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Josep Ribera & Elisabeth Giralt

The Woman Figure in the Narrations of the Creation

According to Rabbinical Literature

If a biblical narration is incomplete or difficult to comprehend, rabbinical

literature attempts to fill the gap or make the text more comprehensible via

narrative additions. The hermeneutic method used by the rabbis to explain and

interpret biblical texts is called the “midrash”. This method has elucidated the

image of the first woman as portrayed in the first three chapters of Genesis.1

The biblical telling of Gen 2:22-24 reveals that woman was created

from man; in this text, she is considered a necessary component of humanity,

to achieve a perfect union of both man and woman (“...and cleaves to his

wife, and they become one flesh”). Thus her creation is quite different from

the other beings created by God prior to Adam’s creation, as these other

beings bear no relation to a complement such as that found in Eve. Biblical

narration reveals equality between the first man and the first woman, at least

until the punishment imposed by God after their fall.

On the other hand, the rabbinical traditions treat this initial relationship

between the first couple as a situation in which the woman is submissive in

relation to the man, who is viewed as a semi-god. She is at Adam’s side only

to help and to serve him, but never in the rabbinical legends is she considered

to be in the same category as Adam.

The Creation of Adam

We find in PRE 11:22 that the Lord, after separating the heavens and the

earth and after creating all the creatures, reveals his intention to the Torah of

making man in his own image.3 The Torah opposes the creation of man

because he will be “limited in days, full of anger and he will come into the

power of sin”.

1. An interesting anthology of rabbinical texts has been compiled by E. Romero in La Ley en la

Leyenda 1989, pp. 137-147. Romero wrote a complete narration amalgamating the different

traditions.

2. Cf. G. Friedlander, Pirkê de Rabbi Eliezer 1965.

3. The dialog between God and the Torah (cf. San 38a-38b) tries to solve the problem about the

plural of Gen 1:26: “and God said, let us make man in our image...”. According to PRE 3.3 and

11.2 the “Torah was the Adviser of the Creator, because tushiya means ‘wisdom’, ‘success’.”

GenR 7:5 explains that the soul of the first man was created the first day of creation, while the

body was created the sixth day, according to the interpretation of R. Eleazar.
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GenR 8:14 begins its interpretation of the biblical narration on the cre-

ation of man by quoting Gen 1:26: “Then God said: Let us make man in our

image...”. With these words, R. Yeremiah ben Eleazar affirms that God cre-

ated an androgynous man, supported by the text “Male and female He created

them, and He blessed them and named them Man when they were created”

(Gen 5:2). R. Shemuel bar Nahman believed that the first man had two faces

— which were later separated by the Lord — to make man and woman from

the same body.5 R. Ammi affirms that when God says: “Let us make man!”

He consults his heart to know what this man would be like. R. Berekiah notes

that at the moment the Lord was going to create man, He saw that from him

righteous and wicked men would originate. If He were to abstain from

creating man there would be no wickedness, but also no righteousness. Then

He took away the wickedness and with mercy created man. R. Hanina adds

that God asked the counsel of angels at the moment He created Adam (San

38b; GenR 17:4). He announced to them that from man righteousness had

come forth, but He hid from them the knowledge that wickedness could also

come forth, so as to avoid evil beings originating from man (GenR 8:4).

R. Shimon (GenR 8:5) explains that angels formed different groups

corresponding with their opposing views: some did not accept the creation of

man, others were in favour of it. The angel of Piety desired the creation of

man because from him came charity; the Angel of Truth resisted it, since man

was full of falsehood. The angel of Justice also approved of his creation

because man would execute righteous deeds; but the angel of Peace raised

objections, since man was full of strife and hostility.

The Talmudic tradition (San 38b) reports that the consequences for

most of those who opposed man’s creation were disastrous. The circle of

angels under the leadership of the archangel Michael asked the Lord: “What is

man to You that he is so appreciated by You?”.6 The Lord, who greatly

disliked this envious behaviour on the part of the angels, pointed with his

smallest finger, and transformed all the angels into ashes, except the archangel

Michael. The same happened to the archangel Gabriel’s circle. The archangel

Laviel, with a view to the ends his predecessors had met, advised the angels

under his guidance to accept God’s will and to help man when he was created.

