via 
purgativa (the way of purification) and to techniques to remove 
common experiences in order to prepare for the higher experi-
ences, approximating via unitiva. The occurrence of the second 
phase involves a change in the mystic’s habitual subjective ex-
perience of the location of the self, from residing within the 
physical body (embodied) to a new altered experience (embod-
ied or disembodied). This alteration of the habitual sense  
of self differentiates ecstatic experiences from more general 
unitive experiences in which expressions of a nonhabitual sense 
of self are not essential. A distinct change in self- and body-
processing is characteristic of the four main types of ecstatic 
experiences we survey in this book and is parallel to the way in 
which each experience differs from one Jewish mystical school 
to another.

To reiterate, unlike most mystical phenomena, which are 
described as unitive or communitive, ecstasy involves a moment 
of dramatic shift or change in the experience of the self because 
the ecstatic techniques aim to challenge the mystic’s habitual 
experience of body and self. It is therefore not just the intensi-
fication of earlier forms of activity, or the mental imagery of 
the mystic’s self to what he assumes is a higher entity, though 
these processes may be part of the path followed by ecstatics. 
Ecstasy is thus less a continuous development that may culmi-
nate in arriving at or adhering to a divine source than it is a 
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sudden event, which may indeed be expected, cultivated, and 
induced. This induction is performed through the use of certain 
techniques that in turn operate on specific neurocognitive 
mechanisms that challenge the mystic’s habitual perception of 
the self.

5.  Ecstasy and the Cognitive Neuroscience 
of the Self

Recently, a new domain joined the relatively new field of 
cognitive neuroscience: the study of the human self. Scientists 
have now begun to refer not only to “perception” or “action,” 
but also to the “perceiver” or “actor,” that is, the human self. 
Similarly to mystical experience, the nascent study of the self 
has a special interest in phenomena in which self and body are 
dissociated. Not only within the field of cognitive neurosci-
ences, the study of the human self has also developed in paral-
lel in philosophy and psychology.22 A main source of evidence 
in the study of the self is clinical observations from neurology 
and psychiatry, including conditions in which the habitual 
perception of self and body is challenged. These conditions 
include, for instance, asomatognosia (the feeling that part of 
the body does not exist or is out of corporeal awareness), de-
lusional misidentification syndromes (belief that a person, 
object, place, or event is duplicated or replaced), and phantom 
limb (the vivid impression that an amputated limb is still pres-
ent).23 Recent evidence demonstrates that these phenomena are 
not only found in pathological states of the human brain, but 
are also inducible in healthy subjects by various manipulations 
or focal electrical cortical stimulation. This accords with ob-
servations of some of these experiences being found in the 
healthy population.24



Approaching Ecstatic Experiences	 

Recently, cognitive neuroscience began to define and 
explore different processes that are related to the self and might 
be disturbed in various clinical conditions and laboratory set-
tings. These include phenomena such as agency (the sense of 
being the one who is causing or generating an action) and 
ownership (the sense of being the one who is undergoing an 
experience), which are disturbed in dissociative states. These 
processes also include the distinction between self and other, 
as challenged in delusional misidentification syndromes, as well 
as visuo-spatial perspective taking and spatial unity between 
self and body, which are disturbed in autoscopic phenomena.25

In fact, these faculties are the cognitive processes that are 
disrupted during ecstatic experiences. In contrast to religious 
studies, however, cognitive neurosciences can get behind the 
phenomenological reports and further explore them by using 
various methods, such as clinical evaluation, neuropsycho-
logical examination, anatomical and functional neuroimaging, 
electrophysiological recording, induction by a variety of ma-
nipulations or in virtual reality, and various experimental 
paradigms in both healthy subjects and neurological and  
psychiatric patients. Here we apply this approach in order to 
explore ancient mystical reports. We gather evidence from 
experimental psychology, phenomenology, clinical neurology, 
and functional brain imaging in order to further understand 
how different techniques that mystics used influenced neuro-
cognitive processes and how these processes further led to their 
reported mystical experiences. Notably, this is not an attempt 
to demystify these experiences (as demystification does not 
serve hermeneutics)26 or to simply reduce the mystical experi-
ence to a neurocognitive pattern. Rather, by a strict analysis of 
the phenomenological reports and the techniques used, in 
comparison to modern findings of cognitive neuroscience  
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using the abovementioned methods, we try to decipher the 
complexity of the mystical experiences by decoding their un-
derlying cognitive mechanisms. These might be later recon-
structed for mystical experiences as practiced or formulated by 
different mystical schools, circles, and trends. Such an analysis, 
we hope, will deepen our understanding of the subjective ex-
perience that these outstanding mystical figures endeavored so 
intensely to evoke in their own selves.





III
The One out There

Autoscopic Phenomena in Jewish Mysticism

1.  Ex-Stasis: Out of the Body

E
cstatic mystics from various traditions and periods 
used altered bodily states in order to develop concepts 
of mind and consciousness.1 This is reflected in the 
term “ex-stasis,” which might be understood literally 

as “out-of-body experience.” In particular, certain ecstatic Jew-
ish mystical schools, many of them led by prominent Kabbal-
istic figures, devoted their efforts to developing and practicing 
cognitive techniques aimed at inducing out-of-body and re-
lated experiences in order to extend concepts of mind, embodi-
ment, and the mental world.2 Out-of-body experiences belong 
to a group of experiences known as “autoscopic phenomena,” 
defined as illusory visual experiences during which humans 
have the impression of seeing an image of their own body in 
an extrapersonal space.3 As for mystical experiences, the im-
portance of these phenomena to the study of the “self” is derived 



	 One out There: Autoscopic Phenomena

from the isolation during these experiences of a fundamental 
component of the self as one experiences oneself beyond one’s 
habitual corporeal boundaries. In this kind of experience, one 
may see oneself from a different perspective and might conse-
quently achieve novel insights about the nature of the self. This, 
in turn, may supply the experiencer with novel observations 
that may be of importance for both cognitive and mystical 
points of view.

This chapter discusses different kinds of ecstatic Kab-
balah experiences in relation to the modern investigation of 
autoscopic phenomena. Various groups from ecstatic Kabbalah 
that voluntarily induced ecstatic experiences by using specific 
techniques are described and their detailed reports are com-
pared with the experiences of contemporary healthy people 
and those of patients with brain damage in order to understand 
the cognitive mechanisms behind the phenomena.4 The com-
prehension of ecstatic experiences with respect to known 
neurological phenomena, as autoscopic phenomena indeed are, 
may facilitate further understanding of religious and mystical 
experiences. As we have said, instead of exploring these complex 
phenomena from the top down, according to their historical 
backgrounds or theosophical meanings, here we investigate 
them from the bottom up, from the basic phenomenological 
and cognitive characteristics behind the experience as well as 
their underlying brain mechanisms, the generators of their 
induction.5 We begin with a survey of autoscopic phenomena 
as classified by modern cognitive neuroscience.

2.  Autoscopic Phenomena

Three distinct forms of autoscopic phenomena have been 
defined (Figure 1):6



Figure 1.  Autoscopic phenomena. A: Autoscopy is the experience of seeing one’s body in extracorporeal space (as 
a “double”). The self is experienced as localized inside the boundaries of the physical body. The double (right) is 
seen from the habitual egocentric visuo-spatial perspective (left). B: Heautoscopy is when one see one’s body and 
the world in an alternating or simultaneous fashion from both extracorporeal and bodily visuo-spatial perspec-
tives. C: During an out-of-body experience one appears to “see” oneself (bottom figure) and the world from a 
location above the physical body (extracorporeal location and visuo-spatial perspective; top figure). The self is 
localized outside its physical body (disembodiment) (adapted from M. Peer, R. Lyon, and S. Arzy, “Orientation 
and disorientation: lessons from patients with epilepsy.” Epilepsy Behav 41 [2014]: 149–57; with permission).
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1.	 Autoscopy: During autoscopy, people experience 
their “self ” or center of awareness within the 
physical body, seeing a “double” of themselves in 
extrapersonal space viewed from the perspective 
of their own physical body. People who experience 
autoscopy usually describe how the impression of 
seeing an image of themselves in front of their eyes 
resembles looking into a mirror or seeing a picture 
of themselves. The autoscopic image is localized 
centrally, approximately one meter from the ex-
periencer’s physical body. The experience is usu-
ally mostly visual and is mainly experienced when 
the person is in a sitting or standing position.

2.	 Out-of-body experience: One is awake and feels the 
center of awareness as located outside the physical 
body and somewhat elevated. From this location 
one experiences seeing one’s body and the world, 
resulting in perceptions organized consistently 
with this visuo-spatial perspective. This experi-
ence combines three phenomenological elements: 
the feeling of being outside the body (disembodi-
ment), a change in the visuo-spatial perspective, 
and seeing one’s own body (autoscopy). The fol-
lowing example from Harvey Irwin (a psycholo-
gist interested in the psychological bases of the 
“paranormal”) may illustrate people’s experience 
during an out-of-body experience: “I was in bed 
and about to fall asleep when I had the distinct 
impression that ‘I’ was at the ceiling level looking 
down at my body in the bed. I was very startled 
and frightened; immediately [afterward] I felt that 
I was consciously back in the bed again.”7
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3.	 Heautoscopy: This is an intermediate phenome-
non between autoscopy and out-of-body experi-
ence. During heautoscopy, people also see their 
“double” in extrapersonal space; however, it is 
difficult for them to decide whether they are 
“disembodied,” that is, whether their sense of self 
is localized in the physical body or in the auto-
scopic body. Therefore, people experiencing 
heautoscopy may see the world from two simul-
taneous or alternating visuo-spatial perspectives: 
the habitual physical visuo-spatial perspective 
and the extracorporeal perspective. For instance, 
a neurological patient experiencing heautoscopy 
described that when he got up from bed, he 
turned around and saw himself still lying in the 
bed. He was angry about “this guy who I knew 
was myself and who would not get up and thus 
risked being late at work.” He tried to wake up 
the body in the bed by shouting at it, then by 
shaking it, and then by repeatedly jumping on it. 
His double did not show any reaction. Only then 
did the patient realize that he should be puzzled 
about his double and became increasingly scared 
by not knowing which of the two bodies he really 
was (or where his self was located). This was  
especially so because he experienced his self- 
location to be alternating between the two bodies. 
His only intention was described as trying to 
become one person again.8

Autoscopic phenomena are mainly described visually (as 
reflected by their name). However, they are not a purely visual 
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experience and thus do not originate in visual disturbance. 
Autoscopic phenomena have several associated nonvisual sen-
sations, including vestibular sensations (such as floating, eleva-
tion, lightness, tilting, or vertigo); body schema disturbances; 
and visual body part illusions (such as the shortening, trans-
formation, or movement of an extremity).

Although autoscopic phenomena are most often related 
to clinical situations, they have been found to occur in 10 percent 
of the general population, perhaps once or twice in a lifetime.9 
Likewise, autoscopic phenomena in the healthy population have 
been illustrated in many cultures and expressed in art, literature, 
ceremonies, and myths. Self-portraits have been common in 
art from time immemorial, but some prominent modern West-
ern artists have been fascinated by autoscopic phenomena. 
Pablo Picasso drew abstract and colorful doubles; Frida Kahlo 
was engaged by her suffering body and self, expressing it by 
various autoscopic positions (interestingly, she used a mirror 
attached to the ceiling of her bed for her self-portraits); René 
Magritte also challenged the possible perspectives of auto-
scopic phenomena. In literature, authors such as Fyodor  
Dostoevsky, Guy de Maupassant, and Orhan Pamuk wrote 
about doubles, and Jorge Luis Borges elaborated on “Borges 
and I.” Autoscopic phenomena also have been used in mystical 
and magical traditions from ancient times. One of the texts of 
Hellenistic magic, the “Mithras Liturgy,” contains a passage that 
speaks of man’s “perfected body.” Gnostic literature also portrays 
meetings between man and a primal celestial image, the Dop-
pelgänger. According to the Hymn of the Pearl, also called 
the Hymn of the Soul, from the Acts of Thomas, this meeting 
is one of the highest forms of self-knowledge, comparable  
to Eastern methods of yoga, Iranian Zoroastrianism, and ori-
ental-Greek Hesychasm.10
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Comparably, autoscopic phenomena have played a key role 
in the most influential trends of Jewish mysticism, which have 
in turn influenced central Christian and Muslim movements.11 
Various ecstatic Kabbalistic circles managed to induce different 
types of autoscopic phenomena. Three of these will be pre-
sented below with descriptions of experiences and approaches 
to inducing such phenomena. This will be followed by a detailed 
phenomenological analysis and discussion of the similarities 
and differences of the experiences with respect to contemporary 
autoscopic phenomena in healthy subjects and neurological 
patients. We shall then try to decode the neurocognitive mech-
anisms stimulated by the various techniques and finally evaluate 
the contribution of such an analysis to understanding these 
mystical experiences and their influence on Jewish mysticism.

3.  Autoscopic Phenomena in Ecstatic Kabbalah

In parallel to the three major forms of autoscopic phenom-
ena, we may distinguish among three major forms of experi-
ences in ecstatic Kabbalah: autoscopic ecstasy, ascension ecstasy, 
and unitive ecstasy. These forms have a double process in com-
mon: first is an impression of seeing a second body in the  
extrapersonal space, reflected in the prefix “ex-” in the term  
“ex-stasis.” Then a mentally associated event occurs, altering  
the mystic consciousness and differing from one category to 
another (like feelings of ascension or unification to/with the 
divine). Moreover, all three experiences are related to specific 
techniques devoted to removing the common habitual embod-
ied experience sensation in order to prepare the mystic for the 
ecstatic experience of a dramatic shift in corporeal awareness. 
In this way, ecstasy is less a continuous development that may 
culminate in adhering to/with a divine source than a sudden 
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event that may be expected, cultivated, and induced. Here we 
review these three main ecstatic forms and underpin the tech-
niques required to induce ecstatic experience.

Autoscopic Ecstasy

Autoscopic ecstasy is reported in the religious heritage of 
many traditions.12 In the Kabbalah its main representative is 
Rabbi Abraham Abulafia, a thirteenth-century mystic who 
mainly lived in southwestern Europe (see Appendix B). His 
mystical method focused on the nature of the human being and 
ways to reach states of prophetic-like ecstasy. The method was 
based on specific techniques, experiences, and perceptions, 
unlike other, theurgic Kabbalists, who endeavored to describe 
the structure of the divine and the processes therein. Abulafia 
envisioned his prophetic-ecstatic Kabbalah as more advanced 
than previous forms since it dealt mainly with linguistic matters. 
Thus, he invented a special technique using as its basic compo-
nents the twenty-two Hebrew letters and their combinations. 
The main “prophetic-ecstatic” experience was characterized by 
the visual appearance of a human form. This form had the ap-
pearance of the mystic himself (a double, or Doppelgänger) and 
talked to the mystic. This linkage of linguistics and human form 
is derived from the late antiquity “Book of Creation” and from 
the idea that a demiurgic power is hidden in the speech and the 
letters. Abulafia and his followers detailed their methods and 
induction techniques in their writings, describing their various 
sensations and experiences during ecstasy.13

The ecstatic Kabbalists referred to the feeling of an “auto-
scopic” body as a higher mystical achievement compared with 
other forms of mystical experience. In these other traditions  
the eventual goal is the achievement of maximal concentration 
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by repeating a simple formula, but Abulafia suggested a meth-
od based on a stimulus that continuously changes. His intention 
was not to relax the consciousness through meditation (as sug-
gested by M. Bowers and S. Glasner),14 but to “purify” it via a 
high level of concentration that required the simultaneous 
performance of many actions. For this, he used letters. He pro-
posed taking two “names,” each containing up to seventy-two 
letters, and pairing them, resulting in as many as five thousand 
combination variations (Figure 2a). He added one of five pos-
sible vowels to each letter, creating up to twenty-five thousand 
combinations. This technique may be related to absorption, 
which is considered an important factor in autoscopic phenom-
ena: an individual in a state of absorption has a “heightened 
sense of the reality of the object of attention, even when the 
object is imaginal.”15 To this base, Abulafia suggested adding 
physiological maneuvers and mental imagery, similar to those 
utilized in modern experiments in cognitive science that use 
such techniques to induce similar conditions (Figures 2b, 2c).16

Abulafia’s method includes three steps. In the first, prep-
aration, the mystic writes out different letter combinations 
(Figure 2a). In the second step, physiological maneuvers, the 
mystic chants the letters in conjunction with specific respira-
tory patterns and head positioning. In the third step, mental 
imagery of letters and human forms, the mystic imagines a 
human form and himself without a body. Then the mystic 
“draws” the letters mentally, projecting them onto the “screen” 
of the “imaginative faculty,” meaning that he mentally imagines 
the patterns of Figure 2a. He then rotates the letters and turns 
them. As Abulafia describes in Imrei Shefer:

And they [the letters], with their forms, are called 
the Clear Mirror, for all the forms having brightness 



Figure 2.  Cognitive tasks that alter perceptions. Figure a: Combina-
tions of pairs of letters and vowels (א = A; ִי = y) before and after 
transformations in Abulafia’s letter-combination task. The signs above 
and below the letters are the vowels, which indicate a different expres-
sion of each pair. Figure b: The four different stimuli as used in  
a modern letter-transformation task, designed to distinguish self-
related (first-person perspective) mental rotation from external 
mental rotation (O. Blanke et al., “Linking out-of-body experience 
and self processing to mental own-body imagery at the temporopa-
rietal junction.” J Neurosci 25 [2005]: 550–57; used with permission). 



