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“THE AFFAIR OF UZZA AND AZAEL” (B. YOMA 67B)
The Creation of Demons and the Myth of the Fallen Angels  

in the Babylonian Talmud

Wojciech Kosior, Jagiellonian University, Poland

One of the default Late Ancient extrabiblical narratives explaining the 
provenance of evil supernatural beings is the myth of fallen angels (hereafter: 
MFA). It has its textual origins in an obscure snippet of Gen 6.1-7, which in 
turn has bred numerous retellings spread throughout various religious and 
cultural milieus of the Late Antiquity. The MFA as reflected in these varia-
tions could be summarized as follows. There are four groups of protagonists: 
the god, angels, humans, and the hybrid progeny of angels and female hu-
mans. The deity is a distant yet strict and powerful agent who sets the rules of 
the universe, including the prohibition of sexual contacts between angels and 
humans. The angels are divided into two subgroups: one faction holds fast 
to the divine law while the other goes against it, cohabits with the women, 
and begets semi-celestial creatures. The latter engage in various antihuman 
felonies which trigger the divine punitive response directed against the trans-
gressors. The retribution notwithstanding, some of these wrongdoers remain 
intact in the world and continue to afflict humanity.1

* This paper was written as a part of the project The Supernatural Entities and Their 
Relationships with Humans according to the Babylonian Talmud from the Quantitative and 
Qualitative Perspectives financed by the National Science Centre, Poland (SONATA 14; 
Registration number: 2018/31/D/HS1/00513). The primary sources are quoted from the 
following editions and translations: Hebrew Bible [Codex Leningradensis], in BibleWorks 
9.0 (CD-ROM); Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noé Edition (eds. A. Steinsaltz - T.H. Weinreb - J. 
Schreier; Jerusalem: Koren Publishers 2017); Pirke de rabbi Eliezer (The Chapters of Rabbi 
Eliezer the Great) (transl. G. Friedlander; New York: The Bloch Publishing Company, 1916); 
The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament (transl. R.H. Charles; Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1913); The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated. The Qumran Texts in English (ed. 
F. García Martínez, transl. W.G.E. Watson; Leiden: Brill, 1994); The English Standard Version 
Bible [online], http://www.esvbible.org/; The Soncino Midrash Rabbah (eds. H. Freedman - 
M. Simon; New York: The Soncino Press, 1939); The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan Ben 
Uzziel On the Pentateuch With The Fragments of the Jerusalem Targum From the Chaldee 
(transl. J. W. Etheridge; London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1862).

1 For a scrupulous exposition of Gen 6.1-7 against the backdrop of the early Jewish and 
Christian interpretations (inter alia: 1 En. 6-10, 2 En. 18, Jub. 4,10, Gen. Rab. 26.5-7 and Pirqe 
R. El. 22) see A.T. Wright, The Origin of Evil Spirits. The Reception of Genesis 6. 1-4 in Early 
Jewish Literature (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005). More on the tradition of the fallen angels in 
the Enochian literature can be found in: A.Y. Reed, Fallen Angels and the History of Judaism 
and Christianity: The Reception of Enochic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005); I. Fröhlich, “The Figures of the Watchers in the Enochic Tradition (1-3 Enoch),” 
Henoch 33 (2011), pp. 6-26. For the hypothetical ancient Near Eastern antecedents of Gen 6.1-

http://www.esvbible.org/
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The particular ancient retellings of the MFA differ. Hence, these are usu-
ally the divine messengers who wish to mingle with female humans (e.g., 1 
En. 6.1-2), but in some branches, the angels appear as initially celibate and 
seduced by mischievous women who resort to all kinds of beautifying tricks 
(e.g., Jub. 4.15, 22; cf. T. Reu. 5.1-7). Subject to variation is also the issue 
of the progeny. By and large, the angels beget vile giants (e.g., 1 En. 7.1-6; 
2 En. 18.3), whose carcasses become transformed into the demons afflicting 
humanity (e.g., 1 En. 15.8-12; T. Sol. 70-71), but there are accounts which 
claim that these are exactly the demons themselves, who are born out of this 
cosmic mésalliance (e.g., Jub. 10.1-7). Finally, the sources differ regarding 
who and how is punished. For the most part, the rebellious angels are impris-
oned in some desolate place where they await the final judgment and annihi-
lation (e.g., 1 En. 21.1-10). In some cases, however, the myth positions itself 
in the broader biblical narrative and concludes with a flood that wipes out 
the turmoil left by the angels, including their wives and illegal children (e.g., 
3 Macc 2.4). Yet, whatever the variant of the MFA, it elucidates the origins 
of various creatures such as giants, demons, or evil spirits and emphasizes 
their malevolent nature. As such it plays an important function in theodicy: it 
provides a simple and picturesque explanation for the presence of evil in the 
world, thus sustaining a positive image of the main deity: not only is he no 
longer solely responsible for human suffering but also provides the means of 
protection against the hostile creatures.2

Purpose and methodology

The main purpose of this paper is to deploy the above-summarized MFA 
as a hermeneutic framework for the study of the traditions on the origins of 

7 see: P.D. Hanson, “Rebellion in Heaven, Azazel, and Euhemeristic Heroes in 1 Enoch 6-11,” 
Journal of Biblical Literature 96 (1977), pp. 195-197.

2 The cognitive appeal of such interpretation is elaborated on by I. Czachesz - A. 
Lisdorf, “Computer Modelling of Cognitive Processes in Biblical Studies: The Primacy 
of Urban Christianity as a Test Case,” in I. Czachesz - R. Uro (eds.), Mind, Morality and 
Magic: Cognitive Science Approaches in Biblical Studies (London and New York: Routledge, 
2014), pp. 77-97. See also: J. Jong, C. Kavanagh, A. Visala, “Born Idolaters: The Limits of 
the Philosophical Implications of the Cognitive Science of Religion,” Neue Zeitschrift für 
Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 57 (2015), pp. 244-266. Of course, the 
theodicy is not the only viable interpretational framework. The structure of the MFA which 
bases on simple dichotomies of male-female, divine-human and celestial-terrestrial allows 
to invest this narrative with various culture-specific meanings. A vivid and popular example 
of such reading is authored by Philo of Alexandria who in Gig. 2-5 claimed that Gen 6.1-7 
speaks about the natural division of humans eager to indulge in earthly pleasures (and hence the 
giants, i.e., the men of earth), to pursue intellectual exercise (and hence the sons of heavens), 
or to study what is beyond comprehension (and hence the sons of the god, i.e., the priests and 
philosophers). See e.g. K. Zyzek, “Philo of Alexandria’s Allegorical Commentary on Genesis 
6:1-4 [Alegoryczny komentarz Filona Aleksandryjskiego do perykopy Rdz 6, 1-4],” Seminare 
34 (2013), pp. 11-20.
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demons presented by the Babylonian Talmud (hereafter: BT). As will be ar-
gued below, although in most cases it is the godhead who is responsible for 
the creation of every being, both natural and supernatural, there are several 
accounts that make the most sense if read from the perspective of the MFA. 
Albeit in these instances the rabbis remain laconic, they resort to terminology 
and concepts evocative of the traditions transmitted in the external literature. 

The paper is structured as follows. The first part presents its theoretical 
and methodological basis and thus restricts the scale of the offered gener-
alizations. The second part scrutinizes the “default” teachings on the ori-
gins of supernatural beings formulated in the fragments dealing with angels, 
monsters, and ghosts. This notion together with the MFA will serve as the 
background against which the traditions of the provenance of demons will be 
analyzed in the third part. Finally, the fourth part proposes several interpreta-
tions of the role played by the MFA in the BT.

The inquiry presented in this paper follows the general theoretical and 
methodological principles of the Elyonim veTachtonim system of quanti-
tative and qualitative analysis of the traditions involving mythical beings 
(hereafter: EvT).3 This means two things. First and due to the nature of the 
sources, the supernatural entities (hereafter: SEs) are understood along the 
lines of the cognitive science of religion as literary, anthropomorphic agents 
who possess some counterintuitive features, especially pragmatically valu-
able knowledge, and skills. Although the BT deploys a rich roster of these 
entities, it provides scarcely any hints on how to categorize them or even how 
to define them in the first place. This means that to speak about particular 
classes like “angels” or “demons” – which is indispensable when comparing 
various sources belonging to different cultural milieus – one has to resort to 
the etic constructs and retroject them into the BT. The present paper adopts 
the EvT’s general division into angels, demons, ghosts, and monsters devised 
exactly with the intent of harnessing the medley of SEs present in the Jewish 
and Christian religious literature. These names are hereby understood solely 
as the appellations of particular classes, each class, in turn, is defined by its 
extension, i.e., a complete list of the SEs being its members. In other words, 
the class “angels” contains inter alia, the angel of death (Heb. mal’akh  
ha-mavet), Gabriel and Michael, the class “demons” – Asmodeus, Lilith, and 
Qeteb, the class “ghosts” – figures like nefesh, neshamah, and ov, while the 
class “monsters” – Behemoth, Leviathan, and Rahab.4 Although these groups 
base on their extensions, the SEs belonging to each class tend to share some 
features: angels follow divine orders, live in the heavens, and remain helpful 

3 W. Kosior, “Elyonim veTachtonim. Some Methodological Considerations on the 
Electronic Database of Angels, Demons and Ghosts in the Early Rabbinic Literature,” The 
Polish Journal of the Arts and Culture. New Series 5 (2017), pp. 89-112.

4 For a detailed listing of each of the classes see the website of the project: Elyonim 
veTachtonim. Electronic Inventory of Angels, Demons, Ghosts and Monsters in the Early 
Rabbinic Literature, database ver. 006, [online], https://elyonimvetachtonim.project.uj.edu.pl/
en_GB/categories/entities.
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towards humans; demons are malevolent, inhabit humans’ close vicinities 
and act independently; monsters are large aquatic beings spoken about in the 
context of cosmogony; ghosts are the deceased humans equipped with some 
special powers. Whenever any of these terms is used, it refers to the class, 
whereas the specific types of SEs are addressed by their original names. Do-
ing so allows to avoid the confusion of the name of the class of entities with 
the name of a specific type of entity, and this approach protects against sweep 
generalizations.5 As will be shown in the further parts of the paper, the pas-
sages hereby recognized as talking about the creation of angels, demons, 
monsters, or ghosts speak about particular entities, who are only secondarily 
interpreted as belonging to certain classes.