After this action, God changed the name of the archangel Laviel into Raphael,

4. Cf. H. Freedman, Midrash Rabbah Genesis [II] 1961.

5. R. Yeremiah ben Eleazar (GenR 8:1) talks about the first man as a hermaphrodite creature. The

idea of the first man created with two faces appears in Zohar (Y. Ashlag, Zohar Hadash 1945-

1958 I:2b, II:55a, III:4b) and LevR 14:1. A similar view can be found in Ber 61a and Er 18a,

where R. Abbahu defends the view that first of all God created one body, man, although he also

thought that the first desire of God would be to simultaneously create man and woman with an

own body for each.

6. GenR 8:6. The origin of this question is in Ps 8:4: “What is man, that thou art mindful of

him?”.
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or “he who heals”, because he saved the celestial army with his good

counsel.7

Finally, the angels agreed with man’s creation, according to PRE 11:2.

God ordered archangel Gabriel to collect dust from the four sides of the earth

in order to proceed with the creation of man: red dust (symbol of blood),

black dust (symbol of entrails), white dust (symbol of bones and veins) and

green dust (symbol of body).8 But when the archangel Gabriel approached the

ground to remove a handful of dust, the dust refused to be held by anyone

other than the Creator. When the Lord heard these words, He himself gathered

the dust and kneaded the first man — who was created, like the other

creatures, with his own hands9 — with a grown body, not a child’s body.10

The Lord made him from the dust of the four sides of the earth so that when

man died he would not be rejected by the place because of his origin, since

“you are dust and to dust you shall return” (Gen 3:19). The midrash explains

that man’s greatness was similar to that of God, and that the creatures who

dwelled on the earth identified him with the Creator and attributed to him a

condition similar to that of the Lord.11

The Creation of Woman

Despite the extraordinary qualities with which God endowed the first man, the

Lord realized that man was lonely. In order to make him less lonely, the first

woman was presented. According to rabbinical tradition, this was not Eve, but

Lilith. This woman, Lilith, who like Adam was also created from the dust of

the earth, would be given to man as his companion and helper. But Lilith did

7. Cf. “Raphael” in Encyclopaedia Judaica [XIV] 1972, columns 1549-1550.

8. Flavius Josephus explains that the name of the first man was Adam because in the Hebrew

language adam means “red”, so he was made with red and macerated earth; cf. Josephus (ed.

H.St.J. Thackeray) 1930 I,34, pp. 16-17. The image described in PRE 11:2 presents the earth as a

plane and quadrilateral surface, with each colour representing one of the four sides. The tradition

of San 38a-38b explains that the dust came from all the countries of the earth (cf. L. Ginzberg,

The Legends of the Jews 1961 [V], note 15).

9. Other traditions on this matter note that the superiority of man over the rest of the creatures

created by God stems from the fact that man was created by God’s own hands. Cf. L. Ginzberg,

op. cit. [V], note 3.

10. The traditions of GenR 17:7; NmR 12:8 and Hul 60a are very similar on this subject: Adam

and Eve were created to resemble people twenty years old.

11. L. Ginzberg (op. cit. [V], note 4) explains that the body of the first man is like a miniature of

the world. About all the qualities of Adam, cf. GenR 8:1, LevR 18:2, Hag 12a and PRE 11:2.
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not accept being inferior to Adam and she went away, and only when Eve was

created, flesh of his flesh, did Adam discover his definitive partner.12

Lilith

Jewish demonology was developed by Cabbalists, whose roots were in the

Midrash and in the Talmud as well as other elements arising from the Muslim

and Christian religions during the Middle Ages.

Lilith, who came to be very important in the circles of Jewish mysti-

cism,13 is a female demon who acts in the night (Shab: 115b)14; this is the

time when she performs two functions she is very well known for: taking

away men and harming women who give birth, by strangling new-born boys.

The passage Isa 34:14 (“And wild beasts shall meet with hyenas, the satyr

shall cry to his fellow; yea, there shall the night alight”) is the only biblical

quotation in which Lilith is mentioned.15 In this text Lilith is compared with

animals of prey who dwell in the devastated country.

According to the Talmud, Lilith is a female demon with a woman’s

face, long hair and wings (Er 100b; Nid 24b). Shab 151b completes the

description, adding that when a man sleeps alone in his house he can be

possessed by her. The book of Zohar, as we shall see later, explains that

Adam laid down with her and consequently Lilith conceived demons, male

and female, who filled the whole world.