Figure c: Modern human-figure transformations task. Four different 
stimuli as used in the “embodied” (top) and “disembodied” (bottom) 
mental imagery tasks of own-body are shown (adapted from S. Arzy, 
G. Thut et al., “Neural basis of embodiment: distinct contributions 
of temporoparietal junction and extrastriate body area.” J Neurosci 26 
[2006]: 8074–81; used with permission). The stimuli are schematic 
human figures, facing toward or away from the participant, with either 
the left or right hand marked such that it appeared to be wearing a 
gray glove and a black ring at the wrist. Both tasks involved right-left 
judgments regarding whether the marked hand of the figure corre-
sponded to the right or left hand but differed in the mental operations 
required to reach these judgments. In the embodied task, participants 
were asked to make right-left judgments after having imagined that 
the figure would be their reflection in a mirror; this involved visual 
body imagery from their own visuo-spatial perspective (embodied). 
In the disembodied task, participants were asked to make right-left 
judgments after having imagined themselves to be in the body posi-
tion of the figure and as having its visuo-spatial perspective (disem-
bodied). The correct right-left judgments per task are indicated under 
each stimulus.
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and strong radiance are included in them. And  
one who gazes at them in their forms will discover 
their secrets and speak to them, and they will speak 
to him. And they are like an image in which a man 
sees all his forms standing in front of him, and then 
he will be able to see all the general and specific 
things.17

Notably, a core characteristic of the letter-combination technique 
is absorption (a state of mental concentration), as Abulafia in-
structs the practitioner in Sefer ha-Hesheq: “and the one who 
draws them [the letters] should think as they are speaking with 
him like a man to his friend and as they are themselves men with 
speech ability.”18

We can distinguish four stages of Abulafia’s autoscopic 
ecstasy experience. The first is an experience of body-photism, 
or illumination, in which light not only surrounds the body but 
also diffuses into it, giving the impression that the body and its 
organs have become light. As the ecstatic Kabbalist continues 
to practice—combining letters and performing physiological 
maneuvers—the second experience results: the weakening of 
the body in an “absorptive” manner as described above. Sub-
sequently, the mystic may feel an enhancement of his thoughts 
and imaginative capacity. This is the third experience. The 
fourth is characterized mainly by fear and trembling. Abulafia 
emphasizes that trembling is a basic and necessary step in ob-
taining prophecy.19 Elsewhere he writes, “all your body will 
begin to tremble, and your limbs begin to shake, and you will 
fear a tremendous fear . . . and the body will tremble, like the 
rider who races the horse, who is glad and joyful, while the 
horse trembles beneath him.”20 For Abulafia, the fear is followed 
by an experience of pleasure and delight. This feeling results 
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from sensing another “spirit” within the body, as he describes 
in Otzar Eden Ganuz: “And you shall feel another spirit awaken-
ing within yourself and strengthening you and passing over 
your entire body and giving you pleasure.”21 Yet a feeling of 
happiness is rare in descriptions given by Abulafia’s followers. 
As one of his students, Rabbi Nathan ben Sa‘adyah Har’ar, writes 
(in Sha‘arei Tzedeq): “enormous trembling seized me, and I 
couldn’t gather strength, and my hairs stood up.”22 Only after 
passing through these four stages does the mystic reach his goal: 
the vision of a human form, which is closely linked to his own 
physical appearance and generally is standing in front of the 
mystic. The experience is increased when the autoscopic form 
(or double) begins to talk to the mystic, teaching him the un-
known, answering his questions, and revealing the future.23

Ascension Ecstasy

The theme of “ascent to heaven” is often mentioned in 
spiritual biographies of religious figures: mythical figures in 
Mesopotamian religions, the founders of some faiths, Siberian 
shamans, apocalyptic figures, Greek medicine men, or Jewish 
tzaddiqim (righteous). The “heavenly journey” depicted as an 
act of leaving the body is found in ancient Kabbalah in the 
Heikhalot literature and then in Safedian Kabbalah and Ha-
sidism, which emphasized autoscopic bodily forms of the ascent. 
Remarkably, these bodily forms are unique compared with the 
widespread traditions of ascent of disembodied “souls” in 
Muslim, Christian, and other mystical sources.24 The theme of 
the “ascent to the divine realm” is well represented in Jewish 
sources of late antiquity, especially in the Heikhalot literature, 
written between the third and ninth centuries, which describes 
ascents consisting mainly of the elevation of some forms of 
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autoscopic body to the “supernal realm.” According to Morton 
Smith, “we can fairly conclude that one or more techniques for 
ascent into heaven were being used in Palestine in Jesus’ days, 
and that Jesus himself may well have used one” and ascended, 
“whether in the body or out of the body.”25 Indeed, the found-
ers of the three major monotheistic religions—Moses, Jesus, 
and Mohammed—are described as being masters of the ascent 
of the soul, as they sustained their mystical experiences for long 
periods. Interestingly, all three had their revelations while as-
cending high mountains, reporting similar corporeal experi-
ences and hallucinations.26 In the ninth century such techniques 
were also used, as described by Rav Hai Gaon in his Responsa: 
“he [the mystic] must follow a certain procedure. He must fast 
a number of days and place his head between his knees and 
whisper many hymns and songs whose texts are known from 
tradition. Then he perceives, within himself and in the [internal] 
chambers, as if he saw the seven palaces with his own eyes, and 
it is as though he entered one [heavenly] palace after another 
and saw what is in there.”27 The ascent of the soul gained im-
petus from sixteenth-century Safedian Kabbalah onward. 
Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534–1572) is reported in hagiographic books 
as one “whose soul ascended nightly to the heavens and whom 
the attending angel came to accompany to the celestial acade-
my.”28 A detailed report of the ascension technique is supplied 
by Luria’s main disciple, Rabbi Hayim Vital. In his booklet 
Sha‘arei Qedusha he mentions the technique of hitbodedut—
mental concentration in solitude—not present in any other 
Kabbalistic source:

Meditate in a secluded house as above, and wrap 
yourself in a talith [prayer shawl], and sit and close 
your eyes and remove yourself from the material 



One out There: Autoscopic Phenomena	 

world, as if your soul had left your body, and ascend-
ed into the heavens. And after this divestment, read 
one mishna [postbiblical literature], whatever one 
you wish, many times, time after time, and intend 
that your soul commune with the soul of the tanna 
[authors of the mishna] mentioned in the mishna.29

Vital also emphasizes that the exit of the soul is not “as it hap-
pens in sleep,” like dreaming, but upon the activity of mental 
imagery: “because if it is so this is not a prophecy but a dream 
like all the dreams. However, the dwelling of the Holy Spirit 
upon man takes place while his soul is within him, in a state  
of awakeness, and she will not exit from him.” Vital was also 
acquainted with what we would call today synesthetic theories 
concerning the visualization of the letters of the divine name 
in different colors, letters imagined to ascend on high: “he  
visualized that above . . . there is a very great white curtain, upon 
which the Tetragrammaton is inscribed in white as snow, in 
Assyrian writing [Hebrew letters] in a certain color.”30

Eighteenth-century Hasidism preserves a unique version 
of the ascent on high. According to some texts, its founder—
Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer (Ba’al Shem Tov, or the Besht, 1698–
1760)—is reported to have performed several ascents of the 
soul. Moreover, according to his eschatological theory, redemp-
tion will come when the techniques and experience of ascend-
ing on high are disseminated to many followers. The Besht’s 
ascension technique combines isolation (hitbodedut) and prac-
tices (hanhaga), on one hand, and a certain type of mental 
imagery (yichudim) combined with repetitive incantation, 
on the other. This is supposed to be a combination of the  
Lurianic traditions mentioned above with a practice brought 
from Asia to the Moldavian Carpathians by a tribe of Magyars 
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(Csangos). Thus, this aspect of Hasidism is a unique synthesis 
of primordial themes and concepts, traditions as old and primal 
of those of the Paleolithic Age and as late and refined as those 
of the Renaissance and early modern religiosity.31

Unitive Ecstasy

If mysticism is the quintessence of religion, the quintes-
sence of mysticism is the sense of union with God. The inten-
sification of religious life that characterizes most forms of 
mysticism culminates in altered experiences, whose literary 
expression appears in descriptions of unitive relations with 
supermundane beings and sometimes ultimately with God. 
Stemming from standard religious terminology or philosoph-
ical texts, these statements attempt to convey an experience that 
surpasses ordinary states of consciousness. As Plotinus put it: 
“The barrier between the infinite and the finite is thrown down, 
and the former is brought into immediate contact with the 
latter, so that every distinction and relation of the finite van-
ishes away.”32 Aristotelian terminology primarily provided 
concepts for what is called “intellectual union.” According to 
Aristotelian epistemology, during the act of cognition, the 
knower and the known, or the intellect and the intelligible, 
become one. This is true for both human and divine acts of 
intellection. In the case of human intellection, God is the object 
of the intellect, and the experience amounts to what is known 
as mystical union. Another important source of motifs, con-
cepts, and terms supplying significant material to Jewish me-
dieval mysticism was Neoplatonism, which was mainly inter-
ested in the union of the soul with its roots, the universal soul, 
or, at times, God. Typical of Neoplatonic thought are the trans-
formation of the particular soul into the universal soul or the 
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ascent of the soul or its return as being central to the mystical 
experience.

Abraham Abulafia’s explanations of the mystical experi-
ence are important in the Aristotelian trend in Jewish mysticism; 
he describes this experience as a cleaving or union of the human 
intellect to its source in the “active intellect” or even in God, 
the “supreme intellect.” This union is the result of the epistemic 
act that, according to Aristotelian psychology, involves the 
complete identification of the intellect and its intelligibles, in 
this case, the “active intellect” or God.33 Indeed, the unification 
with the “supreme intellect” is but a veiled reference to God. 
Thus, one of Abulafia’s students, the anonymous author of 
Sefer ha-Tzeruf, indicates the possibility of cleaving to God: 
“When your intellect becomes pure, though it is still in matter, 
in these same [material] substratums, it indeed attains a high 
degree, to cleave to causa causarum after the separation of the 
soul from the matter.”34 This separation might hint at the con-
sequence of Abulafia’s technique mentioned above in which the 
“self” alternates with an autoscopic image. Thus, a younger 
member of this mystical circle, Isaac of Acre, states that the 
technique of letter combination might also lead to mystical 
unity: “I, Isaac of Acre . . . say to the elite as well as to the vulgus, 
that whoever wishes to know the secret of the connection to 
his soul to the supernal and the cleaving of his thought to the 
high god . . . must set before his eyes the letters of the divine 
name.”35

Under Neoplatonic influence, the Italian Kabbalist  
Menahem Recanati, an important mystic at the turn of the 
thirteenth century who had a far-reaching influence on Euro-
pean thought, describes the technique of mystical unity, in-
structing the practitioner to mentally imagine a human form 
as engraved before him, so when linking one’s “soul to the  
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supernal soul, these things increased and expanded and revealed 
themselves . . . engraved in the heart.”36 The anonymous author 
of Ma‘arekheth ha-’Elohuth (early fourteenth-century Catalo-
nia) describes the position of the mystic during unitive ecstasy 
(which begins here with ascension on high): “The soul of the 
righteous one will ascend—while he is yet alive—higher and 
higher, to the place where the souls of the righteous [enjoy their] 
delight, which is ‘the cleaving of the mind,’ and the body  
will remain motionless, as it is said: ‘But you that did cleave 
unto the Lord your God are alive every one of you this day’ ” 
(Deut 4:4).37

These short examples show how mystical unity is an  
important theme in different trends in Jewish mysticism. In  
the next section, we gather detailed reports by various mystics 
about their experiences and the techniques they used and  
try to classify them according to the abovementioned  
subtypes of ecstatic mystical experiences and autoscopic  
phenomena.

4.  Personal Reports of Mystical Experiences

Here we present examples of each of the three ecstatic 
phenomena—autoscopy, heautoscopy, and out-of-body expe-
rience—as reported by prominent ecstatic mystics. Some are 
first-person reports, and others are expressed as instruction to 
a future follower or student. The similarity between the descrip-
tive directives and the first-person reports, as well as the fact 
that the authors detail techniques to induce such experiences, 
suggests that the instructions were probably based on first-
person experiences.
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Mystic 1 :  Abraham ben Shmuel Abulafia

Abraham Abulafia describes many times in his writings 
the experience of having a vision of a human “form,” though 
initially it is not clear what this form is. As the dialogue between 
the mystic and the form proceeds, the reader understands that 
the form is the image of the mystic himself. Addressing his 
readers in Sefer ha-Hesheq, Abulafia further elaborates the 
scenario:

. . . and sit as though a man is standing before you 
and waiting for you to speak with him; and he is 
ready to answer you concerning whatever you may 
ask him, and you say “speak” and he answers . . . 
and begin then to pronounce [the name] and recite 
first “the head of the head” [the first combination 
of letters], drawing out the breath and at great ease; 
and afterwards go back as if the one standing op-
posite you is answering you; and you yourself an-
swer, changing your voice.38

Apparently, on pronouncing the letters of “the name” with 
specific breathing techniques, a human form should appear. 
Only in the last sentence does Abulafia suggest that this form 
is “yourself.” Yet elsewhere he clarifies this explicitly, as he ex-
plains in another book, Sefer Hayei Haolam Haba: “And con-
sider his reply, answering as though you yourself had answered 
yourself.”39

Most of Abulafia’s descriptions are written in a similar 
fashion. Yet in Sefer ha-Oth, Abulafia describes a similar episode 
but from an explicit self-perspective. At first, the imagined form 
appears to be that of another man:
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I saw a man coming from the west with a great 
army, the number of the warriors of his camp be-
ing twenty-two thousand men. . . . And when I saw 
his face in the sight, I was astonished, and my heart 
trembled within me, and I left my place and I 
longed for it to call upon the name of God to help 
me, but that thing evaded my spirit. And when the 
man had seen my great fear and my strong awe, he 
opened his mouth and he spoke, and he opened my 
mouth to speak, and I answered him according to 
his words, and in my words I became another 
man.40

When one reads this passage, it becomes clear that the image is 
of another man and that the mystic himself becomes “another 
man” through the experience. However, further reading suggests 
that “the man” is Abulafia himself because the man is “seen”  
as having “a letter inscribed in blood and ink . . . like a shape  
of a staff separating them, and it was a very hidden letter.”  
On the same page Abulafia continues that this “letter” is the 
very sign of himself: “I looked [at him], and I saw there [in my 
heart] my likeness and image moving in two paths”: he becomes 
like “another man,” who is an autoscopic image of Abulafia 
himself.41

These “two paths” in which the mystic “becomes” like the 
double, and the double in turn reflects the mystic, is defined as 
heautoscopy. Abulafia’s reports include several components of 
heautoscopy. One is a strong affinity between the mystic and 
the double (“answering as though you yourself had answered 
yourself”). Another is the auditory phenomenon in which the 
double “opened his mouth and he spoke, and he opened my 
mouth to speak.” Moreover, Abulafia emphasizes the influence 
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of the double’s speech on the autoscopic experience: “in my 
words I became another man”—it is through the speech that 
the experience happens. As exemplified in the first quotation 
above from Sefer ha-Hesheq, Abulafia describes the autoscopic 
experience: “go back as if the one standing opposite you is 
answering you; and you yourself answer, changing your voice.” 
This is heautoscopy since Abulafia experienced his self to be 
localized in two positions at the same time: in his physical body 
and in the double’s imaginary body. In addition to visualization, 
Abulafia also describes speaking of the “double” and an audi-
tory dialogue between the physical and the autoscopic body in 
which words and thoughts are shared. Interestingly, while con-
temporary descriptions of heautoscopy demonstrate similar 
features, such as seeing an identical image that the experiencer 
perceives as another person, very rarely are these visual features 
followed by a dialogue between the experiencer and the double.42 
Finally, it is worth mentioning that Abulafia describes the 
double as standing and elaborates on the antecedent feelings 
of fear and trembling, which subsequently turn to delight.

Mystic 2 :  Nathan ben Sa‘adyah Har’ar

An explicit description of autoscopic phenomena is also 
found in the words of Abulafia’s student Nathan ben Sa‘adyah 
Har’ar. In Shushan Sodot, a late-fifteenth-century book by R. 
Moshe of Kiev, Har’ar is quoted as saying: “Know that the per-
fection of the secret of prophecy for the prophet is that he should 
suddenly see the ‘form’ of himself standing before him.” He 
states further that “one will then forget one’s own self, which 
will then disappear from the subject. And the person will see 
the form of his self in front of him speaking with him and tell-
ing him the future.”43 Har’ar describes an experience of seeing 
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a double, accompanied by depersonalization (disappearance of 
the experiencer’s own self), followed by speech of the double. 
Depersonalization is a component of heautoscopy: the experi-
encer is dissociated from his original physical body to reside 
within the autoscopic body. Here again, the double is standing, 
as is the mystic’s body. Further references can be found in 
Har’ar’s book Sha‘arei Tzedeq. When he began practicing 
Abulafia’s method, he had not yet succeeded in inducing auto-
scopic phenomena despite his efforts: “And, with the combina-
tions method and isolation it happened to me; what happened 
with the light I saw going on with me as I mentioned in Sha‘arei 
Tzedeq. However, seeing a figure of myself standing before me, 
this I was unable to do.”44

This description contributes to the reliability of the pres-
ent phenomenology. In addition, while inducing autoscopic 
phenomena, Har’ar encountered various premature features, 
which are sometimes ignored because of the predominant 
emphasis on the form’s appearance. As previously noted, 
through fasting and sleep deprivation, thought acceleration 
occurred, causing him to feel that his forehead was “going to 
be broken.” He also describes absorption: “and all of these let-
ters, one should move them in a fast movement which warms 
up the thought and increases eagerness and happiness.”45 And 
he describes physical and emotional experiences—“enormous 
trembling seized me, and I couldn’t gather strength, and my 
hairs stood up on end”46—and the experience of body photism:

. . . on the third night [of practicing the technique] 
after midnight, I nodded off a little, quill in hand 
and paper on my knees. Then I noticed that the 
candle was about to go out. I rose to put it right, as 
oftentimes happens to a person awake. Then I saw 
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that the light continued; I was greatly astonished, 
as though, after close examination, I saw that it is-
sues from myself. I said: “I do not believe it.” I 
walked to and fro all through the house and, be-
hold, the light was with me; I lay on a couch and 
covered myself up, and behold, the light was with 
me all the while.47

This experience of body-photism was hypnagogic, that is, it 
occurred between waking and sleeping, which has been de-
scribed as a classical situation in autoscopic phenomena.48

Finally, regarding auditory sensations (at the time of writ-
ing Sha‘arei Tzedeq), Har’ar was not able to hear the double. 
Nevertheless, he heard a voice that emerged involuntarily from 
his own throat: “Behold, like the speech which emerges from 
my heart and comes to my lips, forcing them to move; and I 
said that perchance, God Forbid, it is a spirit of folly which has 
entered me, and I perceived it speaking [matters of] wisdom. I 
said that this is certainly the spirit of wisdom.”49 This is not 
speech of the double himself, as described by Abulafia, or “hear-
ing of a presence” (hearing an invisible figure speaking),50 since 
in the latter the subject generally hears someone else speaking 
behind him, whereas Har’ar heard someone speaking within 
his body. A similar report is supplied by a modern neurological 
patient, whose autoscopic experience occurred while climbing 
at high altitude: “I heard someone speaking French. The voice 
seemed to emanate from within my own body, and I heard 
myself responding. It was in French too—amazing, if you con-
sider that I do not speak French at all.”51 Therefore, this may be 
a variant of the double’s speech in addition to the direct speech 
and the “hearing of a presence.”
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Mystic 3 :  Isaac ben Jacob ha-Kohen

Isaac ben Jacob ha-Kohen of Soria, Spain, is another  
important Kabbalist. An older contemporary of Abulafia, Ha-
Kohen showed great interest in autoscopy and might have in-
fluenced Abulafia’s school. His mystical technique is reported 
by Rabbi Meir ibn-Gabbai in Sefer ’Avodath ha-Qodesh:

All [the mystics] agree they possess the form of a 
body, similar to [that of] a human being, and very 
awesome. And the prophet sees all sorts of his pow-
ers becoming weaker and changing from form to 
form, until his powers cast off all forms and are em-
bodied into the power of the form revealed to him, 
and then his strength is exchanged with the angel 
who speaks with him. And that form gives him 
strength to receive prophecy, and it is engraved in 
his heart as a picture . . . the prophet casts off that 
form and returns to his original form, and his limbs 
and strength come back as they were before and are 
strengthened, and he prophesies in human form.52

This is a classical description of heautoscopy: at first, the expe-
riencer’s “powers” are “embodied” in the double and then 
“return” into his “original form.” The experience is also associ-
ated with the sensation of awe and weakness, and the double is 
regarded as “the angel who speaks” to the mystic, teaching us 
indirectly that here again we are dealing with a speaking double.

