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In Kabbalah: Secrecy, Scandal and the
Soul,  Harry Freedman sets out to chart
the  history  and  development  of
Kabbalism  from  its  roots  in  earlier
Jewish  mysticism who sought  to  attain
access to Heaven and God, with a look
at  other  influences  on  it  and  parallel
movements  in  Judaism,  through  its
various  branches,  developments  and
offshoots  into  other  philosophies,
including following the development of
the Christian Cabala,  to its  present-day
manifestation  in  the  New Age  and  the
contentious  Kabbalah  Centre  that
attracted the interest of celebrities such
as Madonna.

In  addition  to  Kabbalism,  the
book takes a look at such topics as the
ecstatic,  Sufi-influenced  Jewish
mysticism  of  medieval  Egypt  and  the
German Pietists whose response to anti-
semitic  persecution  was  one  of
pessimism.

Freedman  is  surprisingly
successful in creating a highly-readable
single-volume  treatment  of  a  complex
and  potentially-confusing  subject  that
treads  the  fine  line  of  being
comprehensible  to  general  readers
unfamiliar  with  the  subject  and being
sufficiently  meaty  that  those  who  are
knowledgeable  will  find  it  useful  and
fascinating. Unless you know absolutely
nothing  about  the  Kabbalah,  in  which
case you are unlikely to be interested in
this  book,  at  least  not  before  reading
some  general  pieces  about  the  subject
first,  or you are an actual  expert  in its
multi-faceted history, you are guaranteed
to  get  something  out  of  this  book.
(Indeed, even experts may find it useful
to have an outline of everything in one
place:  I’m well  read  on most  elements
covered, but I found being able to follow
all the threads like this both fascinating
and informative, helping to put events in
context.)

What  this  book  isn’t is  a
description of Kabbalistic belief in any
detail. There is some basic information,
it  would  be  impossible  to  cover  the
subject  without  anything,  but  nothing
you wouldn’t find elsewhere. Indeed, not
only would an overview be difficult  to
achieve  in  a  book  this  size,  given  the
many  and  various  interpretations  and
reinterpretations  of  Kabbalism  over
time, but it  also brings in the Christian
Cabala  alongside  Jewish  thought  and

various other  movements  the Kabbalah has
influenced  down  the  ages,  to  a  greater  or
lesser extent, all of which have also evolved
over  time,  creating  an  almost-impossible
task, even for an overview.

So, if what you want is a book about
the  Kabbalah  itself,  this  isn’t  it,  although
Freedman does an excellent job in sketching
the salient points and how they changed, as
well  as  the  various  arguments  launched
against them.

Amongst  those  other  movements
covered  in  the  volume  are  such  ones  as
Sabbateanism, followers of a self-appointed
Messiah who converted to Islam to save his
life,  Hasidism,  a  major  strand  of  modern
Judaism,  Rosicrucianism,  and  the  Golden
Dawn. There is also a look at Eliphas Levi’s
writings on the Tarot. Again, none of these
are covered in much detail, but they are set in
a wider context that has its own value.

Although  one  shouldn’t  judge  a
book  by  its  cover,  this  is  a  beautifully-
presented hardback book that does justice to
its  excellent  contents.  Freedman  has
achieved exactly  what he set  out  to do, an
impressive task.

I  own  quite  a  few  books  on  the
subjects this relates to and have read many
more and Kabbalah: Secrecy, Scandal and
the Soul ranks amongst the best for general
readers I’ve read, and the best  such on the
Kabbalah.

The book, of course, would be most
valuable  to  those  with  an  interest  in  the
Kabbalah  (or  Cabala)  who  wish  to  better
understand its history and development, but
it should also be on the wish lists of anyone
with  an  interest  in  Judaism,  religion,
philosophy,  mysticism,  or  the  occult.
Because  it  is  written in  an  accessible  style
without sacrificing its quality or scope, it is
also  perfect  for  anyone  intrigued  by  the
subject  who  want  to  learn  more  about  the
Kabbalah’s part. In addition, it would make
an excellent resource for fiction writers who
wish to delve into this fascinating history for
inspiration, and for historians of the Middle
Ages  and  Renaissance  who  wish  to  better
understand this  key strand of  thought.  Yes,
that does mean almost everyone will find this
book fascinating and informative! And, you
can’t  really  have  a  better  recommendation
than that.
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If  you’re  familiar  with  SF/F  poetry  (or  a
regular  reader  of  The  Supplement),
chances  are  you  know  about  Steve
Sneyd… British poet, winner of the 2015
Grand  Master  Award  given  by  the  SF
Poetry Association, editor/publisher of the
unique  fanzine  Data  Dump.  And  you
probably know that Steve died last year of
emphysema at the age of 77.

Small  Press  Voyager  is  a
collection of SF poems, not by Sneyd and
not  about  him,  but  selections  from  his
Data  Dump awards,  his  UK versions of
the US-dominated SFPA. The award was
Steve’s  own  choices  and were  given  to
first, second and third winners, often with
two  or  three  joint  winners  for  each
category. Thus the selection of poems in
this chapbook has awards for first place,
joint  second and third  place,  as  well  as
shortlisted and longlisted poems he liked.

Poems  included  here  are  by
poets  such  as  John  Light,  Bryn  Fortey,
Cardinal Cox, DS Davidson, Vivien Foster,
Neil K. Henderson, John Francis Haines,
and editor DJ Tyrer, among others. (I even
have a poem included.)

I  look  forward  to  seeing  a
collected works of Steve Sneyd on down
the line. He was unique and his work will
not  be  forgotten.  Neither  should  this
chapbook be.
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FJ Bergman takes us on a grand tour of
other  worlds  circling  other  stars  in  this
unique collection of verse. She doesn’t tell
us  much  about  the  Preliminary  Survey
Expeditions,  but  says  a  lot  about  the
civilisations it found – and, maybe, about
ourselves.

This catalogue of further suns is
full  of  surprises  and  regrets,  and  may
leave you with a sense of  wonder that’s
been missing in recent years.

Take, for  instance, the very first
poem  here,  Overtures,  where  the
expedition  has  to  leave the  planet  early
when  their  host  discovers  their  wound
rituals  are  so  different  from  ours.  On
another  planet,  everyone wants  to  be  a
magician,  on  another  the  natives  are
obsessed  with  finding  a  beginning,  on
another  the  Survey  found  no  remaining
life,  the  inhabitants  going  extinct  just
before the survey arrived.

Concluded on next page.
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