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Tall Tales and Pale Ales — A Late Night Talmud Study Session

l. R’ Wendy Amsellem — Babylonian Talmud Tractate Kiddushin 81a-81b

Palimo was accustomed to saying every day, “An arrow in Satan's eyes!” One
day it was Yom Kippur eve and [Satan] disguised himself as a poor man and
went and came to [Palimo’s] door. They brought out bread to him. [Satan]
said, “On a day like today, everyone is inside and I should be outside?”” They
brought him in and gave him bread. ‘[Satan] said, “On a day like today,
everyone is at the table and I should be alone?”” They brought him in and
seated him at the table. As he sat, his body was covered with scabs and ulcers,
and he did repulsive things with them. [Palimo] said, “Sit properly.” [Satan]
said, “Give me a cup.” They gave him a cup. He coughed and spat his phlegm
into it. They scolded him. [Satan] sank down and died. They heard people
saying, “Palimo has killed a man, Palimo has killed a man!” [Palimo] ran and
hid himself in an outhouse. [Satan] went after him. He fell before him. When
[Satan] saw that [Palimo] was suffering, he revealed himself. [Satan] said,
“Why did you say this?” [Palimo] said, “Instead, what should I say?” [Satan]
said, “You should say, “May God rebuke Satan.”
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1. Jacqueline Nichols - Babylonian Talmud Tractate Gittin 68a-b

Rabbi Yohanan says: There were three hundred types of demons in a place named
Shihin, but | do not know what the form or nature of a demon itself is. The Master said:
Here they interpreted it: Male demons and female demons.

The Gemara asks: Why was it necessary for Solomon, the author of Ecclesiastes, to have
male demons and female demons? The Gemara answers: As it is written with regard to
the building of the Temple: “For the house, when it was being built, was built of stone
made ready at the quarry; and there was neither hammer nor axe nor any tool of iron
heard in the house, while it was being built” (I Kings 6:7).