Mystic 4 :  Isaac ben Shmuel of Acre

While practicing Abulafia’s technique, Isaac of Acre  
reports:
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. . . this supernal spirit of holiness suddenly comes 

. . . only heavenly voice speaking within it, teaching 
him [the mystic] sciences which have never been 
heard or have never been seen. . . . [All this will hap-
pen] after he has stripped off every corporeal thing 
because of the great immersion of his soul in the 
divine spiritual world. This “container” will see his 
own form, literally standing before him and speak-
ing to him, as a man who speaks to his friend; and 
his own [original] form will be forgotten as if his 
body doesn’t exist in the world . . . their soul stands 
opposite them in the form of the very “container,” 
speaking with them, and they say that the Holy  
One, Blessed Be He, speaks with them. And what 
caused them this great secret? The stripping out of 
sensory things by their souls and their divestment 
from them and the embodiment in the Divine  
Spirit.53

He also adds a personal description: “one day I was sitting and 
writing down a Kabbalistic secret, when suddenly I saw my body 
form standing in front of me, and my self disappeared from 
me, and I refrained from writing, but I was compelled.”54 
Isaac of Acre describes some fundamental characteristics of 
heautoscopy: first, the experience of depersonalization (“my 
self disappeared from me”; “his own form will be forgotten”); 
second, the visuo-spatial perspective alternating between the 
physical body and the double; and third, the standing position 
of the double, which is common in both autoscopy and heau-
toscopy. Though Isaac of Acre does not elaborate on emotions, 
he was “compelled” by the experience.
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Mystic 5 :  Elnathan ben-Moshe Qalqish

Elnathan ben-Moshe Qalqish, a mid-fourteenth-century 
Kabbalist active in the Byzantine Empire, analyzes the auto-
scopic phenomena evoked by Abulafia’s technique and  
emphasizes the component of absorption. He claims that by 
completely concentrating on the process of letter combination, 
one can shut out all external stimuli. The internal thought can 
be “externalized,” causing the illusion that one’s own figure exists 
or speaks independently:

. . . for every apprehension which man receives of 
the spiritual apprehensions, its beginning is in hu-
man thought, and when man thinks continually . . . 
and views all corporeal and bodily matters as the 
image of contingent things and spiritual matters as 
the essential ones . . . and he shall do all this by 
combining the holy letters and words and the pure 
language, which are the vehicles of all thoughts, 
then born from their combination are thoughts  
of wisdom and understanding, and, because of its 
intense meditation upon them, the intellect will 
perceive reality, and the renewed spirit will come 
. . . and will speak by itself, but the thinker will  
recognize that there is a mover and cause which 
causes him to think and to speak and to guide and 
to compose until, through the great [mental] activ-
ity [of the technique], the inner one will return  
as if externally apprehended, and the two of them, 
the one apprehending and the object of apprehen-
sion, are one thing, and they are mentally appre-
hended.55
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Though Qalqish’s is not an explicit description, by analyzing 
his experience, one can make some inferences about some  
aspects of the heautoscopical phenomenology. There is an 
“external” form that speaks to the mystic, the “internal.” The 
two are one and seem to exist simultaneously, while the self 
seems to extend and include both forms. The experience of the 
external form is described as an illusion with some degree of 
depersonalization, while both forms are “mentally apprehend-
ed.” Here again, the double speaks to the mystic “by himself,” 
giving rise to the desired achievement of the mystic.

Mystic 6 :  Yehuda ben-Nissim ibn-Malka

Yehuda ben-Nissim ibn-Malka was probably active in 
northern Africa in the mid-thirteenth century. He also suggests 
that the induced “form” reflects the physical appearance of the 
mystic, as described in Kitab Uns Utafsir:

I have seen with my own eyes a man who saw a 
power in the form of an angel while he was awake, 
and he [the angel] spoke with him and told him fu-
ture things. The sage [angel] said: “Know that he 
sees nothing other than himself, for he sees himself 
front and back, as one who sees himself in a mirror, 
who sees nothing other than himself, and it appears 
as if it were something separate from your body, like 
you.” In the same manner, he sees that power, which 
guards his body and guides his soul, and then his 
soul sings and rejoices, distinguishes and sees.56

Since this description lacks the depersonalization or as-
sociation with the double of the previous descriptions, it is 
therefore an example of autoscopy rather than heautoscopy. 
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The double is described as “separated” from the body, with a 
weak affinity between the physical and autoscopic body. There 
is no hint of depersonalization or disembodiment. Interest-
ingly, the mystic refers explicitly to mirrorlike reflections to 
describe the autoscopic events. This analogy has also been 
mentioned by patients with autoscopy (hence the older term 
for autoscopy—“specular hallucinations”).57 However, simi-
larly to the previous descriptions of heautoscopy, Ibn-Malka 
describes a speaking double. Through autoscopy he achieved 
“prophecy,” though he does not feel that it derives from himself 
as he does not have a personal association with the double. 
Interestingly, the experience of seeing “himself front and back” 
described here is quite close to mental transformation as in 
experimental procedures designed to investigate autoscopic 
phenomena in modern laboratories (discussed below).

Mystic 7 :  Sefer ha-Hayim

The anonymous early-thirteenth-century writing Sefer 
ha-Hayim, written in France (sometimes attributed to Abraham 
ibn-Ezra), states that “in the manner that a man sees a form 
within the water or the form of the moon or the form of some 
other thing or the form of himself . . . he sees his own image in 
the light of God and His glory, and this is a form against my 
eyes.”58 This form appears while the mystic prepares himself for 
the prophetic experience. Another paragraph in the anonymous 
Kabbalistic text emphasizes the “specular” nature of the experi-
ence “as one looks in a mirror.”59 The experience is described 
as a direct derivation of the mystical technique:

. . . a vision occurred when a man is awake and  
reflects upon the wonder of God, or when he does 
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not reflect upon them, but pronounces the  
Holy Names or those of angels in order that he  
be shown [whatever] he wishes or be informed of a 
hidden matter, and the Holy Spirit then reveals  
itself to him . . . and he trembles and shakes  
from the power of the holy spirit and is unable to 
stand it.60

Though not detailed, the accounts point to autoscopy, as  
suggested by the description of the “form” as a mere image  
of the mystic, the “mirror” image that characterizes autoscopy, 
and the absence of descriptions of depersonalization and  
affinity between the autoscopic and physical body.

Mystic 8 :  Hayim Vital Calabrese

Active in Safed, and then in Jerusalem and Damascus, 
Hayim Vital (1543–1620) was the most important disciple of 
Rabbi Isaac Luria, one of the main heroes of Safedian Kab-
balah, and the inscriber of Luria’s teachings. In his mystical 
diary Sefer ha-Hezionoth (The Book of Visions), Vital reports 
his experience of “ascension on high”:

Once I fainted deeply for an hour, and a huge num-
ber of old men and many women came to watch 
me, and the house was completely full with them, 
and they all were worried for me. Afterwards the 
swoon passed, and I opened my eyes and said: 
“Know that just now my soul ascended to the Seat 
of Glory and they sent my soul back to this world, 
in order to preach before you and lead you in the 
way of penance and charity.”61
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Elsewhere (in Sha‘arei Qedusha), Vital describes the technical 
preparations necessary for the imagery ascent:62

He should remove all his thoughts, and the imagi-
native power . . . will cease to imagine and think 
and ruminate about any matters of this world as if 
the soul departed from him. Then the imaginative 
power transforms his thought so as to imagine and 
conceptualize, as if he ascends to the supernal 
worlds to the roots of his soul that are there. . . . 

[He should] remove his thoughts from all 
matters of this world, as if his soul had departed 
from him, like a person from whom the soul de-
parted and who feels nothing. . . . And he should 
imagine that his soul has departed and ascended, 
and he should envision the upper worlds, as though 
he stands in them . . .  and he should concentrate in 
his thought.

This experience might be regarded as a variant of an out-
of-body experience. First, it involves a sense of disembodiment 
or separation between the mystic and his body, “as if his soul 
departed from him.” Second, the feeling of “ascension” is a 
common characteristic of out-of-body experiences. Third,  
out-of-body experiences are mostly reported while a person is 
in a supine position, while autoscopic hallucination and heau-
toscopy are mostly reported in sitting position. Fourth, the 
description misses an explicit autoscopic image, yet the mystic 
sees the scene around his physical body from above (elevated 
third-person perspective). In addition to the habitual out-of-
body experience, Vital describes envisioning the upper world 
and its inhabitants, reminiscent of a “near-death experience,” 
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which often includes an out-of-body experience although here 
some fundamental components are missing, such as the expe-
rience of passing through a tunnel and seeing light).63

Mystic 9 :  Israel ben Eliezer Ba’al Shem Tov 

(“ the Besht ”)

The founder of Hasidism, Israel ben Eliezer (“the Besht”), 
is described as someone whose “soul was ascending and the 
body remained as still as a mineral, and he spoke with the Mes-
siah and with the Faithful Shepherd, and they gave answers to 
his questions” while “their body [of the Besht and followers] is 
thrown down like a stone for only a short hour or two, no 
more.”64 The Besht describes his alleged ascent on high as 
a first-person report in a letter to his brother-in-law, Rabbi 
Gershon of Kitov:

On Rosh ha-Shana of the year 5507 (1746), I per-
formed an incantation for the ascent of the soul, 
known to you. And in that vision I saw wondrous 
things . . . and it is impossible to describe and to tell 
what I saw and learned in that ascent hither, even in 
private. But when I returned to the lower Paradise, 
I saw the souls of living and dead persons, both of 
those with whom I was acquainted and of those 
with whom I was not acquainted . . . numberless, in 
a to-and-fro movement, ascending from one world 
to the other . . . and I asked my teacher and master 
to come with me as it is a great danger to go and 
ascend to the supernal worlds . . . so I ascended de-
gree after degree, until I entered the palace of the 
Messiah.65



	 One out There: Autoscopic Phenomena

It is evident that this was not a unique event but a practice per-
formed formerly by the two correspondents, using a technique 
well known to them. In another paragraph the Besht reports:

I asked the Messiah: “When are you coming?” And he 
answered: “You will know [the time] which is when 
your doctrine will be revealed in public, and it will be 
disclosed to the world and ‘your fountains will well 
outside’ with what I have taught you and you have 
apprehended, and also they will be able to perform 
the unifications and the ascents of the soul as you do” 
. . . then [my mind] was calmed and I thought that it 
is possible for my contemporaries to attain this de-
gree and aspect by these [practices] as I do, namely to 
be able to accomplish the ascents of souls, and they 
will be able to study and to become like me.66

Although the Besht is best known as the founder of Ha-
sidism and popularized religious worship and teaching through 
numerous Hasidic tales, his main interest is revealed in this rare 
original and personal text to be the practice of mystical tech-
niques aimed at inducing the experience of ascension on high. 
The clear description of disembodiment and ascension reveals 
this experience to include features of an out-of-body experience. 
As in Vital’s reports, the cataleptic-like state (“thrown down 
like a stone”) appears here again as well as some components 
of a near-death experience. Additionally, a dialogue is described 
between the mystic and the figures he meets during the  
ascension experience (similar to the heautoscopies of Abulafia 
and Har’ar). Notably, the highest magnitude of the technique 
provides a way for redemption and the Messiah’s arrival, which 
will occur when people will be able to perform “the unifications 
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and the ascents of the soul as you do.” This is unique compared 
with most traditions that induce out-of-body experiences, 
which have an esoteric character.

Mystic 10 :  Yehuda Albotini

Yehuda Albotini, an early-sixteenth-century author re-
lated to ecstatic Kabbalah and active in Jerusalem, writes in 
Sullam ha-‘Aliya:

. . . [the mystic] should prepare his true thought to 
visualize in his heart and mind as if he sits on high, 
in the heavens of heavens, in front of the Holy One, 
blessed be He, within the splendor and the radiance 
of his Shekhina. And it is as if he sees the Holy One, 
blessed be He, sitting as a king. And he should as-
cend and link and cleave his soul and thought then 
from one rank to another . . . as far as his power af-
fords, to cause it to cleave and to ascend on high . . . 
so as to be then as if an intellect in actu, and it has no 
sense with the sensibilia because it exited the human 
dominion and then entered the divine dominion.67

This description contains elements of autoscopy, as the mystic 
sees his own image located outside of his bodily borders. The 
mystic is also described as being in sitting position, as is com-
mon with autoscopy. There is a detachment from the “sensi-
bilia,” which has more to do with the experience of unification 
with the “intellect in actu.” (In accordance with the Aristotelian 
tradition, and in contrast to the ascension on high, the unifica-
tion is with the “intellect in actu” and not with a heavenly  
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figure.) In fact, the autoscopic image of the mystic in front of 
the “Holy One . . . sitting as a king” elucidates the experience 
of unification since the autoscopic form might mix with the 
divine form. Similarly to Vital, Albotini mentions an uncon-
scious-like state—“as a dead man.” Thus, this description 
combines elements of autoscopy and ascension on high, com-
mon in out-of-body experiences.

Mystic 1 1 :  Dov Baer of Mezeritch

The “Great Maggid” Dov Baer of Mezeritch (1704–1772) 
was the Besht’s main disciple and continued to develop his teach-
ings. In his seminal book Maggid Devarav le-Ya‘aqov he writes:

Two halves of forms, as it is written “on the throne, 
a likeness in the appearance of a man above upon 
it,” as man [that is, ’ADaM] is but D and M [Dam = 
blood], and the speech dwells upon him. And when 
he unites with God, who is the Alpha of this world, 
he becomes ’ADaM . . . and man must separate 
himself from any corporeal thing, to such an extent 
that he will ascend through all the worlds and be in 
union with God until [his] existence will be anni-
hilated, and then he will be called “ADaM.”68

The Great Maggid paraphrases the unio-mystical ideal as  
a homily on the verse, “Make thee two trumpets of silver, of a 
whole piece shall thou make them” (Num 10:2). The Hebrew 
word for trumpets, hazozerot, is interpreted as hazi-zurot, that 
is “[two] half-forms.” He states that the man has two half-forms: 
one is an embodied, corporeal form (DaM), and the other is a 
disembodied form, which is united with the divine after man 
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manages to “separate himself from any corporeal thing”; that 
is, the unitive experience culminates with the total loss of the 
physical form. While the autoscopic form ascends on high,  
the physical body, represented by the DaM (blood), unites with 
the A (Aleph, Alpha), which represents the divine. The mystic 
then experiences an intimate unification with the divine. The 
total detachment of the disembodied form from the physical 
and “any corporeal thing” is similar to the disembodiment and 
depersonalization that characterize out-of-body experiences. 
The experience of elevation also hints at an out-of-body experi-
ence. The unification here is double bound in the core of the 
teaching (the two halves and the ADaM) as well as in the expe-
rience “when he unites with God.” Finally, the auditory compo-
nent is also mentioned here (already in the original biblical 
origin of the commentary) as “the speech dwells” on the proph-
et/mystic, the lofty achievement of the unification experience.

5.  Analyzing Mystical Experiences

We now discuss these mystical reports with respect to 
modern studies on autoscopic phenomena in healthy people 
and neurological patients. We begin with a phenomenological 
analysis of the reports and then investigate the various cognitive 
and neural mechanisms that lie at their base. This might enable 
further understanding of the mystical approaches and tech-
niques and perhaps the experiences themselves.

Phenomenological Analysis

Table 1 summarizes the phenomenological results. Two of 
the accounts described an experience of autoscopy per se (Ibn-
Malka and Sefer ha-Hayim); four accounts are compatible with 



Table 1.  Phenomenological Findings: Autoscopy, Heautoscopy, and Out-of-Body Experience

Mystic 

no.

Name Autoscopic phenomena Disembodiment Depersonalization Speech Double’s 

position

Weakness/loss of 

consciousness

  1 Abulafia Heautoscopy (simultaneous) – – + Standing Not reported

  2 Har’ar Heautoscopy (alternated) – + + Standing +

  3 Ha-Kohen Heautoscopy (alternated) +/– + + Not 

reported

+

  4 Isaac of 

Acre

Heautoscopy (alternated) – + + Standing +

  5 Qalqish Heautoscopy (simultaneous) – – + Standing Not reported

  6 Ibn-Malka Autoscopic hallucination – – + Standing Not reported

  7 Sefer 

ha-Hayim

Autoscopic hallucination – – + Not 

reported

+

  8 Vital Out-of-body experience + + Hearing Supine +

  9 The Besht Out-of-body experience + + + Supine +

10 Albotini Out-of-body experience/

autoscopic hallucination

+/– + – Sitting +

11 The Great 

Maggid

Out-of-body experience + + + Supine + 



One out There: Autoscopic Phenomena	 

out-of-body experiences, in which the self is experienced to be 
not only out of the body, but also “ascending on high” to an 
elevated position (Vital, the Besht, Albotini, the Great Maggid). 
Five mystics experienced heautoscopy, leading to a combined 
sensation of autoscopy and unification with the external image 
(Abulafia, Har’ar, Ha-Kohen, Isaac of Acre, and Qalqish). 
Seven described verbal communication between the physical 
and autoscopic bodies (Abulafia, Har’ar, Ha-Kohen, Isaac of 
Acre, Qalqish, Ibn-Malka, and Sefer ha-Hayim). Eight mystics 
reported explicitly seeing an image of their own self (Abulafia, 
Har’ar, Ha-Kohen, Isaac of Acre, Qalqish, Ibn-Malka, Sefer ha-
Hayim, and Vital). Two mystics described light as a prominent 
feature (Har’ar and Sefer ha-Hayim). Five mentioned the posi-
tion of the autoscopic body, and these five saw their doubles in 
a standing position (Abulafia, Har’ar, Isaac of Acre, Qalqish, 
and Ibn-Malka). Three mystics were sitting during the experi-
ence (Abulafia, Har’ar, and Isaac of Acre). Five reported an 
experience of “trembling” (Abulafia, Har’ar, Ha-Kohen, Isaac 
of Acre, and Sefer ha-Hayim), though the sensation of fear was 
described only among the mystics who described heautoscopy 
(Abulafia, Har’ar, and Ha-Kohen). Happiness was experienced 
by three of the mystics (Abulafia, Isaac of Acre, and Ibn-Malka).

Central Characteristics of Mystical 

Experiences: Perspective, Self-Location, and 

Depersonalization

Autoscopy and heautoscopy are characterized by the ex-
perience of a realistic double appearing in front of the mystic. 
The experiences do not involve disembodiment since the mys-
tic feels himself as residing in the physical body. Heautoscopy 
is characterized by depersonalization, where self-location is 
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frequently ambiguous, for the mystic could not easily decide 
whether his self was localized in the physical or in the auto-
scopic body. Thus, Abulafia and Qalqish experienced seeing the 
world from their embodied and disembodied perspectives at 
the same time (simultaneous heautoscopy): as Abulafia put it, 
“go back as if the one standing opposite you is answering you; 
and you yourself answer, changing your voice.” Har’ar, Ha-
Kohen, and Isaac of Acre had the impression that they were 
alternating between the two positions and perspectives (alter-
nating heautoscopy), along with a feeling of depersonalization 
while seeing the double (“my self disappeared from me”).69 
Both simultaneous and alternating heautoscopy have been 
described in neurological patients and healthy subjects. Where-
as all mystics with alternating heautoscopy experienced deper-
sonalization, mystics with simultaneous heautoscopy preserved 
their association with the physical body. Clear disembodiment 
(experience of the self as localized outside one’s physical 
bodily boundaries) was described mostly in out-of-body  
experiences.

Two accounts (Ibn-Malka and Sefer ha-Hayim) described 
autoscopy, as these mystics felt that their center of awareness 
remained within their physical bodies and saw their double in 
an extrapersonal space: “something separate from your body 
[but] like you.” Notably, two mystics who experienced autoscopy 
stated that the double appeared “as one who sees himself in a 
mirror.” This is typically reported by people experiencing autos-
copy of neurological origin. Finally, no mystic who experienced 
autoscopy reported depersonalization or disembodiment; the 
first characterizes heautoscopy (and out-of-body experiences), 
and the second characterizes out-of-body experiences.

Four mystics (Vital, the Besht, Albotini, and the Great 
Maggid) reported out-of-body experiences; namely, they expe-
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rienced leaving their own bodies (disembodiment) with a sense 
of elevation, as is widely reported in patients who have out-of-
body experiences. In addition, three of them (Vital, the Besht, 
and Albotini) reported loss of consciousness or even a catalep-
tic-like position during the experience. Both are also reported 
in neurological patients who have the experience during an 
epileptic seizure.

Characteristics of the Autoscopic Experience

With regard to the visual characteristics of the auto-
scopic body during autoscopy and heautoscopy, five mystics 
reported seeing themselves from the front; that is, the double 
and the mystic were facing each other (Abulafia, Ha-Kohen, 
Isaac of Acre, Qalqish, and the author of Sefer ha-Hayim); two 
mystics (Har’ar and Ibn-Malka) reported seeing a back view as 
well. All of the mystics saw the face of the autoscopic body (their 
double) as their own face. This has been noted in autoscopic 
phenomena of psychiatric and neurological origin. However, 
none of the mystics specifically mentioned seeing other parts 
of the autoscopic body or seeing their autoscopic body in  
its entirety. Partialness of the autoscopic body is commonly 
reported in autoscopic phenomena; the upper body is seen 
more often than the whole body. Out-of-body experiences also 
include, in addition to disembodiment, an autoscopic experi-
ence from the new, elevated point of view. In the reports pre-
sented, the out-of-body experience seems to serve the mystical 
interest of “ascension on high,” but two mystics (Vital and  
Albotini) mentioned visualization of their physical body and/
or its surroundings.

