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Introduction

This project began as an exercise in process. | wanted to choose a figure in Jewish
literature who might have interesting stories written about him or her throughout genre,
location, and time period of rabbinic literature. I centered my attention upon Solomon, and
specifically around a story of his interaction with demons. Although this encounter is not
attested to in Tanakh, the absence of demons provides an important data point from which to
compare those traditions that do. Additionally, those rabbinic traditions that tell similar
stories to the ones with demons, while omitting their presence, are also important to reference
points from which to learn.

This paper draws upon six primary texts that span time and location, but have one
difficulty in common. Each text cites Ecclesiastes 1:12 “0%w17°2 9Xw° ¥ 771 200 noap *ax”
(I Kohelet was king over Israel in Jerusalem. Ecclesiastes which is a text attributed to
Solomon, claims that there was a period of time when Solomon was not king during his
lifetime. However, the section of 1 Kings that describes Solomon’s life and reign reports no
such lapse.

According to the book of 1 Kings, Solomon was a wise king, one worthy to build a
temple to God, but one who was unable to turn his legacy into dynastic longevity. When he
ultimately sinned and followed after the cultic practices of his wives, God pronounced a
punishment upon him that was commuted until the reign of his son, after which point, the

unified kingdom splintered into the kingdoms of Israel and Judah.'

"1 Kings 3:12; 1 Kings 5:17-19; 1 Kings 11:11-13.



The six texts find different ways to reconcile this discrepancy, and along the way they
are forced contend with Solomon’s life, his mythos, and his legacy. The outline of the
“solution” takes on two general features. In order to satisfy the assumptions of Ecclesiastes,
Solomon must change status from being king to being a commoner, yet remain alive - not a
victim to regicide. In order to satisfy the assumptions of 1 Kings, the common people must
not come to be aware that Solomon is no longer their king. Thus, the texts posit that Solomon
was replaced by someone who took on his likeness and ruled in his stead.

What follows is an in-line commentary in the style of the classical rabbinic
commentators through each of the six texts, which analyze themes, characters, and concepts.
The next section analyzes the contexts for each of the six sources to glean what we can from
information about their locations and dates of origin. The penultimate section ties together

the major themes of the six sources, before a final concluding section.



Source Analysis

Talmud Yerushalmi: Sanhedrin 20c¢
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Translation:?

“He shall not add wives, etc.” Rav Kahana said, because of “the sixth, Yitream, by [David’s
wife] Egla (2 Sam 3:5).” What is written there? “and if that were not enough, I would give
you twice as much more. (2 Sam 12:8)” “He shall not add horses” beyond what was
necessary for chariots, as in “David hamstrung all the chariot horses, except for 100 which
he retained. (2 Sam 8:4)” “And silver and gold he shall not add excessively” beyond that
which he needs to give wages. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said only for this year’s payroll.

2 Translation adapted by the author from Heinrich W. Guggenheimer, ed., The Jerusalem Talmud: Fourth
Order: Nezigin (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2000), 98-102.



Rabbi Aha said: Solomon said, three things I desecrated where I got the better of the law.
“He shall not add wives.” And it is written: “King Solomon loved foreign women (1 Kgs
11:1).” Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai said: “loved” truly as harlots. Hananiah, nephew of Rabbi
Yehoshua, says, because “you shall not intermarry with them. (Deut. 7:3)” Rabbi Yosi said,
to draw them to the words of Torah and bring them under the wings of the Divine Presence.
Rabbi Eliezer said because “yet foreign wives caused even him to sin. (Neh. 13:26)” It turns
out that one may say that Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai, Hananiah, and Rabbi Eliezer are of one
opinion and Rabbi Yosi disagrees with those three.

“He shall not add horses” beyond what was necessary for chariots, as it is written: “Solomon
had 40,000 horse stables for his chariots, and 12,000 riders (I Kgs 5:6).” They were idle,
but a private person is permitted all of these.

“And silver and gold he shall not add excessively,” and it is written, “The king made silver
in Jerusalem to be like stones [in their excess] (I Kgs. 10:27).” Were they not stolen? Rabbi
Yosi ben Hanina said, there were stones of ten cubits and eight cubits. Rabbi Simeon ben
Yochai stated: In Solomon’s times, even weights were not of silver but of gold. Why?
“Silver was not valuable in Solomon’s times. (1 Kgs 10:21)”

It is written: “Of revelry I said, ‘It’s mad!” (Ecc. 2:2)” The Holy One of Blessing said to
Solomon, “What is this crown on your head? Get off My throne!” Rabbi Yosi ben Hanina
said, at that moment an angel descended looking like Solomon, removed him from his
throne, and sat in his place. And Solomon was going around in synagogues and study houses
and saying, “I Kohelet used to be king over Israel in Jerusalem (Ecc. 1:12).” They would tell
him, the king sits on his throne, but you say / Kohelet? And they would hit him with a reed
and bring before him a dish of beans. At that moment, he said: “that is my portion (Ecc.
2:10).” There are some who say [he was hit by] a staff, and others who say by a rod, and
others who say by a knotted belt.

Who had accused him? Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said the yod in the word yarbeh (727)
accused him. Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai taught that Deuteronomy ascended, bowed before
the Holy One of Blessing and said before Him: Master of the Universe! You wrote in your
Torah that any contract that was partially invalid is totally invalid, and now Solomon seeks to
uproot a yod from me. God said to Deuteronomy: Solomon and a thousand like him will
disappear, but a word from you shall not disappear.

Analysis and Commentary:
RiRakizal iy inin U 20 Robh AR 1A

This passage from Yerushalmi is based on Mishnah Sanhedrin 2:6-8, which address the

injunction against kings acquiring too many wives, horses, and riches. The mishnayot



themselves derive from a passage in Deuteronomy 17:14-20 addressing laws surrounding
kingship in Israel. The mishnaic language keeps much of the language from Deuteronomy
enjoining “increasing” the number of his wives, of his horses, and excessively increasing the
treasury. This passage from the Yerushalmi contends with the fact that the wise King
Solomon violated these prohibitions in his lifetime, for which he was punished. The rabbis go
back and forth about the nature of, and intention behind these violations. The section that

follows describes the punishment.

99377 NNk PINWS 200D
A citation from Ecclesiastes 2:2, a text attributed to Solomon. [JPS 1999]: “Of revelry I said,
‘It’s mad!”” The traditional authorship attribution of Ecclesiastes to Solomon serves as the

catalyst for the midrash that follows.
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God’s response to Solomon who, in the cited pasuk, seems to have lost himself in the
trappings and perks of his office (TwX12 17 77VY) - that very office which was governed by
Deuteronomic commands to refrain from undue indulgence and revelry. When God says,
“get down from My throne (*Xoon 77),” the text imagines God dismissing God’s own
anointed king from service for his misdeeds by reminding Solomon that the throne and the
crown actually both belong to God. Just as God can punish the chosen people for their own
misdeeds by means of subjugation under a foreign power, so too can God punish the anointed

king. Additionally, it stands to reason that if God is willing to punish a person as great in



wisdom, stature, and power as King Solomon, then this same fall from grace can affect

anyone among Israel.
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Trans.: “Rabbi Yosi ben Hanina said, at that moment, an angel descended from heaven in the
likeness of Solomon, removed Solomon from his throne, and sat in his place.” This tradition
introduces the idea that although Solomon was no longer king, the people did not perceive a

change in power because the angel sitting in his stead appeared in Solomon’s likeness.

Q2w DR DY 771 N DY IR
This particular version of Solomon’s dethroning addresses the concern raised by Kohelet
1:12, when Kohelet-Solomon describes himself as having been king in the past tense. In this
case, the story turns on God rebuking Solomon for having transgressed the three above

mitzvah lo-ta’aseh relating to kings.

DA NP 1PIDT PRI 3P MR Pon 1M
Kohelet is brought low by being rejected in his claim through physical violence and by
receiving only the most basic of sustenances, thereby demonstrating the depths to which a

man who had wives, armies, and money had fallen because of his excess.

IR 7272w 7" 12 12 1w 027] 21200 R kR
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This midrash contends that a yod (or the entire book of Deuteronomy on behalf of a yod)
came before God to complain that Solomon had broken the commandments found in Deut.
17. Specifically the yod in the word 7127 of 2°w1 12 727 &5, This is a “fun” rhetorical device,
to show the great Solomon brought low by a yod, but it does not stand up to scrutiny; even in
the commandment read 0°w1 1% 727 XY the force of the negative commandment actually
resides with the 87: Were I to rewrite this midrash to make grammatical and contextual sense,
I would explain that the word X% came before God and complained of being nullified.
Midrash Al Yithollel, analyzed later in this paper, also repeats this theme of the yod accusing

Solomon.

202 IR TR 72T P70 12 KX A9R) 'MOw "apn PR
According to this telling of the midrash, the entire book of Deuteronomy came before God to
plead the case that, just as a legal contract is made totally invalid when a small part is
invalidated, so too was Deuteronomy in danger of becoming invalid because Solomon was
ignoring one commandment therein. God’s response to the book of Deuteronomy is to say
that no one is above the law-- that many will try to transgress the laws of Deuteronomy, but

that its binding authority would endure those challenges.