Second, the BT does not offer a systematized presentation of its teach-
ings. The scholarship of the last several decades clearly shows the complexi-
ties of the Talmud’s formation spanning several centuries and generations of 
Palestinian and Babylonian Tannaites and Amoraites. These sages operated 
within diverse cultural milieus and with differing agendas that directly con-
tributed to the disparity of opinions, interpretations, and decisions. In turn, 
the Stammaites – the anonymous Babylonian rabbis responsible for the re-
daction of the earlier traditions and the supplementation of the discursive 
layer of the BT – were more interested in bolstering the use of dialectics 
than in harmonizing the contents.6 What results is the composition in which 
the conflicting opinions attributed to different sages and transmitted in dif-
ferent languages exist side by side and along with the explicit undercutting 
of apparently universal statements (e.g., b. Qiddushin 34a).7 It goes without 
saying that in confrontation with such intricacies one has to remain cautious 
in formulating blanket observations.

5 The problem is particularly pronounced in the case of the word “demon,” which is used 
as a general name or a translation of such Hebrew words as maziq, shed or ruakh. E.g.: G. 
Scholem, “Demons, Demonology,” in F. Skolnik, E. Berenbaum (eds.), Encyclopedia Judaica 
(Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2007), vol. 5, pp. 572-578; Demonology, in I. Singer et al. (eds.), Jew-
ish Encyclopedia (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1901-1906), online: http://www.jewishen-
cyclopedia.com/articles/5085-demonology. This tendency is present in more profiled treatises 
as well, e.g., G.J. Riley, “Demon,” in K. van der Toorn - B. Becking - P.W. van der Horst (eds.), 
Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible (henceforth: DDD; Leiden-Boston-Koln: Brill, 
19992), pp. 235-240.

6 The crucial work in this regard has been done by David Weiss Halivni in the series 
of works started in the 1970s. For a relatively recent summary of his main theses see: D. 
Weiss Halivni, The Formation of the Babylonian Talmud (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013). One strand of Halivni’s research which is subject to numerous scrutinies is the way the 
Stammaites utilized, modified, and arranged the Tannaitic and Amoraitic sources. For a review 
see: M. Vidas, Tradition and the Formation of the Talmud (PhD thesis, Princeton: Princeton 
University 2009), pp. 6-12, 30-32, 59-60.

7 A. Samely, Forms of Rabbinic Literature and Thought. An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), pp. 20-21, 36-38, 137-138. Samely argues that this fragmentariness of 
the rabbinic sources was a deliberate choice motivated by the will to differentiate from other 
schools of thought.
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One of the partial solutions to this limitation is to resort to the quantitative 
perspective and this is where the Talmudic database construed in the confines 
of the EvT project serves as a convenient tool. It permits a quick location of 
the textual passages meeting the desired criteria such as the specific entities, 
classes, or topics tackled by a given passage, and thanks to the partition and 
standardization of the contents, it allows to measure the relative popularity 
of a given tradition. The inventory operates with a complex system of topical 
tags acknowledging inter alia the #genesis tag used to annotate the textual 
units speaking about the creation of the SEs. This tag contains four second-ti-
er tags used to mark the accounts involving the SEs belonging to specific 
classes: #angelogony, #demonogony, #monstrogony, #pneumogony.8 In sum 
there are 27 units tackling this subject and their general formal description is 
presented in the table below (tab. 1.).9
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angels 5 1 3 2 2 4 4 1 0

demons 6 0 5 3 3 5 4 0 2

monsters 6 2 3 2 3 3 4 1 1

ghosts 10 5 3 2 2 3 4 5 1

sum 27 8 14 9 10 15 16 7 4

Tab. 1. The general formal description of the units undertaking the subject of the creation 
of SEs.

As far as the formal features of these units allow us to infer, the traditions 
they accommodate originate from Palestine, are attributed to the Amoraites 
and transmitted in Hebrew, and as such mirror the general profile of the data-
base contents.10 These regularities are mostly retained, although in different 

8 W. Kosior, “Six Things Are Said Concerning Demons (Hagigah 16a). The System of Topic 
Tags Used in the Elyonim veTachtonim Inventory to Describe the Features of Supernatural 
Entities and Their Relationships with Humans,” The Polish Journal of the Arts and Culture. 
New Series 13 (2021), pp. 109-131.

9 All the calculations were performed using the currently developed version 007 of the 
database provisionally codenamed Chemah (expected date of publication: first quarter of 2022).

10 These estimations, however, should be taken with a grain of salt. Shamma Friedman aptly 
argues that the assessment of the origins and literary stratification of the Talmudic texts are 
seriously hindered by what he calls the “creative transmission,” i.e., the distortion of the earlier 
traditions by the later sages. S. Friedman, “Uncovering Literary Dependencies in the Talmudic 
Corpus,” in S.J.D. Cohen (ed.), The Synoptic Problem in Rabbinic Literature (Providence, 
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proportions, in the groups of accounts speaking about specific classes, except 
for the ghosts who appear mostly in unattributed Aramaic fragments. On the 
whole, the #genesis topic belongs to the group of the less popular tags and 
this means that the speculations on the SEs’ origins were not as prominent 
as more pragmatically oriented subjects such as the apotropaic methods of 
dealing with them (142 instances in the BT), the investigation of their hab-
itat (189 instances) or their function in medicine (67 instances). These 27 
instances also differ about whose creation is being described. The following 
table (tab. 2.) lists the specific SEs together with their frequencies.

class name translation frequency class total

angels kokhav star 1 6

 mal’akh messenger 2  

 mal’akh sharet
ministering 
messenger 2  

 mazal zodiac 1  

demons lil nightly [one] 2 10

 mazziq [one] damaging 1  

 ruakh spirit 2  

 shed shed [demon] 3  

 yetser inclination 2  

monsters behemot Behemoth 1 8

 golem golem 1  

 leviatan Leviathan 2  

 shamir shamir [worm] 2  

 tanin sea-monster 2  

ghosts met dead 3 11

 nefesh soul 2  

 neshamah soul 5  

 ruakh spirit 1  

Tab. 2. The SEs whose creation is analyzed in the BT.

RI: Brown University Press, 2000), pp. 35-58. In a similar vein Moulie Vidas acknowledges 
the possibility of Stammaitic forgery of at least some of the traditions for which there are no 
immediate parallels in the Palestinian sources. Vidas, Tradition and the Formation, p. 62.
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As is apparent from this juxtaposition, not only is the subject of the cre-
ation of the SEs treated marginally in the scale of the BT, but it also concerns 
only the specific representatives of the particular classes. These in turn differ 
significantly in their popularity in the scale of the corpus.

The Origins of Angels

There are five units tackling the subject of the creation of the specific SEs 
belonging to the class of angels and these are: b. Berakhot 32b, b. Hagigah 
14a (two units), b. Sanhedrin 38b, and b. Hullin 91b. The texts operate with 
several types of angels: twice with mal’akh, twice with mal’akh sharet, and 
once with kokhav (Eng. “star”) and mazal (Eng. “zodiac” or “constellation”). 
The first of these terms, mal’akh, means a “messenger” and originates from 
the Hebrew Bible (hereafter: HB), where it appears over 200 times with al-
most 60% of cases referring to some SE. In the BT it is used solely in ref-
erence to a SE, while a regular human messenger is denoted by other terms 
(e.g., shaliyakh), which reflects the general tendency in the religious literature 
of the era.11 There are 56 units featuring mal’akhim and in speaking about 
them the BT follows the paths defined by the HB, e.g., b. Berakhot 55b has 
a mal’akh responsible for the transmission of dreams, b. Shabbat 32a deals 
with a personal angelic “advocate” and b. Taanit 24b describes mal’akhim 
disguised as humans. In addition to this, the word appears in 134 units in 
numerous collocations, the most popular being mal’akh sharet (Eng. “minis-
tering angel”) present in 76 units. As such, they usually appear together with 
other heavenly entities (e.g., b. Rosh HaShanah 24b; b. Avodah Zarah 43b) 
and take the function of the god’s close guard (e.g., b. Shabbat 88b-89a), or 
his advisory body (e.g., b. Berakhot 20b, 61b). In sum, four out of five units 
involve the creation of the most popular types of angels of the BT. 

Once, in b. Berakhot 32b, the BT speaks about the formation of stars and 
zodiacs. The first of these terms, Heb. kokhav, appears in three semantic clus-
ters: as a designation of a regular heavenly body, as a part of the expression 
‘ovde kokhavim u-mazalot, i.e., idolaters (literally “worshippers of stars and 
zodiacs”), and as a name of a SE. The latter is witnessed in thirteen units, 
e.g., the stars fight against Sisera, a Canaanite general (Judg 5.20 retold in-
ter alia in b. Berakhot 58a; b. Pesahim 118b and b. Moed Qatan 16a), they 
worship the deity (e.g., b. Berakhot 10a; 32a; b. Pesahim 2a) or engage in 
other actions (e.g., b. Sanhedrin 104b; b. Avodah Zarah 17a). A very similar 
case is with the “zodiac,” which appears often in the technical designation 
for idolaters. Apart from that, there are 25 units that portray mazal in an 
anthropomorphic manner, although they differ regarding how apparent this 
trope is. In 9 cases the anthropomorphism of mazal is explicit. For instance, 

11 See the bibliography of: W. Kosior, “The Angel in the Hebrew Bible from the Statistic 
and Hermeneutic Perspectives. Some Remarks on the Interpolation Theory,” The Polish 
Journal of Biblical Research 23 (2013), pp. 55-70.
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b. Megillah 3a and b. Sanhedrin 94a speak about a mazal of a regular human 
which can recognize supernatural dangers in advance, in b. Sanhedrin 104b 
kokhav and mazal weep with anyone who feels miserable at night, while in 
b. Avodah Zarah 17a the mazalot are addressed by Eleazar ben Dordia with 
a plead for intercession. In four textual units, this anthropomorphism is less 
obvious and deduced from the text. This is the case, e.g., in b. Berakhot 10a, 
b. Rosh HaShana 24b and b. Hagigah 12b in which kokhavim and mazalot 
are paralleled by various angels. Twelve units simply mention mazal without 
supporting or denying its anthropomorphic status and out of these, six units 
(e.g., b. Shabbat 156a-b) use the word mazal in the Hebrew phrase en mazal 
le- what is often rendered as “one is free from planetary influence,” but liter-
ally means “one has no mazal”. The unit in b. Berakhot 32b featuring kokha-
vim and mazalot has been included in the present considerations, because it 
uses anthropomorphic terminology and structures the heavenly bodies with 
soldiery divisions such as legion (Heb. ligion) or cohort (Heb. rahaton) and 
attributes them with military functions such as camp chief (Heb. qarton) or 
fort leader (Heb. gastera).

