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Enric Cortès

The Woman in Midrash Esther Rabbah

Midrash Esther Rabbah

Midrash Esther Rabbah is also known as Midrash Megillat Esther and Mi-

drash Ahasuerus. The late editions of the book contain ten chapters. The way

the midrash treats the first Biblical chapters (commenting on each verse) is

very different from the commentary on the last chapters (3:1-8:15), where

many parts are skipped. It is therefore better to talk about two midrashim:

Esther Rabbah I (Chapters 1-6). Judging by the language used in these

chapters, this midrash comes from Palestine. It was written circa 500 AD. The

language is Mishnaic Hebrew with an admixture of Galilean Aramaic and a

liberal sprinkling of Greek words. The work contains much Tannaitic and

early Amoraic material. It is apparently an Amoraic midrash, redacted in Israel

not later than the beginning of the sixth century CE.

Esther Rabbah II (Chapters 7-10). This contains both old and more

recent material. It covers Esth 3:1-8:15, but with a lot of omissions. As well

as more recent material, it contains older homilies. In fact, M.D. Herr thinks

that it is “a composite work containing remnants of the original second part of

Esther Rabbah 1 with later additions in the style and language of the later

Haggadic works”.1 This midrash, which contains valuable information on

manifestations of anti-Jewish feeling in the late Roman empire, was redacted

in about the 11th century.

In the Middle Ages, the two midrashim were put together by a copyist,

though probably not until the 12th or 13th century.2

Esther Rabbah borrows freely from earlier works such as the Talmud

Yerushalmi, Bereshit Rabbah and Wayiqra Rabbah; it has also numerous

points of contact with the haggada of the Babylonian Talmud, Megillah.

Certain passages (Mordecai’s dream in Chap. 8 and Esther’s prayer in Chap.

1) are taken verbatim from the pseudo-historical work Josippon,3 which in

turn seems to have drawn them from the version of the Book of Esther as

1. Cf. Encyclopedia Judaica s.v. Esther Rabbah, cols. 915-916. See also H.L. Strack and G.

Stemberger, Introducción a la Literatura 1988, pp. 423-424.

2. The text is to be found in Midrash Rabbah editions (for example: Vilna 1878; reprint: Jeru-

salem 1961). It has been translated into German by A. Wünsche, Bibliotheca Rabbinica 1880-

1885. English version: M. Simon, Midrash Rabbah 1961. See J. Tabory, Some Problems 1985 pp.

145-152 (Hebrew). Our translation of the Midrash follows the M. Simon text and some of his

notes, but occasionally some words have been translated more literally from the Vilna edition. The

targumic texts have been taken from the Walton Polyglotta.

3. Edited by D. Flusser, The Josippon 1980.



112 E. CORTES

contained in the First Testament. Josippon was probably written in the tenth

century. If, therefore, these passages belong to the original Esther Rabbah, the

compilation must have been made later than the tenth century. It is possible,

however, that they are later interpolations.

The midrash wants to comfort the Jews in a time of persecution by the

Roman Empire. Recalling that the Jews of Persia had undergone much suf-

fering and misery in their own times and that they had been delivered, it

strengthens the Jews of the Roman empire in their trust. Most of the author-

ities cited in our midrash are Palestinian Amoraim of the fourth century. They

probably read their own circumstances and sufferings into the Biblical text.

The oriental King Ahasuerus seems to be more like a Roman emperor than an

oriental king, and his soldiers are like Roman soldiers. Even if this

interpretation of the Book of Esther does not explain the Biblical text, it at

least “contains valuable information on anti-Jewish manifestations in the late

Roman empire”.4

The Negative View of Women in Midrash Esther Rabbah

From the very beginning of the midrash, a negative way of looking at women

in general is immediately apparent. Before focusing on Vashti (the Persian

queen) and Esther (the Jewish queen), let us say something about the Roman

woman as the enemy of the Jewish people. She is presented as wanting to

destroy Israel.5

The story is taken from Rome; from the life of the Emperor Trajan and

his wife. Midrash Rabbah Esther says that she “gave birth on the night of the

ninth of Ab, when all Israel were mourning. The child died on Hanukkah.