Solomon said to the sages: How shall I make it so that the stone will be precisely cut
without using iron? They said to him: There is a creature called a shamir that can cut the
stones, which Moses brought and used to cut the stones of the ephod. Solomon said to
them: Where is it found? They said to him: Bring a male demon and a female demon and
torment them together. It is possible that they know where, and due to the suffering they
will reveal the place to you. Solomon brought a male demon and a female demon and
tormented them together, and they said: We do not know where to find the shamir.
Perhaps Ashmedai, king of the demons, knows. Solomon said to them: Where is
Ashmedai? They said to him: He is on such-and-such a mountain. He has dug a pit for
himself there, and filled it with water, and covered it with a rock, and sealed it with his
seal. And every day he ascends to Heaven and studies in the heavenly study hall and he
descends to the earth and studies in the earthly study hall. And he comes and checks his
seal to ensure that nobody has entered his pit, and then he uncovers it and drinks from the
water in the pit. And then he covers it and seals it again and goes. Solomon sent for
Benayahu, son of Jehoiada, a member of the royal entourage, and gave him a chain onto
which a sacred name of God was carved, and a ring onto which a sacred name of God
was carved, and fleeces of wool and wineskins of wine. What did Benayahu do? He went
and dug a pit lower down the mountain, below the pit dug by Ashmedai, drained the
water, and plugged it with the fleeces of wool so that Ashmedai’s pit was emptied. And
he dug a pit higher up the mountain, above Ashmedai’s pit. And he poured the wine into
it so that the wine filled Ashmedai’s pit, and he plugged the lower and upper pits that he
dug. He climbed up and sat in a tree. When Ashmedai came he checked his seal, opened
the pit, and found it to be filled with wine. He said that it is written: “Wine is a mocker,
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strong drink is riotous; and whosoever wallows in it is not wise” (Proverbs 20:1), and it
is written: “Harlotry, wine, and new wine take away the heart” (Hosea 4:11). He
concluded: I will not drink this wine. Eventually, when he became thirsty, he was unable
to resist the wine and he drank, became intoxicated, and fell asleep. Benayahu descended
from the tree, came, and threw the chain around Ashmedai, and enclosed him within it.
When Ashmedai awoke he struggled to remove the chain. Benayahu said to him: The
name of your Master is upon you, the name of your Master is upon you, do not tear the
chain. God’s name is written on this chain, and it is forbidden to destroy it. When
Benayahu took Ashmedai and came to Jerusalem he reached a palm tree and Ashmedai
rubbed against it and knocked it down. He reached a house and knocked it down. He
reached a small shack [kuva] belonging to a certain widow. This widow emerged, and
she begged him not to knock down the house. He bent his body away from her, to the
other side, and broke one of his bones. He said: This is as it is written: “Soft speech can
break a bone” (Proverbs 25:15). Ashmedai saw a blind man who was lost on the road and
he brought him to the correct road. He saw a drunk who was lost on the road and he
brought him to the correct road. He saw the joy of a wedding celebration in which they
were celebrating, and he cried. He heard a certain man say to a shoemaker [ushkafa]:
Make me shoes that will last for seven years, and he laughed. He saw a certain sorcerer
performing magic, and he laughed. When Ashmedai arrived there, in Jerusalem, they did
not bring him before Solomon until three days had passed. On the first day he said to
them: Why doesn’t the king want me to come to him? They said to him: He drank too
much and was overcome by drink. Ashmedai took a brick and placed it on top of another
brick. The servants came and told Solomon what he had done. Solomon interpreted the
action and said to them: This is what he said to you through this allusion: Return and
give the king more to drink. The following day Ashmedai said to them: And why doesn’t
the king want me to come to him? They said to him: He ate too much and was overcome
by food. Ashmedai took the brick off the other brick and placed it on the ground. The
servants came and told Solomon what Ashmedai had done. He interpreted Ashmedai’s
actions and said to them: This is what he said to you through this allusion: Take his food
away from him. At the end of three days Ashmedai came before Solomon. Ashmedai
took a reed and measured four cubits [garmidei], and threw it before him. He said to
Solomon: See, when that man, Solomon, dies, he will have nothing in this world except
the four cubits of his grave. Now you have conquered the entire world and yet you are
not satisfied until you also conquer me? Solomon said to him: I need nothing from you. |
want to build the Temple and | need the shamir for this. Ashmedai said to him: The
shamir was not given to me, but it was given to the angelic minister of the sea. And he
gives it only to the wild rooster, also known as the dukhifat or the hoopoe, whom he
trusts by the force of his oath to return it. And what does the wild rooster do with it? He
brings it to mountains that are not fit for habitation, and he places the shamir on the
craggy rock and the mountain splits. And he takes and brings seeds of trees, throws them
there, and it becomes fit for habitation. And this is why we interpret the word dukhifat as
a cutter of mountains [naggar tura], i.e., the Aramaic translation of the word dukhifat in
the Bible is naggar tura, cutter of mountains. They investigated and found the nest of a