11

Pesikta deRav Kahana 27 (168b-169a)
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Translation:3

Another interpretation of “Of revelry I said, ‘It’s mad!’ (Ecc. 2:2a)” Rabbi Aha said:
Solomon said, [three] things I desecrated where I got the better of the law. It is written: “He
shall not add wives. (Deut. 17:17)” but it is written: “He had seven hundred royal wives and
three hundred concubines (1 Kgs 11:3).” It is written: “He shall not add horses (Deut.
17:16)” but it is written: “Solomon had 40,000 horse stables for his chariots, and 12,000
riders (I Kgs 5:6).” 1t is written: “And silver and gold he shall not add excessively, (Deut.
17:17)” but it is written, “The king made silver in Jerusalem to be like stones [in their
excess] (I Kgs. 10:27).” Were they not stolen? Rabbi Yosi ben Hanina said, there were
stones of ten cubits and eight cubits. Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai stated: In Solomon’s times,
even weights were not of silver but of gold. Why? “Silver was not valuable in Solomon’s
times. (1 Kgs 10:21)”

“Of joy [I said,] ‘What does it do? (Ecc. 2:2b)” The Holy One of Blessing said to
[Solomon], “What is this crown on your head? Get off My throne!” At that moment an angel
descended looking like Solomon, and sat upon his throne. And Solomon was going around to
synagogues and study houses that were in Jerusalem and saying to them, “/ Kohelet used to
be king over Israel in Jerusalem (Ecc. 1:12).” They would say to him, Solomon the king sits
on his throne, but you say “I am Solomon?”” And what would they do to him? They would hit
him with a reed and give him a dish of beans. At that moment, he said: “Vanity of vanities,
said Kohelet... (Ecc. 1:2)”

? Translated by author in consultation with William G. Braude and Israel J. Kapstein, eds., Pesikta De-Rab
Kahana: R. Kahana'’s Compilation of Discourses for Sabbaths and Festival Days, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia, PA:
Jewish Publication Society, 2002), 529-530.
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Analysis and Commentary:

This text simplifies the midrash brought in Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 20c by removing the
connection to specific mishnayot of injunctions upon kings that derived from Deuteronomy,
and instead, compares the places in 1 Kings where Solomon transgressed Deuteronomic law.

Additionally, the text is in Hebrew, not in Palestinian Aramaic.

At its core, this text still reflects the overall thrust of the Yerushalmi text that Solomon was
punished by God for having crossed legal boundaries against obtaining too much, and was
replaced by an angel with his likeness who sat on the throne while he wandered, humbled in
the streets, speaking the fatalistic words of Kohelet (“vanity of vanities”, Ecc. 1:2) that closes

this section.
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Talmud Bavli: Gittin 68a-b
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Translation:#

“I got myself male and female singers (sharim and sharot), as well as the luxuries of
commoners-- coffers and coffers of them (shidda and shiddot) (Eccl. 2:8).” “Sharim and
sharot”: These are types of musical instruments. “Luxuries of commoners”: These are pools
and bathhouses. “Shidda and shiddot”: Here, [Babylonia], they interpreted it as male and
female demons (shidda and shiddetin). In the West, [Eretz Yisrael], they said they were
carriages (shiddeta). Rabbi Yohanan says: There were three hundred types of demons in a
place named Shihin, but I do not know what a demon is. Mar said: Here they interpreted it:
Male demons and female demons.

Why was it necessary for [Solomon, the narrator of Ecclesiastes, to have] male demons and
female demons? The text 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
cut without using iron? They said to him: There is a shamir, 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 and they will reveal it 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

* Translation adapted from Koren Talmud Bavli, ed. Tzvi Hersh Weinreb, 1st Hebrew/English ed, Vol. 21,
Gittin (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2015).
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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, checks his seal, and then he uncovers it and
drinks. Then he covers it and seals it and goes.

[Solomon] sent for Benayahu, son of Jehoiada, and gave him a chain onto which was
engraved with a name of God, a ring which was engraved with a name of God was carved,
fleeces of wool, and wineskins of wine. [Benayahu] went and dug a pit lower down the
mountain than Ashmedai’s, drained the water, and plugged it with the fleeces of wool. And
he dug a pit higher up the mountain than Ashmedai’s, and he poured the wine into it and he
plugged the pit. He [climbed] up and sat in a tree. When Ashmedai came he checked his seal,
opened the pit, and found wine. He said that it is written: “Wine is a mocker, 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). I will not drink! When he
became thirsty, he was unable [to resist] and he drank, became intoxicated, and fell asleep.
[Benayahu] descended, came and threw the chain around Ashmedai, and closed [the clasp].
When Ashmedai awoke he struggled, but Benayahu said to him: The name of your Master is
upon you, the name of your Master is upon you.

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 belonging to a certain widow. This widow emerged, and she
begged him [not to knock it down]. He bent [his body away] from her, 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 veering on the road and he brought him back to the
road. He saw a drunk who was veering on the road and he brought him back to the road. He
saw the joy [of a wedding] in which they were celebrating, and he cried. He heard a certain
man say to a shoemaker: ‘Make me shoes that will last 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 before
him? They said to him: He 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 said to
them: This is what he said to you-- return and give him drink. The following day Ashmedai
said to them: And why doesn’t the king want me before him? They said to him: He was
overcome by food. Ashmedai took the brick off the other brick and placed it back on the
ground. The servants came and told Solomon what Ashmedai had done. Solomon said to
them: This is what he said to you-- Take his food away from him. At the end of three days
Ashmedai came before Solomon. Ashmedai took a reed and measured four cubits, and threw
it before him. He said to Solomon: See, when that man dies, he will have nothing in this
world except the four cubits [of his grave]. Now, you have conquered the entire world but
you are not satisfied until you also conquer me? Solomon said to him: I need nothing from
you. I want to build the Temple and I need the shamir for this. Ashmedai said to him: The
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shamir was not given to me, but it was given to the minister of the sea. And he gives it only
to the hoopoe, whom he trusts by the force of his oath to return it. And what does the hoopoe
do with it? He brings it to mountains that are not inhabited, 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 habitable. And this is why we translate the word hoopoe [tarnegola
bara 872 8°2170 in Aramaic, dukhifat n2°>17 in Hebrew] as a cutter of mountains [rneggar
tura).

They investigated and found the nest of a ~oopoe in which there were chicks, and he covered
its nest with translucent glass. When the Zoopoe came it wanted to enter but was unable to do
so. It went and brought the shamir and placed it on top [to crack the glass. Solomon’s
servant] raised his voice at the hoopoe and it threw down the shamir. [The man] took it [and
the hoopoe went and strangled itself over its [broken] oath [by not returning the shamir].

Benayahu said to Ashmedai: What is the reason that when you saw that blind man who was
veering from the road you brought him back to the 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 veering from the road you brought him
back to the road? Ashmedai said to him: They proclaim about him in heaven that he is a
completely wicked man. And I did good for his soul so that he will consume [his reward] in
this world [and not have any reward in the World-to-Come]. Benayahu asked: What is the
reason that when you saw that joy [of the wedding] you cried? Ashmedai said to him: This
man will die within thirty days. And his wife is required to wait for the husband’s brother,
who is a minor, to reach thirteen years old. Benayahu asked: What is the reason that when
you heard that man say to a shoemaker: Make me shoes that last seven years, you laughed?
Ashmedai said to him: That man does not have seven days to live; does he need shoes that
last seven years? Benayahu 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. 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 horns”;
these are the ministering angels. “The wild ox”; these are the demons. In what way are you
greater than us? Ashmedai said to him: Take the engraved chain off me and give me your
engraved ring, and I 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 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).” “And this was my portion from all of my toil (Ecclesiastes
2:10):” To what does “this” refer? Rav and Shmuel disagree. One said: his staff [that
remained in his hand.] And one said: his cloak. Solomon would circulate from door to door
and wherever he arrived he would say: “I, Kohelet, was king over Israel in Jerusalem
(Ecclesiastes 1:12).”
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When he arrived at the Sanhedrin [in Jerusalem] the sages said: Now, a fool does not fixate
on one matter, so what is this matter? 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 back to them: Yes, he comes. They sent to the
queens: Check his feet. The queens sent back to the sages: He comes in socks [bemokei], And
he makes demands of them [the queens] when they are menstruating. And he also makes
demands of Bathsheba his mother. [The Sanhedrin] brought Solomon, gave him a ring and
the chain on which the Name was carved. When Solomon entered, Ashmedai saw him and
fled. But even so, [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]. One said: He was a king and then a commoner. And one said:
He was a king, then a commoner, and then a king.

Analysis and Commentary:

MITRA T 2TNRT 232 NANYM AR 23w Y nwya
The incipit for this passage comes from Kohelet 2:8b: “[NJPS] and I got myself male and
female singers, as well as the luxuries of commoners-- coffers and coffers of them.” The
NJPS notes that the Hebrew word which it translates as coffers (m7w\n7w) is a hapax
legomenon for Tanakh, and that the Mishnah suggests that it refers to some kind of chest,
from which NJPS derives its translation. Rashi defined the word as some sort of wagon used
to transport women and nobles.
The wider literary context for the incipit is important for understanding this midrash. Kohelet
in general is about the vanity and impermanence of the human condition. In particular,
Chapter 2 describes how the narrator (and it is attributed to Solomon here) acquired wealth,
luxuries, and experiences while at the same time acquiring wisdom. He realized that material
possessions were of no value, but that wisdom was not much better, because wise men and

fools will eventually be forgotten in equal measure.