Three mystics described unformed visual sensations of 
body photism. Nathan Har’ar, for instance, described seeing 



	 One out There: Autoscopic Phenomena

light as “it issues from myself.” And the experience of seeing a 
bright light coming from his or her own body was reported by 
a neurological patient as follows: “Light moved from my body 
on the floor. It lit up the room . . . somehow I became the  
light source.”70 The experience of illusory light sources or 
radiation(“flashes,” “white light”) is reported in about 30 per-
cent of subjects who had out-of-body experiences or other 
autoscopic phenomena.71

With regard to the positions of the physical and auto-
scopic bodies, two mystics with out-of-body experiences (Vital 
and the Besht) mentioned their supine positions during the 
experience; one mystic who experienced heautoscopy (Abula-
fia) mentioned the standing position of the autoscopic body; 
one who experienced autoscopy (Qalqish) reported that both 
he and the autoscopic body were in seated positions. Patients 
who experience autoscopy and heautoscopy tend to see their 
doubles in the same position as their physical bodies—standing 
or seated—whereas patients with out-of-body experiences tend 
to have the experience in a supine position. Thus, the patient’s 
body position might influence the autoscopic experience, where 
sitting or standing positions might lead to autoscopy/heautos-
copy and the supine position to an out-of-body experience. 
Here also, mystics who experienced autoscopy/heautoscopy 
practiced their techniques while seated, as Abulafia instructed 
his followers: “sit as though a man is standing before you.” 
Mystics who had an out-of-body experience practiced their 
techniques in the supine position, which might facilitate the 
achievement of this experience.

Despite their name, autoscopic phenomena are not lim-
ited to the visual appearance of an autoscopic body but include 
a selective set of other sensory manifestations. The auto-
scopic phenomena described above were associated with a 
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variety of nonvisual phenomena. Five mystics reported sensa-
tions of “trembling” (Abulafia, Har’ar, Ha-Kohen, Isaac of 
Acre, and Sefer ha-Hayim) as reported in people with auto-
scopic phenomena. Har’ar associated the effect of the letter-
combination method with vestibular manifestations: “letter 
transposition . . . affects the ‘proper’ balance of the body, so 
has this an effect on the soul by the power of the name.”72 Most 
mystics did not elaborate on locomotive action of the auto-
scopic body, yet Abulafia saw the double approaching the 
physical body.

The appearance of the double commonly evoked emo-
tions. Three mystics described the sensation of fear (Abula-
fia, Har’ar, and Ha-Kohen), and three described a sense of 
happiness (Abulafia, Isaac of Acre, and Ibn-Malka). Emo-
tional association, with the dominance of fear, is described 
in the neurological literature. Three mystics (Har’ar, Ha-
Kohen, and Isaac of Acre) described surprise at the appear-
ance of the double, as is also described in the neurological 
literature.73

Speaking with the Double

A pattern not widely reported in the neurological litera-
ture is the frequent occurrence of auditory manifestations, when 
the mystics not only saw the double, but also heard the auto-
scopic body speaking, or, at least, their experience had some 
auditory character. Indeed, some neurological patients with 
autoscopy, especially of a long duration, mentioned “talking 
images” or said that they “heard” their double speaking to them 
“in their head” or “in their mind.” Other forms of auditory 
phenomena, such as speaking voices not directly related to the 
autoscopic body, a “beeping sound,” the sound of machinery, 
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and undefined voices, have also been reported in the literature. 
In addition, an auditory analogue to autoscopic phenomena 
was described: the “hearing of a presence.” A pure “hearing of 
a presence” is characterized by only hearing the double (or 
another person) close by and not seeing the double, as in au-
toscopic phenomena. This auditory form was described as the 
convincing feeling of hearing “a person” behind oneself, who 
might be nothing but a projection of the experiencer into the 
extrapersonal space. Another variant was reported by Har’ar, 
who, at the beginning of his practices, heard a voice emanating 
from his own body and accompanying the autoscopic phenom-
ena (“speech which emerges from my heart and comes to my 
lips, forcing them to move”).74

The experience of a speaking double might result from 
an additional implication of brain systems related to audition 
and speech. Interestingly, both auditory and language cortices 
are localized in close proximity to the anatomical site proposed 
to be involved in autoscopic phenomena. Alternatively, these 
phenomenological differences might be related to the artificial 
induction of a mystical experience, which might therefore be 
phenomenologically different from a spontaneous mystical 
experience. The language-based induction method (letter 
combination and recitation) that the mystics used might also 
have led to a higher frequency of speaking doubles. Because 
audition—like vision, balance, and somato-sensation—is 
involved in constructing the representation of the body in  
the brain, the experience of a speaking double might be due 
to an additional interference with auditory mechanisms of 
own-body perception evoked by the mystical technique. The 
phenomenology, therefore, cannot be separated from its  
neurological basis.
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6.  Autoscopic, Ascension, and Unitive Ecstasies: 
Different Kabbalistic Trends, Different Brain 

Mechanisms

Decoding Neurocognitive Mechanisms  

Behind Ecstasy

A main phenomenological distinction among the mystical 
reports presented here concerns embodiment. Mystics who 
experienced autoscopy heard the speaking double while residing 
embodied in their own physical bodies; mystics with out-of-body 
experiences left their physical bodies (disembodiment) in order 
to “ascend” on high; and mystics who experienced heautoscopy 
alternated between the physical and the autoscopic bodies or 
experienced residing in both simultaneously.

In order to distinguish between neurocognitive mecha-
nisms responsible for embodiment and disembodiment, two 
different tasks were designed. In one (embodied task), partici-
pants were presented with a human figure and were asked to 
make judgments about the figure’s spatial orientation after 
having imagined that the figure would be their reflection in  
a mirror (Figure 2c, top). This involved visual body imagery 
from their own embodied self-location. In a second task (dis-
embodied task), participants were asked to make the same 
judgments after having imagined themselves to be in the body 
position of the figure (Figure 2c, bottom), thus mentally imag-
ining themselves in a disembodied self-location.75 These tasks 
resemble the mystical techniques described above. In Abulafia’s 
technique, mystics imagined a human figure standing in front 
of them, as in a mirror (embodied); in Vital’s and the Besht’s 
techniques, they imagined themselves as exiting their body 
(disembodied) and viewing the world from this disembodied 
self-location.
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Electrical neuroimaging applied during task performance 
showed two brain regions to be implicated in these tasks. The 
extrastriate body area (EBA, Figure 3) in the lateral occipito-
temporal cortex responds selectively to images of human  
bodies and body parts. This brain area is also activated by 
imagining bodies and even by the movement of one’s own body, 
suggesting its role in the integration of multisensory body-
related information.76 The temporo-parietal junction (TPJ, 
Figures 3 and 4) has also been shown to be engaged in integrat-
ing multisensory body-related information, including visual, 
tactile, and proprioceptive input. Moreover, the temporo-pa-
rietal junction is involved in various cerebral processes related 
to the continuous function of the human self, such as egocen-
tric visuo-spatial perspective taking (the ability to look at a 
scene from different points of view), agency (the capacity to act 
in the world), the distinction between self and other, theory of 
mind (the ability to attribute mental states to the self and  
others), and mental imagery of human bodies.77

In-depth analysis showed that activations of the extrastri-
ate body area and the temporo-parietal junction are dependent 
on embodiment and disembodiment. Tasks involving embodi-
ment activated the extrastriate body area bilaterally, while the 
disembodiment task activated the right temporo-parietal junc-
tion and the left extrastriate body area (Figure 3). Notably, the 
embodied task involves mostly visual imagery of the subjects 
as in a mirror, similar to autoscopy. This task shows the back 
and front views of human figures, resembling Ibn-Malka’s de-
scription of the mystic who “sees himself front and back, as one 
who sees himself in a mirror.” The same reference is mentioned 
by Har’ar: “If he is able to compel and to further draw [from 
his thought] it [the mental image] will emerge from within to 
without, and it will be imagined for him by the power of his 
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purified imagination in the form of a pure mirror, . . . back  
side is transformed and becomes the front, and he recognizes 
the nature of its inner side from the outside.”78 As this task 
mostly involves visual processing of human bodies, it recruits 
relevant brain mechanisms, namely, the extrastriate body area. 
The disembodiment task involves not only visual mechanisms, 
but also mechanisms related to “self-projection” and visuo-
spatial perspective taking, therefore recruiting also the tempo-
ro-parietal junction where multisensory coding of the human 

Figure 3.  The extrastriate body area (EBA) and the temporo-parietal 
junction (TPJ). These two brain regions are supposed to be respon-
sible for the integration of multisensory input and for body process-
ing, such as responding to bodies or mental imagery of bodies, 
agency (being the author of one’s own thoughts and actions), visual 
and perceptual perspective taking, and self-location. Disturbance of 
the activity in these regions may lead to autoscopic phenomena. 
Activation of these areas while healthy subjects performed the “em-
bodied” and “disembodied” tasks (Figure 2c) are shown with activa-
tion of the EBA bilaterally (top row) and the right TPJ and left EBA 
(bottom row), respectively (adapted from S. Arzy, G. Thut et al., 
“Neural basis of embodiment: distinct contributions of temporopa-
rietal junction and extrastriate body area.” J Neurosci 26 [2006]: 
8074–81, used with permission).
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body and self occurs.79 In addition, these results show that 
disembodiment relies more on right hemispheric activity, as 
the right temporo-parietal junction was active for disembodi-
ment and the right extrastriate body area for embodiment.  
This right hemispheric predominance is concordant with the 
role of the right hemisphere in self-processing and spatial  
dispensation.80

Clinical studies support these neuroimaging data since 
patients who have out-of-body experiences generally suffer from 
brain lesions (frequently epileptic focus) at the temporo-parietal 
junction, predominantly at the right hemisphere (Figure 4); 
patients who experience autoscopy/heautoscopy are often  
found to have an epileptic focus and/or brain lesion at the  
occipito-temporal cortex and the extrastriate body area. Direct 
electrical stimulation at the right temporo-parietal junction was 
reported to induce out-of-body experiences. Taken together, 
these studies show autoscopy/heautoscopy and out-of-body 
experiences to rely on brain mechanisms at the extrastriate body 
area and the temporo-parietal junction, respectively.81

Further characteristics of Abulafia’s method may be  
linked to brain mechanisms at the extrastriate body area. The 
method relies on visual mental imagery of a human form, a 
function processed at that brain region. Moreover, neurological 
and neuroimaging studies suggest that mental imagery of  
reading or expressing letters or phonemes—such as a line  
orientation task, letter-matching task, letter-case judgment task, 
or rhyming—as in Abulafia’s method, leads to an activation  
of a mechanism also centered at the occipito-temporal  
cortex.82 Given the central role of language and letters in 
Abulafia’s method, it might be hypothesized that this method 
may modulate activity at the occipito-temporal cortex by the 
reading and rehearsal of letters. In contrast, the ascension  
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technique asks in addition that mystics mentally imagine  
themselves “on high,” changing their habitual visuo-spatial 
perspective and self-location to a nonhabitual one. This  
requires activation of brain mechanisms in the right temporo-
parietal junction, in a way similar to the disembodiment  
task.

Figure 4.  Lesion location in out-of-body experience (OBE) patients. 
The MRI-based lesion overlap analysis of three OBE patients is shown. 
In two patients, the OBE site was located by intracranial electrodes 
(dots) during invasive presurgical epilepsy evaluation and in one patient 
by noninvasive methods (shade) for localizing the seizure-onset zone. 
Note the implication of the temporo-parietal junction in all patients 
(from O. Blanke, T. Landis, L. Spinelli, and M. Seeck, “Out-of-body 
experience and autoscopy of neurological origin.” Brain 127 [2004]: 
243–58, by permission of Oxford University Press).
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Inducing Autoscopic Phenomena

Most mystical and scientific techniques that have been 
applied to induce autoscopic phenomena used respiration, 
concentration, and sleep deprivation as a preparatory phase. 
Mystics who have further used Abulafia’s technique mostly 
experienced autoscopy or heautoscopy, probably owing to 
several characteristics in that technique. The method combines 
two components: a verbal one and imagery. To start, the mystic 
pronounces various syllables of the letter combinations involv-
ing reading and speaking. Later phases involve the mental 
imagery of letters and then human forms, sometimes including 
mental transformation of these forms as described by Har’ar 
and Ibn-Malka (the mystic “sees himself front and back, as one 
who sees himself in a mirror”), similar to the above-described 
embodiment task. However, the techniques of the Lurianic 
school used by Vital and the Besht involved mental imagery of 
the mystic’s body changing his habitual self-location while 
ascending on high, similar to the abovementioned disembodi-
ment task. It is the underlying technique that therefore leads to 
the particular experience.

The appearance of autoscopy and heautoscopy in Abula-
fia’s technique and out-of-body experiences in the Lurianic 
method may also owe to the mystic’s position during the expe-
rience. Clinical observations show that autoscopy and heautos-
copy are associated with the experiencer being in a standing or 
sitting position, whereas out-of-body experiences occur when 
the experiencer is in a supine position. To further investigate 
this observation, the abovementioned embodiment and disem-
bodiment tasks were compared in subjects in two different  
body positions: supine and sitting. Neuroimaging results 
showed that a change from supine to sitting position modifies 
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brain activity at the extrastriate body area for the embodiment 
task but does not modify temporo-parietal junction activity 
during the disembodiment task.83 These findings correspond 
with the above techniques, as Abulafia’s technique was  
performed in a sitting position (promoting activity at the ex-
trastriate body area and therefore leading to the experience of 
autoscopy or heautoscopy), whereas the ascension technique 
was performed in a supine position (promoting out-of-body 
experiences, which rely on activity at the temporo-parietal 
junction). This latter point supports our approach relating the 
phenomenological characteristics of the mystical experience 
and its underlying brain activity to the performance of a  
specific mystical technique.

7.  Conclusion

This chapter reviewed the three subtypes of autoscopic 
phenomena (autoscopy, heautoscopy, and out-of-body experi-
ence) compared with three ecstatic mystical experiences:  
autoscopy, mystical union, and ascension on high. Differences 
in the induction techniques and the resulting phenomenology 
of the experiences were compared with experiences measured 
in the laboratory setting and observed clinically. This allowed 
phenomenological classification of the mystical experiences in 
terms used nowadays in cognitive neurology (such as embodi-
ment and disembodiment, visual perspective taking, agency, or 
ownership). Moreover, activations of distinct brain areas, 
namely, the temporo-parietal junction and the extrastriate body 
area, were proposed to underlie the different phenomena. A 
prominent characteristic of the ecstatic Kabbalah experiences 
described above is a speaking double. This might be explained 
by the close vicinity of the extrastriate body area and temporo-
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parietal cortex to auditory and speech-perception brain areas, 
activated by the different techniques used in the different mys-
tical trends. Indeed, a large portion of the brain is dedicated to 
vision, and vision is a major part of the experiential life of 
humans. However, the assemblage of the senses (multisensory) 
that gives rise to the subjective experience should not be un-
derestimated. Body-processing and perception, as well as the 
subjective experience, therefore rely on the integration of sev-
eral inputs from the external world and from the internal milieu. 
This integration may nevertheless be disrupted, as we have seen 
here for bodily consciousness, and we shall see further in the 
next chapter.
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IV
The Spirit in the Brain

Trance and Possession in Jewish Mysticism

1. D issociative Trance Disorders

D
issociative disorders are among the most mysteri-
ous and intriguing phenomena in neuropsychiatry. 
People with a dissociative disorder dissociate them
selves from reality, mostly due to disturbances in 

the organization of identity, memory, perception, or conscious-
ness. During a dissociative event a fundamental component of 
the self is separated as people “lose” their self-identity, some-
times identifying themselves with an external agent.1 Thus, the 
investigation of dissociative disorders might be valuable for  
the scientific study of the self. Dissociative disorders have long 
attracted attention not only in clinical neuropsychiatry, but also 
in literature (for example, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange 
Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, S. Ansky’s The Dybbuk [Figure 
5], and Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum) and films (such as 
Being John Malkovich and The Exorcist). Dissociative states are 



	 Spirit in the Brain: Trance and Possession

also common during mystical experiences, and several mystical 
schools—including Kabbalah—teach practitioners how to 
voluntarily induce dissociative states.2 Therefore, the scientific 
investigation of dissociative disorders might shed new light on 
dissociation during mystical experience and on our understand-
ing of the concept of the “self.” In particular, the voluntary 
induction of a phenomenon related to a psychiatric disorder 
might illuminate the continuity of the psychiatric scale from 
healthy subjects through personality disorders to psychiatric 
patients.3

Dissociative disorders include dissociative amnesia (when 
memories are not consciously accessible), dissociative fugue 
(detachment from the immediate environment or memory, 
sometimes resulting in sudden travel away from home), dep-
ersonalization disorder (a feeling of detachment from one’s 
body), dissociative identity disorder (formerly known as mul-
tiple personality disorder, that is, dissociation in identity com-
ponents leading to a combination of different identities), and 
dissociative trance disorder. Dissociative trance disorder has 
been divided into two broad categories: trance and possession. 
Trance is characterized by a sudden alteration in consciousness, 
accompanied by distinct alternative identities. It might be ac-
companied by a narrowing of one’s awareness of immediate 
surroundings, stereotyped behaviors, and movements experi-
enced as being beyond one’s control. The symptoms and signs 
of trance are rather simple and usually include sudden collapse, 
immobilization, dizziness, and shrieking, screaming, or crying; 
memory is rarely affected. In contrast, possession frequently 
involves sudden extreme changes in sensory and motor control, 
including replacement of the customary sense of personal 
identity by a new identity, attributed to the influence of a 
spirit, power, deity, or other person. Affected individuals might 
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shake convulsively, hyperventilate, scream, and exhibit agitation 
and aggressive movements. These may be followed by collapse 
and a loss of consciousness. Subsequently, such individuals 
report being exhausted and may have amnesia regarding the 
event.4

Dissociative trance disorders are ubiquitous all over the 
world, yet their makeup differs among cultures. In the Western 
world most dissociative disorders are not specified, and the dif-
ferent subtypes are evenly distributed across the dissociation 
spectrum; in non-Western countries trance and possession are 
common diagnoses. Examples include the ataque de nervios, 
which was found in 12 percent of the healthy population in 
Puerto Rico and is also abundant in other parts of Latin Amer-
ica; the lata in Malaya, where individuals may have a sudden 

Figure 5.  Sasha Demidov (left) as Hanan and Efrat Ben-Zur (middle) 
as Leah in The Dybbuk, directed by Y. Arye, based on the 1914 play by 
S. Ansky. Here, Leah is being possessed by a dibbuq, or malicious 
spirit of a dead person—an example of a dissociative disorder. Photo: 
Daniel Kaminsky; Gesher Theatre, Israel 2014 (used with permission).
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vision of a spirit threatening them; the jinn in Muslim countries; 
and a possession syndrome in India during which affected indi-
viduals suddenly begin to speak in an altered voice with a new 
identity, usually that of a deity recognizable to others. Through 
this voice they might refer to themselves in the third person, and 
they may negotiate for changes in the family environment or 
society or become agitated or aggressive. Different cultures also 
distinguish between voluntary and involuntary possession. In 
the Haitian Vodou religion, possession is perceived as an invol-
untary illness that should be cured by shamanistic exorcism; 
however, possession also might be induced intentionally in  
ritual religious contexts.5