wild rooster in which there were chicks, and he covered its nest with translucent glass.
When the rooster came it wanted to enter the nest but was unable to do so. It went and
brought the shamir and placed it on top to crack the glass. Solomon’s servant threw a
clump of dirt at the rooster and the rooster knocked over the shamir. The man took it and
the wild rooster went and strangled itself over the fact that it had not kept its oath, by not
returning the shamir. Later, Benayahu said to Ashmedai: What is the reason that when
you saw that blind man who was lost on the road you brought him to the correct road?
Ashmedai said to him: They proclaim about him in heaven that he is a completely
righteous man, and anyone who does good for his soul shall merit to enter the World-to-
Come. Then Benayahu asked: And what is the reason that when you saw the drunk man
who was lost on the road you brought him to the correct road? Ashmedai said to him:
They proclaim about him in heaven that he is a completely wicked man. And I did good
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for his soul so that he will consume his reward in this world and not have any reward in
the World-to-Come. Benayahu continued and asked him: What is the reason that when
you saw that joy of the wedding you cried? Ashmedai said to him: I knew that this man
will die within thirty days. And his wife is required to wait for the yavam, the husband’s
brother, who is a minor, to reach the age of thirteen years, the age of majority, so that he
can release her through halitza, the ritual through which the yavam frees the yevama of
her levirate bonds. In addition, he asked: What is the reason that when you heard that
man say to a shoemaker: Make me shoes that will last for seven years, you laughed?
Ashmedai said to him: That man does not have seven days to live; does he need shoes
that will last for seven years? Benayahu then asked: What is the reason that when you
saw that sorcerer performing magic you laughed? Ashmedai said to him: Because he was
sitting on the king’s treasury [bei gaza]. Let him use his magic to know what there is
buried underneath him. Solomon kept Ashmedai with him until he completed building
the Temple. One day he stood with Ashmedai alone. He said to Ashmedai: It is written:
“For him like the lofty horns of the wild ox” (Numbers 24:8), and the Sages say in
explanation of the verse: “Like the lofty horns”; these are the ministering angels. “The
wild 0x”; these are the demons. In what way are you greater than us? Why does the verse
praise your abilities and powers over those of human beings? Ashmedai said to him:
Take the chain engraved with God’s name off me and give me your ring with God’s
name engraved on it, and | will show you my strength. Solomon took the chain off him
and he gave him his ring. Ashmedai swallowed the ring and grew until he placed one
wing in the heaven and one wing on the earth. He threw Solomon a distance of four
hundred parasangs. With regard to that moment Solomon said: “What profit is there for a
person through all of his toil under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 1:3). With Solomon deposed
from the throne, Ashmedai took his place. With regard to the verse: “And this was my
portion from all of my toil” (Ecclesiastes 2:10), the Gemara asks: What is the meaning of
the expression: “And this”? This expression is always an allusion to an item that is
actually in his hand or can be shown. Rav and Shmuel disagree with regard to the
meaning of this phrase. One said: This is referring to Solomon’s staff that remained in
his hand. And one said: This is referring to his cloak. Solomon circulated from door to
door collecting charity, and wherever he arrived he would say: “I, Ecclesiastes, was king
over Israel in Jerusalem” (Ecclesiastes 1:12). When he finally arrived at the Sanhedrin in
Jerusalem the sages said: Now, an imbecile does not fixate on one matter all of the time,
so what is this matter? Is this man perhaps telling the truth that he is Solomon? The sages
said to Benayahu: Does the king require you to be with him? Benayahu said to them: No.
They sent to the queens and asked: Does the king come to be with you? The queens sent
a response to them: Yes, he comes. They sent a request to the queens: Check his feet to
see if they are human feet. The queens sent a response to the sages: He always comes in
socks [bemokei], and it is not possible to see his feet. The queens continued discussing
the king’s behavior: And he demands of them, i.e., the queens, to engage in sexual inter-
course when they are menstruating. And he also demands that Bathsheba his mother
engage in sexual intercourse with him. Once the Sanhedrin heard this they understood
that this was an imposter and not actually Solomon. They brought Solomon, gave him a
ring and the chain on which the name of God was carved. When Solomon entered,
Ashmedai saw him and fled. The Gemara adds: And even so, although Ashmedai fled,
Solomon was fearful of him, and this is as it is written: “Behold the bed of Solomon
surrounded by sixty strong men from the warriors of Israel. All of them holding swords
and trained in war, each man with his sword on his thigh from fear in the nights” (Song
of Songs 3:7-8). Rav and Shmuel disagreed with regard to this story of Solomon. One
said: He was a king and afterward he became a commoner, and never returned to his
position as king. And one said: He was a king, and became a commoner, and a king, as
ultimately he returned to his throne and defeated Ashmedai.
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I, R’ Sara Wolkenfeld — Babylonian Berakhot 19a