18

This Gittin passage looks at a time when Solomon’s material possessions and his wisdom
were at their zenith, around the time of building the temple. In it, he acquires the shamir after
the subjugation of Ashmedai, and only after building the temple did he fall at the hands of
Ashmedai who, by casting him out, proved the fleeting nature of possessions and wisdom in
Kohelet, and fulfilled the implications of the Ecclesiastes text that Solomon lost his kingly

status.’
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The stam voice asks why are we even bringing up demons in the first place? The Gemara
first seeks to understand what these two words meant. Upon determining that these words
meant “male and female demons,” the Gemara (cited again here) then asked why Solomon
needed demons in the first place. They will be useful, we learn in finding the shamir, who
would be used in conjunction with building the Temple. The shamir is a mythical creature,
created bein hashmashot (the final hours of God’s six days of creation), who helped quarry
the gems for the priestly breastplate, and is able to bore through stone.® Solomon asked the
rabbis how he might follow the command of using finished quarry stones, untouched by tools
in the temple precinct, to build the temple. The rabbis responded that he can by harnessing
the shamir, and that if he captured a male and female demon, they might reveal the shamir’s

location by squeezing them together.’

5 Eccl. 1:12: I was king over Israel [emphasis added].

8 Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, vol. 1, Bible Times and Characters from the Creation to Jacob,
trans. Henrietta Szold (Philadelphia, Jewish Publication Society, 1954), 34.

7 Rashi to this section explains that squeezing them together would be stressor that would cause them to reveal
the location of the shamir - perhaps an act of “enhanced interrogation.”
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In simpler terms, Solomon, at the advice of the rabbis, decided to “exert pressure” on demons
to reveal the location of the shamir, so that he could harness the creature to build the holy
temple. After exerted “questioning,” the demons explained that they did not know the

location, but that Solomon could ask Ashmedai, king of the demons.
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Rabbis told Solomon that Ashmedai was on some mountain, where for whatever reason, he
had dug a pit and filled it with water, and taken pains to make sure that the water source was
kept free of impurities. Perhaps he went to such great lengths to prevent his capture in the
way that we will see. Later, Benayahu - Solomon’s military commander and advisor - would
take advantage of Ashmedai’s trusting his water source by surreptitiously replacing it with
wine, but it remains unclear what we might learn about Ashmedai other than this being a
detail to later advance the plot. We might say that Ashmedai, in being so careful about his
habits of drinking water, was not trusting of others, but then we learn that he studies in
yeshivot all day around other people. We might say that he put too much trust in his habits or

practices, and that they would lead to his capture.
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Ashmedai studies in both the heavenly and earthly yeshivot. He will become a foil to
Solomon in his wisdom, especially given the fact that he is a king of demons, which tradition

says fall under Solomon’s dominion.® But Ashmedai is not an easy vassal to hold, and that is

% Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, vol. 4, Bible Times and Characters from Joshua to Esther
(Philadelphia, Jewish Publication Society, 1954), 142.
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why Solomon must have even more “wisdom” than him in order to keep him in the fold. But
all this to say, the rabbis imagine the king of the demons to be a Torah scholar, which is a
theme that will arise later, as he demonstrates a knowledge both of scripture and of arcane

wisdom.

IR 710 2°'m
After returning from study, he took a drink of water from his well that he examined for
tampering and resealing, then Ashmedai “went.” What is the nature of his habitual action?
Does he live near his well on this mountain peak and travel to the yeshivot? Or does

Ashmedai reside/live somewhere apart from this protected water source?
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The unwritten subject of this sentence is Solomon who sent Benayahu and gave him this list
of four objects with which to subjugate Ashmedai. Solomon, the unwritten subject, is
referred to sparingly through this section of the story, and the actions that Benayahu took
could be construed as his own wise actions that serve to [kal v’homer] refract a greater
wisdom upon Solomon his master. However, the fact that Solomon sent his trusted advisor,
and gave him four specific objects with which to subjugate Ashmedai, implies that Solomon
has a more outsized influence upon Benayahu’s tactics than the text might suggest at first
glance. This second reading recasts the interaction as a more direct battle of wisdom and wits
between Solomon and Ashmedai, with Benayahu serving simply as agent, and not as an

independent actor.
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This chain is a type of religio-magical object which, by virtue of the magic of God’s
inscribed name, was an efficacious talisman that served to control the actions of those who
would not comply. The presence of the two objects engraved with the name of God suggest
that Solomon held the arcane knowledge (personally or among his courtiers) to be able to
control the world using the coercive power of God through these objects. I’'m curious what it
means for a wise king to exert coercive power of the Divine. Certainly a wise king might
need to use force in exerting control over subjects, but control that cannot be questioned - of
the type provided by such magical objects - may not be appropriate, even for a king as wise
as Solomon. According to the rabbinic imagination, Solomon may have only used this ring in

connection to Ashmedai, and not among flesh and blood.

QW Y PIPIT RPN
The Maharsha (HaRav Shmuel Eliezer HaLevi Eidels) and the Riaf (HaRav Yoshihu Pinto)
[as cited by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz]: The commentators asked, what is the reason for
including this engraved ring when Benayahu would already have used the engraved chain.
They answered that although the chain shackled Ashmedai, he still had (as the gemarra will
state) much power, so the ring was an extra means of protection for Benayahu himself. The

Iyyun Ya’akov [cited by Rabbi Steinsaltz] explains that the power of the ring gave Benayahu
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a measure of control to force Ashmedai to do as he desired [that the chain must not have

provided.]’

hplalra kil
Benayahu went through an elaborate deception to ensure that the seal on Ashmedai’s well
was unbroken while replacing water with wine. However, upon opening his well, Ashmedai
was not deceived, and immediately understood that he no longer had water. Benayahu might
have simply broken the seal on the well and replaced the liquid directly and obtained the

same result.
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Ashmedai, the yeshiva-going student of tradition that he is, quotes Proverbs 20:1 and Hosea
4:11 as prooftexts for not drinking wine. Not only are these quotes from Nevi’im and
Ketuvim, but his Ketuvim quote cites Solomon himself - according to the tradition that
Solomon wrote Proverbs - in an attempt to prevent his capture at Solomon’s command. In a
battle of dueling wits and wisdom between Ashmedai and Solomon, this quote from Proverbs

citing wine as a foil to wisdom is a perfect text to use.

1999 77 Raw 9K
Benayahu exclaims that “your master’s name is upon you” as a means to stop Ashmedai’s

struggling. Steinsaltz: by struggling and breaking the collar, Ashmedai risks breaking the

? Babylonian Talmud, vol. 21, Tractate Gittin, ed. Adin Steinsaltz (Jerusalem, Israel: The Israel Institute for
Talmudic Publications, 1993), 295.
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name of God inscribed upon it. That Ashmedai will stop struggling out of respect for God
implies that the rabbis want to understand demons as creatures under God’s dominion and
not as “evil” forces external to God’s control. This central assumption points to syncretism in
the Babylonian Jewish context. Stories about Solomon’s downfall and displacement from the
Palestinian context do not mention Ashmedai as character, rather they use angels sent by God
to achieve the same plot point. In Gittin’s telling, the rabbis may have used the demon king
to tell the same story. Ashmedai was probably a character in the folk religion of Babylon and
surrounding areas that, although foreign to orthodox Jewish belief, was not threatening to
Jewish monotheism. By casting Ashmedai in their story, and making him a God-fearing
yeshiva student, the rabbis could show Ashmedai-believing Jews that their
Babylonia-influenced beliefs were inherently Jewish, rather than attempting to deny his place

in a Jewish system and risking the loss of religious adherents.

777 RIIR RPD1
Ashmedai heeded the worlds of the widow who pleaded with him not to destroy her house.
Demonstrates his “humanity” or sense of compassion, even in his frustration and anger.

Perhaps he was heeding the commanded ethic to protect widow, orphan, and stranger.
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In the face of the widow’s request, Ashmedai was forced to shrink his height, and broke a
bone in the process, at which point he says -- “this is the fulfillment of the verse: ‘a gentle

tongue can break bones’ (Prov. 25:15).” This brief scene demonstrates Ashmedai’s command
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of scripture to be able to understand his circumstances in their light. Additionally, because
the verse comes from Proverbs, the reader can see that the rabbis have constructed a story

whereby Ashmedai’s life mirrors scripture attributed to Solomon himself .

N0 N1
This section exemplifies a common trope in folklore when a mythic or wise character acts in
ways that may defy understanding, and will provide later explanation as to their actions. He
helped return a blind man and a drunk to their path, he cried at seeing a wedding reveler, he
laughed at seeing a man order long-lasting shoes, and he laughed at a magician doing magic.
In this case, the riddle will be solved only later in the story, after Solomon interacts with

Ashmedai and obtains the shamir.
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Here begins the “face to face” power play between Solomon and Ashmedai. After sending
Benayahu to kidnap him by harnessing the power of divinely-inscribed objects, Solomon
refused to grant him an audience, and kept him captive. As a result, Ashmedai began to take
symbolic actions that his servants cannot explain. (examples bolded above in the
Aramaic) After hearing the excuse that Solomon could not see him because he was

recovering from a drinking party, Ashmedai placed one brick upon another, which Solomon
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understood to mean that he was thirsty (for water). After hearing the excuse that Solomon
could not see him because he had eaten too much, Ashmedai removed the stacked brick from
atop the first and placed it back on the ground. Solomon commanded his servants to remove
Ashmedai’s food (but Rashi qualifies, except for a little bit).