We find another version that recounts the union of Adam and Lilith in

“Alphabet of Ben Sira”,16 in which the origin of the use of amulets against

this devil is explained. The text says that Lilith was the first woman, created

from the dust of the ground like man. Yet she remained with Adam only a

short time. Because her origin was identical to Adam, she claimed the right to

enjoy full equality with the first man. Lilith fled from her husband after

uttering the ineffable name of the Lord. Adam complained to the Lord that the

12. There is a tradition in PRE 11:2 and San 38b in which R. Yohanan b. Hanina, in the name of

R. Aha, defends the premise that the events happening between the creation of man and his fall

occurred during the twelve hours of a day.

13. About the importance of Lilith in the cabbala, cf. Encyclopaedia Judaica 1972 [XI], columns

247-249; G. Scholem, Grandes temas 1994, pp. 178-183; A.E. Waite, The Holy Kabbalah 1929, p.

288.

14. In K. van der Toorn a.o., Dictionary of Deities 1999, pp. 520-521, the authors state that the

etymology of the name “Lilith” has to do with layla, “night”. P. Poupard in Diccionario de las

religiones 1987, pp. 416-417, alludes to Lilith as a female demon without a husband who

persecutes men while they are sleeping. W. von Soden in Introducción al Orientalismo Antiguo

1987, p. 243, explains her relation to some amulets of Babylonian incantations. Alphabet of Ben

Sira also talks about them.

15. G. del Olmo Lete in Mitología del Oriente Antiguo II/2 1995, pp. 265ff., includes Lilith in the

group of demons that Hebrew religion borrows from the Canaanite religion and mythology. About

the Targumic interpretation of this verse, cf. J. Ribera-Florit, El Targum de Isaías 1988, p. 161.

16. Alphabet of Ben Sira 23a-23b, 33a-33b.
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wife He had given him had abandoned him, and God sent forth three Angels

(Snwy, Snsnwy, Smnglf), who found her in the Red Sea and captured her.

Lilith refused to come back, whereupon the angels threatened that unless she

came with them one hundred of her demon children would die daily. Lilith

continued to resist and preferred the divine punishment to returning to Adam.

Subsequently, in order to avenge the divine messengers’ threats, she cursed all

new-born children. When the angels realised that she would never return to

live with Adam, they demanded that she would not harm the new-born whose

amulet was engraved with the name and image of the three angels. This

legend is combined with Gen 2, and Lilith is identified with the demon who

kills the children and harms the women giving birth.

In the demonology appearing in the Zohar and in other later texts,

sexual relations between human beings and demons have a remarkable func-

tion: every emission of semen produces demons, in accordance with the

rabbinical idea that demons cannot procreate without human semen. In the

Zohar ideology Lilith has an important role. Here Lilith becomes the partner

of Samael, the angel overthrown by God. Besides the mission of nocturnal

demon, Lilith — according to the Talmud (Shab 151b) and the Zohar (I,

169b) — is the first woman to be Adam’s companion (Zohar I,34b; Alphabet

of Ben Sira), but her refusal to live with Adam, as we have seen, resulted in

her definitive removal from God and man. Zohar I,169b states that during the

years that Adam was separated from Eve wicked female spirits procreated

other demons from him.17

Eve

The biblical and rabbinical traditions agree in stating that the woman who

should be the true complement of Adam must be created from the body of

man. The Bible ignores the existence of a woman before Eve and tells the

story of Adam feeling alone and God giving him company, a helper made

from Adam’s own bones (ribs).18 From this moment on, Adam was called

man (ish) and Eve woman (ishah).

The text of Gen 2:18 explains: “Then the Lord God said: It is not good

that man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him”. If Eve were

righteous she would be a helper for him, but if she were not she would oppose

him (PRE 12:2). GenR 17:4 states that God did not create Eve in the

beginning because He foresaw that man would reproach her (Gen 3:12), but

17. Zohar I:54b explains the divorce of Adam and Eve at the time that Cain killed his brother.

After this incident, Adam left Eve and two female demons conceived from him. In Zohar I:55a

Lilith is considered to be one of the demon mothers, together with Naamah, Agrat and Mahalat.

18. The biblical narration of the creation of Eve is in Gen 2:18-23. TgPsJon Gen 2:21 specifies

that Eve was created from the third rib of Adam’s right side.
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when Adam asked for her company God caused the man to fall into a deep

sleep (GenR 17:5). As he was sleeping, the Creator removed one of his ribs

and then He dressed the wound. R. Hanina (GenR 17:6) explains that when

Eve was created Satan was also created.