Wasn’t it taught in a baraita: There was an incident involving a pious man who
gave a poor man a dinar on the eve of Rosh HaShana during drought years, and
his wife mocked him for giving so large a sum at so difficult a time? And in order
to escape her incessant mockery, he went and slept in the cemetery. That night in
his dream (Ritva, HaKotev, Maharsha), he heard two spirits conversing with each
other. One said to the other: My friend, let us roam the world and hear from
behind the heavenly curtain [pargod], which separates the Divine Presence from
the world, what calamity will befall the world. The other spirit said to her: |
cannot go with you, as I am buried in a mat of reeds, but you go, and tell me
what you hear. She went, and roamed, and came back. The other spirit said: My
friend, what did you hear from behind the heavenly curtain? She replied: |
heard that anyone who sows during the first rainy season of this year, hail will
fall and strike his crops. Hearing this, the pious man went and sowed his seeds
during the second rainy season. Ultimately, the crops of the entire world were
stricken by hail and his crops were not stricken.

The following year, on the eve of Rosh HaShana, the same pious man went and
slept in the cemetery at his own initiative, and again he heard the two spirits
conversing with each other. One said to the other: Let us roam the world and
hear from behind the heavenly curtain what calamity will befall the world. She
said to her: My friend, have I not already told you that I cannot, as | am buried
in a mat of reeds? Rather, you go, and tell me what you hear. She went, and
roamed, and returned. The other spirit said to her: My friend, what did you
hear from behind the curtain? She said to her: | heard that those who sow
during the second rainy season blight will strike his crops. That pious man went
and sowed during the first rainy season. Since everyone else sowed during the
second rainy season, ultimately, the crops of the entire world were blighted and
his crops were not blighted.

The pious man’s wife said to him: Why is it that last year, the crops of the entire
world were stricken and yours were not stricken, and now this year, the crops of
the entire world were blighted and yours were not blighted? He related to her
the entire story. They said: It was not even a few days later that a quarrel fell
between the pious man’s wife and the mother of the young woman who was
buried there. The pious man’s wife said to her scornfully: Go and | will show you
your daughter, and you will see that she is buried in a mat of reeds.

The following year, he again went and slept in the cemetery, and heard the same
spirits conversing with each other. One said to the other: My friend, let us roam
the world and hear from behind the heavenly curtain what calamity will befall
the world. She said to her: My friend, leave me alone, as words that we have
privately exchanged between us have already been heard among the living.
Apparently, the dead know what transpires in this world.
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Ilfa and Rabbi Yohanan studied Torah together, and as a result they became very hard-
pressed for money. They said: Let us get up and go and engage in commerce, and we
will fulfill, with regard to ourselves, the verse: “Although there should be no needy
among you” (Deuteronomy 15:4), as we will no longer be complete paupers. They went
and sat under a dilapidated wall and were eating bread, when two ministering angels
arrived.

Rabbi Yohanan heard that one angel said to the other: Let us knock this wall down
upon them and kill them, as they abandon eternal life of Torah study and engage in
temporal life for their own sustenance. The other angel said to him: Leave them, as there
is one of them whose time of achievement stands before him, i.e., his time has yet to
come. Rabbi Yohanan heard all this, but Ilfa did not hear the angels’ conversation.
Rabbi Yohanan said to Ilfa: Did the Master hear anything? Ilfa said to him: No. Rabbi
Yohanan said to himself: Since | heard the angels and IIfa did not hear, | can learn from
this that it is 1 whose time of achievement stands before me.

Rabbi Yohanan said to Ilfa: I will return home and fulfill with regard to myself the
contrary verse: “For the poor shall never cease out of the land” (Deuteronomy 15:11).
Rabbi Yohanan returned to the study hall, and Ilfa did not return, but went to engage in
business instead. By the time that Ilfa came back from his business travels, Rabbi
Yohanan had been appointed head of the academy.

His colleagues said to llfa: If the Master had sat and studied, instead of going off to his
business ventures, wouldn’t the Master have been appointed head of the academy? llfa
went and suspended himself from the mast [askariya] of a ship, saying: If there is
anyone who can ask me a question concerning a baraita of Rabbi Hiyya and Rabbi
Oshaya, and | do not resolve his problem from a mishna, I will fall from the mast of
this ship and be drowned. Ilfa sought to demonstrate that despite the time he had spent in
business, he still retained his extensive Torah knowledge.

A certain old man came and taught a baraita before him: If there is a man who, upon his
deathbed, says in his will: Give a shekel to my sons every week, but this is a situation
where, based on their needs, they are fit for the court to give them a sela, i.e., double the
amount, they give them a sela. When the dying man mentioned a shekel, he presumably
meant that they should be given a sum in accordance with their actual requirements, not that
specific amount. But if he said: Give them only a shekel, the court gives them only a
shekel and no more.

The baraita further states that if one said: If my sons die, others should inherit their
portion in their stead, regardless of whether he said: Give them a shekel, or whether he
said: Give them only a shekel, then the court gives his sons only a shekel per week, as
their father clearly stated that he wishes to give his sons only a specific stipend and that he
intends to leave the bulk of his property to others. llfa said to the old man: In accordance
with whose opinion is this ruling? It is in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Meir, who
said: It is a mitzva to fulfill the statement of the dead. This entire baraita can be
explained based on a principle that appears in a mishna: In all cases, one should try to
execute the wishes of the deceased.
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