When Benayahu noticed Ashmedai taking symbolic actions on the journey to Jerusalem, he
wondered at their significance, and would later ask Ashmedai about them. In the case of
these symbolic actions, Solomon demonstrated his vast wisdom when he understood their
significance, required no clarification, and issued orders to his servants in accordance with
Ashmedai’s needs. Ashmedai and Solomon demonstrated their duel of wits, as Solomon
made Ashmedai wait, Ashmedai responded and tested Solomon with strange actions, which

Solomon interpreted with a (presumably appropriate) response.
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Ashmedai finally came before Solomon with theatrics. He measured out four cubits with a
rod, in what seems to be a reference to the space of a gravesite, and threw it before Solomon.
He exclaimed that when Solomon dies, he’ll only have those four cubits to call his own in
this world. He asked that after conquering the whole world, would he not be satisfied until he
conquered Ashmedai as well. By reminding Solomon of his own mortality and the
impermanence of rule over his domain, Ashmedai complained of his treatment and intimated

at Solomon’s hubris in needing to have domain over the whole world."’ This theme of hubris

1 Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, vol. 4, Bible Times and Characters from Joshua to Esther
(Philadelphia, Jewish Publication Society, 1954), 142. Solomon, in the midrash, has dominion over all creation.
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will come back to haunt Solomon later in the midrash. It also connects back to the larger
theme of Ecclesiastes from which the scriptural incipit to the story derives - that all
acquisitions of wealth and wisdom are fleeting because of the impermanence of the human

condition.
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Solomon replied, perhaps to add insult to injury, that he had wanted nothing from Ashmedai
himself except what was necessary to find the shamir that would help him build the Temple.
Perhaps we might symbolically read that through his wisdom, Solomon marshalled all the
powers of the world, including demons, to help build the Temple. But in the context of the
interaction between these dueling fonts of wisdom, Ashmedai seems the afterthought, who
will only later become important when Solomon loses some of his cunning, and leaves

himself open to a fall.
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If the rabbis have no problems discussing demons and the demon-king, then certainly they
have no qualms contemplating the “prince/minister of the sea” who holds dominion over the

earth, and who entrusted the shamir to the hoopoe for safekeeping.
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Solomon demonstrated his wisdom through the actions of his servants who tricked the

hoopoe and took the shamir entrusted to it.

TI07 SY MR 2PAMIRYD PNPPOR LRATIND Y0 RP TIAT X0 RITAR TN 0D RAVD XD (177712 709 IR
X°17 RII2 7°0077 90 RV RN ONRT XAV 90T 7OW01 KI°I 799 T2VT I8N ,RNT NR POTET XY 00
271 %2 W1 R Y 7aN ,N17 723 YWAT RY°PA2 779V 107 2"R 2PmIRY ANPOR LRANIRD YOPT
Xo¥21,7°M7° 709N 132 X232 N1 V2 509 AR 20002, RNNTA RITAR NI 00 RAVY RN LRV 790997
QWY *IRON V9 772V RDIWIRY 12 IMRT KI2X RITI? 7ONYRYW 2 RAVY ORA LPIW *70°%0 Jup 027 0
T NP0 RV 7O0°T 00 0" YA PIw 2w CIR0N 707 107 9N avaw KIT0 100 R 200K LI
SN RDORT RN D07 ,8091T RTA AR 2°0° M7 :7°7 MR 2N2NKR ,0°0p
In this section, Benayahu returned to Ashmedai at some point after the collection of the
shamir, and interrogates him about the symbolic, confusing actions he took while they
travelled together. This contrasts with the symbolic actions he took while in Solomon’s
captivity, which Solomon understood immediately.
What follows are the five symbolic actions Ashmedai took, along with conclusions we might
make about how the rabbis understood Ashmedai.
1. Ashmedai helped the blind man because he heard in heaven that the man was a completely
righteous man, and that anyone doing him a kindness would themselves merit the World to
Come.
e Knows the status and fate of people by hearing about them from heaven.
e Desires the goodness of the World to Come for himself. Does this imply Ashmedai’s

own mortality?
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2. Ashmedai helped the drunk because he heard in heaven that the man was a complete
evildoer, and by doing him a kindness in this world, he “eats of this world” and reaps the
rewards in this world such that he will suffer all the more so in the World to Come.

e Knows the status and fate of people by hearing about them from heaven.

e Serves as an agent in providing reward/punishment to sinners-- a kindness he

received in this world ensure more suffering in the next.

3. Ashmedai cried when he saw the man rejoicing at the wedding because he knew two
things: the man was destined to die within thirty days; the man’s wife would be subject to
levirate marriage but would have to wait thirteen years for her husband’s brother to come of
age.

e Shows compassion

e Shows knowledge of people’s fate

e Understands halacha
4. Ashmedai laughed when he saw a man asking the cobbler for sandals that would last seven
years, because he knew he wouldn’t live seven days.

e Shows knowledge of people’s fate.

e [Laughing in the face of death-- perhaps this is a laugh of situational irony, and not

one rejoicing at death.

5. Ashmedai laughed at the magician doing magic because he sat above a huge royal treasury
but could not reveal it through his magic.

e [Laughs at situational irony and the folly of individuals.

e (Can see what others cannot see.
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Through all of these situations, Ashmedai proved that he has knowledge of things that most
humans do not have, including knowledge of fate and things that are hidden. He proved his
extra-human knowledge when he perceived that his water source had turned to wine. Given
his extra sight, and knowledge of the unknown, could not he have perceived that he was
walking into a trap and refrained from drinking the wine? Might not he have seen Benayahu
sitting in the tree, waiting for Ashmedai to give into thirst, and acted preemptively to defeat
his would-be captor? I’m struck by the juxtaposition of Ashmedai having such power of

sight, and yet losing his sight in the critical moment that spelled his capture.
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Solomon only captured Ashmedai for knowledge of the shamir, and yet he kept him through
the entire creation of the Temple. What reason did Solomon have to keep him? With the
protective charms of the engraved ring, Solomon had no reason to fear reprisal. But “one
day” [i.e.: at some point] after the completion of the Temple, Solomon visited Ashmedai.
Does this imply that Solomon planned to keep the king of the demons indefinitely? This may

be an indication of the hubris that will lead to Solomon’s downfall.
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Solomon approached Ashmedai with a question based in scripture (Numbers 24:8) - a
passage from Bilaam’s third prophecy. Although the text is directly translated as “like the

horns of the wild ox for him,” the midrashic leap that Solomon makes in his question turns
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on grammar. The words 12 o87 M2¥IN3 can mean that ax" is like (the conjunction ) the
moyn. The implication is that if Mo¥IN are the ministering angels (N *2X%7 19X - MOYIND)
and oX" are the demons (2>7W 19X - oX7) then ministering angels and demons are equated in
some way. Based on these assumptions, Solomon asks Ashmedai: “What makes you superior
to us? (332 13>°mM27 °Xn?)” This could be Solomon’s attempt to genuinely ask Ashmedai a
question about scripture wherein he cites a verse, then its midrashic reading, before asking
Ashmedai to explain. But it is possible that Solomon was taunting Ashmedai through this
exchange. If the midrashic reading of the verse is that demons are like the ministering angels
in being more powerful than humans, then Solomon is asking Ashmedai to explain the extent
of his superiority to humans in the face of being held captive by humans. This exchange
demonstrates Solomon’s sense of security, such that he will feel comfortable releasing

Ashmedai.
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Perhaps Solomon does not remember the reasons (cited above) for having both the engraved
chain and ring; or perhaps he did not appreciate the full power of having both, having sent
Benayahu to do the dirty work of actually capturing the demon king. Despite having
completed the Temple and having great dominion over much territory, does he really feel so
safe and confident to cede to Ashmedai the very two items that gave him control in the first
place? Imagine how powerful his adversary would become as a result of being freed from

powerful chains, and holding a ring of power.
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It seems that Ashmedai’s supernatural scale and ability had been hidden until this moment -

forced into human form and proportion in the face of captivity.
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What is the emotion behind Solomon’s citation of Ecclesiastes 1:3 and 2:10? Both express
frustration at reaping earned rewards that are not in balance with the work put in to earn
them. In this case, having accomplished regional dominion and completed the Temple,
Solomon’s reward was being flung some four hundred parasangs'' away from the capital, and
into exile. Does his citation of Ecclesiastes - importantly a text already attributed to him -
express frustration and anger over an unjust reward for having completed God’s house, or

does Solomon acknowledge his hubris with words of resignation and humility?
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This quote (Ecclesiastes 1:12) is the central verse driving this larger narrative. According to
the tradition that assigns the book to Solomon’s voice, he expresses in the past tense that he
was the king of Israel. Barring extenuating circumstances, Israelite monarchs retained their
status until death. If the speaker can say that he “was [previously] a king over Israel in

Jerusalem” then the reader must assume that this is no longer the condition. Thus, the rabbis

""" Adin Steinsaltz, The Talmud, the Steinsaltz Edition: A Reference Guide (New York: Random House, 1989),
283-284. Steinsaltz presents the relationships between units of measure described in Talmud, including that one
parasang equals 8000 cubits (an arm’s length). However, these units of measure have no standardized
translation into imperial or metric units. Depending on different 20th century authorities, Steinsaltz explains that
the cubit measures either 18.9 or 22.7 inches. This would mean that the distance that Solomon was thrown was
roughly either 954 miles or 1146 miles. For reference the distance from Jerusalem to Tehran is 970 miles, and
the distance from Jerusalem to Khartoum, Sudan is 1126 miles.
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told a story of Solomon being overthrown by Ashmedai to explain how it could be that

Solomon was no longer king.