R. Yehoshua (DtR 6:11) comments that at the moment of woman’s

creation, God asked Himself what part of man’s body would be the most

fitting to create woman, so that she would become the perfect helper for him.

He chose not to create woman from man’s head lest she be arrogant; nor from

his eyes lest she be a flirt; nor from his ears, lest she be an eavesdropper; nor

from his neck, lest she be insolent; nor from his mouth, lest she be a gossip;

nor from his heart, lest she be thievish; nor from his hand, lest she be a

meddler; nor from his foot, lest she be a gadabout. For all these reasons God

decided to form her from a chaste portion of the body, the rib, which remains

covered even when man is naked. He formed her from the thirteenth rib of

Adam, and to every limb and organ, as He formed it, God said: “Be chaste!

be chaste!”. Nevertheless, in spite of the great caution used, woman has all the

faults God tried to avoid: the daughters of Sion were haughty and walked with

stretched necks and wanton eyes; Sara was an eavesdropper in her own tent,

when the angel spoke with Abraham (Gen 18:10); Miriam was a gossip,

accusing Moses (Num 12:1); Rachel was envious of her sister Leah (Gen

30:1), and stole the terafim (idols) from her father (Gen 31:19); and Dina was

a gadabout (Gen 34:1). However, after the creation of woman, man was

satisfied with this companion of great beauty who had been given to him and

who was “bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh” (Gen 2:23).19

Eve, in Hebrew hawah, means “life, to live”; this concept is related to

the image of Eve as “mother of all living” (Gen 3:20). In addition, hawah

also means “to communicate”, since although Eve was given to Adam as a

counsellor, she became as indiscrete as the serpent: GenR 20:11 links Eve

with hwyh “serpent” (in Aramaic) because she was like the snake, the seducer

of Adam and the cause of his fall.20

GenR 20:11 interprets the biblical fragment of Gen 3:20 in a midrashic

way dealing again with demonology: During the 130 years in which Adam

had no relations with Eve, the male demons were strongly excited about her

and she gave birth, while the female spirits had sexual relations with Adam

and also gave birth.21

19. About the beauty of Eve, cf. BB 58a, Zohar III:83b.

20. GenR 20:11 includes in the category of “mother of living things” demons and spirits. About

the Targumic interpretation of the name Eve as the serpent who seducted Adam, cf. McNamara,

M. Targum Neofiti 1: Genesis 1992 [XIV], p. 62.

21. Cf. also Zohar I:54b, I:169b.
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Origin of the Characteristic Features of Woman22

A different origin of man-from-dust and woman-from-bone forms the basis of

the midrashic interpretation of Gen 2:7-23 made by GenR 17:8. In this

midrash, R. Yoshua asks himself what caused the divergent physical features

of man and woman. He finds his answer in the different processes by which

each was created: When man is born he looks downward to the place of his

origin, the dust of the ground, while woman looks upward to the human rib

from which she was formed. Woman must always apply perfume because she

is born of corruptible matter — a bone — while man was created from the

ground, which never corrupts. The voice of woman is shrill, not so the voice

of man and, according to midrashic explanation, the body of man is like a

kettle which, when it is full of meat, makes no noise; but at the moment in

which a bone is introduced suddenly into the kettle, it makes a great noise. In

contrast to woman, the quieter nature of man and his greater disposition to be

convinced is again explained by a comparison between ground and bone:

when water is poured into the ground, it is absorbed quickly, while water

poured on a bone never enters into the bone.

R. Eleazar, in accordance with the view of R. Yosse ben Zimra,

affirms that woman’s intelligence matures more quickly than does man’s

(GenR 18:1; Nid 45b). But according to other rabbinical traditions, man

matures earlier than woman because he develops his intelligence in the public

square and in schools, while woman remains at home (GenR 18:1).

Regarding relations between man and woman, it is man who must ask

woman to be his wife and not vice versa, because it is man who has sustained

the loss of his rib, and he marries to make good his loss. Woman covers her

hair as a token of Eve who brought sin into the world; she tries to hide her

shame. Woman must precede man in a funeral cortege, since it was woman

who brought death into the world: “When he is borne to the grave... all men

follow after him, and those who go before him are innumerable” (Jb 21, 32-

33).23 R. Yehoshua explains that since woman shed the blood of the first

man she menstruates, but despite this shedding of blood God bade her to

kindle the Sabbath light because she extinguished the light of man’s soul.