In all these cases the text deploys the Hebrew verb livro’, “to create,” 
which has its biblical origins and is evocative of the divine responsibility for 
the act.12 These units are also equivocal regarding whom is the progenitor of 
angels, with just one exception: according to b. Hagigah 14a (the sole Ara-
maic unit), the ministering messengers are created out of the heavenly fiery 
stream (Aram. nehar di-nur). This river in turn is described in b. Hagigah 13b 
as flowing either “from before him {the god}” (Aram. min qadamohi, a bib-
lical quotation from Dan 7.10) or from the sweat (Heb. zi‘ah) of the khayyot. 
The latter word means “living [ones]” or “living [creatures]” and apart from 
being a general term, it denotes biblical four-faced angelic beings belonging 
to the divine procession (Ezek 1, 10). The BT contains thirteen units men-
tioning khayyah in this latter sense with clear Isaian (Is 6.1-7) influences: this 
is a hybrid creature (b. Pesahim 119a; b. Hagigah 13a) who forms part of the 
heavenly court (e.g., b. Rosh HaShana 24b; b. Hagigah 12b) and sings divine 
praises (b. Sanhedrin 103b).

The Origins of Monsters

There are six units that speak about the creation of monsters and these are: 
b. Pesahim 54a; b. Sotah 48b; b. Bava Batra 74b; b. Bava Batra 74b; b. San-
hedrin 65b; b. Niddah 22b. Analogically as was the case with the angels, all of 
them resort to the verb livro’ and with just one exception have the deity as the 
progenitor. Two units concern the creation of shamir – a supernatural worm 
possessing stone-piercing capabilities and known primarily from Solomon’s 

12 BDB 1430. “Bera, beri” in M. Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli 
and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature (London: Luzac & Co., 1903), p. 192.
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narrative cycle in b. Gittin 68a-b, in which the king utilizes the vermin’s skills 
in constructing the Jerusalem temple.13 Apart from this, shamir is simply list-
ed among the creatures formed on the eve of the first Sabbath in b. Pesahim 
54a or during the first six days of cosmogenesis in b. Sotah 48b. With its very 
low count, shamir belongs to the group of marginal SEs of the BT.14

In three units the BT presents the creation of the aquatic creatures: tanin 
and Leviathan. The first one in b. Niddah 22b comes in a longer sugya de-
scribing the shape of embryo in various stages of prenatal life. The text com-
pares it to, inter alia, a serpent (Heb. nakhash), Lilith, and a sea monster (Heb. 
tannin), and in discussing the status of such fetuses, it recounts the biblical 
tradition of the creation of tanninim transmitted in Gen 1.21. The second one 
in b. Bava Batra 74b contains two expositions of the said biblical verse and 
these tninim are interpreted either as sea-gazelles or seahorses (Aram. arzile 
de-yamma)15 by the Babylonian sages or as Leviathan by Rabbi Yohanan. The 
third unit comes right afterward on the same folio and further develops the 
tradition of Leviathan as formed, tamed, and preserved for the eschatological 
banquet of the righteous. Both tannin and Leviathan originate from the HB 
and both exemplify a unique biblical take on the ancient Near Eastern literary 
motif of Chaoskampf: the main deity is credited with not only defeating these 
beasts in the cosmic battle (e.g., Ps 74.13-14; Job 3.8, 7.12; Isa 27.1), but also 
for creating them in the first place (Gen 1.21, Job 41.1; Ps 104.26).16 The BT 
remains within the framework of the biblical presentation of these figures. 
The tannin appears in nine units: it is recalled in Scriptural quotations (e.g., b. 
Hagigah 12b, 14a, b. Niddah 22b), twice is used to describe Leviathan (both 
units in b. Bava Batra 74b), and once the text speaks about a monster-demon 
hybrid who invades the school of rabbi Abaye (b. Qiddushin 29b). Leviathan 

13 For a detailed commentary on this fragment see: W. Kosior, “The Adventures of 
Asmodeus the Demon and King Solomon according to the Babylonian Talmud (Gittin 68a-b). 
Translation and Commentary from the Perspective of Elyonim veTachtonim project [Przygody 
demona Asmodeusza i króla Salomona według Talmudu babilońskiego (Gittin 68a-b). Przekład 
i komentarz z perspektywy projektu Elyonim veTachtonim],” The Polish Journal of the Arts 
and Culture. New Series 11 (2020), pp. 93-111.

14 The interpretation of shamir as a worm follows the opinion of Rashi (ad b. Pesachim 
54a) and Rambam (ad Pirke Avot 5.6). The tradition notwithstanding, some scholars interpret 
the word as some exceptionally hard and sharp mineral used for gem cutting. “Shamir” in Jas-
trow, Dictionary, p. 1596. For a review of interpretations see: W. Bacher - L. Blau, “Sham-
ir” in I. Singer et al. (eds.), Jewish Encyclopedia, online: www.jewishencyclopedia.com/arti-
cles/13497-shamir. E. Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew Lan-
guage (Jerusalem: Carta, 1987), p. 666. E.Z. Melamed, Aramaic-Hebrew-English Dictionary 
of the Babylonian Talmud (Jerusalem: The Samuel and Odette Levy Foundation, 2005), p. 499.

15 Most manuscripts have arzile di-yama. Pesaro (adile de-yamma) and Munchen 95 (odile 
de-yamma) differ, but this should be treated as orthographic variants. Adile, in Jastrow, Dic-
tionary, p. 16. The manuscript and printing variants have been compared using the online re-
positories: The Friedberg Project for Talmud Bavli Variants (https://bavli.genizah.org/Global/
homePage), The Saul and Evelyn Henkind Talmud Text Databank (http://www.lieberman-in-
stitute.com), and Online Treasury of Talmudic Manuscripts (http://jnul.huji.ac.il/dl/talmud/
intro_eng.htm).

16 C. Uehlinger, “Leviathan” in DDD, pp. 511-515.
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in turn appears in 12 units and most of them speak about the rabbis reporting 
their maritime experiences (e.g., b. Shabbat 67a and b. Bava Batra 74b-75a). 
The remaining cases concern his halakhic status (b. Hullin 67b) and personal 
relationship with the godhead (b. Avodah Zarah 3b).

Two remaining monsters are extremely rare. One unit (b. Bava Batra 74b) 
speaks about the creation of Behemoth along with Leviathan. The former 
is a plural of Heb. behemah, a general term for “beast” or “animal” and a 
personal name of Yahweh’s primeval monster (cf. Job 40.15) who appears 
in just one place in the BT in the said passage. The second unit comes in b. 
Sanhedrin 65b which contains a unique unattributed Aramaic account of the 
creation of a “man” (Aram. gavra) who appears to be an artificial humanoid, 
a sort of a golem.17 Although this figure is formed by Rava, a righteous but 
otherwise a regular individual, and expeditiously deteriorates back into dust, 
the text deploys the evocative Hebrew verb livro’. However, in assessing the 
problem of the creation of monsters, it should be remembered that this latter 
instance comes in a broader homiletical context and that this “golem” differs 
significantly from other representatives of the class.

The Origins of Ghosts

There are ten units treating the origins of ghosts: b. Berakhot 18b (two 
units), b. Shabbat 152b (two units), b. Yoma 20b-21a (two units), b. Moed 
Qatan 28a, b. Hagigah 12b, b. Ketubbot 104a, b. Bava Metzia 86a. These 
in turn can be divided into two subgroups. The first one contains the cases 
featuring a semantic transformation of a living human into a dead one who 
keeps all cognitive and behavioral capabilities. In three instances (two units 
in b. Berakhot 18b, one in b. Moed Qatan 28a) the text deploys the term met 
(Heb. “dead [one]”), and in four it speaks about the emergence of a soul: ei-
ther neshamah (two units in b. Yoma 20b-21a and one in b. Bava Metzia 86a) 
or nefesh (b. Ketubbot 104a). The second group contains the cases portraying 
the ghosts awaiting incarnation: neshamot hidden under the divine throne 
(Heb. kisseh ha-kavod, two units in b. Shabbat 152b) or neshamot and rukhot 
residing in Arabot, the specific section of the heavens (b. Hagigah 12b).

The ghosts featured in these accounts are the less popular representatives 
of the class. There are nine units in the BT that speak about the metim and 
most of these cases tell of rabbinic encounters with the deceased humans (e.g., 
b. Berakhot 18b, b. Shabbat 152b) or contain some halakhic considerations 
pertaining to a widow and her late spouse (e.g., b. Yevamot 122a, b. Gittin 

17 The word golem originates from Ps 139.16 where it refers to a fetus. In the later Rabbinic 
tradition the term has come to denote an artificial man, and this is particularly well pronounced 
in Sefer ha-Gematriyot by Yehuda he-Chasid (12th/13th CE) and in Yalqut Rubeni by Avraham 
Ruben ha-Kohen (17th CE). M. Krawczyk, “Golem. The Analysis of the Roots of the Modern 
Jewish Legend [Golem. Analiza korzeni nowożytnej legendy żydowskiej],” Studia Religiolog-
ica 40 (2007), especially pp. 122-126.
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66a). The word nefesh in turn, is of biblical origin and in the HB it is usually 
translated as “spirit” or “breath,” but its semantic range is much broader and, 
depending on the context, nefesh can also denote a “person,” “trachea” or 
even “life”.18 In the BT the word in its anthropomorphic meaning appears in 
just two units mentioned above: in b. Hagigah 12b nefashot reside in heavens 
before their prospective embodiment, while b. Ketubbot 104a speaks about 
a nefesh of a dead sage who struggles to depart to the other side. Similar 
is the situation with neshamah which is both linguistically and semantical-
ly related to nefesh. The word appears in nine units in the BT and in most 
cases, these neshamot denote the “souls” of the deceased. One unique case 
comes in Hagigah 16a and speaks about the possibility that a neshamah of a 
given person can witness against him or her what resembles the mal’akhim  
of b. Taanit 11a who are described using analogical juristic metaphors. The 
units tackling the subject of the creation of ghosts differ formally wise from 
the remaining ones, with most of them transmitted without attribution and in 
Aramaic. Moreover, neither of the units deploy the verb livro’ so prominent 
in the remaining cases, and neither explicitly attributes the god with the for-
mation of these SEs, whose formative power is detailed in the accounts of 
anthropogony (e.g., b. Sotah 5a, b. Sanhedrin 38a, b. Hagigah 12a). 

The Origins of Demons

The above considerations concerning the nuances of the creation of an-
gels, monsters, and ghosts should be seen as the background for the Talmudic 
demonogony. There are six units discussing this subject: b. Berakhot 61a, 
Eruvin 18b, b. Pesahim 54a, b. Bava Qamma 16a, b. Bava Batra 16a, and 
b. Sanhedrin 109a. These accounts can be further divided into two groups: 
these, in which it is clearly the godhead who is the progenitor, and the re-
maining ones, some of which contain implicit references to the MFA.