Said the Jews to themselves: ‘Shall we light [the Hanukkah lights] or not?’ In

the end they said: ‘Let us light them, come what may’. So they lit up. People

thereupon went and maligned them to Trajan’s wife saying: ‘These Jews,

when you gave birth, were in mourning, and now, when the child dies, they

kindle lamps’. She sent a letter to her husband saying: While you are subduing

the Barbarians, go and subdue these Jews who have rebelled against you. He

went on board thinking to reach them in ten days, but the wind brought him in

five days. When he arrived, he found them discussing the verse, ‘The Lord

will bring a nation against thee from far, from the end of the earth, as the

vulture swoopeth down’ (Deut 28:49). He said to them: ‘I am the vulture who

4. M.D. Herr, Encyclopedia Judaica s.v. Esther Rabbah, col. 916. See also M. Simon, The Midrash

Rabbah 1961, p. VII.

5. We may see the same aim in the Targumic Haman’s wife, who is called “the wicked”, TgEst

5:10.
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expected to take ten days in coming, but was brought by the wind in five

days’. He then surrounded them with his legions and slew them.” (Proem 3)

The midrashic text treats Vashti, the Persian Queen, in a very sexist

way. The Biblical text says simply that the king gave the order “to bring

Vashti the Queen before the king with the crown royal” (1:11). The midrash

only gives an interpretation of the crown royal. Thus we read in Midrash

Esther Rabbah 1:11 (3,13): “[During the banquet] one said: ‘The Median

women are more beautiful’, and the other said, ‘The Persian women are more

beautiful’. Said that fool [the king] to them: ‘The vessel which I use is neither

Median nor Persian, but Chaldean. Would you like to see it?’ They replied:

‘Yes, but she must be naked’. ‘Very well’, he said to them, ‘let her be

naked’.” This is not enough for some rabbis, however: “R. Pinhas and R.

Hama ben Guria in the name of Rab said: She asked permission to wear at

least as much as a girdle, like a harlot, but they would not allow her. He said

to her: ‘It must be naked’.”6 Queen Vashti tries to stop the men at the

banquet (and her own husband) from being lewd, and to get out of the

difficulty she adds: “Well, I will come in without a crown [i.e. but dressed].”7

[The king said]: “If so, they will say, ‘She is a maidservant’ [i.e. you must

come naked except for the crown].”

In the Biblical text, we read that the Persian king had a banquet pre-

pared, and so did Queen Vashti. This requires an explanation: why should a

woman do exactly what a man does? Here follows the midrashic explanation:

6. TgEst 1:11 finds a good reason why she should appear naked: she had forced Jewish women to

serve at her table “naked” and “to shake out wool and flax on shabbat”, which is, according to the

rabbinical law (halakah), an activity that is forbidden. We have a very similar example in the

Targumic text where it highlights the crude behaviour of the daughter of Haman in the moment of

Esther’s election for the king’s palace: “[In the group where all the young women stood] there was

a daughter of Haman, but it was the Heavens’ will that every day she would be soiled with the

excrements of the chamber-pot and urine; her mouth smelled very offensively. So they took her

out immediately.”

7. TgEst 1:11 is very sexist about this: “It was decreed about her to be brought naked but with the

royal crown, because of the merits of Nebuchadnezzar, his grandfather, who invested Daniel with

purple garments, because of this he decreed that she be brought in front of him with the royal

crown”, as if the queen’s crown was something she deserved only by the king’s merits. In fact,

even the Hebrew Bible treats it in a very sexist way (Esth 2): “16 Memucan answered before the

king and the princes: ‘Queen Vashti has not only wronged the king, but also all the princes, and

all the people who are in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus. 17 For the queen’s behavior will

become known to all women, so that they will despise their husbands in their eyes.’ When they

reported, King Ahasuerus commanded Queen Vashti to be brought in before him, but she did not

come. 18 This very day the noble ladies of Persia and Media will say to all the king’s officials

that they have heard of the behavior of the queen. Thus there will be excessive contempt and

wrath. 19 If it pleases the king, let a royal decree go out from him, and let it be recorded in the

laws of the Persians and the Medes, so that it will not be altered, that Vashti shall come no more

before King Ahasuerus; and let the king give her royal position to another who is better than she.