22. Other similar traditions about the differences in characteristic features of man and woman can

be found in ARNb 9:1.

23. In this verse, “innumerable” is interpreted as women.
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The Wedding of Adam and Eve

According to PRE 12:4, the first couple’s wedding was celebrated with a

pomp unequalled in history. God himself attired and adorned Eve as a bride

and blessed the couple; the angels and all the creatures performed services of

friendship for Adam and Eve and played upon musical instruments for the

couple in their nuptial chamber — filled with gold, pearls and precious stones

— which God had prepared for them (GenR 8:13; PRE 12:4).24 At this

precise moment, records biblical and rabbinical literature, Adam called his

wife ishah, and called himself ish, abandoning the name Adam. To these new

names God added His own name Yah (from Yahweh):25 yod to ish and he to

ishah, to indicate that as long as they observed His commandments, His name

would protect them from harm. But if they went astray, His name would be

withdrawn, and instead of ish they would become esh, or fire — a fire issuing

from each and consuming the other (PRE 12:3).26

The Fall

The angels saw the extraordinary qualities with which Adam was endowed

and, full of jealousy, tried to induce him to fall before God.

The rebellion of the angels: Samael

When God caused man to fall into a deep sleep, to remove a rib from him and

to form woman from it, the angels realised that Adam had no divine condition

(GenR 8:10). Envious of the Lord’s kindness to Adam, the angels asked the

Creator why He was so considerate towards him (PRE 13:1; GenR 8:6)27, as

man was a “breath” and made from dust (PRE 13:1). God answered that

whilst they praised Him high above, on earth man had the power to name all

creatures.28 Having heard these words, Satan tried to name all creatures, but

24. R. Yehoshua ben Qorha interprets this text in relation to Ez 28:13: “Thou hast been in Eden,

the garden of God; every precious stone was thy covering, the sardius, topaz, and the diamond, the

beryl, the onyx, and the jasper, the sapphire, the emerald, and the carbuncle, and gold: the

workmanship of thy tabrets and of thy pipes was prepared in thee in the day that thou wast

created”.

25. According to R. Yehoshua ben Qorha, while Adam was alone his name was Adam (“human”),

but the arrival of Eve changed his name into man (PRE 12:3). About the etymology of the terms

“man” and “woman”, cf. Sot 17a.

26. R. Yehoshua ben Qorha compares the divine fire with the destructive fire which appeared in

Jb 31:12: “for it is a fire that consumeth to destruction...”.

27. Cf. Ps 8:4-5; 144:3.

28. For the theme concerning Adam naming all the creatures, cf. ARNb 8,6. The Koran also

discusses this topic in 2:31ff.
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he named them wrongly and had to recognise the superiority of man (GenR

17:4).29 The angels, jealous of the human condition, endeavoured to plot

against man as the only way to defeat him, leading him to sin against his

Creator.

The greatest and most zealous of all the angels was Samael,30 who

descended to the earth and having examined all the animals, found that the

serpent was the only animal intelligent enough to deceive man and induce him

to disobey the divine commandments. PRE 13:2 says that Samael rode on the

serpent — she was in the shape of a camel — in order to find man.31 The

Torah railed against Samael’s action and his rebellion against the Creator and

prophesied the mockery that he and the serpent would have to endure when

God became aware of their deeds.32 According to the Greek Apocalypse of

Baruch, chap. 9, Samael himself takes on the form of the snake that tempts

Adam, although the Talmud ignores this story.

The temptation of Eve and Adam

PRE 13:3 affirms that the serpent, because it was cunning, avoided tempting

Adam in a straightforward way; it preferred to beguile the woman directly, as

“her judgement is lighter and she will heed me, since women heed all

creatures”. With skill, then, the serpent suggested that the woman eat of the

tree located in the middle of Eden, which the Creator had forbidden her to

approach.33

When the woman had touched the tree, the angel of Death appeared to

her and Eve was afraid.34 Seeing that Death was near her she went to fetch

man so that the two humans would die together. Eve took the fruit of the tree

and gave it to her husband because she wished him to abstain from marriage

after her death. As soon as Adam had bitten the fruit he felt naked, and he felt

that his descendants would endure the consequences of his disobedience.

In a midrashic manner, GenR 19 expands on the episode of the tempta-

tion by the serpent and the consequences of the couple’s fall. According to

29. GenR 17:4 interprets “the angels”, but J. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews [I] pp. 62-64 and [V]

note 34) talks specifically about Satan.