Two out of three instances in the first group refer to the creation of yetser. 
The word is of biblical origin and in the HB it is used in a way suggestive of 
some psychological disposition: an “inclination” or a “frame of mind” (e.g., 
Gen 6.5; 8.21 or 1 Chr 28.9).19 In the BT the term yetser appears in 53 units in 
either composite (e.g., yetser ha-ra‘, i.e., “the evil yetser”20 and yetser ha-tov, 
i.e., “the good yetser”) or individual form. These appearances can be divided 
into several thematic groups. One group describes the ever-presence of the 
humans’ penchant to indulge in sensuality (e.g., b. Berakhot 16b, 61a, b. 
Shabbat 156b, b. Sukkah 52a) and their constant struggle with two yetsarim 

18 C.A. Briggs, “The Use of nephesh in the Old Testament,” in Journal of Biblical Literature 
16 (1897), pp. 17-30. 

19 BDB 4093.
20 It was decided to treat the word ra not as a noun but as an adjective following the ar-

gumentation of N. Berggrün, “Slander, Evil Eye [Lashon ha-ra‘, ‘ayin ha-ra‘],” ‘Iyyunim ba-
Lashon ha-‘Ivrit, Meqorot u-Mechqarim 3 (1995), pp. 177-180.
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(e.g., b. Berakhot 60b-61a). The second one acknowledges the indispensabil-
ity of yetser who entices every living being to reproduce (e.g., b. Yoma 69b) 
and allows men to prove their strength by overcoming the internal enemy 
(e.g., b. Sukkah 52a-b, b. Hagigah 11b, 16a, b. Bava Metzia 32b). The last 
group speaks about the eschatological abolishment of yetser (e.g., b. Sukkah 
52a). In the majority of these instances, the yetser is profusely invested with 
anthropomorphic or theriomorphic qualities and understood as a SE inspir-
ing humans to specific actions. In this regard, especially pronounced is the 
account in b. Sukkah 52b operating with flamboyant anthropomorphisms or 
the fragment in b. Bava Batra 16a which identifies the yetser with Satan and 
the angel of death (Heb. mal’akh ha-mavet). Given the qualitative and quan-
titative prominence of the accounts explicitly acknowledging the animistic 
nature of yetser, it was decided to include it in the present scrutiny.21 The first 
fragment tackling its creation comes in in b. Berakhot 61a and reads:

Rav Naḥman bar Rav Ḥisda interpreted homiletically: What is the 
meaning of that which is written: “Then the Lord God formed [vayyitzer] 
man” (Genesis 2:7), with a double yod? This double yod alludes to that 
fact that the Holy One, Blessed be He, created {Heb. bara’} two inclina-
tions; one a good inclination and one an evil inclination.22 Rav Naḥman 
bar Yitzḥak strongly objects to this: If that is so, does an animal, with 
regard to whom vayyitzer is not written with a double yod, not have an in-
clination? Don’t we see that it causes damage and bites and kicks? Rath-
er, interpret the double yod homiletically, in accordance with the opinion 
of Rabbi Shimon ben Pazi, as Rabbi Shimon ben Pazi said: This alludes 
to the difficulty of human life; woe unto me from my Creator [yotzri] and 
woe unto me from my inclination [yitzri].23 If one opts to follow either his 
Creator or his inclination, woe unto him from the other.24

The Palestinian Amoraic discussion unfolds in the context of biblical an-
thropogenesis: this evil yetser – however annoying and troublesome it is – 
embodies the divine plan of creating humanity in its complexity and duality 
(cf. b. Sanhedrin 38b). A similar set of ideas is found in the second unit, 
tackling the formation of yetser present in a longer account reimagining the 
biblical narrative of the Book of Job in b. Bava Batra 16a:

21 A more detailed analysis of the figure of yetser is found in I. Rosen-Zvi, Demonic 
Desires. Yetzer Hara and the Problem of Evil in Late Antiquity (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2011), especially pp. 65-101.

22 There is a slight variation in Don Samuel Porteira’s Faro edition (1494-1496) which 
reads “and one to calamity (Heb. pur‘anut)”.

23 Cf. b. Eruvin 18a for the same memra.
24 All the Talmudic sources are quoted after Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noé Edition, eds. 

A. Steinsaltz - T.H. Weinreb - J. Schreier (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2017). The quotations 
retain the orthography and graphical differentiation between the translation (bold font) and 
supplement (normal font). Additional data provided by the editors is in square brackets. The 
curly brackets indicate my own remarks.
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Rava says: Job sought to exempt the whole world from judgment, claim-
ing that all of a person’s actions are directed by God, and therefore one can-
not be held culpable for his misdeeds. Job said before God: Master of the 
Universe, You created the ox with split hooves, making it kosher, and You 
created the donkey with closed hooves, making it forbidden; You created 
the Garden of Eden, and You created Gehenna; and similarly, You created 
righteous people and You created wicked people; who can restrain You? 
Seeing that You created people as either righteous or wicked, You cannot later 
complain about their actions.
And how did Job’s friends answer him? “You do away with fear, and 
impair devotion before God” (Job 15:4) with such statements. True, the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, created {Heb. bara’} the evil inclination {Heb. 
yetser ha-ra}, but He also created the Torah as an antidote {Heb. tavlin} to 
counter its effects and prevent it from gaining control of a person.

Just as was the case with the previous account, the fragment above speaks 
about a conglomerate genesis in which non-kosher animals, Gehenna, or the 
wicked people all coexist with their counterbalances. The formation of yetser 
ha-ra‘ is evened either by yetser ha-tov, the “inclination” to do good, or by 
the recommendation of some apotropaic means as is the case with the Torah 
in the story of Job. Even if to dismiss the interpretation of yetser as a demonic 
entity, the above texts clearly attribute the deity with the formation of both 
what is good and bad.

The other entity portrayed as created by the godhead is mazziq. The word 
means literally “[one] damaging”25 and although the broad semantic range 
makes it at times difficult to elucidate the exact sense intended in the given 
place (e.g., b. Berakhot 3a), it is safe to say that the mazziqim as demons ap-
pear in 34 units. They are portrayed as plentiful (e.g., b. Berakhot 6a), hiding 
in liminal places like ruins and privies (e.g., b. Berakhot 62a) and particularly 
active at night (e.g., b. Berakhot 43b, b. Pesahim 111b). Despite their popu-
larity and detailedness of presentation, the creation of mazziqim is treated by 
only one unit in b. Pesahim 54a-b:

The Sages taught: Ten phenomena were created {Heb. nivre’u} on Shab-
bat eve during twilight, and they were: Miriam’s well, and manna, and the 
rainbow, writing, and the writing instrument, and the tablets, the grave 
of Moses, and the cave in which Moses and Elijah stood, the opening of 
the mouth of Balaam’s donkey, and the opening of the mouth of the earth 
to swallow the wicked in the time of Korah. And some say that even Aar-
on’s staff was created then with its almonds and its blossoms. Some say that 
even the demons {Heb. mazziqin} were created at this time. And some say 
that even the garment of Adam, the first man, was created at this time, as 
it is stated: “And God made for Adam and his wife garments of skins and 
clothed them” (Genesis 3:21).

25 “Maziq,” in Jastrow, Dictionary, p. 755.
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The passage is located in a longer sugya scrutinizing the minutiae of the 
biblical account, such as what preceded the act of creation or what was the 
exact order of the process itself. In our fragment, the Tannaites fill the bib-
lical gaps with numerous interpretations and the tradition about mazziqim is 
just one among many other proposals, far from possessing the status of the 
generally accepted doctrine. Yet, analogically as was the case with the Amo-
raic traditions of yetser, the formation of mazziqim is put in the broader con-
text of the planned divine creation. Similarly, the text resorts to the crucial 
verb livro’, instrumental in the previously mentioned passages.

In the remaining three units it is not the deity who serves as the progenitor 
of demons. The first one comes in b. Bava Qamma 16a and contains a unique 
case deriving a demon from an animal. The point of departure for the Gemara 
quoted below is the Mishnaic discussion on the mu‘ad animals, i.e., the ones 
posing dangers of various kinds and as such rendering their owners juridi-
cally responsible for potential violations. Mishnah lists several types of such 
beasts including some bardelas. This turns out to be a crux for the Amoraites 
who try and elucidate the word:

The Gemara asks: What is a bardelas? Rav Yehuda said: It is a nafreza. The 
Gemara asks: What is a nafreza? Rav Yosef said: It is an appa. The Gemara 
raises an objection from a baraita: In addition to the list of animals that are 
considered forewarned, Rabbi Meir says: Also the hyena [tzavo’a]. Rabbi 
Elazar says: Also the snake. And Rav Yosef said in explanation of the barai-
ta: The hyena mentioned by Rabbi Meir, this is the animal called an appa. If 
Rav Yosef understands a hyena to be an appa, how could he also claim, above, 
that it is a bardelas? The Gemara explains: It is not difficult: Here, in the 
baraita, Rabbi Meir is referring to a male hyena, and there, in the mishna, 
the reference is to a female hyena. And it is apparent that a male hyena is dis-
tinct from a female one, as it is taught in a baraita: A male hyena after seven 
years metamorphoses {Heb. na‘aseh} into an insectivorous bat [atalef]; an 
insectivorous bat after seven years metamorphoses into a herbivorous bat 
[arpad]; a herbivorous bat after seven years metamorphoses into a thistle 
[kimosh]; a thistle after seven years metamorphoses into a briar [ḥo’aḥ]; 
and a briar after seven years metamorphoses into a demon {Heb. shed}. 
Similarly, a person’s spine {Heb. shidro shel adam}, seven years after his 
death, metamorphoses into a snake. The Gemara qualifies the last statement: 
And this matter applies only to a case where that person did not bow during 
the blessing of thanksgiving, the eighteenth blessing of the Amida prayer.

The term shed which appears in this passage has a long history. It is most 
probably a loan word from the Akkadian šêdu, denoting a protecting spirit 
portrayed in the form of the bull-colossus, adopted by the authors of the HB, 
who used it in several places (Deut 32.17, Ps 106.37 and Amos 2.1 after 
emendation of la-shid to la-shed), which lampoon these shedim as feeble 
recipients of the cultic offerings.26 The BT in turn departs from the biblical 

26 G.J. Riley, “Demon,” in DDD, p. 235-240.
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image: first, the shedim appear in 55 units what makes them one of the most 
popular SEs and, second, they play different roles such as the transmission 
of bad dreams (b. Berakhot 55b), confusing humans’ behaviors (e.g., b. Rosh 
HaShana 28a-b) or evoking medical conditions (e.g., b. Gittin 70a). Although 
in most cases they are malevolent towards humans (especially according to 
b. Pesahim 110a-111b), there are several units witnessing their good willing-
ness (e.g., b. Eruvin 43a; b. Yevamot 122a; b. Hullin 105b-106a). 