Individuals who suffer from dissociative disorders are 
easily hypnotized and sensitive to cultural or religious influence. 
Women make up the majority of cases, up to 90 percent in some 
studies. Trauma has been suggested as contributing to the de-
velopment of dissociative symptoms, particularly sexual and 
physical abuse in childhood and in patients with borderline 
personality disorder and other “Cluster B” (narcissistic, histri-
onic, or antisocial) disorders. This background might be re-
lated to the sexual content frequently described in dissociative 
disorders. And research regarding survivors of life-threatening 
events indicates that more than half of dissociative phenomena 
include a sense of detachment or unreality, automatic move-
ments, or depersonalization; these presentations are supposed 
to be adaptive defenses against such traumatic situations.6

The term désagrégation (originally designated by P. Janet) 
might be applicable to dissociative disorders. Normally, differ-
ent events are experienced as connected to one another, but in 
dissociative states they are experienced as isolated from other 
mental processes. Thus, dissociative disorders are not a distur-
bance in the perceptions themselves or their content but in their 
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organization or integration. When memories are separated, the 
dissociation is called dissociative amnesia. Fragmentation of 
identity results in dissociative identity disorder. Disintegrated 
perception is characteristic of depersonalization disorder, and 
dissociation of consciousness appears in various possession and 
dissociative trance disorders. Hence, patients with dissociative 
identity disorder suffer not from too many personalities, but 
from having less than one integrated personality. To reiterate: 
it is suggested that the core problem in dissociative disorders 
involves information processing—the failure to integrate  
mental elements rather than their content.7

2.  Maggid and Dibbuq

In Kabbalistic literature since the late fifteenth century, 
we find two main forms of trance and possession: the maggid 
and the dibbuq. The term “dibbuq” is used in Jewish mysticism 
to designate a spirit of a dead person that takes temporary pos-
session of a human being by inhabiting the body of the pos-
sessed individual. The possession is characterized by a striking 
down of the subject’s body, accompanied by convulsions and a 
change in voice, behavior, and personality, and sometimes by 
the expression of further knowledge or speech in a language 
apparently unknown to the subject. The term “maggid” is used 
to indicate “a celestial entity” that takes over the mystic’s men-
tal state, “delivering” mystical secrets to the Kabbalist. A maggid 
experience involves the alternation of consciousness and subjec-
tive experiences perceived as being beyond one’s control and is 
thus close to the trance state. It has been attributed to males 
and has been evaluated as a source of reliable religious informa-
tion. Dibbuq possession, in contrast, has been attributed to 
both men and women and has been seen as negative since the 
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possessing spirit is portrayed as a sinner. Yet in both cases there 
is a separation between one’s habitual self and the dissociated 
self, which might express knowledge, memory, and behaviors 
unknown to the habitual self. This distinction is reminiscent 
of William James’s categories of demoniac or “low” mysticism 
versus “higher” forms of mystical experiences.8

Possession and trance experiences have usually been ne-
glected or marginalized in neuroscientific studies and mostly 
have been treated in traditional myths and literature. In Jewish 
culture these phenomena have been investigated mainly through 
the psychocultural work of Yoram Bilu and through socio-
logical, historical, and religious studies found in works by 
Raphael Patai, Matt Goldish, and Yossi Chajes. Outside Jewish 
studies, psychodynamic and sociological explanations of the 
phenomena have been suggested.9 Possession and other dis-
sociative disorders have been widely described, obviously, in 
psychiatric literature. Not much has been done, however, to 
help in the understanding of the neurocognitive mechanisms 
underlying dissociative phenomena, namely, how a person 
might express behaviors and characteristics seemingly alien to 
his habitual self. The descriptions of distinct Jewish mystics 
about their self-induced dissociative experiences might serve 
as a valuable contribution for such an investigation, as specific 
techniques led to certain experiences. Here we compare reports 
of Kabbalistic experiences with phenomenological evidence 
found in anthropological reports and psychiatric cases as  
well as with new discoveries regarding the functional and  
anatomical mechanisms of memory and consciousness. We 
consider as ecstatic experiences those induced by specific prac-
tices that aimed to evoke experiences of altered consciousness. 
According to the terminology defined above, an ecstatic expe-
rience will therefore refer more to a maggidic experience (or a 
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dissociative experience with maggidic elements), for the mag-
gid was intentionally induced in order to reveal mystical secrets 
to the Kabbalist.

3.  The Maggid and Its Induction

As a technical term, “maggid” is known in Jewish literature 
in the medieval Sefer ha-Tamar, which is a translation of an 
Arabic source.10 Maggid phenomena were also common in the 
circle of Sefer ha-Meshiv in Spain. Rabbi Joseph Taitatzak of 
this circle brought the maggidic tradition to Thessalonica and 
Constantinople. Maggidic tradition was also widespread in 
Safedian Kabbalah, including its main practitioners, such as 
rabbis Isaac Luria, Hayim Vital, and Moshe Cordovero, as well 
as Joseph Karo, who was reported by other Kabbalists to have 
had a maggid experience. Other known cases are those of rab-
bis Menahem Azaria of Fano, Aaron Berakhiah of Modena  
(a student of Azaria), David Habillio, Moshe Zacut, Samson of 
Ostropol, and Moshe Hayim Luzzatto.11

Perhaps the most famous maggid experience in Jewish 
tradition was attributed to Rabbi Joseph Karo (1488–1575). 
Although mostly known for his monumental halachic mono-
graphs Beit Yosef and Shulkhan Aruch, Karo, remarkably, did 
not show special concern in his mystical diary Maggid Meis-
harim about his halachic work. This might hint at the higher 
importance he attributed to his dissociative revelation. As seen 
in Maggid Meisharim, Karo was fascinated by memory func-
tions and used memory exercises (recitation of long memo-
rized paragraphs of the Mishnah) to induce his maggidic-like 
experiences, mostly reported as automatic speech: “Behold the 
voice of my beloved knocketh in my mouth and the lyre 
sounded of itself.”12 Much more often, the power revealed to 
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Karo, which in the vast majority of the cases is a feminine 
entity known as the Shekhinah (the feminine dwelling or set-
tling presence of God), the Mishnah (the first major redaction 
into written form of Jewish oral traditions), or the Soul, states 
that “I am talking to you as a man to his friend”; this might be 
related to the above-discussed “speaking Doppelgänger” (see 
chapter 3). Yet Karo could never see his mentor and always 
reports the revealing power as speaking “in his mouth.” The 
same is reported by Rabbi Moshe Hayim Luzzatto, who never 
saw his maggid, stating that “I could hear his voice speaking 
in my mouth.”13 The description by Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, 
one of the important figures of Safedian Kabbalah of the six-
teenth century, points to speech as the feature distinguishing 
between the phenomena of the maggid and the dibbuq: “man 
can be entered by another soul—a holy or an evil—and simi-
larly we have seen demons or evil spirits entering men and 
troubling them . . . similarly an angel may enter man and speak 
within him words of wisdom, and this is what is generally 
called Maggid.”14

The maggid experience is likely to be induced by two steps. 
First are preparations, which include, among other things, fast-
ing, sensory deprivation, and mortification as well as penance 
and abstinence. Thus, Luzzatto would “prepare himself for three 
days . . . by taking ritual baths and other things designed to 
appease the Maggidic angel who was speaking to him.”15 In 
contrast to this individual complex process, possession appears 
either spontaneously or as preceded by drumming, singing, 
dancing, or other crowd contagion. Second, the preparations 
are followed by repetitive and intense recitation of spiritual 
verses or passages of the Mishnah or divine names.16 The reci-
tation technique is explained in a passage preserved in Rabbi 
Israel ben Sabbatai, known as the Maggid of Kuznitz (which 
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means the preacher of Kozienice), in his Sefer ’Avodath Yisra‘el 
(written early in the nineteenth century):

I have heard it said that the holy Rabbi, our teacher 
Rabbi Gershon [of Kitov] once said this to our 
master Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov, of blessed 
memory, “As long as you are able to recite volun-
tarily in your prayers the words ‘Blessed are Thou’ 
you should know that you have not yet attained 
the ideal of prayer. For when he prays a man must 
be so stripped that it is impossible for him to find 
the energy and the intellectual activity to speak the 
words of the prayers.” This is perfectly true. Yet 
there is a still higher truth. This is when a man is 
stripped of all corporeality, of every kind of will, 
and is bound only to his Creator, so that he no lon-
ger knows how to recite his prayers because of the 
awe he experiences and because of his attachment 
to God, yet nonetheless he recites his prayers in  
the right order. This is because heaven has pity on 
him, endowing him with speech and the power  
to pray, as it is said [Psalms 51:17]: “O Lord, open 
my lips.”17

4.  Personal Reports of Mystical Dissociative 
Experiences

Here we describe the dissociative, maggid-like experi-
ences of four Kabbalists from the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies. They use well-defined techniques, and their writings are 
instructive, leading the performer through the sensations they 
experienced.
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Mystic 1 :  Joseph Karo

Rabbi Joseph Karo was born in Spain and left with the 
exiles of 1492 to Constantinople and Adrianople, settling fi-
nally in Safed. There he wrote his most famous books, Beit 
Yosef and Shulkhan Aruch, but he also participated in the Kab-
balistic circle that included Rabbi Moshe Cordovero. His dis-
sociative experience began on the vigil of Shavuot night, when 
in commemoration of the giving of the Torah on this date, all-
night Torah study is customary. Rabbi Shlomo Alkabetz, an-
other famous Kabbalistic figure, reported Karo’s experience in 
an epistle:

Know that the saint [Karo] and I . . . agreed to stay 
up all night in order to banish sleep from our eyes on 
Shavuot. We succeeded, thank God, so that as you 
will hear, we ceased not from study for even a mo-
ment . . . all this we did in dread and awe, with quite 
unbelievable melody and tunefulness . . . no sooner 
had we studied two tractates of the Mishnah than 
our Creator smote us so that we heard a voice speak-
ing out of the mouth of the saint, may his light shine. 
It was a loud voice with letters clearly enunciated. All 
the companions heard the voice but were unable to 
understand what was said. It was an exceedingly 
pleasant voice, becoming increasingly strong. We all 
fell upon our faces and none of us had any spirit left 
because of our great dread and awe. The voice began 
to address us, saying: “friends, choicest of choice, 
peace to you, beloved companions . . . behold, I am 
the Mishnah, the mother who chastises her children 
and I have come to converse with you.”18
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This report describes an experience of trance. As a consequence 
of the mystic reciting the Mishnah, preceded by sleep depriva-
tion, a speaking voice appears, heard also by those in the mys-
tic’s surroundings. This appearance seems to be unexpected  
yet is perceived by the mystic and others as positive. It was not 
accompanied by catalepsy, and it happened in public. Although 
the description here is not provided by Karo himself, his various 
references in Maggid Meisharim to his maggidic-like experi-
ences reveal that he remembered the experiences and even wrote 
them down.

Mystic 2 :  Hayim Vital

The ecstatic experiences of Rabbi Hayim Vital are detailed 
in his mystical diary Sefer ha-Hezionoth, where a report of his 
experience of the maggid appears. It occurred on 30 August 1571 
after his teacher Isaac Luria (Ha’Ari) had instructed him to fast 
for forty-eight hours and to perform a long and complex Yichud 
(literally, unification—a mystical technique including the 
recitation of a prayer and the practice of letter combination) 
over this time. He then reports his experience:

On the day before Rosh Hodesh Elul [the first day of 
the twelfth month of the Jewish year, a time of prep-
aration for the High Holy Days] in the year 5331 
[1571], my master of blessed memory sent me to the 
cave of Abaye and Rava [two renowned Babylonian 
Talmud scholars, living ca. 300–350 CE], and I 
stretched myself over the grave of Abaye . . . first I 
performed the Yichud of mouth and nose of the An-
cient Holy one, and sleep fell upon me. Then I awak-
ened and saw nothing. Afterwards, I once again 
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stretched myself over the grave of Abaye and per-
formed the Yichud written by my teacher himself. 
While combining and interlacing the letters YHVH 
[the Tetragrammaton—the name of God] and 
ADNY [the construct form of “Adon” (my Lord)], as 
is known, my concentration became confused and I 
was unable to combine them, and I was refrained 
from thinking out this combination. Then within 
my consciousness there came a likeness as if a  
voice was telling me “retract, retract!” . . . so then I 
returned to concentrate on the combination and 
completed it successfully. . . . Afterwards, a great and 
exceeding fright and trembling seized me in all my 
limbs, and my hands were trembling, knocking 
against one another, and also my lips were trembling 
in an exaggerated way and were moving rapidly with 
forcefulness exceedingly fast. It was as if a voice was 
sitting on my tongue which was saying exceedingly 
swiftly “what shall I say, what shall I say?” more than 
one hundred times. And I was trying to take hold of 
myself and my tongue so as not to move them, but I 
was not able to quiet them at all. Afterwards I 
thought to ask for wisdom. And the sound exploded 
in my mouth and tongue and said more than twenty 
times “the wisdom, the wisdom.” Then it went on to 
say: “the wisdom and knowledge” many many times 
. . . all this was with great wondrous speed, many 
times in the waking state. And I had fallen on my 
face, spread out on the grave of Abaye.19

This long and detailed report is another classic example 
of trance. The experience begins with preparation composed 
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of fasting and sleep deprivation. The mystic carefully performs 
in solitude the technique of Yichud as instructed, combining 
both memory exercises (recitation) and letter combination. 
Then an intense feeling of fear and trembling gripped the mys-
tic’s whole body while he is “spread out” on a grave. The mystic 
also emphasizes that the experience took place “in a waking 
state.” Only then does the maggidic voice, which the mystic 
clearly remembered, appear.

Mystic 3 :  Nathan of Gaza

Nathan Benjamin ben Elisha ha-Levi, known as Nathan 
of Gaza (1643–1680), was the main prophet of the messianic 
Sabbatean movement. His first major prophecy about the mes-
sianic mission of Sabbatai Zevi occurred in 1665 as a prophetic 
vision that lasted twenty-four hours. The vision was not a 
spontaneous event but rather an experience that Nathan of 
Gaza intentionally prepared for and induced on Shavuot night 
(as in Karo’s experience). Then he publicly experienced a dis-
sociative state. The full account of this event is given in Baruch 
of Arezzo’s Zikaron li-Bnei Israel:

When the holiday of Shavuot arrived, Rabbi Na-
than called the scholars of Gaza to study Torah 
with him the entire night. And it occurred that in 
the middle of the night a great sleep fell on Rabbi 
Nathan; and he stood on his feet and walked back 
and forth in the room and recited the entire [Mish-
nah] tractate Ketubot by heart. He then asked one 
of the scholars to sing a certain hymn; then he 
asked another of the scholars [to do so] . . . mean-
while he leaped and danced in the room, shedding 
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one piece of clothing after another until his under-
clothes alone remained. He then took a great leap 
and fell flat on the ground. When the rabbis saw 
this, they wished to help him and to stand him up, 
but they found he was like a dead man. . . . Pres-
ently a voice was heard . . . a voice emitted from his 
mouth, but his lips did not move. And he said: 
“take care concerning my beloved son, my messiah 
Sabbatai Zevi”; and it said further, “take care con-
cerning my beloved son, Nathan the Prophet.” . . . 
afterwards he rested a great rest and began to move 
himself. His colleagues helped him to stand up on 
his feet and asked him how it had happened and 
what he had spoken; he replied that he did not 
know anything. The sages told him everything that 
had happened, at which he was very amazed.20

This intentional event occurred on a sleepless night and 
is described as being induced by the recitation of the Mishnah. 
This led to a complex of motor activities (dancing, stripping), 
which was then followed by cataplexy (loss of muscle tone). 
Then the maggidic voice appeared. The mystic consequently 
presented with complete amnesia (loss of memory) regarding 
the event. This event is probably a case of dissociative disorder, 
as it seems that Nathan of Gaza experienced a disturbance  
in at least three of the things that characterize such disorders: 
a disruption in the organization of identity, memory, percep-
tion, or consciousness. However, it was not a clear trance expe-
rience, as it also involved some elements of possession. Trance 
is characterized by a sudden alteration in consciousness, ac-
companied by distinct alternative identities, usually involving 
sudden collapse and immobilization, as in the current case. In 
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trance, however, memory is rarely affected, unlike the current 
case. Here, the content of the experience is perceived as positive, 
as in trance. Its “heavenly” origin is emphasized by the descrip-
tion of the “voice” as “emitted from his mouth” without the lips 
moving. Possession mostly involves some amnesia of the event 
and occurs in public, as here, but it frequently involves sudden 
extreme changes in sensory and motor control, such as convul-
sive shaking, hyperventilation, screaming, agitation, and ag-
gressive movements, which might then be followed by collapse 
and loss of consciousness. Although his experience was not so 
severe, Nathan of Gaza showed some eccentric behavior, includ-
ing dancing and stripping, followed by a cataplectic state. These 
suggest that the described experience is probably a dissociative 
trance disorder yet one involving components of both trance 
and possession, which fit the public character of the largest and 
most influential messianic movement in Jewish history, that is, 
the Sabbatean movement.

Mystic 4 :  Joseph ibn-Tsur

The maggidic experience of Rabbi Joseph ibn-Tsur, a Sab-
batean prophet active in northern Africa,21 is detailed in a letter 
from Rabbi Abraham ben-Amram to Rabbi Benjamin Duran, 
describing an investigation of Ibn-Tsur’s experiences:

He [Ibn-Tsur] answered me: “I do not know who 
speaks with me, neither do I myself see or speak. 
Rather, my lips move and the speech comes out of 
them, which produces the sound I hear.” I said to 
him: “With all this are you not able to ask?” He an-
swered: “All my senses are extinguished, and I do 
not know even if I am in heaven or on earth.” He 
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[said he] wished to open his eyes but was unable, as 
if there was lead upon them . . . it was clear to us 
that neither an evil spirit nor a shade was involved 
since he was in excellent possession of his senses, 
and all his words concerned God’s unity, and he 
fasted constantly.22

This is an experience of trance. Ibn-Tsur is known to have 
“fasted constantly,” yet this report does not mention a specific 
induction technique. He is not able to execute motor activities 
besides the expression of the voice. There is a feeling that all  
of his senses “are extinguished.” It is not reported whether the 
event occurred in public or in private; the mystic himself reports 
his experience, so it therefore did not involve amnesia. Note 
that in this description, the mystic’s lips are reported to move, 
unlike the description of Nathan of Gaza but similar to the 
moving tongue of Vital.

Phenomenological Summary

Table 2 summarizes these four mystical experiences. Three 
mystics had a proper experience of trance, and one, Nathan of 
Gaza, experienced a mixture of trance and possession. All mys-
tics exclusively described speaking voices, which came out of 
their mouths. This auditory experience was not accompanied 
by other hallucinations. The mystics prepared themselves by 
fasting and sleep deprivation and induced the experiences by 
repetitive incantation of prayers and/or passages from the 
Mishnah. Two experiences were accompanied by motor activ-
ity (Karo, Vital), and the other two were not (the mystics stayed 
still; Nathan of Gaza, Ibn-Tsur). Two mystics (Nathan of Gaza, 
Karo) had their experience in public, and another reported it 
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as occurring in solitude (Vital). Three mystics—Karo, Vital, and 
Ibn-Tsur—remembered the event, but the fourth, Nathan of 
Gaza, experienced amnesia.

5.  Maggid, Dibbuq, and the Brain

Characteristics of the Maggidic Experience

The maggidic experience in Jewish mysticism is willingly 
induced by a preparative phase of food and sleep deprivation 
and then by techniques of Yichud, repetitive incantation of 
Mishnah or prayers, and sometimes additional techniques such 
as letters pronounced or mentally imagined in combination or 
recitation of divine names. The most important characteristic 
of the maggid experience, in contrast to dibbuq possession, is 
the content of the messages, which both the mystic and those 
around him regard as revelations of a sacred entity. In most 
instances the maggid is exclusively expressed as a voice that 
uncontrollably emerges from the mystic’s throat although it 
might be accompanied by other hallucinations, which are 
sometimes close to autoscopic phenomena. This might occur 
publicly or in solitude; however, in solitude the mystic must be 
aware of his revelation and remember it, whereas in public he 
might be amnesic to his dissociative phenomenon. In addition, 
the experience might be accompanied by various emotions, 
such as fear or happiness, as well as executive and motor actions 
that might range from weakness and heaviness to exhibitive 
activities such as undressing or dancing.