20 When the king’s decree which he will make is proclaimed throughout all his empire (for it is

great), all wives will honor their husbands, both great and small. (...) 22 ... That each man should

be master in his own house, and speak in the language of his own people.”
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“Also Vashti the Queen made a feast for the women (Est 1:9).8 Said the Holy

One blessed be He: ‘The Temple is in ruins and this wretch makes carousal’.

The wicked Vashti also made carousal, as it is written: ‘Also Vashti the

Queen made a feast for the women’.” One can sense the rabbinical opposition

to (pagan) banquets here, but at the same time, the woman is also being

placed in a subordinate position: quoting Is 43:24 (“Thou hast wearied Me

with thine iniquities”) the midrash adds: “See what thy guilt has forced Me to,

Israel. Not only must I9 record the banquets of men, but I have even to record

the banquets of women;10 and so it says: ‘Also Vashti the Queen made a

feast for the women’.” The feminine banquets are definitively inferior to the

masculine ones.

The same kind of approach is taken about the way of dress for a ban-

quet. What is good for the king is bad for the Queen, who will be compared

with a raven: “Also, (gam) Vashti the Queen made a feast for the women”.

The word gam always signifies something in addition [to the plain meaning].

Just as he [Ahasuerus] opened11 six treasures, so she opened six treasures.

Just as he went to all kind of expense, so she went to all kinds of expense.

Just as he feasted after the style of the Land of Israel, so she feasted after the

style of the Land of Israel. Just as he wore the high-priestly garments, so she

wore the high-priestly garments. R. Berekiah said: “she was like the raven that

decks itself with its own feathers and with those of others”. 1:9 (3,9)

Any kind of association of ideas may lead the midrash to adopt a sex-

ist attitude. For example, if there is a banquet in a very large and luxurious

room, this leads the commentator to talk about bad feminine behaviour. The

Biblical text says: “Made a feast for the women in the royal house”. The

midrash comments: “She put them in large rooms because a woman is soon

liable to misconduct herself” 1:9 (3,10). The Queen wants to avoid bad

feminine habits: she put them in large rooms because there would be less

privacy and so less moral danger.

The midrash does not hesitate about coming to the conclusion that

Vashti symbolises the worst of this world: pagan authority or the Roman

government that ought to disappear; once again, attention is focused on the

adverb “also” (gam): “Also, Vashti the Queen: the time has come [to level]

the foundation of Vashti;12 also Vashti’s time has come to be razed (liggam-

em); the time of Vashti has come to be plucked; the time of Vashti has come

8. 1:9 (3,3).

9. Literally, “you”.

10. 1:9 (3,4).

11. In 1:4 (2,1). The midrash points to the six biblical words of v. 4: riches, glorious, kingdom,

honour, excellent, majesty.

12. Absent in the translation of M. Simon, Midrash Rabbah.
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to be trodden.” 1:9 (3,9).13 The “proof” is of course to be found in the

Biblical scene where the woman is shown to be the cause of man’s sin. The

midrashic fragment ends with R. Huna’s explanation: “R. Huna said: her time

has come to die, and so it says: ‘She took of the fruit thereof, and did eat; and

she gave also (gam) unto her husband’. (Gen 3:6)”.14 1:9 (3,9)

Even if Scripture gives a good reason for the impeachment of

Vashti,15 at the end, the midrash also finds her guilty of something else, and

surely because she is a woman: “When the wrath of the king Ahasuerus was

assuaged, he remembered Vashti” Est 2:1. The midrash explains the words “he

remembered Vashti”: “[he remembered] the order he had given her to come

before him naked and that she did not come and he had been wroth with her

and put her to death. After he had killed her he began to feel remorse, because

he realised that she had acted properly. [...] Why did she suffer this fate?

Because she would not allow Ahasuerus to give permission for the building of

the Temple, and she used to say to him, Do you seek to build what my

ancestors destroyed?’ ” 2:1 (5,2).

Positive Views of Women

Despite all these negative elements, there is something positive to say about

the views of the midrash on women. First of all, Esther or Hadassah is the

most beautiful among women, Median and Persian included. The Biblical text

tells it as a simple matter of fact: “Esther obtained favour in the sight of all

them that looked upon her” 2:15. The midrash expounds on this: “R. Judah

said: ‘She was like a statue which a thousand persons look upon and all

equally admire’. R. Nehemiah said: ‘They put Median women on the side of

her and Persian women on the other, and Esther was more beautiful than all of

them’.” The Rabbis, however, explain the sentence “and Esther obtained

favour in the sight of all them that looked upon her” to mean in the sight of

heavenly beings and in the sight of earthly beings, as we read, “so shall thou

find grace and good favour in the sight of God and man.” (Prov 3:4) 2:15

(6,9).