The passage in b. Bava Qamma 16a remains unique in deriving a shed 
from an animal, but the text is very terse in its description. Moreover, most 
of the words denoting particular stages of the metamorphosis refer to regular 
animals and plants,27 even though these are extremely rare terms. Hence, the 
most immediate context suggests the word shed concluding the sentence is 
out of place and as such may be a relatively recent28 scribal error of dittogra-
phy triggered by the proximity of the Hebrew expression shidro shel adam 
(Eng. “the spine of man”). In fact, the removal of the problematic shed from 
the passage, while not necessarily elucidating how come a thorn becomes a 
spine, makes it more coherent as far as its structure is concerned. From this 
perspective, the hypothetical primal version of the text relates the transfor-
mation of animals and ends up with the halakhic matters concerning benedic-
tion.29 Yet, whichever interpretation to choose, it is clear that this is not the 
deity who is responsible for the creation of a demon in this unit.

Finally, two demonogonic units speak about the humans who either breed 
the demons or are turned into ones. The first such example comes in b. Eru-
vin 18b and reads:

Rabbi Yirmeya ben Elazar said: All those years during which Adam was 
ostracized for the sin involving the Tree of Knowledge, he bore {Heb. holid} 
spirits {Heb. rukhin}, demons {Heb. shedin}, and female demons {Heb. 
lilin}, as it is stated: “And Adam lived a hundred and thirty years, and 
begot a son in his own likeness, after his image, and called his name Seth” 
(Genesis 5:3). By inference, until now, the age of one hundred thirty, he did 
not bear after his image, but rather bore other creatures. The Gemara raises 
an objection from a baraita: Rabbi Meir would say: Adam the first man 
was very pious. When he saw that death was imposed as a punishment 
because of him, he observed a fast for a hundred thirty years, and he sep-
arated from his wife for a hundred thirty years, and wore belts [zarzei] of 

27 See the appropriate entries in Jastrow, Dictionary: khoakh (p. 430), ‘atlef (p. 1063), 
‘arpad (p. 1122), tsavua‘ (p. 1257), qimmosh (p. 1362).

28 Rashi, always eager to comment on matters of supernatural, says nothing about this 
account and neither do the Tosafists. E. Viezel, “The Secret of the Popularity of Rashi’s Com-
mentary on the Torah,” The Review of Rabbinic Judaism 17 (2014), pp. 207-217.

29 This hypothesis is difficult to verify. An analysis of the printing variants present in the 
Vilna, Venice and Soncino editions clearly shows that they all repeat the phrase na‘aseh shed 
verbatim. A bit different is the situation among the manuscripts: while München 95 and Ham-
burg 165 resort to the same wording, Firenze and Vatican 116 feature alternative readings. Fi-
renze has a heavily corrupted phrase לאח שבע שני נעע שיד, missing the letters resh, mem sofit 
and he. Vatican in turn has the word shed written in smaller script on the conclusion of the verse.
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fig leaves on his body as his only garment for a hundred thirty years. If so, 
how did he father demons into the world? The Gemara answers: When Rabbi 
Yirmeya made his statement, he meant that those destructive creatures were 
formed from the semen that Adam accidentally emitted {Heb. be-shikhvat 
zera‘}, which brought the destructive creatures into being.

This mixed Hebrew-Aramaic passage bases on the account of Adam and 
his progeny presented in Gen 4-5. According to the biblical narrative, the 
first man has three sons: Cain, Abel, and Seth. Abel is murdered almost im-
mediately after being introduced to the narrative, while Cain and Seth beget 
two lines of descendants in chapters 4 and 5 respectively. The traditional 
exegetes took it as separate genealogical lines resulting in two breeds of hu-
manity, the righteous Sethites of Gen 5 and the wicked Cainites of Gen 4 
who later play an essential role in one of the reiterations of the MFA as those 
whose women beguile angels (e.g., Pirqe R. El. 22). In turn, the tradition of a 
130 years long gap between the births of Cain and Seth is derived from Gen 
5.3 and in our passage interpreted as the time of only partially successful 
sexual abstinence of Adam, who ultimately breeds various types of demons: 
rukhin, shedin and lilin.

The first term, ruakh, has biblical origin and means literally “wind,” or 
“breath” but also “spirit”. It appears circa 250 times in the HB in the latter 
meaning, and most often denotes the divine ruakh in various contexts: a cru-
cial factor in the creation of the world (e.g., Gen 1.2), a medium influencing 
people’s psychological condition (e.g., 1 Sam 11.6), but most importantly as 
a prophetic inspiration (e.g., 1 Sam 10.10; 19.20).30 The BT builds upon the 
semantic grounds laid down in the HB, but substantially broadens the scope. 
The word ruakh in its anthropomorphic meaning appears in 64 units in total, 
but these accounts differ to which class the specific ruakh belongs to. Thus, 
some rukhot behave as if they were directly subordinate to the godhead, 
some other are bluntly described as unpredictable, hostile, and malevolent 
towards humans, while the others appear at cemeteries in the company of 
the deceased people. Given the context of b. Eruvin 18b and their immediate 
company, it is clear these rukhin should be treated as demons. A very similar 
case is with the third of the terms which is probably a loanword from the 
Akkadian lil meaning “wind” or “breath” and, by extension, “spirit,” “god” 
or “demon” but due to its homoiophony to Heb. laylah (“night”) invested 
with nocturnal undertones.31 The term is extremely scarce in the BT and apart 
from b. Eruvin 18b appears in only one passage treated below. 

There are several details of b. Eruvin 18b which require attention. First 
off, the unit contains two intertwined sections: the Tannaitic tradition of 
Adam begetting various SEs and the Stammaitic commentary using the tech-

30 J. Reiling, “Holy spirit,” in DDD, pp. 418-424.
31 M. Hutter, “Lilith,” in DDD p. 520. E. Puech, “Lel,” in DDD, pp. 508-511. Some scholars 

try and connect these lilin with Lilith. F. Pereira, Lilith: the Edge of Forever (MA thesis, San 
Jose: San Jose State University, 1995), pp. 67-71.
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nical Hebrew expression shikhvat zera‘. The latter can be read as an attempt 
at explaining the laconicism of the Tannaitic account which remains mute 
regarding the hypothetical female consort of Adam. That this might have 
been the case here is suggested by the variant of this motif present in the 
Palestinian midrash Gen. Rab. 20.11:

R. Simon said: Throughout the entire one hundred and thirty years during 
which Adam held aloof from Eve the male demons {Heb. rukhot ha-zkharim} 
were made ardent {Heb. mitkhammemin, literally “were inflamed”} by her 
and she bore, while the female demons {Heb. rukhot neqevot} were inflamed 
{Heb. mitkhammemot} by Adam and they bore, as it is written, If he commit 
iniquity, I will chasten him with the rod of men, and with the afflictions of the 
children of man-Adam {Heb. nig‘e bene adam} (2 Sam 7.14), which means, 
the children of the first man.32

According to this exposition during the period of 130 years, both Adam 
and Eve were sexually active with rukhot and both were responsible for be-
getting more demons, here and elsewhere (e.g., Num. Rab. 12.3) described 
as “afflictions of the sons of man” (Heb. nig‘e bene adam).33 From this per-
spective, what comes in b. Eruvin 18b could be read as a fragment of a more 
elaborate story whose structural similarity to the MFA is apparent: Adam, 
the archetypal human (Heb. adam) of biblical prehistory cohabits with some 
SEs and begets hybrid malevolent creatures – just like the “the daughters of 
human” (Heb. benot ha-adam) of Gen 6 and primeval women of the later 
reiterations sleep with angels and give birth to hybrid beings. Although the 
characters involved in the affair differ, the present Talmudic passage admits 
the possibility of the emergence of demons beyond the range of the divine 
jurisdiction and stresses humans’ role in this process. Moreover, the choice 
of three specific types of demons is important: while lilin appear just twice 
in the BT, rukhot and shedim are among the most popular SEs. Due to their 
prevalence, one could wonder whether the amassing of these characters was 
not intended as a merism for a wider range of malicious entities – all the more 
so, given the deployment of the exact same phrase in the other demonogonic 

32 All the midrashic sources are quoted after The Soncino Midrash Rabbah (eds. H. Freed-
man - M. Simon; New York: The Soncino Press, 1939). The quotations retain the original 
graphical convention and orthography, the curly brackets indicate my own remarks.

33 On the margins it should be noted that the exegetes’ attention focused on Eve rather than 
on Adam, probably due to Gen 4.1 containing a hint of Yahweh’s fatherhood of Cain. This 
motif has been one of the core subjects in both the early (1QH 11 6-18 and 1 John 3.12) and 
later (Tg. Ps.-J. ad loc., Pirqe R. El. 21) interpretations of Gen 4.1, which introduce other SEs, 
usually some angel, to substitute the god in the role of the first murderer’s father. The situation 
is somewhat analogical in the BT, which repeatedly (b. Sotah 9b, b. Shabbath 196a, b. Yeva-
moth 103b, b. Shabbath 145b-146a and b. Avodah Zarah 22b) insists, that it is the primeval 
serpent, who copulates with Eve and begets Cain. F. García Martínez, “Eve’s Children in the 
Targumim,” in G.P. Luttikhuizen (ed.), Eve’s Children: The Biblical Stories Retold and Inter-
preted in Jewish and Christian Traditions (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2003), pp. 27, 33. N. Wyatt, 
“Cain’s Wife,” Folklore 97 (1986), p. 89.



“The Affair of Uzza and Azael” (b. Yoma 67b) 311

account in b. Sanhedrin 109a. The text develops the story of the so-called 
generation of dispersion (Heb. dor he-haflagah), i.e., the builders of the Tow-
er of Babel of Gen 11, and reads:

The mishna {m. Sanhedrin 10.1} teaches that the members of the generation 
of the dispersion have no share in the World-to-Come. The Gemara asks: 
What sin did they perform? Their sin is not explicitly delineated in the To-
rah. The school of Rabbi Sheila say that the builders of the Tower of Babel 
said: We will build a tower and ascend to heaven, and we will strike it 
with axes so that its waters will flow. They laughed at this explanation in 
the West, Eretz Yisrael, and asked: If that was their objective, let them build 
a tower on a mountain; why did they build it specifically in a valley (see 
Genesis 11:2)? Rather, Rabbi Yirmeya bar Elazar says: They divided into 
three factions; one said: Let us ascend to the top of the tower and dwell 
there. And one said: Let us ascend to the top of the tower and engage in 
idol worship. And one said: Let us ascend to the top of the tower and wage 
war {Heb. na‘aseh milkhamah}. With regard to that faction that said: Let 
us ascend to the top of the tower and dwell there, God dispersed them. 
And that faction that said: Let us ascend to the top of the tower and wage 
war, became {Heb. na‘asu} apes, and spirits {Heb. rukhot},34 and demons 
{Heb. shedim}, and female demons {Heb. lilin}. And with regard to that 
faction that said: Let us ascend to the top of the tower and engage in idol 
worship, it is written: “Because there the Lord confounded the language 
of all the earth” (Genesis 11:9).