It is interesting to compare these experiences with the 
above-described autoscopic phenomena (chapter 3), which were 
also induced voluntarily by ecstatic mystics: in both cases, 
voices spoke, but in autoscopic phenomena the mystic heard 



Table 2.  Phenomenological Findings: Trance and Possession

Mystic 
no.

Name Dissociative 
disorder

Preparation Induction Motor 
symptoms

Speaking 
voice

Loss of 
consciousness

Public Amnesia 

1 Karo Trance Sleep 
deprivation

Mishnah 
recitation

– + – + –

2 Vital Trance Fasting, sleep 
deprivation

Yihud  
recitation,  

letter 
combinations

Severe 
trembling

+ Falling on his 
face

– –

3 Nathan  
of Gaza

Trance-
possession

Sleep 
deprivation, 

other

Mishnah 
recitation

Dancing, 
stripping

+ + + +

4 
 

Ibn-Tsur 
 

Trance 
 

Fasting 
 

Not reported 
 

Unable to 
move 

+ 
 

“All my senses 
are 

extinguished”

Not 
reported 

– 
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the speaking voice as coming out of the autoscopic image, 
whereas here the voice came out of the mystic’s mouth; in au-
toscopic phenomena people experience having two bodies and 
one self, whereas here two selves inhabit one body; both expe-
riences involve emotions, especially fear accompanied by trem-
bling; finally, both are induced by the use of sleep deprivation 
and letter combination, yet here mystics used more memoriza-
tion and recitation techniques, whereas in autoscopic phenom-
ena they mostly pronounced letters and mentally rotated letters 
and images.

The Individual Character of the  

Maggid and the Dibbuq

Spirit possession is a widespread belief found in various 
patterns in many countries and traditions—up to 74 percent of 
a sample of 488 societies worldwide.23 The maggid and the dibbuq 
are distinct in their individual characters. The maggid, which is 
a phenomenon induced by private recitation and the practice of 
certain techniques, was celebrated; the dibbuq, however, was 
considered to be demonic and was never experienced within the 
ceremonial context of a possession cult.24 Specifically, the distinc-
tion between the maggid and the dibbuq is based on the nature 
of the presented experience. The maggid is considered a positive 
spirit, whereas the dibbuq is a negative one. Consequently, the 
maggid was mostly induced privately by the mystic in order to 
experience an ecstatic revelation and is therefore found among 
most central mystical figures. The dibbuq is conceived as an  
evil spirit that unwillingly possesses a naïve individual who then  
goes through a process of exorcism. Maggidic experiences are 
mostly remembered by mystics, who may then write them down; 
dibbuq possession is not remembered by the person having the 
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experience. Here we described the maggid experience mostly as 
a dissociative trance and the dibbuq as possession. Nevertheless, 
as the nature of the spirit mainly defines the experience, a mag-
gid might not fit the classical definitions of trance but might also 
involve components of possession, such as amnesia (as in the 
description of Nathan of Gaza), while still being considered a 
maggid.

The Maggid and Consciousness

Much of human mental and cognitive activity is  
unconscious in the sense of being inaccessible to phenomenal 
awareness. Examples are automatic processing (exercised  
activities performed without awareness), procedural memory 
(memorizing how to perform skilled activities such as driving 
or riding a bicycle), subliminal perception (processing of 
stimuli perceived before being consciously approached), or 
hypnosis (performance of activities or failure to remember 
certain experiences following appropriate suggestion). These 
exemplify the fact that consciousness is not an obligatory  
property of cognitive activity but an experience that might  
accompany it.25 It might be suggested that during maggidic 
trance and possession, some mental activities inaccessible to 
phenomenal awareness are expressed.

Some researchers, however, suggest regarding conscious-
ness not as awareness of mental states, but rather as a state in 
which people are able to integrate their self with the objective 
world outside of that self. This integration creates what is  
normally perceived as “reality.” During dissociative states the 
normally integrative functions of identity, memory, or con-
sciousness are disturbed (or altered), whereas varying degrees 
of disruption in information integration across behavioral states 
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underlie the larger failures of integration of the self and certain 
cognitive faculties in dissociation. The disintegration is expressed 
as events or perceptions that would ordinarily be connected but 
during dissociative states become separated. Another explana-
tion is that during dissociative states continuous self-processing 
is not available to consciousness since two or more information 
processors operate in parallel without sharing mutual influ-
ence.26 This conscious/unconscious duality may rely on a com-
bination of explicit and implicit memories, sometimes resulting 
in dissociative disorders.

Maggidic Phenomena and Memory

Memory plays a central role in dissociative disorders. In 
dissociation, two or more distinct identities or personality states 
repeatedly “take control” of a person’s behaviors while different 
levels of amnesia appear between switches.27 In fact, different 
mechanisms of memories are differently related to conscious 
experience. Memory traces might be activated and used uncon-
sciously. Specifically, while performing a certain procedure,  
a person may use previous knowledge about the procedure 
without awareness of this use. Such kinds of memory include 
“implicit memory” (with regard to its unconscious character) 
and “procedural memory” (with regard to its application 
mostly on procedural performance) since it allows learning 
skills and knowing how to perform actions. Memory traces that 
are activated and treated consciously—or explicit memory—
might be divided into two main groups: semantic memory and 
autobiographical or episodic memory. Semantic memory is 
defined as “a network of associations and concepts that under-
lies our basic knowledge of the world—word meanings, catego-
ries, facts and propositions, and the like.” This does not render 
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subjective experience but rather objective personal information, 
which might sometimes partially overlap with implicit mem-
ory. Autobiographical memory concerns subjective experience 
and “allows us explicitly to recall the personal incidents that 
uniquely define our lives.”28

Although autobiographical memory seems to be conscious 
by its very nature, only a certain part of these memories is con-
scious. Various states, such as hypnosis, or neuropsychiatric 
disorders, such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), dem-
onstrate that autobiographical memories might influence 
daily life without being consciously approached.29 During 
dissociative states, autobiographical details not included in  
the internal world of the subject are expressed. This has to do 
with the complicated process of memory: memories are not 
simply being stored but rather reexperienced in the process  
of retrieval and recollection. This process might be repressed 
by certain traumatic experiences, leading to change in the  
activity of brain systems that govern one’s self-related mental 
processing, including autobiographical memory.30 Moreover, 
disturbance of autobiographical memory may lead to a vital 
reexperience of “memories” that have in fact never been expe-
rienced, such as “false memories” and confabulations. Patients 
with such confabulations cannot distinguish between memories 
and non-memories, acting on the basis of previous habits 
rather than of currently relevant memories. They do not forget 
memories but “remember” subjective episodic events that they 
have never experienced.31 Here again, the mechanism typically 
attributed to confabulations is a repression of the retrieval  
of stored episodic memories. In summary, memory, and espe-
cially autobiographical memory, cannot be separated from the 
“owner” of the autobiography, that is the experiencer. When 
disintegration appears, it may result in a dissociative state.
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Induction of Dissociative Disorder

A cognitive experiment might shed light on the induction 
of dissociation. Memory function in patients with dissociative 
identity disorder was compared with that in two different con-
trol groups: a group of healthy subjects and a group of “simu-
lators.” These simulators were healthy subjects as well, who were 
asked to make up an imaginary identity and to “switch” to this 
second identity during the experiment. Participants were given 
a seventeen-item data sheet for the “new” identity on which 
they were asked to assign name, age, sex, physical description, 
personal history, and personality style. In a procedural memo-
ry task (a sequential pattern of button pressing), patients with 
dissociative identity disorder improved their performance dur-
ing the task, yet they lost this learned improvement when 
changing to their second identity. Simulators demonstrated a 
similar effect of “losing” the learned procedural memory when 
consciously changing their identity to their new invented one; 
this effect was not shown in the control group.32 This suggests 
that a conscious change in explicit memory (inter-identities) 
causes a change in implicit memory (performance). To reiterate, 
a conscious identity change in a healthy subject might lead not 
only to adoption of another identity, but also to expression of 
implicit performances of this second identity. These results 
might serve as a cognitive basis for the induction of maggidic 
experience.

Descriptions such as “fright and trembling seized me in all 
my limbs, and my hands were trembling,” as reported by Vital, 
may also resemble ecstatic seizure. Ecstatic seizures are trancelike 
experiences in which patients may have a heightened sense  
of self-awareness or joy as an “aura” that may proceed a full 
seizure.33 Epilepsy, which may trigger autoscopic phenomena, 
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may lead to a sense of trance, and may further be induced by 
sleep deprivation or other manipulations that increase suscep-
tibility for a seizure, some of them used by ecstatic mystics. While 
we cannot exclude such an entity in mystical experiences, no 
direct evidence supports an entity of epilepsy in the mystics 
described here.

Functional Neuroanatomy of the  

Maggid and the Dibbuq

Different kinds of memories are coded in different ana-
tomical structures of the brain. Procedural memory is coded 
at first in cortical areas, such as the premotor cortex (represent-
ing the executive character of this kind of memory) and the 
inferior parietal lobule (representing its proximity to semantic 
memory). After a certain period of practicing, this memory is 
also transferred and coded in subcortical areas, including the 
basal ganglia and the cerebellum. Autobiographical memory, 
however, is coded directly in the hippocampus, at the medial 
temporal lobe. Bilateral hippocampal lesion is thus character-
ized by losing the ability to code new autobiographical  
memory.34

Memory processing involves not only encoding processes, 
but also, and not less importantly, maintenance and retrieval 
processes, which are also controlled by specific brain regions 
in the autobiographical memory network (Figure 6). The pre-
frontal cortex plays an important role in a brain network which 
underlies a special kind of autonoetic consciousness that allows 
humans to be aware of past events and to plan their futures.35 
Such cross-temporal contingencies are necessary for facilitating 
an integrated sense of self between the “I,” the core of the sub-
ject, the organizer and interpreter of the continuous experience 
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over time, and more external circles, including the body, the 
environment, and social interactions.36 The prefrontal cortex 
plays a key role in temporally organizing and integrating these 
perceptions into one context-independent self over time. The 
prefrontal cortex is also known to be involved in conscious 
experience and self-referential mental activity as well as in 
explicit representation of states of the self. Furthermore, in-
hibitory control of information, processed in the orbito-frontal 
cortex (part of the prefrontal cortex), is crucial for organizing 
one’s behavior over time since new information might otherwise 
detract from organizing certain behaviors. This inhibitory 
function protects and complements the integrative functions 
of memory. The orbito-frontal cortex is primarily responsible 
for this inhibitory control as it monitors the environment 
through connections with different multisensory associative 
cortices. Moreover, there is substantial neuropsychological 
evidence that the orbito-frontal cortex controls disorganizing 
interference through inhibitory processes, and causal evidence 
from lesion studies shows that orbito-frontal lesion might lead 
to intellectual and emotional disinhibition. Since a hallmark of 
dissociative disorders is inhibition of a certain part of the con-
scious subjective experience, the prefrontal and especially the 
orbito-frontal cortex might play a central role in trance and 
possession.37

Another brain region that plays a major role in memory 
processing, especially in autobiographical memory, is the pos-
terior parietal cortex, adjacent to and overlapping the temporo-
parietal junction. The posterior parietal cortex is divided into  
the superior parietal lobule, associated with top-down pro-
cesses that support retrieval search, monitoring, and verifica-
tion, and the inferior parietal cortex, which is related more to 
recollection. Studies showed an involvement of the temporo-
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parietal junction in the maintenance and retrieval of autobio-
graphical memory. The temporo-parietal junction was also 
found to contribute to “episodic memory thinking” and “men-
tal time travel” of the self “traveling” back and forth in time in 
order to recall the past and predict the future: the self ’s referral 
to past memories and possible future occurrences. As already 
discussed in chapter 3, the temporo-parietal junction has been 

Figure 6.  Episodic memory network. The centers of the identified 
regions are presented on a three-dimensional image produced by 
magnetic resonance imaging, and the significant connections between 
them are shown. Region sizes correspond to the average connectivity 
to the rest of the network. Note the role of the temporo-parietal junc-
tion (left) and the frontal (right) and medial temporal (bottom) 
cortices (adapted with permission from M. Peer et al., “Reversible 
functional connectivity disturbances during transient global amnesia.” 
Ann Neurol 75, 5 [2014]: 634–43. Copyright © 2014 American Neuro-
logical Association. Published by John Wiley and Sons).
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shown to be involved in many self- and body-related processes, 
such as visuo-spatial perspective taking, mental own-body 
imagery, embodiment, and own-action recognition.38 Moreover, 
disruption of activity at the temporo-parietal junction has led 
to an experience of the “feeling of a presence.” This is an expe-
rience in which people may have the sensation that somebody 
is nearby when no one is actually present and cannot be seen. 
Experimental manipulations have demonstrated that this  
“presence” is indeed a projection of the subject’s own self into 
the peri-personal space. This may be further considered as a 
somatosensory version of autoscopic phenomena.39 Though 
trance and possession classically do not include clear body 
reduplication, some trance descriptions may include the “feel-
ing of a presence” of the maggid before the trance and may 
therefore be related to this kind of reduplication. Although 
memory as used in the maggidic techniques is mostly proce-
dural and not autobiographical, alteration of the temporo-
parietal junction might link the bodily manifestations and 
memory processes that accompany the maggid experience.

6.  Maggid and Dibbuq: Two Selves in One Person

Dissociative disorders challenge the ordinary corporeal 
experience as two “selves” are held in one body, in contrast to 
autoscopic phenomena, in which one self has two different 
bodies (feeling of a presence may represent an intermediate 
form). Two different forms of dissociative disorders are found 
in Jewish mysticism—the maggid and the dibbuq. While the 
dibbuq is experienced as a spontaneously occurring unwilled 
disturbance (and thus is perceived as a mental illness that should 
be exorcized), the maggid is perceived as an ecstatic experience. 
This experience is intentionally induced by specific techniques 
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aimed at getting the practicing mystic into the emanation of a 
“speaking voice” from his throat that reveals materials unavail-
able in his “original,” or “non-maggidic,” state of mind. By 
challenging memory capacities (and other components of  
the memory network) through the precise performance of the 
mystical technique, the mystic manages to interfere with the 
regular stream of conscious-explicit and unconscious-implicit 
memories to “create” another personality that denounces his 
“original” one by opposing different subjective contents and 
reflections. Together with autoscopic phenomena or the feeling 
of a presence, dissociative trance disorders propose that body 
and self might be related in ways not necessarily reflecting 
habitual perception; such experiences might therefore be of 
exceptional value to mystics interested in in-depth investigation 
of their own selves. Even nowadays, dissociative states might 
present a valuable advantage to consciousness studies and to 
the neuropsychological understanding of the human “self.”
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Conclusions

1.  Some Final Methodological Remarks

T
he present study is part of an effort to widen the 
methodological tools that should be used in under-
standing the complexities characterizing the experi-
ences reflected in Kabbalistic and other mystical 

literature. Such an effort is sometimes the result of conversa-
tions between scholars from different fields, conversations 
which may open some aspects of Kabbalistic literature to fresh 
understandings that produce new perspectives—if done in a 
cautious manner. The need to address this literature from many 
perspectives is an imperative that has been stressed several times 
in recent studies.1 In addition to the classical methods—the 
philological and the historical—new methods should be wel-
comed. Modern approaches of study in the humanities—such 
as Freudian, Jungian, feminist, and cultural—may have social 
agendas based upon twentieth-century sensibilities, thus offer-
ing fewer insights into complexities characteristic of medieval 
situations. Structuralist or anthropological approaches, though, 
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may contribute to new and more nuanced understandings  
of earlier texts and traditions. To be sure, if Kabbalists from 
different circles mingled and spread their knowledge in a sig-
nificant manner, sociological tools are necessary.2

In order to broaden perspectives, it is insufficient to refer 
to other methods in sporadic and fragmentary ways; rather, by 
means of cooperation and dialogue, one should offer a more 
sustained and systematic treatment, as in the present book. The 
phenomenology of the different types of mystical experiences 
found in medieval and premodern literature can be understood 
in a more profound manner by referring to the results of ex-
perimental studies performed independently in the field of 
neurocognitive science. The more recent developments in this 
field, in theory, clinics, and brain-imaging technology, have 
been applied in this book in order to interpret Kabbalistic texts. 
This application corroborated the phenomenological categories 
extracted independently from the Kabbalistic literature. More-
over, the findings of neurocognitive mechanisms underlying 
specific mystical experiences may allow us to consider the pos-
sibility that central themes in the study of the human mind that 
draw the attention of modern philosophers and neuroscientists 
have already been reflected by the experiences of the prominent 
figures of Jewish mysticism under scrutiny in this book. A 
subdivision of natural studies, this approach is also relatively 
free of sociological and cultural influences, aiming to address 
cognitive brain-based mechanisms, which are relatively similar 
across societies and cultures. Finally, such an approach might 
have an explanatory value for other forms of visionary and 
mystical experiences present in texts from other mystical lit-
erature.

Nevertheless, no single methodology can facilitate a  
comprehensive understanding of the diversity of the vast  
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Kabbalistic literature, for it cannot reflect the diversity of any 
massive body of human creativity produced over a long period 
in diverse religious and social circumstances. Instead, we should 
better opt for an eclectic approach, better known as “the tool-
box,” or for what may be called perspectivism, which allows 
changing the methodological perspective in accordance with 
the specificity of the topics addressed by parts of the literature 
under scrutiny. Any attempt to impose a single methodological 
approach is prone to become an ideology that reduces the rich-
ness of the thought and practice of the Jewish mystics to simple 
“truths.” There is no need to adopt any of the abovementioned 
methods as generating final truths since they are provisional 
and often feeble tools to be used carefully, wisely, and selec-
tively; they are not truths to be indiscriminately projected onto 
too many texts and used to unconditionally generalize about 
the alleged homogenous nature of Kabbalah.

A difficult question is to what extent modern approaches 
in humanities that developed centuries after the analyzed ma-
terials were formulated can indeed help to clarify texts gener-
ated by cultures and circumstances that differ profoundly from 
those that hosted the modern thinkers. The application of such 
approaches is based on many implicit assumptions, especially 
one that sees in those approaches some form of scientific truth 
that does not depend on time and place or shifting circum-
stances. The systematic application of one of those approaches 
on a wide series of texts written by different authors, often 
separated by centuries and continents, might be challenging. 
The problems are obvious: whether sociological, psychological, 
phenomenological, or theological, those approaches are hard-
ly unified, and divergences among the various psychological 
approaches are evident. If a Freudian approach is accepted, what 
about the Jungian one? If a theological approach is adopted, 
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how is it that so many books on the theology of the Hebrew 
Bible do not agree with each other? This is the reason why we 
see a massive subscription to one single approach, a reduction 
of a complex corpus of thought to a limited number of ideas, 
injected by the scholar anachronistically into the interpreted 
texts.

Nevertheless, it is hard to avoid the pertinence of those 
approaches, formulated by intellectual prodigies, especially 
since they turned into conceptual tools that are part of the 
quotidian language, part of the transformation of information 
in communication. This is the reason why we subscribe to the 
“toolbox” approach, giving limited emphasis to any one  
approach, without rejecting any of them. Here, we adopt a 
neurocognitive approach in order to analyze a limited set of 
Kabbalistic texts belonging to ecstatic Kabbalah, which are  
very far from identical with the vast Kabbalistic literature.3 

While we believe the findings and comparisons made in this 
book are based on a solid ground—the human neurocognitive 
system—we emphasize that this component, though strong, is 
only a part of the rich picture of the mystical experience.

