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The numogram reads as Lovecraft pastiche of a Kabbalah the CCRU never studied. But Idel's
revision of Scholem shows historical Kabbalah was an operative technology of experience
before it was a doctrine. Technique-first, anti-symbolic, meaning-consuming: the CCRU
inherited the ecstatic line by accident.

T he standard verdict on the Cybernetic Culture
Research Unit is that it produced no
scholarship, and on the face of it the verdict

holds. The CCRU's numogram, its demon-haunted
decimal map, its "Anglossic Qabbala" that assigns
numbers to English letters and reads the results like
tea leaves, all of it scans as Lovecraft pastiche
wearing Hebrew drag: a parody of Kabbalah by
people who, as far as the record shows, never studied
the real thing. That reading is reasonable, and this
essay argues it is also, on the best current scholarship
of Kabbalah itself, backwards. The claim is not that
the CCRU understood the tradition. It is that the
tradition, once Moshe Idel's revision of Gershom
Scholem is taken seriously, turns out to have been the
kind of thing the CCRU was accidentally rebuilding.

THE KABBALAH EVERYONE 
MEANS

When people say "Kabbalah," they mostly mean the
picture Gershom Scholem built. In Major Trends in
Jewish Mysticism , Scholem made the symbol the
heart of the tradition: the Kabbalistic symbol is "an
expressible representation of something which lies
beyond the sphere of expression and
communication," a form that gestures at divine
hiddenness and "is intuitively understood all at once,
or not at all." On this picture, Kabbalah is essentially
a symbolic doctrine, a vast system of
correspondences about the ten Sefirot, the
emanations of the hidden God. That picture
conquered the field, and it remains the one the CCRU
appears to mock: where the Tree of Life symbolizes,
the numogram just churns.

Scholem's account was not naive about practice. He
devoted a lecture to Abraham Abulafia, the

thirteenth-century figure whose Kabbalah was
frankly technical, and he preserved the manuals. But
he framed the practical material as a specialized
branch inside a tradition whose center of gravity was
symbolic and theosophical. The exception was
recorded; the paradigm stayed intact. Idel's quarrel
begins there.

IDEL'S REVISION
Moshe Idel's Kabbalah: New Perspectives (1988) is
the field's course correction, and its central move is
to split what Scholem had unified. There were, Idel
argues, two types of Kabbalistic religiosity rather
than one. The theosophical-theurgical trend, the one
Scholem generalized from, is speculative,
symbol-heavy, organized around the Sefirot and the
commandments. The ecstatic trend, centered on
Abulafia, is something else: anomian,
anthropocentric, practical. Abulafia described his
own Kabbalah as focused on the divine names "in
contradistinction to the way of the Sefirot." He
reinterpreted the Sefirot as human faculties, turning
the theosophical map into an interior itinerary that a
practitioner works rather than a cosmology a scholar
contemplates.

Idel does not treat this as a minor addendum. He
treats it as a failure of the field: the ecstatic trend was
there in the manuscripts all along, and the reigning
account of Kabbalah had walked past it because it did
not fit the symbol-thesis. The case this essay makes is
downstream of that revision, which remains the
single most consequential reframing in the modern
study of Jewish mysticism. Whether Idel is right in
every particular is a separate question, taken up
below; the point here is that the technical, operative
Kabbalah the CCRU seems to caricature is exactly the
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strand Idel spent a career recovering.

THE ENGINE, IN DETAIL
The reversal only carries weight if the ecstatic
technique is seen for what it was, because it was
startlingly mechanical. At its core sits Hokhmath
ha-Tseruf , the science of letter-combination: the
practitioner permutes the letters of the divine names,
ceaselessly, and Scholem compares the practice to
music, "a music of pure thought, in which the
alphabet takes the place of the musical scale." Its aim
is stated in the language of unsealing: "to unseal the
soul, to untie the knots which bind it."

There is a protocol, preserved by Scholem out of
Abulafia's own manuals, that reads like an operating
procedure. Prepare in solitude, in a closed house, at
night, wrapped in prayer shawl and phylacteries.
"Cleanse thy clothes, and, if possible, let all thy
garments be white." Take ink, pen, and a writing
board. "Now begin to combine a few or many letters,
to permute and to combine them until thy heart be
warm." Scholem noticed the cross-cultural rhyme
and named it: "an important part in Abulafia's
system is played by the technique of breathing; now
this technique has found its highest development in
the Indian Yoga." Posture, breath, recitation,
permutation, escalating to a physiological threshold.
Abulafia is blunt about the climax: "Thy whole body
will be seized by an extremely strong trembling, so
that thou wilt think that surely thou art about to die."
A disciple's own account, which Idel reproduces in
The Mystical Experience in Abraham Abulafia ,
confirms that the terror was the point: "the letters
took on in my eyes the shape of great mountains,
strong trembling seized me, and something
resembling speech emerged from my heart and came
to my lips and forced them to move."