T°70 RY RNPO1 RT72 70W o0
Lit.: “Now a fool does not fixate on one matter.” Having endured humiliation in begging
from door to door, Solomon continued to disclose that he was king. Because of this
persistence, the rabbis went from thinking that this man was an impoverished, foolish beggar,

to wondering if his claim had merit.

PR:T ONRM
Solomon’s claim sowed the seeds of doubt such that the rabbis began to investigate what was
happening. It seems like before this beggar came to their door claiming to be Solomon, the
rabbis had no reason to question the identity of the person sitting on the throne, but that after
encountering the real Solomon, their attention was piqued. This leads the reader to suspect

that Ashmedai was impersonating Solomon while sitting on the throne.

RNND9A? 172 1790 K7 77 R 2770237 Xo9n 9 ova Rp 0120 777 10K
To interrogate their suspicion, the rabbis called upon people with the most intimate
knowledge of the king. First, they asked Benayahu, the advisor and general who had captured
Ashmedai, whether he had seen the king, to which he answered no. Then they asked

Solomon’s wives who had intimate access to Solomon-Ashmedai in a way that Benayahu did
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not. In doing so, they put the wives in danger by asking them to speak about private

encounters with their royal husband.

SRR P12 A MRW ,7°YI02 3970 10 oW
That the rabbis asked the wives to check Solomon’s legs seems to imply that they suspected
the person who looked like Solomon might be a demon. In a comment, Rashi explained the
folk belief that demons had chicken legs, and that this was what the women should search
for. Perhaps knowing that chicken legs was a sign for his true identity drove Ashmedai’s
decision to enter the wives’ bedchambers with socks on as a way to cover evidence of his

true identity.

SRR YA N2 On1 9 Yan Xp1 L1700 MTI2 000 van XY
We know from earlier in the story that Ashmedai made it a habit to study Torah in both the
heavenly and earthly yeshivot, and that he had a command of Torah that informed his initial
abstinence from the alcohol that Benayahu had placed in his pit. Yet here, his apparent
deviance from halacha with regard to approaching a wife in niddah and initiating a sexual

encounter with his (supposed) mother were the giveaways in this case of mistaken identity.

QW 770 PIPNT RNPWIW RNPTY 797 12
The rabbis gave Solomon another engraved ring and engraved chain, or the same ones he had

before? If they are a new set, how might Solomon and Ashmedai compete against each other
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were both to be armed with “rings of power?” Or did Ashmedai spurn using those items,

leading to his flight from the city?

1mb
Vb.: fled. Also a noun: young chicken, perhaps a playful connection to the chicken feet of

demons.

PR RMNY T2 M0 707 129K)
Solomon was changed from his encounter with Ashmedai, and this story helps illuminate the
meaning behind the two quoted psukim from Song of Songs 3:7-8, attributed to Solomon,
that Solomon surrounded himself with sixty warriors while he slept. Perhaps the text is

interpreting M°22 19 “terror in the night” (Song of Songs 3:8) as Ashmedai.

T2 UTY TR NR T LY TN AR T LORINYT 20
Rav and Shmuel disagree about the final part of the story. One takes the position that
Solomon was a king, then he became a commoner, perhaps with this expulsion at
Ashmedai’s hand. The other takes the position that Solomon was a king, then a commoner,
then a king again, perhaps through the story of return told by the Bavli. In either case, both
amoraim have a tradition that Solomon was not king for the entirety of his life, perhaps
because this was the only way they could make sense of Kohelet 1:12 - “I Kohelet was king

over Israel in Jerusalem.”
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Kohelet Rabbah 1.12
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Translation:*?

... And similarly, with, “I Kohelet was king over Israel (Ecc. 1:12).” This would have been
fitting to be at the beginning of the book if not for the fact that there is no first or last in
Torah.

“I Kohelet was king over Israel (Ecc. 1:12).” means “once | was [king], and now I am not
like him.” Rabbi Hanina bar Yitzhak said it means, “once I was [king], and now I am not
similar to him.”

Solomon saw three worlds in his life. Rabbi Yudan and Rabbi Oniyah [disagree.] Rabbi
Yudan said: king, and commoner, and king; wise, foolish, and wise; rich, poor, and rich.
How is this so? “I saw everything in the days of my permanence (Ecc. 7:15)”? [Meaning,] a
person only teaches about his distress in the moment of his release, when he would return to
his joy. Rabbi Oniyah said: commoner, king, and commoner; foolish, wise, and foolish; poor,
rich, and poor.” How is this so? “I Kohelet was king over Israel (Ecc. 1:12).”

Analysis and Commentary:

7702 IMIRM QTP TRY RPX 19077 NPAN NP2 IR 0 AT IR DY 77 SN0 N2aR 0K 0N
This ends a string of comments that fall under the principle of 772 ImxM Q7PM X -
statements in Tanakh that a person might think fall out of chronological order, do not pose a

logical problem because Torah exists outside the bounds of logical time.

12 Translation by author
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Stating the verse from Ecclesiastes 1:12 presents the now-familiar problem of how a reader is
to understand Solomon’s life, given that the narrator of a text attributed to him speaks about
his own kingship in the past tense. The two versions of the tradition presented here say
mostly the same thing - namely “once I was [king], and now I am not like him” or “once I
was [king], and now I am not similar to him.” However, read through the lens of the
recurring debate about whether or not Solomon returned to the throne, the stam voice may
take the view that he did not return, whereas the tradition attributed to Rabbi Hanina bar
Yitzhak may argue that he returned to the throne but was changed by his ordeal. See the
Gittin text where after his return, a traumatized Solomon sleeps under the protection of sixty

warriors.

L1121 19102 IR MY awhw
The midrash presents a tradition that Solomon did not simply go from being king to
commoner, but rather that he transitioned through three phases of his life. Rabbi Yudan
argues that he started with high statuses [in the areas of kingship, wisdom, and riches], was
brought low, then returned to his previous state. Rabbi Oniyah argues the opposite - that he

began at low statuses, achieved heights, and returned to his low origins.

92 09,5927 912 SNPRT 9377 DR RAYY ORDY WYY PV WY ,00M WO 05,7921 BT TR R 171

ST WD TN NYWA X9X 7T PNR 1N Wl
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Rabbi Yudan’s argument is based out of logic, using the statement attributed to Solomon in
Ecclesiastes 7:15 - “I saw everything the days of my impermanence (lit.: vanity).” According
to his logic, Rabbi Yudan argues that a person would not teach about their distress until after
they had been released to their prior status. Hence a height, a fall, and a return. Yudan could
have used the verse from Ecclesiastes 1:12 to make the same argument - that a person would
never speak about their distress at no longer being king over Israel until having returned to

that status.

ORI DY o0 N NRAR CIR OV 727,019 WY 01, WO OO WHU 01T TR BT MR IR N
NaLli7aiihl

Rabbi Oniyah makes the opposing argument, that Solomon never returned to his previous
status, based on the logic of the past tense in Ecclesiastes 1:12. However, the position does
not really hold up to scrutiny. Certainly, Solomon did not begin life as king, but as prince to
David he was hardly the “ordinary person” that v1771 denotes. Unless, of course, ©1°777 just
refers to anyone who is not king, then the statement makes sense. Solomon was rich and then
lost those riches in his exile, but he hardly began life as a pauper. I could understand his
trajectory from folly to wisdom and back because Solomon only received wisdom from God
after the beginning of his reign [1 Kgs. 3] before presumably losing it.
The important part of the disagreement concerns the question of whether or not a person
believes Solomon ended his life in disgrace, or whether he returned from that disgrace. This
is the disagreement reflected by Rav and Shmuel in Bavli Gittin 68b where Rav holds the

former position (01771 721) and Shmuel holds the latter one (77121 vV>7M 727). The problems
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discussed above of Rabbi’s Oniyah’s position, which is similar to that of Rav, stem from the
fact that in order to conform to the introduction of the disagreement (“he saw three worlds in
the days of his life”), Rabbi Oniyah introduced the problematic ©1°77 (commoner) world

before Rav’s “king then commoner (0177 21).”

This particular text simply unpacks the notion that Solomon changed status in his lifetime,
without engaging the question of why he fell from his height, and without engaging the
question of how and why he might have returned. If we were to understand the question
about Solomon’s trajectory as an allegory for the Jewish people, then perhaps the rabbis used
Solomon’s life as a way to question our own fate after sin. If we follow Rabbi Yudan - and
Shmuel by extension - that after Solomon sinned, there was no return for him, then might we
learn that we have no hope for teshuvah after our own transgressions. If we follow Rabbi
Oniyah - and Rav by extension - that after Solomon sinned that we can be redeemed in our
lifetime, then we might believe in the redemptive possibility, that Solomon himself prays for
in 1 Kings 8:31-53. However, neither of these possibilities reflect Solomon’s story that we
find in 1 Kgs. 1-11. Having turned from God in his old age (1 Kings 11:4-10), God punished
him by passing the sentence of tearing away his kingdom, and delaying that sentence until
after Solomon’s death. (1 Kgs 11:11-13) Solomon could not be redeemed, yet he was not

punished.
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Tanhuma Ahare 1:2
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Translation:*3

[“After the death of Aaron’s two sons, (Lev 16:1)”]. Another interpretation of: “Of revelry I
said, ‘It’s mad!’ (Ecc. 2:2a)” Rabbi Aha said: Solomon said, [three] things I desecrated
where I got the better of the law. It is written: “He shall not add wives. (Deut. 17:17)” but it
is written: “He had seven hundred royal wives and three hundred concubines (1 Kgs 11:3).”
It is written: “He shall not add horses (Deut. 17:16)” but it is written: “Solomon had 40,000
horse stables for his chariots (1 Kgs 5:6).” 1t is written: “And silver and gold he shall not add
excessively, (Deut. 17:17)” but it is written, “The king made silver in Jerusalem [to be like
stones in their excess] (I Kgs. 10:27).” Were they not stolen? Rabbi Yosi ben Hanina said,
there were stones of ten cubits and eight cubits. Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai stated: In
Solomon’s times, even weights were not of silver but of gold.