30. In the haggadic tradition and in the demonology, Samael corresponds to the primary name of

Satan. According to PRE 13:2, he was the chief of the angels who rebelled against God. Before

his fall, he acquired twelve wings and played an important role between the angels and all the

heavenly creatures. Cf. “Samael” in Encyclopaedia Judaica 1972 [14], columns 719-722; G.

Scholem, op. cit. pp. 210-214.

31. Samael as a camel, cf. GenR 19:1; PRE 13:2; 21:1.

32. Cf. Jb 39:18: “What time she lifteth up herself on high, she scorneth the horse and his rider”.

33. GenR 18:6 presents another tradition, in which the serpent (male gender in Hebrew language)

fell in love with Eve and desired the death of Adam. A different tradition appears in Yev 103b.

34. Cf. TgPsJon Gen 3:6.
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this text, the serpent, the most clever animal in the fields, tempted the woman,

asking whether God had forbidden her to eat the fruit of all the trees in the

garden. Eve answered that He only forbade the consumption of one tree’s

fruit, and to even touch it would result in death. But the serpent, trying to

convince her that the words of God were not true and that nothing would

happen to her, picked a fruit from the tree. In spite of the divine admonition,

when Eve discovered that touching the fruit caused no harm she felt allured

by the serpent’s words. Then the woman saw that the fruit tasted good and she

picked it. First she ate the peel and, since nothing happened, she then bit into

the fruit. After that she gave it to man and all the animals, save a bird called

Hol, which did not accept her offer.35

As soon as Adam and Eve had eaten the forbidden fruit they realised

that they were naked, and they used fig leaves to cover their bodies (GenR

19:6). Then they heard the sound of the Lord’s steps and hid, their nakedness

making them afraid of His presence.

The Rebellion of the Angels

R. Yehoshua ben Korhah (PRE 12:3) states that the Lord had said to Adam

and Eve that if they were to obey His commands, they would always be

sheltered by His presence (shekina) and feel free from any misfortune; but if

they were to disobey Him, they would be deprived of a divine name and

become fire (esh).

PRE 14:2 notes that, following Adam’s fall, Eve, the man and the

serpent were led before the Court of Truth so that they could defend

themselves against the charge of rebellion, but the dialogue was only between

God and the couple, while the serpent received its sentence with no

opportunity to defend itself. The Judge of Justice and Truth asked the man:

“Why did thou flee before Him?”. Adam answered: “I was afraid of my deed,

for I was bare of (the fulfilment of) my commandment”.

This PRE chapter recounts that man’s first clothes were an Onyx36

skin covered by a cloud of Glory, which accompanied the couple until they

ate the fruit of the forbidden tree. Afterwards these original clothes disap-

35. The rabbinical tradition defends the notion that Hol is the bird which appeared in Jb 29:18:

“Then I said, I shall die in my nest, and I shall multiply my days as the sand”. According to R.

Yannai, the Hol was a bird which burned to death when it was one thousand years old, but was

reborn from its eggs. R. Iudan b. R. Shimeon had a similar point of view in the same tradition.

36. “Onyx” or “nail”. Other authors such as R. Le Déaut (Targum du Pentateuque 1978-1981) and

M. Jastrow (A Dictionary of the Targum 1903, p. 526) replace the term of TgPsJon Gen 3:7 tufra

(“nail”) by shufra (“splendour”). Some Arabic texts defend the “nail” meaning, arguing that the

only remnant of the first piece of clothing was left on the top of the fingers.
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peared together with the divine Glory that covered them; then man and

woman were aware they were naked.

Adam defended his behaviour, which had been contrary to divine com-

mand, saying that when he was alone he never sinned; only when woman

came, and because of Eve, did he sin against God and separate himself from

the Lord.37 After hearing Adam’s arguments justifying his evil conduct, God

spoke with Eve — not directly, as He had with Adam, but through an inter-

preter (GenR 20:6).38 God asked woman why she made the man sin after she

had sinned. According to the Bible (Gen 3:13), she accused the serpent of

deceiving her. After this interrogation Adam, Eve and the serpent were carried

to judgement, where each received a suitable sentence.

