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deleted because an examination of the manuscript showed that it was added
at a much later date and is unrelated to Vital. This edition adds an introduction,
and significantly expanded annotations. Another change is the restoration of
abbreviations that were expanded in the Aescoli edition.

Other Jewish mystics during the sixteenth century, such as R. Joseph
Taitazak, R. Joseph Karo and R. Eleazar Azkari also wrote mystical diaries,
but their writings differ from Vital’s work. Their diaries are not primarily
autobiographical, but records of the mystical revelations transmitted to them
by their heavenly mentors. The personal references which occur in their writ-
ings are incidental to their central concerns, the mystical teachings they have
received. Vital’s work remains the closest work we have to an autobiography
written by a Jewish mystic.



Summary

Rabbi Hayyim Vital (1542-1620) was a major figure in the Safed kabbalistic
revival of the sixteenth century. He was the foremost disciple of R. Isaac
Luria, the most important Safed mystic, and the most influential transmitter
of Luria’s teachings. The Book of Visions is Vital’s personal record of the
two questions that obsessed him his whole life — who was he and what was
his mission? He sometimes saw himself as a messianic figure who would be
a part of the redemptive drama and sometimes as the one who would cause
the people to repent and thus initiate the messianic age.

The Book of Visions is divided into four parts. The first part deals with
events in Vital’s life. It is significant that virtually all of the events described
are related to magical practices or supernatural events. In his efforts to find
answers and confirmation of the two central questions that concerned him,
Vital had recourse to a wide variety of magicians, diviners, and seers who
foresaw the future. The second and third parts of the Book of Visions are
reports of dreams. Vital’s own dreams form the second part, and dreams about
Vital by others are reported in the third part. All of the dreams that he describes,
both his own and those of others, are related to the central questions of his
identity and his mission. Vital does not tell us how he knows the dreams of
others, whether they were reported to him by the persons mentioned as having
those dreams or whether he learned of them through mystical or magical
means. The fourth part of the Book of Visions is the most esoteric and for
Vital the most self-revelatory section of the whole work. It is the spiritual
autobiography of his soul and deals with the things R. Isaac Luria told him
about his transmigrations and the ultimate sources of his soul.

The first complete edition of the Book of Visions, based on Vital’s autograph
manuscript, was edited by A.Z. Aescoli and published posthumously in 1954.
The annotation of sources and other notes had not been completed at the time
of Aescoli’s death. N. Ben Menachem who oversaw the publication of the
work added some notes, but the annotation was not complete. This edition
of the Book of Visions is based on a comparison of Aescoli’s photocopy of
the manuscript and his printed edition. The present whereabouts of the original
manuscript are unknown. The fifth chapter of the Aescoli edition has been
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