The midrash not only admires the physical beauty of Esther. Midrash

Rabbah also sees her as being a good Jewish female model, worthy of being

13. Like grapes in a pit = guma (word play with gam = also).

14. Ending with: “till you return unto the ground, for out of it you were taken, for dust are you,

and unto dust shall you return”. The midrash expounds the last words in the sense that Vashti’s

time has come to an end.

15. Not to obey the royal order.
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imitated;16 even more, she is a kind of source of life to all Israel. Let us look

at some texts in this sense:

1. Esther improves the characters of people who live with her: Ahasuerus was

better because he had contact with Esther as a wife: the Biblical text says

“this is Ahasuerus”, 1:1. The midrash understands this as if it were two per-

sons: “Ahasuerus” and “this is”; one sensual, and the other good; and

explains: “ ‘Ahasuerus’ before Esther went in unto him; ‘this is Ahasuerus’

after Esther went in unto him he did not have intercourse with women in the

period of their menstruation.” 1:1 (1,3).

2. On the other hand, Esther is definitely not a compliant wife. She criticised

her husband-king when his behaviour was not at all good: for example, she

criticised him because he killed Vashti (his first wife) and because he

followed the brutal suggestion of the Persian and Median nobles to bring

Vashti before the court naked, pointing out that Nebuchadnezzar and

Belshazzar, the earlier kings, had instead followed the counsel of prophets (=

Daniel).17

3. Sometimes she does not comply with the king’s requests; for example, she

does not reveal her ancestry. The king complains to Mordecai, his adviser, that

neither giving banquets and reducing taxation in her honour, nor showering

gifts upon her, had been of any avail. Mordecai suggested that maidens be

again assembled as if the king wished again to remarry and that Esther,

aroused by jealousy, would comply with his wishes. But this too was in

vain.18

4. Let us look at another example of Esther’s character: she appointed three

days as fast days (Est 4:16) to pray and to do penance in order to avoid the

death of Israel, of all the Jewish people.19 The days were the 13th, 14th and

15th of Nissan. Mordecai sent back word complaining that these days included

the first day of Passover! But Esther replied to her spiritual and legal adviser:

16. “The holy spirit dwelled on her”, TgEst 5:1. She was “upright”, TgEst 8:15.

17. See Encyclopedia Judaica s.v. Esther, col. 908.

18. Meg. 13a. See also Encyclopedia Judaica s.v. Esther, col. 908.

19. The Tg underlines Esther’s behaviour in order to save Israel’s life. According to the Tar-

gumist, she will enter into the king’s palace even if doing thus “I will lose the life of this world to

redeem the people of Israel’s house”, TgEst 4:16. In the Targumic way of viewing Esther we can

even observe her interest in the spiritual life of the people of Israel: she is the one responsible for

the institution of the “Sanhedrin near the palace doors” (see TgEst 6:10.12), where “Mordecai was

sitting with the young people by the doors of the king’s palace.” (TgEst 5:13; 2:21).
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“Elder of Israel, why is there a Passover?”20 Mordecai understood and can-

celled the Passover festivity, replacing it with a fast, 4:16 (8,7).

5. Finally, something on art: the story of Esther has been represented in very

different ways. Sometimes it seems that in paintings with some artistic merit,

the story of Esther pays homage to all women. One well-known example (and

there must be more) is the painting in the synagogue at Doura Europos. The

synagogue dates from the third century. The synagogue's paintings

representing Esther before the King, the triumph of Mordecai and the death of

Haman and his ten sons, were probably put in such a way as to be seen

clearly from the women’s benches, and it has been suggested that they were

placed there because women normally came to the synagogue to listen to the

reading of the Scroll of Esther which, according to Joshua bar Levi (Meg 4a)

was compulsory for them. It was an especially joyful day for them to hear

about their Queen Esther standing in front of the Great King, and with all her

beauty and splendour saving the men (!)21 of Israel from death.
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