There are several affinities between b. Sanhedrin 109a and b. Eruvin 18b. 
First and foremost, both units have Palestinian origins and are formulated in 
Hebrew. Second, both deploy the same triad of SEs which appears nowhere 
else in the BT. Third, both accounts focus on the morally ambiguous humans 
of the biblical prehistory surrounding the flood account. Finally, just like b. 
Eruvin 18b, so b. Sanhedrin 109b remains mute regarding the hypothetical su-
pernatural influence: while in the former case nothing is said about the partner 
of Adam, the latter does not specify how was this group of the generation of 
dispersion turned (Heb. na‘asu) into demons. Interestingly, this is not the case 
with the first and third factions and the text is explicit about the divine source 
of punishment (“God dispersed…,” “Lord confounded the language”).

Analogically as was the case with b. Eruvin 18b, it seems that here too 
we are dealing with just a fragment of some larger account and although it 
is impossible to find its vivid literary representation elsewhere, two motifs 
present in the variants of the MFA should be considered. First, according to 
one popular strand, transmitted inter alia in 1 En. 15.8-12 and T. Sol. 70-71 
demons emerge from the cadavers of the defeated giants. The exact details of 
this process are not provided, but from the structural-literary perspective, the 

34 Vilna edition is in minority using the suffix -ot, while other witnesses (inter alia: Venice, 
Barco, Karlsruhe Reuchlin 2, München 95, Rav Herzog, Heb. c. 17/63-64) have either rukhin 
or rukhim thus strengthening the affinity with b. Eruvin 18b.
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transformation of one group of SEs (giants) into another (demons) is apparent. 
Second, the external literature of the era occasionally reiterates the Tower of 
Babel story and attributes its builders with gigantic posture. The clearest ex-
pression of this motif is present in Praeparatio Evangelica, a Christian work 
authored by Eusebius of Caesarea, a Palestinian bishop living at the break of 
3rd and 4th CE. The composition was intended as a kind of a primer and as such 
included an array of exegetical traditions, containing these authored by other 
thinkers of the era. Eusebius writes, for example, that the giants had endured 
the deluge due to their height which allowed them to keep their heads over 
the surface of waters. The other variant explains that they had found refuge in 
a citadel that was high enough to ensure security and that the Tower of Babel 
had been built by the giants who wished to prepare for another flood (9.17.2-
3, 9.8.12).35 A somewhat similar motif appears in the Palestinian midrashim. 
Gen. Rab. 31.12 tells of the giants (Heb. gibborim) who first try to clog the 
fountains of watery depth (Heb. tehom) and then attempt to scale the ark, 
while Deut. Rab. 184 acknowledges the height of Sihon and Og, two biblical 
titans, discussed in more detail further on, who manage to survive the del-
uge.36 Finally, not without significance is the similarity to the distant motif of 
gigantomachia (e.g., Theogony ll. 687-712; Odyssey 7.200; Bibliotheca 1:6:1-
2; Metamorphoses 1:151-62, 262-312): just like the Greek giants, the Talmu-
dic builders of the Tower of Babel fail in an attempted heavenly coup d’état.37 

In sum, the themes of the gigantic size of the constructors of the Tower of 
Babel and the transformation of the dead giants into demons apparently be-
longed to the post-biblical lore of the era and as such might have played some 
role in the shaping of the tradition transmitted in b. Eruvin 18b. At the present 
state of sources, however, it is impossible to show the exact way these tradi-
tions might have influenced our account and this interpretation by necessity 

35 J. Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible As It Was at the Start of the Com-
mon Era (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1997), pp. 197, 232, 241. 
L.T. Stuckenbruck, “The ‘Angels’ and ‘Giants’ of Genesis 6:1-4 in Second and Third Century 
BCE Jewish Interpretation: Reflections on the Posture of Early Apocalyptic Traditions,” Dead 
Sea Discoveries 7 (2000), p. 356. K. van der Toorn - P.W. van der Horst, “Nimrod before and 
after the Bible,” The Harvard Theological Review 83 (1990), p. 16.

36 These myths should be seen as derived from the complex of the biblical traditions dealing 
with the giants (Heb. gibborim, refaim, anshe ha-middot, nefilim, etc.) in the context of prehis-
tory and conquest of Canaan. In this regard especially important is the inner biblical exegesis of 
nefilim present in Gen 6.4 and Num 13.33. Worth noting is that this motif found its way to later 
Rabbinic writings (e.g., Pirqe R. El. 24). More on the biblical traces of giants in: R. Graves - R. 
Patai, Hebrew Myths: The Book of Genesis (London: Cassell, 1966), p. 106. S. Krauss, “Jewish 
Giants in the Gentile Folklore,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 38 (1947), pp. 135-136, 139. J. 
Vidal, “Tierra de gigantes: La ‘protohistoria’ de Transjordania según la tradición cananea,” 
Habis 38 (2007), pp. 31, 37-39.

37 For the influence of Greek traditions on the Rabbinic Judaism see: A. Shinan, Y. Zakov-
itch, From Gods to God. How the Bible Debunked, Suppressed, or Changed Ancient Myths and 
Legends (Philadelphia: University of Nebraska Press, 2012), p. 134-136. See also: W. Kosior, 
“The Fallen (Or) Giants? The Gigantic Qualities of the Nefilim in the Hebrew Bible,” in M. 
Waligórska - T. Kohn (eds.), Jewish Translation – Translating Jewishness (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2018), pp. 17-38.
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has to remain speculation. Still, just as was the case with b. Sanhedrin 109a, 
the demons are portrayed as formed clearly beyond the divine jurisdiction, 
while the structural features of these texts strongly suggest interpreting them 
with the MFA in mind.

Azazel and Shamhazai

The latter two cases need to be supplemented by another two instances 
which witness the rabbinic familiarity with the MFA. Although not explicitly 
tackling the subject of the origins of demons, they may shed some light on 
the problem. The first one appears in b. Yoma 67b in the longer piece treating 
the practicalities of the Day of Atonement (Heb. Yom Kippur). The text deals 
specifically with the problem of the scapegoat which, according to the cultic 
protocol in Lev 16.8-10, is supposed to be sent “to Azazel” (Heb. le-Aza-
zel).38 Although in the majority of ancient religious texts of the era this term 
denotes a SE – either an angel or a demon – the rabbis chose a completely 
different hermeneutic direction:

The Sages taught: The word Azazel indicates that the cliff the goat is pushed 
from should be rough and hard {Heb. ‘az ve-qasheh}. I might have thought 
that it may be located in a settled area. Therefore, the verse states: “In the 
wilderness.” And from where does one derive that the goat is pushed from 
a cliff? The verse states “gezeira,” indicating an area that is sharp, like a 
cliff. It was taught in another baraita: Azazel is a reference to the hardest 
mountain, and so it says: “And the mighty [eilei] of the land he took 
away” (Ezekiel 17:13). Azazel is interpreted as azaz-el, with the term el con-
noting something rough and hard. The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: 
Azazel is so called because it atones for the actions {Heb. mekhapper ‘al 
ma‘aseh} of Uzza and Azael. These are the names of “sons of God” who 
sinned with “daughters of men” (Genesis 6:2) and thereby caused the world 
to sin during the generation of the Flood.39

The Tannaites are discussing the possible meaning of the word “Azazel” 
and argue that it denotes a cliff in the desert. In fact, this interpretation of 
the term is found in every other Talmudic unit featuring “Azazel”: b. Yoma 
37a, 62a-b, 67b, and b. Hullin 11b all agree that it is a toponym. Yet, the 
concluding fragment attributed to the school of Rabbi Ishmael explains the 
name with a wordplay on two other names. Hence, while the quantitative-

38 The Hebrew phrase can be rendered also as “for Azazel” or “as Azazel”. See the further 
part of the paper.

39 The concluding sentence of this passage is an addition supplied by the editors of the 
Koren Talmud and as such absent from the original text. For a detailed commentary on this 
passage see W. Kosior, “Rabbis’ Expressive Silence and Azazel’s Secrets in the Babylonian 
Talmud [Wymowne milczenie rabinów i tajemnice Azazela w Talmudzie babilońskim],” Mas-
ka. Magazyn antropologiczno-społeczno-kulturowy 41 (2019), pp. 17-30.
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ly dominating opinion is that “Azazel” denotes a certain place, one strand 
of ancient Tannaitic exegesis – although not directly opposing the majority 
opinion – contains a hint of some other tradition. In order to fully appreciate 
the interpretational tension of b. Yoma 67b, we need to step back and have a 
closer look at Lev 16, the only place in the HB mentioning the word “Aza-
zel”. Particularly important are verses 6-10:

6 “Aaron shall offer the bull as a sin offering for himself and shall make 
atonement for himself and for his house. 7 Then he shall take the two goats 
and set them before the Lord at the entrance of the tent of meeting. 8 And Aar-
on shall cast lots over the two goats, one lot for the Lord and the other lot for 
Azazel. 9 And Aaron shall present the goat on which the lot fell for the Lord 
and use it as a sin offering, 10 but the goat on which the lot fell for Azazel 
shall be presented alive before the Lord to make atonement {Heb. lekhapper} 
over it, that it may be sent away into the wilderness to Azazel.40

In both the traditional exegesis as well as in the academic interpretations 
of this passage, there have been three main directions in explaining the He-
brew term azazel. Accordingly, it could be a name of some SE, a geographi-
cal designation, or a terminus technicus for a certain type of sacrifice.41 From 
among these possibilities, it is clearly the first one that enjoys the most pop-
ularity among scholars. Thus, Bernd Janowski notices that the juxtaposition 
of two goats and the vocabulary utilized in the description connotes semantic 
parallelism between Yahweh and Azazel, both of whom should be interpreted 
as anthropomorphic figures.42 Edward Lipiński also points to this parallelism 
with Yahweh and proposes that the spelling of “Azazel” was changed from 
-to remove the ending -el and thus to conceal its nature.43 Hay עזאזל to עזזאל
im Tawil likewise claims that the initial form of the name was theophoric 
and draws connections with the Canaanite Mot, who resembles Azazel in 
that both figures are partially immobilized in the wilderness and demand 
sacrifices.44 Finally, Saul Olyan goes even as far as to suggest that the casting 
of the lots is indicative of some kind of dualistic division of powers between 
Yahweh and Azazel.45

40 All the quotations come from The English Standard Version Bible, [online], http://www.
esvbible.org/. Curly brackets indicate my comments.

41 J. Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (New 
York: Doubleday, 1991), pp 1020-1023. A. Pinker, “A Goat to Go to Azazel,” The Journal of 
Hebrew Scriptures, 7 (2007), article 8.