Adam’s sin resulted in forty curses for the world: ten for Adam, ten for

Eve, ten for the serpent and ten for the earth (NmR 5:4). The order of sen-

tencing began with the serpent, followed by Eve and Adam, and lastly the

earth.39 God first punished the serpent ten-fold (GenR 20:1-5). He punished

the evil behaviour caused by the jealousy of Samael against man, his pulling

man down with his celestial army; He cut off the hands and legs of the

serpent; He cursed it of all the beasts of the field because of its falsehood; it

would experience great pain in shedding its skin every seven years; it would

drag its belly along the earth; in its belly, food would become dust; in its

mouth death would be found; from that moment on, hatred would be estab-

lished between the serpent and woman, and woman’s sons would bruise the

serpent’s head. The last curse was death.

The verdict against woman also consisted of ten curses, the effects of

which are noticeable to this day in the physical, spiritual and social states of

woman (GenR 20: 6-7). The curses were: pain of menstruation; pain in the

blood of virginity; pain of pregnancy and childbirth40; in sorrow she shall

bring forth children; she shall cover her head as a symbol of mourning41; and

her ears shall be pierced as a servant of her husband; her witness shall not be

accepted; and finally, she shall die.

In addition, Adam was castigated with punishments for his trans-

gression (GenR 20: 8-10). His strength and size were reduced; in toil he shall

37. According to GenR 17:4, in the beginning God did not create woman because He knew that

man would reproach Him about her. In GenR 19:12, R. Shimeon ben Lakish discusses man’s

expulsion from the garden of Eden due to his blasphemy against God.

38. The only woman who spoke directly to God was Sarah, after she interrupted a conversation

between God and Abraham (Gen 18:10-15).

39. Cf. Gen 3:14-20; GenR 20:3; Ber 61a; Taan 15b; Er 18a.

40. Besides the pain of childbirth, GenR 20:6 adds that the fetus born after seven months will live,

but those born at eight months will die.

41. The hair worn loose would be a sign of a facile woman.
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sow wheat in the ground and he shall harvest thorns and thistles;42 the grass

of the field shall be his food as it is for the beasts;43 he shall obtain bread by

his own hands and by the sweat of his brow; and in the end he, too, shall die.

According to some rabbinical traditions Adam, in contrast to Eve and the

serpent, was not cursed.

The Repentance and Death of Adam and Eve

Adam commenced forty days of fasting at the river Jordan; similarly, Eve was

at the waters of the Tigris. Satan had misgivings about the first couple’s

penance. He feared that the Lord might forgive their sin and therefore Satan

tried to hinder Eve from her goal. After a lapse of eighteen days, he appeared

before her in the guise of an angel, and attempted to induce her to cease her

penitence. Eve yielded to Satan’s suggestions and was led to the place where

her husband was repenting. Adam’s prayers obtained the removal of this

demon from them and both received divine forgiveness.

Adam died before his wife. Eve saw the spirit of her husband rise to

the heavens in a chariot of light. She wept continuously and was particularly

distressed about not knowing where Adam’s body was buried. Eve died six

days after Adam because she was created on the sixth day, while Adam’s

body was created on the first day. When Eve died, Adam’s rib was restored to

his body. Every time a man dies he is presented to Adam, whom he accuses

of having caused his death. But Adam rejects the charge: “I committed but

one transgression. Is there anyone among you, and be he the most righteous,

who has not been guilty of more than one?”

Conclusions

The accounts mentioned in these pages clearly reflect the differences between

the biblical and rabbinical narratives. In both texts, woman is a creature

similar to man; she helps him and relieves his loneliness; but she is also the

protagonist of the first sin in the world; life and death come through woman,

although the midrashim, talmudim and the cabbalistic texts are much more

detailed with regard to these topics.

According to rabbinical traditions, Adam’s image is related to all crea-

tures and he is portrayed as a semi-god, a superman. Woman depends on man

physically, and she is subject to his authority. The superiority of woman in

42. Cf. Jr 12:13: “They have sown wheat, but shall reap thorns.”

43. VitAd 4.
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comparison to man is based on her female tricks. Furthermore, before the fall

the first couple is appointed to be the centre of all creation, including the

angelic world. Only in rabbinical traditions do we find Lilith, the first wife of

Adam, who has the same condition and status as her husband, and who

becomes a harmful being: the female devil. In the last rehabilitation after their

penance, Eve partially shares in her husband’s privileges. In conclusion, we

can see that the rabbinical narratives clearly have a misogynous perspective, a

perspective found, too, in the Bible and in Jewish literature from the early

centuries of the Christian era.
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