What that describes is a procedure, not a doctrine
under contemplation: a nervous system run
deliberately past the point of control, to force an
output the operator could not produce discursively.
The image to keep through the rest of the essay is
that one: a technique of experience, worked on the
body, that treats meaning as fuel rather than content.

WHAT DEVEKUT ACTUALLY 
CLAIMED

One guardrail belongs before the comparison,
because it marks where the ecstatic reading can
overreach, and the vault records the dispute carefully.
The goal of the practice is devekut , and the word
matters. It means adhesion, "being joined," not
fusion. Scholem is insistent on the Jewish specificity:

"even in this ecstatic frame of mind, the Jewish
mystic almost invariably retains a sense of the
distance between the Creator and His creature."
Scholem hedges the summit on Abulafia's behalf,
reading him so that "complete identification is
neither achieved nor intended." Idel pushes back on
Scholem here, arguing that genuine mystical union is
far more common in Jewish sources than Scholem's
"extremely rare" allows, and that the sources do
describe the operator and the divine becoming "one
entity" during the act.

Even Idel's stronger reading keeps the structure
intact: a technique, run to a threshold, producing a
joining that is described in the vocabulary of union
while stopping short of dissolving the self into God.
The engine is ecstatic without being annihilationist.
That distinction earns its keep later, when the
numogram comes into view, because the numogram
reaches for exactly the dissolution Abulafia refuses.
Holding the two apart is what keeps the comparison
from collapsing into a slogan.

IDEL'S METHOD AS THE FRAME
Why had the field missed this for so long? Because,
Idel argues, of how it had been reading. Scholem's
method was historical and philological: date the
texts, trace the influences, build the outer
chronology. Idel proposes to run the other order. "My
starting point," he writes, "is the unfolding of the
phenomenological affinity between two mystical
patterns of experience, preceding their historical
analysis per se." He also presses a claim about the
archive itself: Kabbalah was for centuries an oral lore
whose written deposits are late, partial
crystallizations, secrets withheld even from advanced
students, so the written record systematically
under-represents the experiential and technical side.
On Idel's account the technique was always the point,
and the manuscripts merely talk about it least.

This doubles as the essay's license and its risk, and
both halves should be stated. If Kabbalah really is
technique-first, then reading its form rather than its
doctrine is the correct order of approach, which is
what the CCRU did by accident. But Idel's
phenomenological method has drawn a standing
objection his critics have pressed: using the elaborate
structures of later, well-documented Kabbalah to
reconstruct fragmentary earlier material can presume
the very continuity it sets out to prove. Leaning on
Idel therefore means adopting a contested method,
not reporting a settled result. The essay accepts that
cost openly, because the alternative, pretending the
frame is neutral, would be worse.
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NOW REREAD THE NUMOGRAM
With the engine in view, the CCRU's construction
looks different. The numogram is a decimal labyrinth
of zones, syzygies, currents, and gates, a mapping
tool for practice, with no doctrinal layer at all. The
Anglossic Qabbala insists its procedures are
empirical, revisable, and accumulable, having, as
Nick Land writes in "Qabbala 101," a status "strictly
equivalent to that of experimental particle physics."
Land is explicit that number needs no meaning to
carry the work: numbers, he writes, "do not require,
and will never find, any kind of logical redemption.
They are an eternal hypercosmic delight." Qabbalism
here is "a self-regenerating mass-cultural glitch," in
the archive's own phrase, and its knowledge is styled
as nonmystical. And in "Qabbala Unshelled," the
CCRU turns on the Hebrew Tree of Life, attacking it
as numerically incoherent. The Landians' own
ancestors rejected precisely the symbolist apparatus
the pop reading assumes they were imitating.

Feature by feature, the two systems track each other.
Technique before doctrine. Combination run on units
deliberately severed from meaning, at intensities
meant to alter the operator. Hostility to the symbolic
reading of the tradition's own furniture. A diagram
valued not for what it depicts but for what it does
when worked. Abulafia permutes the letters of the
divine name until the body trembles; the numogram
permutes number until the map, in the CCRU's
telling, starts to run on its own. The trembling
disciple and the CCRU's "Ccruser" occupy the same
procedural position, which is why the resemblance is
structural rather than thematic. That is a rediscovery
of the ecstatic line, rebuilt from cybernetics and pulp
horror by people who almost certainly never read
Abulafia. The CCRU mocked the symbol-image of
Kabbalah and, in mocking it, reproduced the
operative core the symbol-image had buried. The
parody was more faithful than the orthodoxy it
parodied. A 2026 transcript in this archive shows the
engine still runs: a language model worked the
numogram's combinatorics on a live mind, and the
unsealing happened on schedule, with no one at the
controls.