42 B. Janowski, “Azazel,” in DDD, p. 128.
43 E. Lipiński, “Hidden Tikkune Soferim and an Assumed Atbash [Utajone tikkune soferim 

i domniemane atbasz],” Studia Judaica 13 (2010), pp. 6-9.
44 H. Tawil, “Azazel the Prince of the Steepe: A Comparative Study,” Zeitschrift für die 

Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 92 (1980), p. 58.
45 S. Olyan, A Thousand Thousands Served Him: Exegesis and the Naming of Angels in An-

cient Judaism (Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1993), pp. 29-30. Contra: J.M. Blair, De-Demonising 
the Old Testament. An Investigation of Azazel, Lilith, Deber, Qeteb and Reshef in the Hebrew 
Bible (MA thesis, Ediburgh: University of Ediburgh, 2008), pp. 17-26.
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Given the inherent features of the Levitical account, it comes as no sur-
prise that in the bulk of the postbiblical reiterations, the word “Azazel” 
denotes the name of some angelic or demonic figure. Its appearances can 
be gathered in three textual groups. The first one is the corpus of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls (hereafter: DSS), which contains a few scraps simply mention-
ing Azazel among the Watchers (Aram. ‘irin) and giants (Aram. nefilin or 
gibborin) in the remnants of the Aramaic Book of Giants (4Q203 7,1,5-7). 
These, in turn, are supplemented by a more developed passage in the Ages 
of Creation containing an “interpretation concerning Azaz’el {spelled עזזאל} 
and the angels who [penetrated the daughters of man and] sired giants {Heb. 
gibborim} by them. And concerning Azaz’el [who misled them into fallacy, 
to love] sin and to make them inherit evil for all the ag[es, for destruction]” 
(4Q180 1,7-9).46 The second group of appearances comes in the Apocalypse 
of Abraham in which Azazel is portrayed as the ultimate cosmic villain and 
a divine opponent who manifests in the crucial moments of history.47 Finally, 
the third point of reference is the Book of Watchers in 1 En. 6-16 containing 
the exemplary variant of the MFA. Here, in 1 En. 8.1 Azazel is one of the 
leaders of the rebellious angels who teaches mankind the art of war, while in 
1 En. 9.6-7 he is presented as guilty of depraving humanity. The associations 
between b. Yoma 67b and the Book of Watchers are all the more interesting 
given the tradition transmitted in 1 En. 10 which elaborates on the punish-
ment of Azazel:

4 And he {the god} said to Raphael: “Bind Azazel foot and hand, and cast him 
into the darkness, and open the desert that is in the Dadouel, and cast him in. 
5 And lay down upon him rough and jagged rocks and cover him with dark-
ness. And let him dwell there for eternity, and cover his face so he cannot see 
light. 6 And on the great day of judgment he will be lead into the fire. 7 And 
the earth will be healed {Gr. iathēsetai}, which the angels have destroyed, 
and you will declare the healing of the earth, so that all the people’s children 
not perish in the whole mystery, in which the Watchers also commanded their 
children. 8 And all the earth has been made desolate, having been destroyed 
in the works of the teaching of Azazel; and against him write all (his) sins.”48

46 Note however, that the fragment concerning the encounters with the earthly women is 
conjectured basing on the later traditions. The sources are quoted after The Dead Sea Scrolls 
Translated. The Qumran Texts in English (ed. F. García Martínez, transl. W.G.E. Watson; 
Leiden: Brill, 1994). The quotations retain the graphical conventions and orthography, the 
curly brackets are used for my comments.

47 R. Helm, “Azazel in Early Jewish Tradition,” Andrews University Seminary Studies 32 
(1994), pp. 217-226. A. Kulik, “How the Devil Got His Hooves and Horns: The Origin of the 
Motif and the Implied Demonology of 3 Baruch,” Numen 60 (2013), pp. 195-229. A. Orlov, 
The Atoning Dyad: The Two Goats of Yom Kippur in the Apocalypse of Abraham (Leiden: 
Brill, 2016).

48 All the quotations from the apocrypha and pseudepigrapha come from The Apocrypha and 
Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament (transl. R.H. Charles; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913), 
curly brackets are reserved for my comments. It is also worth noting that the manuscripts of the 



316 Wojciech Kosior

The specific elements of the judgment upon Azazel evoke associations 
with the details of the Yom Kippur as described in the Mishnaic tractate m. 
Yoma 4, 6 and later elaborated on in the BT. Thus, Azazel of 1 En. 10 is to 
be expelled to the desert and imprisoned in the place named Dadouel, which 
some scholars take to be a variation of the toponym Beyt Khidudu appearing 
in m. Yoma 6.8 as the destination of the expulsed scapegoat.49 Equally sug-
gestive is the indication of the day of the final judgment in 1 En. 10.6, what 
reverberates with the juridical undertones of the Yom Kippur fest. Finally, 
according to this passage, it is exactly the spread of Azazel’s teachings that 
makes the whole earth desolate and in need of purification or atonement, 
which is the central idea of Yom Kippur. In sum and given these connections, 
1 En. 10 could be seen as the foundational myth explaining the origins and 
function of the Day of Atonement.50

The rabbinic insistence on the topomorphic meaning of “Azazel” goes ex-
plicitly against the prevalent option of the era. Yet, the sages furnish a cryp-
tic statement in b. Yoma 67b, which contains a quasi-etymological explana-
tion: the place is called “Azazel” because “it atones {Heb. mekhapper} for 
the actions {Heb. ma‘aseh} of Uzza and Azael”. First, this “atonement” is a 
clear reference to the main motif of Yom Kippur. Second, the term ma‘aseh is 
highly suggestive that there is some longer story behind this snippet, and this 
implies two interpretational directions. The first one is to treat “Uzza” (Heb. 
 ”as a case of rabbinic paronomasia on “Azazel (עזאל .Heb) ”and “Azael (עוזה
(Heb. עזאזל or עזזאל), deployed to promote a different meaning of this term.51 
Seen from this perspective, the wordplay would divert the attention from Aza-
zel to other figures. Yet, while it does not require a great stretch of imagination 
to recognize here Uzza of the Ark incident described in 2 Sam 6.3-8 and 1 
Chr 13.7-11, it is very difficult to find an appropriate candidate for Azael.52 
The second and more substantiated direction is to search for the appearance 
of these two names in the parallel external literature and this refers us to the 3 
Book of Enoch, a Hebrew pseudepigrapha furnishing a cycle of traditions con-

Book of Watchers in 1 En. 6-16 use the names “Azazel,” “Azael” and “Asael” interchangeably. 
Hanson, “Rebellion in Heaven,” pp. 221-222.

49 The toponym has some spelling variants depending on the manuscript of the tractate. Cf. 
Tg. Ps.-J. ad Lev 16.10: “And the goat on which came up the lot for Azazel he shall make to 
stand alive before the Lord, to expiate for the sins of the people of the house of Israel, by send-
ing him to die in a place rough and hard in the rocky desert which is Beth-hadurey.” Quotation 
after: The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan Ben Uzziel On the Pentateuch With The Frag-
ments of the Jerusalem Targum From the Chaldee (transl. J. W. Etheridge; London: Longman, 
Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1862).

50 Hanson “Rebellion in Heaven,” pp. 222-224. Pinker, “A Goat to Go to Azazel,” p. 18.
51 S. Yona, “Rhetorical Features in Talmudic Literature,” Hebrew Union College Annual 

77 (2006), pp. 90-92.
52 The comparison of material variants proves of limited help. Munnich 6, British Library 

400 and JTS Rab. 1623 EMC 271 contain “Uza and Azael” and the printed editions of Vilna 
and Venice repeat the phrase with just minute vocalization variants, while these are only Mu-
nich 95 and JTS Rab. 218 EMC 270 which have “Uza and Azazel,” with the latter manuscript 
featuring the spelling with the theophoric ending -el.
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cerning Enoch the patriarch and his gradual transformation into Metatron the 
angel. The composition is traditionally attributed to Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha 
– a priestly descendant familiar with the ritualistic nuances of Yom Kippur, 
and the same figure who is credited with transmitting the tradition of Uzza and 
Azael in b. Yoma 67b. 3 En. recognizes this dyad as two ministering messen-
gers (Heb. mal’akhe sharet) on two occasions. The first one takes place when 
Enoch/Metatron relates to Rabbi Ishmael the circumstances of his elevation 
from among the wicked men of the antediluvian era (Gen 5.24). The text in 3 
En. 4.4-6 simply states that “Uzza, Azza and Azzael”53 bring charges against 
Enoch but are met with the divine reprimand that fits the broader literary 
motif of angelic hostility towards humans.54 The second and more important 
mention comes in 3 En. 5 which recounts the evils of the people of the gen-
eration of Enosh who construe idols and “bring down” (Heb. moridin) sun, 
moon, and stars thanks to the knowledge of sorcery (Heb. qeshafim)55 gained 
from these angels. Seen from this perspective, b. Yoma 67b would contain 
just a hint of an account transmitted in a more elaborate form in 3 En. 5 and 
a distant echo of 1 En. 6-16: the name “Azazel” commemorates the acts of 
Uzza and Azael who – just like Azazel of 1 En. – taught mankind witchcraft 
and thus the goat sent “for Azazel” is supposed to atone (Heb. mekhapper) 
for their misdeeds.56

The second Talmudic passage containing an obscure reference to the 
MFA comes in b. Niddah 61a:

Before the battle against Og, king of Bashan, it is stated: “And the Lord said 
to Moses: Do not fear him; for I have delivered him into your hand, and all 
his people, and his land; and you shall do to him as you did to Sihon king of 
the Amorites, who dwelt at Heshbon” (Numbers 21:34). The Gemara asks: 
Now, Sihon and Og were brothers, as the Master {Mar bar Rav Ashi} 
said: Sihon and Og were sons of Ahijah, son of Shamhazai.57 In what way 

53 The quotations are taken from: H. Odeberg, 3 Enoch or the Hebrew Book of Enoch 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1928).

54 This is witnessed in numerous places in the BT. For instance, angels testify against 
humans in b. Taanit 11a and b. Hagigah 16a, they oppose anthropogony in b. Sanhedrin 38b, 
they hold back those who wish to approach the deity in b. Hagigah 15b and b. Sanhedrin 82b or 
oppose the giving of the Torah to humans in b. Shabbat 88b-89a and b. Niddah 30b.

55 The motif of sorcery bases on the tradition of people “calling the name of Yahweh” 
(Gen 4.24) what by the later exegetes has been taken as hinting at the magical application of 
tetragrammaton.

56 This is not the only instance in which the 3 Book of Enoch contains a more elaborate 
version of the story present in the BT. Another vivid example is the account of Rabbi Elisha’s 
encounter with Metatron transmitted in 3 En. 16.1-5 and b. Hagigah 15a.