“Of joy [I said,] ‘What does it do? (Ecc. 2:2b)” The Holy One of Blessing said to
[Solomon], “What is this crown on your head? Get off your throne!” At that moment an
angel descended looking like Solomon, and sat upon his throne. And Solomon was going
around to synagogues and study houses that were in Jerusalem and saying [to them], “/
Kohelet used to be king [over Israel in Jerusalem] (Ecc. 1:12).” They would say to him,
Solomon the king sits on his throne, but you go and are mad! And they would hit him with a
reed and give him a dish of beans. At that moment, Solomon said: “And this was my portion

from all of my toil (Ecc. 2:10).”

Analysis and Commentary:

T DT OTRY IRAWY 027 AnDY IR KAX M IR

13 Translation adapted by author in conjunction with the translation of (the above text) Pesikta deRav Kahan.
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This first section parallels the passage in Talmud Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 20c and Pesikta
deRav Kahana 27 (168b-169a) in describing the three ways that Solomon violated the
prohibition incumbent upon kings against taking too many women, too many chariots or
standing army, and too much money. The passage uses the same verse from Ecclesiastes 2:2,
found above, for its exegesis. The first half of the verse explains Solomon’s folly, and the

second half of the verse connects to his punishment.

INDI PY AW ANPW NINTA IROD 777 1O ,TROON 71,7702 17 770 30 3"2pn PR
There are only slight variances between this text, the Yerushalmi Sanhedrin text, and the
Pesikta deRav Kahana text. First -- this text asks “why is this crown in your hand” where the
other asks “why is this crown upon your head.” Second, God commands, “descend from your
throne” whereas the Yerushalmi texts demands, “descend from My throne.” But both texts
share the understanding that an angel in the likeness of Solomon will be the one to replace

Solomon on the throne, while he is forced to wander around the streets of Jerusalem.

Unlike in the Gittin text, there is no discussion here of Solomon returning to his throne; nor

does the king-commoner-king conversation come to bear.
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Translation:'#

“Thus said the Eternal: Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom; Let not the strong man
glory in his strength; Let not the rich man glory in his riches (Jer. 9:22, NJPS).” Let not the
wise man glory in his wisdom: This is Solomon, king of Israel. At the time he sat upon his
kingly throne he was praised and became haughty and transgressed that which was written in
Torah - he shall not increase for himself [too many] wives (Deut. 17:17). Solomon said: “I
shall increase for myself wives but I shall not stray from the [righteous] path.”

4 Author’s translation
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What did the yod in the word 727 (increase) do? He stood before the Holy One of Blessing
and said before [God]: “Master of the Universe! You wrote nothing in Your Torah - not even
a single letter - for a null purpose?” God said to him, “No I did not.” The yod said before
God: “Behold, Solomon nullified me when he married for himself 1000 wives and
transgressed Your Torah.” The Holy One of Blessing said to the yod: “It is incumbent upon
me to fight your fight and adjudicate your complaint.” Next God said to Ashmedai, king of
the demons: “Go to Solomon, and take his seal from his hand, appear in his likeness, and sit
upon his throne.” And it was thought in Israel that Ashmedai was Solomon. And Solomon
was roaming through the cities and the villages and saying, “I Kohelet was king [over Israel
in Jerusalem] (Ecc. 1:12),” until after three years passed. And people said to one another:
“What a fool is this man! The king sits upon his throne, but he says, ‘I Kohelet was king.””
The Holy One of Blessing said, “I have done justice for the yod.”

What did Ashmedai do those same three years? He went to Solomon’s wives, until he came
into the chambers of one who was menstruating. When she saw him, she said to him: “Why
did you change from your custom with which you normally behaved?”” From this Ashmedai
was silent. She said to him: “You are not Solomon.” Additionally he went to Batsheva,
Solomon’s mother, and said to her: “Such and such I want from you.” Immediately she went
to Benayahu [Solomon’s advisor], and she said to him: “Such and such he demanded from
me - Solomon my son.” Immediately Benayahu was shocked and tore his clothing and said:
“If this is so, God forbid, then he is not Solomon your son, but rather he is Ashmedai, and
this same young man who is roaming around and saying ‘I Kohelet’, he himself is Solomon.
Immediately he sent for and called to this same young man and said to him: “My son, how
did this matter come to be?”” Solomon said: “One day, I was sitting in my place and a mighty
wind came and expelled me. And from then until now, my knowledge was taken from me
and thus I have been wandering.” Benayahu said to him: “Do you have any proof [of your
identity]?” Solomon said: “Yes, at the moment I began my rule, my father took one of my
hands and placed it in your hand, and my other hand in the hand of Nathan the prophet, and
my mother rose and kissed my father’s head.”

When Benayahu heard his words, he called to the Sanhedrin, told them such-and-such of the
story, and said to them: “Write the Ineffable Name and affix it upon your hearts.” They went
and affixed the Name, and came to Benayahu, and said: “We are afraid of the name inscribed
upon [Ashmedai’s] heart.” He said to them: “Can it be that one Name overcomes many
Names?” Then Benayahu went with them and took a sword and struck Ashmedai with a great
blow. And he took the seal from his hand and sought to kill him. A bat kol went out and said:
“You shall not touch him, for this matter came about because of me, and because Solomon
transgressed that which was written in the Torah.” Then they returned Solomon to his throne
and his seal to his hand. And Solomon returned to his former appearance and beauty.
Solomon said: “Where is my kingdom, where is my strength - they did not help me at all.
Rather, all who degrade themselves, the Holy One of Blessing raises them up, as it is said:

True sacrifice to God is a contrite spirit; God, You will not despise a contrite and crushed
heart (Ps. 51:19).
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Analysis and Commentary:
This text seems to be an amalgamation of the five preceding texts. A table and description in
the analysis section below will demonstrate this in further detail.

77N 2NDW 71 DY 92T RN 72ANWI NN RO DY 2wW Aywa
This statement combines the two themes that try to explain why Solomon may have lost his
throne. As with most of the texts, this one attributes his fall to transgressing the
commandments in Deuteronomy 17 (77302 210w 71 %Y 12v). However, this text also
mentions pride and hubris (783N n2nw1), which are the reasons why Solomon let his guard

down in the Gittin 68a-b story, and allowed Ashmedai the opening to overpower him.
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This section fleshes out the sparse description in Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 20c where the yod in
Deuteronomy 17:17 “he should not increase wives for himself (2°w1 12 727° 8?),” complains
to God that it had been nullified through Solomon’s actions. The yod complained that its
presence, having been ignored, allowed Solomon to take more wives. But the phrase without
the yod, (2°w3112 727 X?) simply means “he did not increase wives for himself,” which does
not make sense for this midrashic reading. This text attempts to clarify this issue, as it
imagines Solomon changing the yod to an alef, expressing his intent to increase his harem

while maintaining his commitment to Jewish practice.



45

27120 77°77 ,IR0D ¥ 2 MNNATI 727,170 1ANINT 2107, DIR 7,077 89 PTAWRY 720 0K
TROW I RINW PRI
Here, Ashmedai is God’s agent of punishment, told explicitly to take Solomon’s seal and

render after his likeness, such that all Israel might remain unaware of the switched identity.

A gaRiaighisRralo)
This detail makes sense in the royal context, in that that signet ring or seal is the sign of royal
authority for decrees sent out in the king’s name. However, there is an assumption, only
apparent at the final scene between Benayahu and the rabbis and Ashmedai that this seal was
engraved with the name of God, which was a detail we learned more explicitly from the

Bavli Gittin text.

DoIW '3 1Y MY TY
Here we learn a time frame for Solomon’s punishment, which is not a detail that any of the
other versions of the story included. In doing so, the text tacitly takes a position on the issue
posed by the disagreements between Rav and Shmuel and those between Rabbi Yudan and
Rabbi Oniyah. Their disagreements, in part, question whether or not Solomon actually return
to his royal position. By describing a finite time for Solomon’s punishment, this telling

follows Shmuel and Rabbi Yudan’s opinion that he returned to kingship.

DOIW '3 ONIR MTAWR AWy 1
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Here, and in the text that follows, Ashmedai makes mistakes that hinted to an unnamed wife,
to Batsheva, and ultimately to Benayahu, about his real identity. The mistakes or signs from

this texts are also found in the Gittin text, but this text only describes those signs concerning

mistakes in the area of sexuality. But in Gittin, Benayahu asked a wife to examine her

husband’s feet for evidence that he might have the tell-tale chicken legs of a demon.

