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Rabbinic, Kabbalistic, Hasidic Texts
and the Synesthetic* Enigma of
“Seeing Voices” at Mount Sinai
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Sources compiled by Rabbi Dr. Zvi Leshem, Director
of the Gershom Scholem Collection for Kabbalah and
Hasidism at the National Library of Israel

*Synesthesia: “the production of a sense impression
relating to one sense or part of the body by stimulation
of another sense or part of the body. / The poetic
description of a sense impression in terms of another
sense (“a loud perfume”). Oxford American College
Dictionary 2002

EXODUS 20:15

And all the people saw the voices, and the torches, and the
voice of the Shofar, and the mountain smoking; and when
the people saw it, they trembled, and stood at a distance.

RASHI IBID

Saw the Voices: They saw that which is heard and
impossible to see in another context.

The voices: That emerged from the Almighty’s mouth.

IBN EZRA IBID
For all of their senses united in one place.

R. BAHYA IBID

“Seeing” refers to comprehension...for sound and smell
cannot be seen. Alternatively, “seeing” — for the voice
appeared in fire...and they saw the fire.

HAEMEK DVAR IBID

Not the sounds of thunder...but rather the voice of the Ten
Commandments, for the voice of the Lord was powerful
and majestic. Moreover, the voice appeared with sparks of
flame and torches in the forms of the letters.

HA'ARI SEFER HALIKUTIM EKEV

They saw that which is heard, for they saw speech, and it
came and kissed them upon their mouths, saying, “Do you
accept me upon you"..like and angel.
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https://www.nli.org.il/he/books/NNL_ALEPH002099984/NLI
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https://www.nli.org.il/he/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH000103982/NLI#$FL30952217
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OHR HAMEIR EKEV S.V. V'KOL ZEH

A physical person has five senses for bodily needs, and
each has a special limb for its own use. One sense cannot
use the limb of another sense, and cannot see the heard
or hear the seen.... There is also...a combined sense, and in
it, all of the senses combined. There each sense can use
the limb of another sense, to see the heard, or to hear the
seen.... A straight person who has purified his individual
senses and sanctified them for Divine service...elevates the
separated senses to their source, the combined sense....

At the holy event of receiving the Torah, all of Am Yisrael
merited to see the heard.

MEOR V'SHEMESH YITRO S.V. V'ZEHU PAIRUSH
HAMIDRASH

The saw their own voices, saying “we will do and we will
hear”, and they saw the [letter] combinations that were
created by their speech, and the angels created by the
letter combinations of their own voices, by their ecstasy...
and they saw that which they said with their own voices,
saying, “we will do and we will hear”.

DERECH HAMELECH NOACH 1929

Since their impurity had ceased, and Am Yisrael was so
elevated and sanctified, they transformed into supernal
letters, from the words of the Lord spoken to them when
receiving the Torah, each according to his [soul] root. As all
of Israel joined and the letters joined into speech, they saw
all of the voices of the Lord’'s words. This means that they
saw them in their fellow Jews..for they joined together from
letters into words...and Moshe said “don't be afraid”...you will
not cease to exist and be replaced by supernal letters, rather
you will be elevated and transformed into supernal letters.

PIYUTTIM (LITURGICAL POEMS)

IN THE YEMENITE TRADITION

Curated by Dr. Gila Flam, Head of the Music Collection
and Sound Archive at the National Library of Israel
and recited by Dr. Tom Fogel, Folklore and Culture
researcher at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.
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