2.  Ecstatic Kabbalah as a Seminal Investigation 
of the Human Self

The phenomenologies of the Kabbalistic material analyzed 
in this book and their comparison to modern cognitive ex-
periments in healthy people and to observations in neurologi-
cal patients suggest that major trends in Jewish Kabbalah 
managed to alter distinct neurocognitive mechanisms through 
the use of specific techniques. These excitations caused a change 
in the mystic’s processing of functions related to his own self, 
such as the sense of embodiment or visuo-spatial perspective 
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taking, leading to different variants of autoscopic and trance 
experiences and accompanied by prominent prophetic-like 
experiences of a “speaking double” or internal “maggidic” voice, 
thus facilitating further expansion of the borders of the mind 
and consciousness. We therefore propose that it is the mystical 
technique that leads the mystic to experience autoscopy, heau-
toscopy, out-of-body experience, or trance. The mystic might 
interpret these as sacred or prophetic experiences that reveal 
mystical secrets about human or divine nature.

Since the introduction of neuroimaging, dozens of stud-
ies have investigated the so-called neural mechanism underly-
ing mystical techniques, especially meditation, which best fits 
the neuroimaging theater. However, such a “brain-mapping” 
approach is limited and different from ours. Here, we did not 
scan practitioners from certain traditions using functional MRI 
or electrical neuroimaging during their mystical exercises or 
attempts. Rather, we tried to stress the importance of the  
assemblage of technical, sociocultural, and linguistic factors for 
the construction of the human self, as based on physiological 
and neurocognitive characteristics that were altered by the use 
of ecstatic mystical techniques.

Adapting phenomenological, neurological, and neuro-
cognitive approaches, we have suggested how major trends in 
Jewish mysticism helped mystics to achieve their mystical ex-
periences by using practical techniques that affected their 
“intrinsic” self-processing and sense of embodiment. These 
techniques activate brain mechanisms at the temporo-parietal/
precuneal, medial-temporal, or medial prefrontal/orbito-
frontal cortices, which together form the “intrinsic” system 
governing the processing of body and self.4 Such an approach 
presents a valuable benefit to consciousness studies and to the 
neuropsychological understanding of the “self” since it separates 
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the “self” from the body on different levels. We may now extend 
the proposal presented in the introduction of this book which 
stated that contemporary folk-psychology about the mind 
might have emerged from the older notion of the “soul” or 
“proto-concept of mind,” and we hope that the reader is now 
convinced that the ecstatic Kabbalah mystics indeed used ex-
static autoscopic and dissociative phenomena as early and pio-
neering experimental models in the investigation of the phi-
losophy of mind and the cognition of the human “self.” While 
our technology has advanced much since the time of ecstatic 
Kabbalah, our ability for introspection has not. Just as our 
cultural and scientific lives may be influenced by masterpieces 
in literature or art, similar inspiration may also derive from the 
philosophical, psychological, and cognitive work of early schol-
ars, such as the Jewish mystics described in this book. Their call 
for the reader to look at the self from a nonhabitual perspective, 
and from this perspective to further introspect, still holds as 
much as it did centuries ago, and maybe even more.
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Appendix A
The External and Internal Worlds: Functional 

Networks in the Human Brain

1.  Large-Scale Networks in the Human Brain: Function and 
Anatomy

T
he human brain, an aggregation of neurons and 
supporting cells, receives and interprets an immense 
array of sensory information, controls a variety of 
motor behaviors, governs the body, and manages 

high cognitive functions. It makes complex decisions, thinks 
creatively, feels emotions, recognizes different forms and pat-
terns, generalizes, and differentiates. Moreover, it can carry out 
all these tasks in a nearly simultaneous manner.1 Although the 
brain contains many other important parts, such as the cerebel-
lum, brainstem, and basal ganglia, we focus here on the cerebral 
cortex, which is a major substrate for functions that convey 
comprehension, cognition, and communication (Figure 7). 
More specifically, we consider the different cortical regions  
as the building blocks of the functional cognitive brain. The 



Figure 7.  The main divisions of the central nervous system. The cerebral cortex with its four lobes (frontal, tem-
poral, parietal, occipital), the subcortical nuclei, the cerebellum, and the brainstem are shown (from http://what-
when-how.com/neuroscience/overview-of-the-central-nervous-system-gross-anatomy-of-the-brain-part–1/).

http://what-when-how.com/neuroscience/overview-of-the-central-nervous-system-gross-anatomy-of-the-brain-part%E2%80%931
http://what-when-how.com/neuroscience/overview-of-the-central-nervous-system-gross-anatomy-of-the-brain-part%E2%80%931
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largest area of the cerebral cortex is the neocortex, which is the 
top layer of the cerebral hemispheres, mostly involved in func-
tions such as sensory perception, generation of motor com-
mands, spatial navigation, memory, language, reasoning, and 
conscious thought. Following Marsel M. Mesulam’s seminal 
work, the neocortex may be subdivided into two major zones: 
the unimodal (modality specific) and heteromodal (integrates 
across modalities) cortices.2 Unimodal sensory cortices are 
constituted by neurons that mostly respond to stimulation in 
only one sensory modality. Sensory organs—such as the eyes, 
ears, and different receptors all over the body—project informa-
tion regarding the external world to the primary sensory cor-
tices (including the primary visual, auditory, and somatosen-
sory cortices). The information is then processed by unimodal 
association areas, which treat one specific modality of informa-
tion (although new evidence suggests that these regions might 
also share multisensory information with other modalities). 
This input is further processed in heteromodal cortices. The 
heteromodal cortices are not confined to any single sensory 
modality but receive input from different unimodal areas and 
integrate the information to one coherent percept. Thus, for 
instance, the visual recognition (“what”) system may identify 
an object or face, and the visual spatial (“where”) system can 
localize it; a language area can then identify this object or face 
in a linguistic pattern and name it. These heteromodal cortices 
are mostly located at the posterior parietal, prefrontal, and 
lateral temporal parts of the brain (Figure 8).3

For a specific sensory or motor task to be performed, the 
joint work of different unimodal and heteromodal cortices is 
required. Higher heteromodal regions in the posterior parietal, 
lateral, and medial temporal and prefrontal cortices as well as 
in the hippocampus and the amygdala link distributed informa-



Figure 8.â•‡ Subdivision of the cerebral cortex into functional regions, 
shown from lateral (top) and medial (bottom) views. Regions in  
the primary and (relatively) unimodal cortex include the visual cor-
tex (1–3), primary auditory cortex (6, 7) the primary sensorimotor 
cortices (9, anterior part), and the language regions of Broca 
(14) and Wernicke (6). Heteromodal regions include the angular 
gyrus (4), the lateral occipito-temporal complex (5), the temporal 
pole (8), the posterior parietal cortex (9), the temporo-parietal junc-
tion (10), the limbic/para-limbic system and the insula (12 [not visible], 
13), and regions in the frontal (11, 15–17) and prefrontal cortices 
(18). Division to functional Brodmann areas (fBAs) as used in S. Arzy, 
Y. Arzouan et al., “The ‘intrinsic’ system in the human cortex and 
self-projection: a data driven analysis.” Neuroreport 21 (2010): 569–74.
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tion into coherent multimodal assemblies (“network of net-
works”) necessary for spatial navigation, attention, object 
recognition, execution of action, memory, and emotion by 
coactivating cortical large-scale networks among distributed 
brain areas. These large-scale networks connect the activated 
brain regions within the network, facilitating parallel process-
ing and multidirectional approaches that enable the network 
to solve complicated tasks in a very short time. Individual cor-
tical areas might dynamically shift among networks depending 
on the task’s requirements. This functional plasticity allows a 
rapid association and dissociation of local clusters into distinct 
functional subgroups, depending on the network that recruits 
them. A distinct advantage of this mechanism is that it dy-
namically creates a context for the local information expressed 
in each area of the network by interactions with other areas.4

Mesulam identified five large-scale networks in the human 
brain (Figure 9); new networks studies have extended our un-
derstanding of the brain’s network organization.5

1.	 Spatial attention and corporeal awareness net-
work. The parietal lobe, especially in the right 
hemisphere, is conventionally said to be special-
ized for spatial cognition (one’s behavior as an 
agent in space). This relies on the role of the pa-
rietal lobe in integrating information from the 
different senses in the manipulation of objects 
and in visuo-spatial processing. The parietal lobe 
constructs maps of one’s own body as well as of 
the spaces near to and far from the body. Parietal-
lobe–based neurocognitive mechanisms locate 
oneself on these different maps with respect to 
other subjects or objects. In addition, these 



Figure 9.  The five major functional large-scale networks of the 
human brain (as described by M. M. Mesulam), shown from lateral 
(top) and medial (bottom) views: 1, spatial attention and corporeal 
awareness network; 2, language network; 3, memory-emotion network; 
4, executive function–comportment network; and 5, face and object 
identification network. 
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mechanisms are involved in distinguishing the self 
from its surroundings and in representing other 
people with respect to one’s self. Notably, not only 
the parietal lobe but also the hippocampus plays 
a central role in spatial processing and navigation.6

2.	 Language network. Language allows individuals 
to connect to each other and thus to create a 
society. Even on the individual level, thoughts are 
formulated in words and sentences. This funda-
mental component of our mental world depends 
mostly on two distinguished brain regions in the 
left hemisphere: Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas. 
Broca’s area in the frontal lobe is responsible for 
the articulation and synthesis of speech, and 
Wernicke’s area, around the posterior superior 
temporal region, is responsible for language 
comprehension. Regions in the right hemisphere 
also contribute to linguistic aspects such as 
prosody and intonation. Left posterior parietal 
regions manage reading and writing. Taken to-
gether, this network of networks gives rise to our 
linguistic ability.

3.	 Memory-emotion network. Here the hippocam-
pus and the amygdala play key roles. Different 
types of memories are stored in different parts of 
the cortex. Autobiographical memories, closely 
related to emotions, are first laid in the hippo-
campus and then in distributed brain regions, 
like the posterior frontal and inferior parietal 
cortices. Memories that are important for proce-
dural-motor activities are laid in the executive 
and motor (frontal and prefrontal) cortices.7 
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Semantic memories are supposed to be stored in 
the anterior temporal lobe, adjacent to the hip-
pocampus. The amygdala, which lies in front of 
the hippocampus, plays a key role in the process-
ing of emotions. The emotional content of dif-
ferent memories is processed in the amygdala, 
and, consequently, when memory is retrieved, 
this adjacent brain structure weighs it according 
to its emotional impact.

4.	 Executive function–comportment network. This 
includes frontal and posterior parietal areas. 
Frontal areas receive information from posterior 
ones and then cooperate with the motor cortices 
to execute an action. Fronto-parietal activity is 
thus crucial for essential brain functions such as 
attention, working memory, autobiographical 
memory retrieval, and conscious visual percep-
tion.8 The frontal lobe serves as an executive part 
of the cortex for higher-order functions, includ-
ing reasoning and abstraction; planning and 
initiation of activity; monitoring and shaping of 
behavior, including inhibition of maladaptive 
behavior; problem solving; and coordination of 
motor and sensory functions into a coherent and 
goal-directed stream of behavior.

5.	 What-where-who network (faces, bodies, and 
objects identification). Visual information coming 
from the primary visual cortex in the occipital lobe 
is processed in two interconnected yet dissociated 
visual pathways: a “ventral” pathway, which ex-
tends into the temporal lobe and is thought to be 
primarily involved in visual object recognition 
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(“what” system), and a “dorsal” pathway, which 
extends into the parietal lobes and is thought to 
be more involved in extracting information about 
“where” an object is located or “how” to execute 
visually guided actions toward it (“where” system). 
Specifically, subregions in the “what” system are 
specialized in processing faces, human bodies, or 
body parts and other certain objects or patterns.9

These networks are organized in the brain such that the 
more frontal regions are responsible for executive and motor 
activities, while posterior regions are involved in the perception 
and processing of different sensory input. Medial temporal 
structures are involved in more “internal” functions such as 
memory and emotions. 

Some Principles in Functional Neuroanatomy

Prefrontal Cortex

The prefrontal cortex is an extensive heteromodal cortex, 
largely responsible for the execution of behavior. Lesions in the 
orbito-frontal cortex distort the integration of personality into 
specific compartmental patterns and strategies of thinking as well 
as the inhibition of inappropriate desires and urges. This is ex-
emplified in the famous case of Phineas Gage, who had a complete 
change in personality after suffering extensive damage to his 
prefrontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex has a high density of 
interconnections with almost all integrating areas in the cerebral 
cortex and through these might activate or suppress different 
networks. It is probably by these connections that the prefrontal 
cortex inhibits impulses that are not appropriate to the general 
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comportment designated by the cerebral cortex at a given time 
and circumstance. This way, a system’s output can always be  
inhibited and its influence on conscious states and voluntary 
behavior reduced or eliminated. The medial prefrontal cortex 
might be necessary for self-referential mental activity, regarding 
“simulating” or “rehearsing” future behavior. The prefrontal 
cortex is also responsible for binding thoughts, memories, and 
experiences with appropriate visceral and bodily states; damage 
to these areas can interfere with the interaction between behavior 
and visceral reactions. Finally, the dorsolateral part of the pre-
frontal cortex is responsible for planning and execution of  
actions and for working memory, a function that enables mental 
manipulation and online retention of information.10

Parietal Cortex

The parietal lobe is divided into two major parts: the more 
anterior somatosensory cortex and the posterior parietal cortex. 
The posterior parietal cortex is situated at the intersection of 
visual, auditory, and tactile cortices, functioning as the “cross-
roads of the brain.” The posterior parietal cortex is not only 
located at the junction of multiple sensory regions, but also 
projects to several cortical and subcortical areas and is engaged 
in a host of cognitive operations, including spatial representa-
tion and updating, attention, coordinate transformation, and 
abstract motor planning; a specialized region within the parietal 
lobe, the inferior parietal lobule, processes self-related activities 
such as agency, self-other discrimination, visual perspective 
taking, and perception of whole bodies.11

Patients suffering from lesions at their right posterior 
parietal cortex demonstrate problems in performing various 
spatial skills, including navigation and topographical orienta-
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tion (though this is managed in the medial part of the parietal 
cortex, the precuneus), or even with copying a simple construc-
tion or drawing a simple form (constructional apraxia). Such 
patients might also manifest spatial neglect syndrome, ignoring 
things on their left-hand side.12 Patients with right posterior 
parietal lesions may also suffer from body perception disorders 
such as asomatognosia (an unawareness of one’s own body or 
body parts), somatoparaphrenia (denial of ownership of a body 
part), or anosognosia (unawareness of illness).13

Medial Temporal Lobe

The medial temporal lobe includes a system of anatomi-
cally related structures that are essential for memory functions 
and emotions. The hippocampus and adjacent regions work in 
harmony with the neocortex to establish and maintain long-
term memory; ultimately, through a process of consolidation, 
long-term memories are stored in the neocortex. An adjacent 
region, the amygdala, is critically involved in the formation and 
storage of lasting memories of emotional experiences.14

Episodic memory of life events allows humans to construct 
a unique record of experience and knowledge based on their 
own life experiences as well as lives of others. Episodic memo-
ries need to be incorporated into a coherent context (or “story”) 
through a binding function, passing through a gateway in the 
hippocampus for encoding and then retrieval although they are 
not necessarily stored there. Facts and events are initially coded 
at multiple sites. The hippocampal gateway enables the appro-
priate coding of events as memories as well as further organiza-
tion and retrieval, which coherently stores and reactivates  
distributed information.15 The hippocampus receives input from 
numerous heteromodal and unimodal association areas of  
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all sensorial modalities. In the other direction, as additional 
linkages become established through reciprocal connections 
among unimodal and heteromodal areas, the relevant informa-
tion becomes less dependent on the function of the hippocam-
pus and adjacent regions and can be accessed directly through 
the activation of cortical regions. The transitional period be-
tween the hippocampal and cortical storage of memories allows 
new memories to enter associative readjustments before being 
assimilated in a more permanent form.16 Moreover, during 
encoding or retrieval, memories are continuously further 
modified (“re-biography”). In accessing knowledge of charac-
teristics of subjects or objects, recall is based on stable associa-
tions of episodes consolidated throughout life and distributed 
to be stored in the neocortex.17 The interconnections with the 
amygdala and the limbic system emphasize the emotional load 
of self-referenced autobiographical memories.18

Finally, medial temporal structures, especially the insular 
cortex, are extensively interconnected with the hypothalamus, 
which through neural and neuron-hormonal mechanisms  
controls the internal milieu of the body. These range from  
the most fundamental processes, such as autonomic tonus, 
electrolyte balance, body temperature, and sexual phases, to the 
experience and expression of emotions. In keeping these hypo-
thalamic functions, medial temporal structures serve as cortical 
regulators for these fundamental functions of body systems.19

Laterality

Anatomically, the two cerebral hemispheres are almost 
identical. Also functionally, the “primary” cortical zones, where 
visual, auditory, or somatosensory information is projected on 
the cortex, are supposed to be symmetrical. We know, however, 
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from everyday life, that most of us are right handed. Considering 
the contralateral connection between limbs and hemispheres, it 
might be assumed that the left hemisphere is more dominant in 
the control of skilled movements.20 The left hemisphere is also 
more active in linguistic tasks since it contains the abovementioned 
areas of Broca (language production) and Wernicke (language 
comprehension). In contrast, the right hemisphere is important 
in spatial cognition and in distributed attention to the extraper-
sonal space and in spatial attention and navigation, agency, men-
tal imagery, drawing or managing objects, own-body perception, 
and visuo-spatial perspective taking. The right hemisphere is also 
specialized among others in coordinating emotional expression 
and experience, together with the amygdala and other structures 
of the limbic system.21 This functional “division of labor” (though 
somehow challenged by recent studies) is also supported by evi-
dence from lesion studies that show different faculties to be 
impaired after unilateral damage (e.g., damage to certain asso-
ciation cortices in the left hemisphere produces language disorders, 
whereas damage to parts in the right hemisphere produces spatial 
cognition disorders); functional neuroimaging studies also show 
differential patterns of activation between the two hemispheres 
for these and other functions. This asymmetry appears at the 
level of the heteromodal association cortex. Therefore, cortical 
regions showing asymmetry are mostly found in the prefrontal 
cortex and in regions located around the junction of the occipital, 
temporal, and parietal lobes.22

2.  The External and Internal Worlds

Classical approaches saw the brain as a computer, process-
ing input in a hierarchical fashion and then producing an 
output.23 However, new data indicate that the brain does not 
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act only in this “ascending” hierarchical manner, in which 
“higher” centers are activated later and contain more abstract 
information than “lower” regions, but that it is also active in a 
“descending” manner, in which higher regions modify the 
lower region activity.24 Indeed, many aspects of cognition and 
behavior are not stimulus-driven rather but are influenced by 
internally driven cognitive processes, action schemas, emotions, 
or memories processed in cortical (and subcortical) networks, 
which together create the so-called default mode network of 
brain activity.25 The default-mode network, encompassing 
mostly the posterior parietal (the cuneus/precuneus medially 
and the temporo-parietal junction laterally) and the medial 
prefrontal cortices, is a main network active during rest when 
no external stimulus is delivered. This network manages mem-
ories, future thinking, mind wandering, imagination, and 
other processes related to the experiential and mental life. In-
terestingly, this activity is much more extensive than those re-
lated to the external world, as reflected by comparison of the 
energy consumed by the brain during extrinsic and intrinsic 
activities. Not only the default-mode network is active in rest. 
Sensorimotor simulations of the external world are in fact 
widely implicated in human cognition. In mental imagery, for 
instance, one might simulate visual, auditory, or kinesthetic 
manifestations without actually experiencing them. This imag-
ery involves analogous representations of different aspects of 
the external world not currently perceived. Thus, for instance, 
while speech is being imagined, a wide range of lexical regions 
in the brain are activated, even without speech perception or 
production.26 The “mirror neuron” system, which reflects other 
people’s activities but activates motor systems related to these 
activities in the observer as if performed by this observer, is 
another important domain in which imagery activates the brain 
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as acting with no activity really occurring.27 Another important 
source of perceptions and processing not emanating from the 
external world is the “internal milieu,” namely, the body, which 
designs our conscious or mental state. Thus, when we are 
stressed, different stimuli will be perceived as stressful, for dif-
ferent hormones secreted in stress have a further influence on 
the brain. Taken together, these lines of evidence demonstrate 
how perception is influenced not only by the external world, 
but also by the internal milieu and by different mental states, 
actions, and comportments (Figure 10).28

The mutual influences of the external world and the “in-
ternal milieu” on information processing in the brain might be 
regarded as bottom-up and top-down processing, respectively. 
Bottom-up activity is the common basis of perception: a 
stimulus is perceived by sense organs, passed to the primary 
cortex, then to different levels of the associative cortex, and 
finally to higher heteromodal cortices. Top-down processing is 
determined by the endogenous state in different brain regions 
before stimulus perception, by expectancy, emotion, and atten-
tion.29 Top-down resources allow the brain to create predictions 
about the forthcoming stimuli and influence them accord-
ingly. This means that both the external sensory input and the 
internal knowledge are crucial for perception. Accordingly, 
recent studies also point to the subdivision of the cerebral 
cortex into two main functional networks: one is related 
mostly to processing of external input (“extrinsic” system), and 
another is mostly dedicated to processing the “internal milieu” 
(“intrinsic” system).30

To summarize, external input is perceived in the human 
brain by the sensory system. The visual, auditory, and somato-
sensory systems supply the major channels of communication 
with the external world, together with vestibular, gustatory, and 



Figure 10.  The brain as a bridge between the external and internal worlds. The primary and heteromodal cortex 
and the limbic systems are shown, according to their relation to the external world (extrapersonal space), inter-
mediary processing, and the internal milieu. Solid arrows illustrate direct sensory neural connections in the  
visual and auditory modalities; thick arrows represent more massive connections than thin arrows; dashed arrows 
illustrate motor output pathways (from M. M. Mesulam, “From sensation to cognition.” Brain 121 [1998]: 1013–52, 
used by permission of Oxford University Press).
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olfactory systems. Input from these channels is then integrated 
with internally generated states such as memories and emotions. 
The outcomes of this integration may be defined as conscious-
ness, comportment, or cognition and include the diverse 
manifestations of memory, emotion, attention, planning, lan-
guage, decision-making, judgment, and thought. This integra-
tive processing enables identical stimuli to trigger different 
processes independent of context, past memories, and future 
needs. “Bottom-up” and “top-down” are heuristic terms for 
what is in reality a large-scale network that integrates both in-
coming and endogenous activity.31 The next section reviews 
different proposals for how this integration is performed.