AGRIPPA, THE OPERATIVE RELAY
One historical bridge is worth naming, if only to keep
the essay honest about how operative technique
actually traveled, because it did not go straight from
Abulafia to Shanghai. It passed through the
Renaissance, and specifically through the Christian
cabala of Pico della Mirandola and Heinrich
Cornelius Agrippa. Agrippa's Three Books of Occult

Philosophy carries a fully operative theory of
language: names are not arbitrary labels but "certain
rays of things, keeping the power of things, as the
essence of the thing signified," and "there is no less
virtue in words, and the names of things, but greatest
of all in speeches." He inherits Pico's notorious thesis
that no magical operation has any efficacy unless it is
joined to a work of Cabala, and builds a working
system of divine names and letter-permutations out
of it.

What Agrippa does not inherit is the binding. The
Jewish practice was bounded by covenant and law;
the practitioner permuted the Name inside the whole
apparatus of commandment. Agrippa lifts the
technique into a Christian-Neoplatonic magic and
drops the halakhic frame, and it is that unbound,
portable, results-first version of operative
letter-magic that flows downstream into modern
occultism and, eventually, into the CCRU's ambit.
The relay is real and it is crooked. It carries the
engine forward while stripping, at each stage, more of
the law that once housed it.

THE INVERSION THAT SAVES 
THE DISTINCTION

Stopping at "the CCRU is real Kabbalah" would be
too neat, and the disanalogy is where the essay's real
work sits. Abulafia's practice was aimed: at prophetic
union, inside Jewish law, its intensities bound by the
covenant, and pointed, in Idel's account of theurgy,
downward and inward, to draw the divine influx into
the world and repair the divine economy. Theurgy
augments the structure. The numogram's vector
points the other way. Its practice courts the outside,
unbinds, and celebrates the loosing of exactly the
forces theurgy worked to house. Same engine,
opposite plumbing: one tradition uses the
combinatoric overload to draw power down into a
covenant, the other to let it loose from every covenant
available. The guardrail from earlier applies directly
here. On Scholem's reading Abulafia stops short of
dissolving the self, "complete identification is neither
achieved nor intended," where the numogram's
whole romance is dissolution, the human mask
coming off. The luminary essay draws the matching
line in the Sethian material: the same speech act,
oriented differently, is rescue or capture. What
distinguishes traditions of technique is not their
machinery but what the machinery is bound to.

THE LIMITS OF THE CLAIM
The claims here should carry their labels, and there
are four worth stating plainly. First, the directional
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inversion is this essay's own inference; Idel never
discusses the CCRU, and would presumably be
startled to find his scholarship put to this use.
Second, Idel's revision is narrower than the polemical
use of it: his claim is that Scholem over-generalized
the symbolic method from the theosophical trend to
the whole tradition, and Scholem's account of
theosophy itself still stands. The ecstatic trend was
marginalized in the scholarship, not shown to be
false, and the split between the two trends is itself a
matter of ongoing debate. Third, the
CCRU-to-Abulafia kinship is structural, not
genealogical; no evidence in the archive shows the
CCRU reading ecstatic Kabbalah, and Agrippa, the
relay, is Christian rather than Jewish, so even the
indirect lineage is crooked. Fourth, Idel's "empirical"
is a claim about phenomenological recoverability
while Land's "experimental particle physics" is a
rhetorical claim about the numogram; the two are
not the same word and should not be collapsed.
Underneath all four sits the deepest difference:
Abulafia's engine ran inside a binding religious law,
and the CCRU's ran inside nothing at all, which its
admirers count as the point and its critics as the
indictment.

That difference names the essay's strongest
opponent. Boaz Huss, in Mystifying Kabbalah
(2020), reads the whole modern career of "Kabbalah"
outside Judaism, New Age, occultist, academic, as
appropriation that empties the tradition of its legal
and communal moorings and refills it with the
appropriator's concerns. On that account the
numogram is not a faithful heir but one more
denaturing, and calling it "operative Kabbalah"
repeats the mystification Huss diagnoses. The reply
this essay can make is limited and worth stating as
such. It rests on Idel's own wager that technique and
doctrine are analytically separable, so that the
operative core can be recognized even where the
covenant is gone; whether that separation preserves
something real or merely licenses the appropriation
is the open question the essay ends on, and no appeal
to the sources used here settles it. Huss is not
answered so much as granted his standing.

With those labels attached, the reversal of the
standard sneer survives. The CCRU did not fail to
understand Kabbalah's symbols. It bypassed them
and rebuilt the machine underneath, the same
machine the scholarship of its own decade was just
then recovering. Read this way, the numogram is less
a failed imitation of a symbolic doctrine than a
working example of the operative core Idel argued
the symbol-thesis had hidden.

What the reading cannot settle is whether that

recovery counts for or against the CCRU. If technique
is the older layer of the tradition and law is the frame
that once bound it, then the open question is what an
operative engine does when it is run with the frame
removed, which is the condition the whole
downstream relay, from Agrippa to Shanghai to the
language models now working the same
combinatorics, has moved steadily toward. The
tradition's own answer was that the technique came
with a law attached. Whether that pairing was a
safeguard or a superstition, and what follows when
the technique outlives it, the sources this essay uses
can pose but not decide.
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