TATIA AMPIY A7 2 TR MK DRI 1100 ,773 707D RO 1A DR DR RAW TV ,0000 2w 1w DY Ny
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Ashmedai’s first mistake was to initiate a sexual encounter with one of Solomon’s wives
during her menstrual impurity. This “mistake” is predicated on the rabbis’ belief that
Solomon strictly followed the laws of family purity. In any case, this text depicts a woman as

the first person to realize that the man with her husband’s likeness was not in fact Solomon.
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By saying 721 72 (such-and such) the text does not make clear what Ashmedai wants from
Batsheva, but from context of how she, and later Benayahu react to his request, we might
conclude that he wants to initiate a sexual encounter, seemingly unaware that Jews hold a
son-mother sexual relationship as an incestuous, taboo one. An additional clue that this
reference is to sex, and not that he was making some other odd request or demand of
Batsheva that raised concern, comes from the Gittin text: °»1 7% ¥an Xp1,17°017°12 172 Y20 Xp)

7R ¥aw n2%. (He would demand of them during their time of menstrual impurity and he
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would also demand of Batsheva his [Solomon’s] mother.) The mention of menstrual impurity
implies that Ashmedai’s demand was sexual in nature, and the immediately subsequent use
of the same verb (¥2n) in relation to Batsheva, implies that he demanded sex from her as
well. We find the same verb that implies a sexual demand in the Gittin selection in this text

as well - 11 ¥an 721 72 (such and such he demanded from me.)
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Tearing clothing is an act of mourning.

Rulohlidaliobihyi 73’551 Rhlala Rl 77701 PWIY T O ININA
My knowledge was taken from me (°3an >ny7 7%v°1): This detail is not one that Gittin gives.
Neither that text nor this one makes explicit that Solomon’s appearance was changed in his
expulsion, if it were not, then the rabbis - or certainly Benayahu - might have recognized
him. But this text is unique in describing that the expulsion changed the nature of mental
state (n¥7). Perhaps this explains why he appeared as a foolish vagrant; had Solomon retained
his full faculties, he might have had the presence of mind and the ability to prove his true

identity without reports of strange encounters with a wife and with Batsheva.

T7AYY,R237 1N 772 DIAR TN 702 I AR T 0AR D01 N2 VWA 30 Nk 279 w1 1m0 0195
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As convincing as Benayahu finds this proof in the midrash, the biblical text (1Kgs 1-2)

regarding the transfer of power from David to Solomon does not corroborate this story.
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In the dueling magic that will follow, the text does not clarify what it means to affix the
Ineffable Name upon the heart. Perhaps this refers to a piece of engraved jewelry that would
be worn on a chain around the neck. This might explain what was meant when the rabbis
expressed fear about the Name worn around Ashmedai’s neck (lit.: upon his heart). But the
only thing we know that Ashmedai has engraved with the Ineffable Name is Solomon’s seal.
Perhaps Ashmedai is wearing this seal around his neck, as we find in the verse: Let me be a
seal upon your heart (Song of Songs 6:8)."
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A sign that the rabbis’ and Benayahu’s manipulation of God’s name into magic would
overpower the magic of a single, albeit powerful demon - even one sent by God for an

explicit purpose.
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God, through the rabbis, acknowledging Ashmedai as an agent of divine justice.
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The evidence that Solomon had been transformed in his exile to look differently, and less

beautifully, than he was known to appear.

'3 Marvin H. Pope, Song of Songs: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1977), 667. This commentary describes the ancient practice of
wearing the signet ring (amm) around the neck.
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Here we find the moralistic end to the story that finds Solomon admitting his hubris,

reaffirming his trust and faith in God, after enduring exile at Ashmedai’s hand.
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Source Location Era
Talmud Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 20c Eretz Yisrael 300-400 CE
Pesikta deRav Kahana 27 (168b-169a)'® | Eretz Yisrael 500-640 CE
Talmud Bavli Gittin 68a-b Bavel 500-600 CE
Kohelet Rabbah 1.12" Drawn primarily from Eretz Yisrael | 640-900 CE
material
Tanhuma Ahare 1:2' Probably Eretz Yisrael in origin, 775-900 CE
with other traditions’ strands
included
Midrash Al Yithollel Unknown Unknown

16 Encyclopedia Judaica, 2nd ed., s.v. “Midrash.”

17 Encyclopedia Judaica, 2nd ed., s.vv. “Midrash,” “Ecclesiastes Rabbah.”
'8 Encyclopedia Judaica, 2nd ed., s.vv. “Midrash,” “Tanhuma Yelammedenu”; H. L. Strack and Gunter
Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 2nd ed., trans. and ed. by Markus Bockmuehl

(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1996), 302-306.
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Context Analysis

The sources that this paper analyzes touch on interrelated themes in, and questions
about, the life of Solomon, but they differ in sharpest contrast where it concerns the presence
of Ashmedai as a character in those texts. The comments that follow are built upon scholarly
conjecture about the sources’ dates and locations of origin.

Based on my research, of the five early sources (Talmud Yerushalmi, Pesikta deRav
Kahana, Talmud Bavli, Kohelet Rabbah, Tanhuma), all but Talmud Bavli originate in, or
owe much source material to the midrashic tradition of Eretz Yisrael. Only the Bavli, which
was compiled and redacted in Sasanian Persia, includes Ashmedai as a character in the story
of Solomon’s dethroning, whereas Talmud Yerushalmi, Pesikta deRav Kahana, and
Tanhuma all see an angel sent by God as the agent of that dethroning. In the Bavli Gittin text,
the rabbis demonstrated comfort referencing demons, Ashmedai the king of demons, and the
“prince/minister of the sea.” As I suggested above," these references hints at the syncretism
in Babylonian Judaism, that had to contend with Persian religious traditions and folk beliefs
that may have been foreign to early tannaitic Judaism or Palestinian Amoraic Judaism. This
is not a paper that sets out to speculate about the Babylonian rabbinic impulse to include
outside elements into a story about an archetypical Jewish hero. In particular, the character of
Ashmedai removes the great Solomon from his throne in a way that the Palestinian rabbis are
only willing to describe happening as an act of explicitly divine punishment, accomplished

through angels.

19 See the comment to 77¥ 77 X»Ww :2"R! in the section on Bavli Gittin 68a-b
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However, I must acknowledge that the approximate date of a text’s redaction does not
speak to the origin date of any particular story within. It is possible that the tradition of
Ashmedai dethroning Solomon was present in the rabbinic consciousness prior to the
redaction of either Talmud Yerushalmi and Talmud Bavli, and that Palestinian sages changed
Ashmedai to an angelic figure, whereas we was preserved by later Babylonian sages.

In any case, the Pesikta deRav Kahana text and the Tanhuma Ahare texts, which both
originate in Eretz Yisrael, copy the Yerushalmi text in describing God’s angel displacing
Solomon and taking on his likeness.

The final text, Midrash Al Yithollel, is a relatively short midrash that derives its name
from Jeremiah 9:22: “the wise, the strong and the rich should not boast of their gifts.”
Fittingly, the text relates stories of the wise Solomon, the strong David, and the rich Korah.?
However I was not able to find scholarly information about its origins. But this particular
story from the midrash appears to combine material from the five other sources and fit their
details together. The text starts out like the Eretz Yisrael texts, focusing on Solomon’s
transgression of commandments in Deuteronomy (Pesikta de Rav Kahana; Tanhuma Ahare),
then yod’s accusation to God (Yerushalmi), and then God’s punishment. However, instead of
sending an angel, God sends Ashmedai, king of the demons to displace Solomon and take on
his likeness. From this point forward, the text resembles the Bavli Gittin text with Solomon’s
wandering, Ashmedai’s mistakes, and Benayahu’s confrontation. The midrash then differs
from the Gittin text in its moralistic ending, which sees Solomon returned to his throne,

aware of his mistakes and in God’s role in his return. This contrasts with the Gittin text that

20 Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 339; A. Jellinek, ed., Bet ha-Midrasch:
Sammlung kleiner Midraschim, vol. 6 (Jerusalem: Bamberger & Wahrmann, 1938), xxvi-xxvii.
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ends inconclusively with the debate between Rav and Shmuel about whether they thought
Solomon actually returned to power or not. Midrash Al Yithollel reads like a pastiche after
seeing the five other traditions the address similar themes, which makes me think that it is a
later text. If this text is a pastiche, then the provenance and possibility of syncretism no
longer concerns me, given that the author/editor’s primary concern was combining textual
traditions, not justifying folk belief.

Below is a chart that will demonstrate the various story strains and themes for each of
the six sources, which will demonstrate how different the Eretz Yisrael sources are from the
Gittin source, and the extent to which Midrash Al Yithollel appears to be a pastiche of the

other five.
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Source:

Eretz Yisrael

Bavel

Late

Talmud
Yerushalmi
Sanhedrin

Pesikta
deRav
Kahana

Kohelet
Rabbah

Tanhuma
Ahare

Talmud
Bavli Gittin

Midrash Al
Yithollel

Demons have special
knowledge

Demons subject to divine
commands/inscriptions

Ashmedai demonstrates
knowledge of Torah

Ashmedai demonstrates
supernatural knowledge and
answers riddles

Solomon demonstrates wisdom

Solomon transgresses law(s)
(Deuteronomy or Mishnah)

Yod complains to God

Deuteronomy complains to God
on behalf of yod

Citation of Ecc. 2:2 (pinw®
TV R A D20 TNnR)

God chooses to remove
Solomon from throne

Angel takes Solomon’s place, in
his likeness

Ashmedai takes Solomon’s
place in his likeness

Citation of Ecc. 1:12 (n1p "R
oW1 PR 5Y 191 nn)

Solomon wanders in anonymity
and is abused

Citation of Ecc. 2:10 (777 7
o1y 9an *phn)

Citation of Ecc. 1:2 (2*227 921
nonp MR)

Ashmedai inadvertently reveals
identity through mistakes (to
women)

Benayahu tests Solomon

Ashmedai dethroned, Solomon
returns

Debate about Solomon’s return
(017M 727 Vs T BT Tn)
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Major Themes

There are a few major threads, questions, and themes that occur in different
permutations and combinations. As discussed in the previous section, Ashmedai is most
likely a folk character indigenous to those particular Jewish communities, and he is used as a
tool to uncover these same ideas in more nuanced ways than the Eretz Yisrael-based texts are
able to accomplish. I contend that these texts combine these traditions and tales of Solomon,
Ashmedai, angels, and others to ask and answer questions about the nature of divine justice
and teshuvah.