3.  Integration of Information in the Brain

A property of consciousness is that it is a unified experi-
ence of the different perceptions from the external world and 
the internal states of the experiencer. Although different mod-
ules in the brain are responsible for processing the different 
aspects of what one is experiencing—such as color, shape, 
weight, sound, distance, spatiality, or movement—we perceive 
them all as unified characteristics of the experienced object or 
scene. This is known as the “binding problem.”32 Previous 
theories claimed that the hierarchical organization of the brain 
suggests associative areas that mediate between sensory and 
motor areas, providing the basis for integration.33 Contempo-
rary theories argue that networks of reciprocal interactions are 
the key for integration.34 One proposal for such a theory consid-
ers cross-system interactions. Different neuroimaging and 
neurophysiological studies indicate that top-down influences 
originate in prefrontal and parietal cortices.35 The cross-system 
theory suggests that high-order “transmodal” regions in the 
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prefrontal and parietal cortices send signals to the more basic 
association areas and modify their activity accordingly. Trans-
modal areas are not centers for storing convergent knowledge 
but rather for integrating and accessing the relevant distrib-
uted information. These parietal and prefrontal signals are 
assumed to exert top-down control over routing the informa-
tion flow in the brain. These higher order cortices can not only 
encode and store perceptual characteristics of an external event 
but are further specialized in specific processing and integration 
of information. In addition, during processing, the input is 
extensively filtered, while only the most relevant information 
is integrated.36 Together with limbic and paralimbic regions, 
parietal and prefrontal cortices create the complex subjective 
experience of the external world and internal milieu.

Similarly, the “global workspace theory” emphasizes a 
two-way flow between conscious and unconscious activity.37 It 
assumes that the brain is composed of different distributed 
networks, which are activated subconsciously. Some of them, 
primarily at the prefrontal cortex and parietal cortex, integrate, 
retain, and distribute coherent neuronal events that are report-
able as conscious. Unconscious networks, emotions, and 
memories shape and support the conscious events. Another 
similar theory is “neuronal group selection,” which proposes 
that signals derived from high-order regions “reenter” the 
lower levels of processing, creating a recursive loop of recipro-
cal connections.38

Models of synchronic oscillation and temporal binding 
are different from the abovementioned hierarchical theories 
yet are somehow complementary. These models assume that 
synchronic activity between different brain regions unifies them 
to a network that perceives and processes given input. This 
opinion is supported by findings of increased correlation  
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between activities in different brain regions during multi-
modal task execution.39 Synchrony (communication through 
coherence) and temporal binding models claim that inputs 
acting in a temporally organized manner have a stronger mu-
tual influence than in desynchronized processes. Moreover,  
a crucial component of these models is that synchrony can be 
internally induced by the brain. To be sure, in contrast to the 
hierarchical models that see more “abstract” regions as control-
ling basic association cortices, synchrony and temporal binding 
models depict a continuous influence on the network of the 
different synchronized regions. These latter models therefore 
predict that neurons which respond to the same stimulus  
object fire in a synchronous way.40 This theory is supported by 
electrophysiological studies, which showed an enhancement  
of high-frequency brain oscillations in tasks that require  
attention, learning, emotion, or motivation.41 This “coherence” 
between brain regions was found especially between parietal 
and prefrontal regions, in particular while activity was modu-
lated by top-down processes. Moreover, changes were observed 
in these regions even in the absence of external stimuli (such 
as during mental imagery), reflecting the important role of 
synchrony and binding in governing intrinsic activity.42

To summarize, the above reviewed theories endeavor to 
explain how spatiotemporally distinguished brain activities join 
to create one coherent functional process. This processing is 
influenced not only by directly related external stimuli and as-
sociated processing, but also by cross-modal influences from 
other sensory modalities, memories, or emotions and by the 
“internal milieu.” Integration of information seems to be imple-
mented by large-scale networks of prefrontal, parietal, and 
medial temporal areas. Top-down activities could then be me-
diated by the entraining effects that such networks, carrying a 
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high level of information, might exert on networks processing 
new information. From an electrophysiological point-of-view, 
coherent synchronized brain oscillation might bind different 
activities together into harmonized processing. Notably, all these 
theories encompassing the large-scale level cannot encompass 
the whole computational picture, and much more detailed work 
is needed in order to better understand information processing 
in the brain.

4.  Embodiment, Subjectivity, and Integration

It has become more and more accepted that the human 
mind should be understood in the context of its relations with 
the body and the surrounding environment, for the mind’s 
carrier—namely, the human brain—evolved primarily for 
sensorial and motor activities, performed through the body 
upon the surrounding environment.43 This notion has its roots 
in the works of the father of modern psychology, William James, 
or later in James J. Gibson’s “ecological psychology.”44 These 
theories notice that the brain, the body, and the environment 
are highly structured dynamical systems, coupled to one an-
other on multiple levels, thus combining to mutually embedded 
systems, in which neuronal (brain), somatic (body), and envi-
ronmental elements are likely to interact to produce global-
organism environment processes, which in turn affect their 
constituent elements.45 Gregory Bateson’s theory of “ecology of 
mind” sees the human self as an “aggregate of habits of percep-
tion and adaptive actions plus, from moment to moment, our 
immanent states of action.”46 The human self, according to 
Bateson, is a feed-forward system of perceptions and actions. 
This self-model is further influenced by urges, forces, feelings, 
and other emotions.
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Recent findings in cognitive neuroscience support these 
theories. With respect to the body, it has been suggested that 
human existence in a singular body binds consciousness to-
gether. Moreover, actions and perceptions are also affected by 
the body since bodily and emotional states influence one’s 
perception of—and action in—the external world. Action and 
perception might thus be regarded as premeditated by the in-
ternal milieu, body states, and the environment.47

With regard to the environment, the organism senses a 
function of how it moves in the environment and how it acts 
upon it. Indeed, the cognitive system is mostly concentrated on 
inputs and outputs relevant to the performed activity. For ex-
ample, the substantial role of vision is not to build rich inner 
models of the surrounding reality, but rather to use visual infor-
mation to act upon the environment in order to improve one’s 
survival. The environment thus not only supplies the perceived 
stimuli, but also designs the way in which they are perceived.48

It is proposed that prefrontal and parietal cortices play a 
key role in creating this brain-body-world interphase. This is 
also reflected by the role of these regions in the abovementioned 
default-mode network and processing of self-related informa-
tion.49 This notion is further supported by studies of people in 
unconscious states (deep sleep, general anesthesia, vegetative 
state, and epileptic loss of consciousness) which found that 
coherent activity at the prefrontal and parietal cortex appears 
during anesthesia and deep sleep but is enhanced in wakeful-
ness. Accordingly, transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) 
applied during deep sleep induced a decline of connectivity 
between different brain regions, but not the fronto-parietal 
cortex.50 This might suggest that consciousness is dependent 
on cooperative processes in a highly distributed network gov-
erned by the prefrontal and parietal cortices.



	 Appendix A

5.  Conclusion

The cerebral cortex establishes consciousness and cogni-
tion by interactively perceiving and integrating functions that 
combine information from a multitude of sources. This includes 
not only various external perceptions but also internally gener-
ated information representing intentional and unintentional 
imaginations, past memories and future predictions, emotions, 
plans, and bodily states.51 Information from the external world 
is perceived by sensory organs and projected onto the primary 
sensorial areas. It is next processed in unimodal specific areas 
and then in heteromodal association areas. Simultaneously, 
actions, bodily states, previous experiences, and patterns affect 
this process, which provides the neural bridge that mediates 
between the external world and the “internal milieu.” This 
process further enables the associative elaboration of sensory 
information, its translation into motor actions, and the integra-
tion of different experiences with emotions and motivations. 
In the integration of processing across different brain regions; 
between body, brain, and environment; and from subconscious 
to conscious processing, the prefrontal, medial-frontal, and 
parietal cortices seem to play a central role. Their mutual activ-
ity, together with other unimodal and heteromodal mechanisms 
intercorrelated via a variety of brain rhythms, finally gives rise 
to a behaving, perceiving, reacting, and reflecting human self.
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Appendix B
Abraham Abulafia the Mystic and His Theory 

and Technique

A
braham ben Shmuel Abulafia (1240–ca. 1291) was 
born in Saragossa, in the Basque region, and lived 
in Tudela until the age of twenty. In 1260 he left Spain 
to search for the legendary river of Sambatyon and 

arrived in Acre, in the lower Galilee. He then returned to Greece, 
where he married, and traveled to Italy, where he started his 
studies in philosophy, especially of Maimonides’s Guide for the 
Perplexed, in Capua with Rabbi Hillel of Verona early in the 
1260s. Toward the end of the decade Abulafia returned to Spain 
and started his interest in Kabbalah in Barcelona in 1270, when 
he also had a revelation presumably regarding his messianic 
mission. After some time in Castile, where he taught the Guide 
for the Perplexed in accordance with his Kabbalistic understand-
ing, he left Spain around 1273 for the Byzantine Empire, where 
he remained until 1279, staying especially in the city of Patras. 
At the beginning of that year Abulafia had a series of revelations 
that strengthened the earlier one and encouraged him to try to 
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meet the pope. He returned to Italy and taught during 1279–1280 
in Capua and traveled to Soriano nel Cimino, north of Rome, 
to meet the pope in the summer of 1280. However, the pope 
died before Abulafia’s arrival. After being arrested and impris-
oned for two weeks in Rome, Abulafia left for Sicily, where he 
spent most of the decade in Messina, teaching several students. 
He also had students in Palermo. Between 1279 and 1291 he 
composed most of his writings, in which he intensified his 
messianic propaganda and claimed that he was both a prophet 
and a messiah. As a result of such claims he was criticized by 
the foremost legalistic authority of Sephardic Jewry of the time, 
Rabbi Shlomo ben Abraham ibn Aderet; after a fierce contro-
versy between the two men, Abulafia was banned from Spanish 
schools, leading to a rejection of his teachings in the Iberian 
Peninsula. He wrote his last dated book in 1291; we do not know 
when and where he died. He wrote several dozen books, most 
of which survived in manuscript form and have been printed 
for the first time only since 2000.

Abulafia designated his form of Kabbalah as the Kab-
balah of divine names and prophetic Kabbalah, that is, ecstatic 
Kabbalah, in order to distinguish it from sefirotic Kabbalah, 
which developed in southern France and northern Spain for a 
century before Abulafia’s Kabbalah. An analysis of the phenom-
enological structure of ecstatic Kabbalah when compared with 
its Spanish counterparts may help us to see it in an appropriate 
light. Its emphasis on the centrality of mystical experiences, 
including revelations; on lengthy discussions on anomian mys-
tical techniques, namely on practices differing from tradi-
tional Jewish rituals; on Abulafia’s specific eschatological  
attitudes; as well as its individualistic and at the same time 
universalist approach diverge drastically from the spiritual 
character of the Spanish Kabbalists. The sources of these  
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characteristics include Abulafia’s idiosyncratic personality and 
the esoteric material that inspired him, especially Maimonides’s 
Guide and a variety of philosophical writings translated from 
Arabic into Hebrew. Abulafia differs from the vast majority of 
his contemporary Kabbalists. In addition, his studies of com-
mentaries on Sefer Yetzirah, especially those dealing with letter 
permutations, supplied major components for the linguistic 
propensities of his form of Kabbalah.

Abulafia’s detailed quest for ecstasy by means of his tech-
niques, in his term nevu’ah (prophecy), is part of a broader 
quest that was inherent in Jewish mysticism outside of the 
Iberian Peninsula. This is evident especially in the Ashkenazic 
provinces, that is, Germany and northern France, where a va-
riety of figures were designated as prophets during the first part 
of the thirteenth century. In the writings of Ashkenazic authors 
it is possible to discern some of the features of Abulafia’s tech-
niques to reach ecstasy, especially the specific types of letter 
combinations and their vocalizations. Thus a unique combina-
tion of two quite conceptual types of religion—the philo-
sophical and the linguistic, which played only a negligible role 
in other forms of Kabbalah—is important for the spiritual 
character of Abulafia’s Kabbalah. His mystical experiences in-
clude a variety of phenomena, such as prophecy, which has 
strong autoscopic features, and mystical union, envisioned as 
a noetic conjunction of the human and cosmic intellects.

Even a superficial perusal of Abulafia’s vast Kabbalistic 
literature shows that quasi-gnostic mythologoumena and sym-
bols, characteristic of theosophical Kabbalah, were as far from 
his worldview as they were from that of medieval Jewish phi-
losophers. The inner path, which emphasizes more the trans-
formation of the human psyche, or “intellect” in Abulafia’s 
nomenclature, tends to minimize, intrinsically, the relevance 
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of the inner divine structure that characterizes theosophical 
Kabbalah. Likewise, the theurgical understanding of the role of 
the commandments is absent in his writings. Symbolism, at 
least in the manner it was defined by scholars of Kabbalah, is 
also irrelevant for Abulafia’s Kabbalah. In lieu of the centrality 
of nomian practices, the magical-mystical status of the Hebrew 
language and its components come to the fore. Thus, the sweep-
ing definitions of Kabbalah in general fail to do justice to one 
important trend in Jewish mysticism: ecstatic Kabbalah.

What does such a split in the history of Jewish mysticism 
imply? First and foremost, it shows that the mystical and tech-
nical elements in the various phases of Jewish mysticism are 
not disparate, unrelated phenomena; on the contrary, beyond 
the terminological and sometimes conceptual divergences 
between the various schools in Jewish mysticism, there is also 
a substantial element of continuity: during the High Middle 
Ages the Heikhalot literature was still inspiring forms of mysti-
cal practices, and it deeply influenced the Hasidei Ashkenaz. 
Their concerns with magical and mystical techniques did not 
vanish with the disappearance of their group; the reverberations 
of their hermeneutics, their mystical techniques, and maybe 
even their ideals of mystical experience are still discernible in 
the second half of the thirteenth century. Ecstatic Kabbalah has 
absorbed elements of these two schools into a wider system, 
deeply informed by Maimonidean theology, and offered to the 
Jewish mystics of later generations, especially to Rabbi Moshe 
Cordovero and his form of Kabbalah, an alternative to the 
Spanish theurgical-theosophical Kabbalah. Hasidism, deeply 
affected by Safedian Kabbalah and its offspring, and appar-
ently also by other direct and indirect contacts with ecstatic 
Kabbalah, elaborated several forms of mystical practices that 
are reminiscent of ecstatic Kabbalah.
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Therefore, the ecstatic element in Jewish mysticism should 
be understood as an important constant of varying intensity, 
rather than as the prerogative of a certain phase or school.  
The emphasis on ecstatic experience does not exhaust the dif-
ferences between the main target of ecstatic Kabbalah and 
Zoharic Kabbalah. In fact, ecstasy is deeply related, in both 
ecstatic Kabbalah and East European Hasidism, to some other 
important spiritual features that may help us to articulate a 
more adequate understanding of the nature of Jewish mysticism 
in general. As we have seen, modern scholars have generically 
described this lore as symbolic, mythical, and gnostic, without 
mentioning that these characteristics, even if were they appro-
priate for the main trend of Kabbalah, are not relevant, or are 
marginal, to ecstatic Kabbalah. In my opinion, this is the case 
also for Hasidism.

The fact that Abulafia influenced Jewish figures outside 
of Spain, especially in the Byzantine Empire, Italy, Sicily, and 
the land of Israel, demonstrates that the geographical charac-
terization of his form of Kabbalah as Spanish, such as Gershom 
Scholem defined it, fails to take into account the basic histori-
cal facts as we know them. A person born in Spain does not 
necessarily generate a “Spanish Kabbalah.”

The stark divergences between the variety of Kabbalistic 
schools and Abulafia’s Kabbalah were already recognized as 
early as the 1280s by Abraham Abulafia himself, who spoke 
about his Kabbalah as a prophetic Kabbalah, as against the  
inferior, sefirotic one. In slightly different forms, this distinction 
was repeated by two Christian Kabbalists, Giovanni Pico della 
Mirandola and Johannes Reuchlin. Surprisingly, Scholem, who 
himself accepted this distinction, attributed it to Reuchlin. It is 
therefore not the insight of modern scholarship that there were 
two major and divergent trends in Kabbalah, and it is regrettable 
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that some modern scholars disregard the obvious source of this 
distinction in the self-understanding of the early Kabbalists and 
attempt to reduce the phenomenological gap between the two 
trends.

Obviously, the discussions in this book offer neurocogni-
tive explanations for only a few of the various forms of mysti-
cal experiences of ecstatic Kabbalah. Other forms, such as the 
vision of letters enlarging during the experience (macropsia), 
or taking on colors (synesthesia), as described by Abulafia, are 
not explained here in the framework of autoscopic experi-
ences. Moreover, many other forms of experience found in 
Kabbalistic literature in general, several of which may also  
have a distinct neurocognitive basis, are not addressed here. 
Our efforts therefore have not been directed toward one single 
explanation that reduces the variety of experiences to one 
single neurocognitive model. Further research may explain and 
extend the variety of experiences, using these and other models, 
within and outside of the neurocognitive sciences.
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