The story of Solomon in the book of Kings contains an essential contradiction. In
Chapter 3, Solomon received the gift of divine wisdom and he was the king fated to complete
the Jerusalem Temple when his own father, the archetypal King David was deemed
unworthy.?' Solomon achieved riches and fame,” and he expanded the border of the kingdom
to a greater extent than any who would come after. Thus, Solomon receives an outsized,
mythic status as a Jewish leader who raised Israel, and by extension God, to glory. However,
Solomon was unable to sustain his legacy to his kingly heirs. The kingdom groaned under his
tax burden, and split after his son raised taxes to even higher levels.” If we are to judge
Solomon by fragile state in which he left the realm after he died, and by the foolhardy actions
of his son and heir, then we might rethink Solomon’s legacy of greatness. And although

Jeroboam, the first Israelite king after the splintering of the Unified Monarchy, infamously

211 Kings 3:12; 1 Kings 5:17-19
221 Kings 5:1-6
1 Kings 5:27, 12:1-19
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introduced foreign sacrifices into the cultic practice,* Solomon - builder of the Jerusalem
Temple - was in fact the first monarch after David to approve and establish shrines to foreign
gods.” Our paragon of wisdom was a flawed king, amassing wives, wealth, and armies, in
excess of prudence and Torah laws’ dictates. As he amassed wealth and reputation, perhaps
he grew proud. And most of the sources share in common the idea that Solomon made a
mistake prior to being displaced. Either he erred by violating laws of Deuteronomy 17 or
their repetition in Mishnah Sanhedrin 2, or he erred through hubris - albeit the hubris of
keeping Ashmedai captive for longer than he needed to be kept, and taunting him such that
he let his guard slip.

The text of Ecclesiastes also complicates Solomon’s life story for the rabbis. The only
element that all six midrashim had in common was the verse from Ecclesiastes 1:12: “I
Kohelet was king over Israel in Jerusalem.” This past tense formulation of a sentence spoken
by Solomon (understood to be the same “Kohelet, son of David” in Ecclesiastes 1:1) meant
that Solomon reached a point in his life when we was no longer king. This particular detail
was not reflected in Solomon’s life in 1 Kings, so one way to harmonize these two
contradictory pieces of information is to suggest that perhaps, no one at the time knew that
the person sitting on the throne was, in fact, only a likeness of the real Solomon. And for
what reason might Solomon no longer be king? Might it be punishment for the transgressions
mentioned above: hubris or sin?

As discussed above, God sent an angel as the agent of punishment in the Eretz Yisrael

sources when Solomon violated mitzvot. In the Bavli Gittin source, Ashmedai punished

21 Kings 12:28-33
21 Kings 11:4-8
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Solomon directly when Solomon’s pride led him to led his guard down. And in the
amalgamated source, Midrash Al Yithollel, Solomon became prideful in the course of his
reign, which led him to transgress, after which God punished him by sending Ashmedai to
displace him on the throne.

The essential question that these texts interact with comes after mistake and
punishment, and concerns the question of Solomon’s return. The dispute between Rav and
Shmuel (Gittin) and between Rabbi Yudan and Rabbi Oniyah (Kohelet Rabbah) best
encapsulate the question about teshuvah that these texts raise. Rav and Rabbi Oniyah both
contend that Solomon ended his life as a commoner, whereas Shmuel and Rabbi Yudan both
argue that Solomon returned to the throne after his period of lower status.?

The narrative tellings of the Eretz Yisrael texts do not mention any return to the
throne. Of the Eretz Yisrael texts, only Kohelet Rabbah makes mention of this essential
question. Gittin 68a-b and Midrash Al Yihollel, by comparison, both mention Ashmedai, and
both mention Solomon’s return to the throne. However, the Gittin text does undermine its
narrative arc returning Solomon to power when the dispute between Rav and Shmuel
mentions the “king then commoner” possibility. Midrash Al Yithollel is unambiguous in
describing Solomon’s return to the throne after three years of punishment.

This possibility of return, of teshuvah for mistakes, lies at the heart of these texts.
Solomon, for all his faults, remains a symbol of God’s blessing upon humanity because of his

wisdom, his accomplishments, and the family heritage he upheld. His story serves as an

%6 There are slight differences to the opposing arguments: Rav argues for “king then commoner” (017 72») and
Rabbi Oniyah argues for “commoner, then king, then commoner” (0171 7221 ©1°777); whereas both Shmuel and
Rabbi Yudan argue for “king, then commoner, then king (7921 v1>771 77). For more detail about the differences
between the opinions, see the analysis comparing the Gittin and Kohelet Rabbah texts in the in-line commentary
to Kohelet Rabbah.
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example that if mighty, anointed figures can fall from their heights so can any person. And
the texts that raise the possibility of Solomon’s return from such a depth also demonstrate
that others too can obtain forgiveness for transgressions and return to a place of status having
been brought low by pride or sin.

The last phenomenon to consider around the issue of teshuvah is the fact that the
same texts that depict Solomon’s return to the throne are the same texts that include
Ashmedai as a character. The Eretz Yisrael texts, which do not depict any return, also are
ones that do not include Ashmedai. What connection does Ashmedai have to the possibility
of teshuvah? Perhaps Ashmedai represents an external influence that is the sole cause for
Solomon'’s fall, and that his removal is the only requirement for Solomon’s return. Or, the
demon Ashmedai might embody the corruption of sin and pride when he displaced
Solomon’s from his throne. After Solomon’s wandering with no possessions and being
degraded, then the sins of over-acquisition and the pride would be atoned for, and Ashmedai
could be purged from the throne just as Solomon’s sins were purged through his trials.

Although Solomon might have returned to his throne, he was certainly changed and
humbled by his experience. Both Gittin 68a-b and Midrash Al Yithollel describe the ways
that teshuvah fundamentally changed him. At the end of the Gittin text, the text says that
“despite this [expulsion of Ashmedai], Solomon was fearful of him (or: of his experience),”
and goes on to cite a prooftext from Song of Songs 3:7-8 describing the sixty warriors
Solomon had guarding him from “terror by night.”?” Where this text describes residual

trauma, Midrash Al Yithollel describes remorse. Having described his pride at the beginning

7 Song 3:8 [NJPS] “ni?>9a Tnan” - the rabbis want this to be a reference to Ashmedai.
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of the selection, the text places a statement of faith in Solomon’s mouth, followed by a pasuk
from Psalms, that “true sacrifice to God is a contrite spirit.” Both texts show a Solomon
returned to his throne, but he was not the same Solomon who was expelled, having grown
and changed from his experience.

Ultimately, these texts show Solomon as an exemplar for us, that we too can fall, we
too can endure punishment and return, and we too can make the changes necessary to ensure

we do not make the same mistakes in the future.
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Conclusion

I began this project as an exercise in process, to take one basic midrashic story that
occured in different permutations and combination, and analyze it for changes and learn
something about the rabbinic process through those changes. The story this paper analyzed
concerned a basic problem: the Kings account of Solomon’s life has him reigning until death,
and Kohelet 1:12 introduces the possibility that Solomon was not king during his adult life.
The stories that arose through this basic contradiction suggested fault on Solomon’s part,
either through sin or pride. The Eretz Yisrael tellings generally saw Solomon punished by
God through angels, without a return to kingly status, whereas the Gittin text (and the
amalgamated Midrash Al Yithollel) include the demon king Ashmedai as either an
independent agent, or God’s agent in punishment. But the presence of Ashmedai also
correlates to the potential for teshuvah, and he serves as a means through which to return.
Ashmedai, especially in the Gittin text, is Solomon’s counterpart in the demon world. Both
are wise, God-fearing, masters of their realms, and both subservient to God. The power
dynamic between the two suggests that Solomon could return to his position. But the power
imbalance between Solomon and God suggests the finality in God’s punishment that did not
allow for Solomon’s return.

The generations of rabbis who included these stories in our tradition found
themselves as “commoners” - wandering through streets that should be safe and familiar, but
unrecognized beggars, debased by those around them. The diasporic experience of

wandering, yearning, and fearing outsiders may found voice in Solomon’s exile after his fall
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from power in Jerusalem. Like Rav and Shmuel, who argued over Solomon’s end, the rabbis
had no way of knowing whether or not that exile would end, and if the People Israel’s
teshuvah might be accepted, as signified by the messianic hopes surrounding a return to Zion.
But certainly that messianic return would be accompanied by a scion of Bet David, through
the line of his son Solomon. Would Israel’s punishment be final, as with Solomon’s
punishment at God’s hand, or might Israel have an adversary against whom to fight, as
Solomon had with Ashmedai, and find its way back to glory? Just as that question was live

for the rabbis, that essential question about Israel remains open for us today.
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