57 Vilna, Venice and Soncino claim that Ahijah (spelled אחיה and only in München 95 as 
 is the son of Shamhazai, while Vatican Ebr. 110-111 has the phrase “Sihon [and Og] (אחייא
were sons of Ahijah and Shamhazai” without specifying the father-son relationship between 
the latter two. The phrase “and Og” is written above the script and as such is probably a later 
insertion. What is more, this manuscript transmits the name in a highly distorted form, what 
looks as if somebody tried to overwrite the word and later supply it with vocalization. This 
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is Sihon different from Og, that God found it necessary to warn Moses not 
to be afraid of Og, and in what way is Og different from Sihon, that there 
was no need for a warning not to be afraid of Sihon?

The above fragment deals with Sihon and Og, two biblical figures of the 
Pentateuchal conquest narrative and, just like other native inhabitants of Ca-
naan, attributed with gigantic height and strength. This notion is particularly 
pronounced in the description of Og in Deut 3.11, who is the last of the ti-
tanic Rephaites and whose “iron bedstead” (Heb. eres barzel) is nine cubits 
long. In addition to this, Og is portrayed as the king of Bashan, with the 
latter toponym occasionally used with clear chthonian undertones (e.g., Ezek 
39.17-22),58 which only contributes to his overall supernatural image. These 
apparent features of Sihon and Og are bolstered by the Babylonian Amoraic 
tradition transmitted in Aramaic, according to which they are both grandsons 
of Shamhazai.59 The latter name is unique in the scope of the BT, and outside 
of it appears exclusively in the reiterations of the MFA in DSS, Targum Pseu-
do-Jonathan and 1 Book of Enoch.

The DSS contain just several mentions, some of which are reconstruc-
tions of the highly damaged text. Shamhazai is simply listed among the an-
gels who descended to the Mount Hermon in the days of Jared (4Q201 3,6 
and conjectured in 4Q202 2,6) and his name appears in the Book of Giants in 
which he is the father of two titans, presumably named Ohya and Mahawai, 
who suffer from ominous dreams (4Q530 2,3-23). Although scarce, the texts 
remain clear and explicit in positioning Shamhazai among the rebellious an-
gels of the MFA. Similar is the case with Tg. Ps.-J. ad Gen 6.4, which inter-
prets the identity of the nefilim (Heb. fallen) as “Schamchazai and Uzziel, 
who fell from heaven”.60 Exactly these ideas are amplified in the Book of 
Giants in 1 En. 6-16 which presents a much more detailed account.61 While 

change, in turn, resembles what can be found in two other manuscripts which dissect the name 
Shamhazai and come up with separate phrases, either “Sihon and Og were sons of Ahijah and 
his name was Hiya” (München 95: סיחון ועוג בני אחייא ושמו חייא) or Sihon and Og were sons 
of Ahijah and his name was Hiza (Cambridge T-S F 1(1).97: סיחון ועוג בני אחיה ושמו חיזא).

58 G. del Olmo Lete, “Bashan,” in DDD, pp. 161-163.
59 Most scholars lean towards the Semitic etymology of this appellation which contains the 

letters shin and mem, thus suggesting the derivation from either “name” (Heb. shem) or “heav-
ens” (Heb. shamaym). Recently, Moshe Idel proposed that Shamhazai is the one who “gazes 
at heavens” or “gazes from heavens”. This interpretation in turn goes well with the motif of 
the heavenly Watchers, i.e., the angels supervising humans on earth. M. Idel, “SHMYHZH - 
Shamhazay / Shamhaza’y / Shmayya’a + Haze’ / Shamayyahaze’,” Leshonenu 78 (2016), pp. 
37-42. For a review of alternative explanations involving the wordplay on Heb. shem (“name”) 
see Hanson, “Rebellion in Heaven,” p. 199.

60 J.C. Reeves, “Manichaeans as Ahl al-Kitab: a Study in Manichaean Scripturalism,” in A. 
Lange - E.M. Meyers - B.H. Reynolds iii - R. Styers (eds.), Light Against Darkness: Dualism 
in Ancient Mediterranean Religion and the Contemporary World (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2011), p. 263.

61 Hanson, “Rebellion in Heaven,” p. 220. C. Molenberg, “A Study of the Roles of Shemi-
haza and Asael in I Enoch 6-11,” Journal of Jewish Studies 35 (1984), pp. 136-146.
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Shamhazai (here spelled “Semjaza”) is mentioned in several places in the 
composition, the most relevant material comes in chapters 6 and 8. The first 
one develops the tradition presented in Gen 6.1-7 and reads:

1 And it came to pass when the children of men had multiplied that in those 
days were born unto 2 them beautiful and comely daughters. And the angels, 
the children of the heaven, saw and lusted after them, and said to one anoth-
er: “Come, let us choose us wives from among the children of men 3 and 
beget us children.” And Semjaza, who was their leader {Gr. archōn}, said 
unto them: “I fear ye will not 4 indeed agree to do this deed, and I alone shall 
have to pay the penalty of a great sin.” And they all answered him and said: 
“Let us all swear an oath, and all bind ourselves by mutual imprecations 5 not 
to abandon this plan but to do this thing.” Then sware they all together and 
bound themselves 6 by mutual imprecations upon it. And they were in all two 
hundred; who descended in the days of Jared on the summit of Mount Her-
mon, and they called it Mount Hermon, because they had sworn 7 and bound 
themselves by mutual imprecations upon it. And these are the names of their 
leaders: Samlazaz, their leader, Araklba, Rameel, Kokablel, Tamlel, Ramlel, 
Danel, Ezeqeel, Baraqijal, 8 Asael, Armaros, Batarel, Ananel, Zaqiel, Samsa-
peel, Satarel, Turel, Jomjael, Sariel. These are their chiefs of tens.

Accordingly, Shamhazai is not only one of the angels but belongs to the 
strict heavenly elite. As is apparent from chapter 8, together with Azazel, he 
is also responsible for circulating the forbidden knowledge:

1 And Azazel taught men to make swords, and knives, and shields, and breast-
plates, and made known to them the metals of the earth and the art of work-
ing them, and bracelets, and ornaments, and the use of antimony, and the 
beautifying of the eyelids, and all kinds of costly stones, and all 2 colouring 
tinctures. And there arose much godlessness, and they committed fornication, 
and they 3 were led astray, and became corrupt in all their ways. Semjaza 
taught enchantments, and root-cuttings, ‘Armaros the resolving of enchant-
ments, Baraqijal (taught) astrology, Kokabel the constellations, Ezeqeel the 
knowledge of the clouds, Araqiel the signs of the earth, Shamsiel the signs of 
the sun, and Sariel the course of the moon. And as men perished, they cried, 
and their cry went up to heaven…

The Book of Watchers contains two traditions with regard to who is re-
sponsible for which kind of devilry: while it is Azazel who teaches the divine 
secrets (cf. 3 En. 5), it is Shamhazai who takes the credit for lusting after 
earthly women. Yet, whatever the exact role of Shamhazai in the narrative, 
he appears solely in the context of the MFA, similarly as was the case with 
Azazel, Uzza and Azael.62 From this perspective the mention of Shamhazai 
in b. Niddah 61a together with attributing him with the fatherhood of two 

62 Worth noting here is that these two angels re-emerge as a tandem in a much later retelling 
of the MFA present in the Midrash of Shemhazai and Azazel.
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biblical giants, suggests the deep yet only partially expressed familiarity with 
the MFA – this time present also in the Babylonian Amoraic layer of the BT.

Conclusions

From the strictly quantitative perspective, the default variant of the BT is 
that it is the deity who is the progenitor of all SEs. This is clear from almost 
all cases involving angels, monsters, and ghosts, and from half of the units in-
volving the demons. Although in the minority, the other options are acknowl-
edged by the BT: some angels can be formed from the sweat of khayyot, 
some monsters can be created by humans, and some ghosts can emerge from 
the dead people. Similar is the case with some of the demons, who apparently 
can be brought to existence independently from the godhead’s will and along 
with the patterns present in the MFA. It would be naïve to assume that the 
Palestinian sages did not know this myth, all the more so given the explicit 
rejection of the supernatural interpretation of the “sons of the god” (Heb. 
bene ha-elohim) of Gen. 6.1-7 attributed to Shim‘on bar Yokhay, a Tanna, 
in Gen. Rab. 26.5. Although the BT lacks an equally straightforward state-
ment, it is clear that it follows suit and the idea of angelic fatherhood (e.g., 
b. Shabbat 112b) or similarity to angels (e.g., b. Shabbat 25b, b. Yoma 4a-b, 
b. Hagigah 15b) is deployed in reference to particularly distinguished and 
mostly Palestinian sages.63 

Although such a state of things should not be surprising given the com-
plex, differentiated, and fragmentary nature of the BT, this leads to the ques-
tion, why did the Stammaites decide to incorporate these fragments which 
adhere to the pattern of the MFA. The answer has to acknowledge three hy-
potheses. First, the MFA is a Palestinian phenomenon and as such it might 
have been a distant and irrelevant story for the Persian Stammaites, who 
transmitted it without bothering to provide a substantial commentary. From 
this perspective, their laconicism is simply the result of their ignorance. Sec-
ond, if the Stammaites knew the details of the MFA and were familiarized 
with the teachings of the earlier sages, they might have decided to incorpo-
rate it as a part of their program of self-differentiation from among other cul-
tural and religious traditions of the era. Seen from this way, the sages would 
be the ones who, unlike the Christians, Gnostics, and all kinds of “heretics” 
(Heb. minim) know the MFA but reject it as a part of their identity.64

63 This rabbinic carefulness to keep the angels away from the MFA and use them as meta-
phors for the rabbis could be explained by the strong elitist resentment expressed by the Stam-
maites. J.L. Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University, 2003), pp. 80-88. These are only later works like Pirqe R. El. 22 or Zohar 1.25a-b; 
1.37a; 1.58a; 3.144a which put the story back in its supernatural interpretation.

64 D. Boyarin, The Jewish Gospels: The Story of the Jewish Christ (New York: The New 
Press, 2012), pp. 77-81.
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Third and assuming the prior knowledge, the Stammaites might have 
followed the theological direction defined already by the Tannaites and lat-
er strengthened by the Amoraites which was to construe the main deity as 
all-powerful. In fact, the rudiments of this outlook can be found already in 
the HB in the accounts involving various kinds of monsters. As already indi-
cated earlier, in the ancient Near Eastern religious literature, the main exis-
tential purpose of such beasts was to be conquered by the young and aspiring 
god who could thus prove his mightiness and earn the dominant status in the 
pantheon. While this pattern is well attested in numerous texts of the biblical 
milieu, in the HB itself it is significantly reworked: the main cosmogonic ac-
counts transmitted in Gen 1-2 deal with this problem by partially substituting 
the famed Chaoskampf with the idea that it is actually the god himself who 
creates the abhorrent monsters – as if to say that the one who forms the beast 
is more powerful than the one who simply subjugates it. Thus, in following 
this tradition, the BT paints the image of the god as the pancreator rather than 
only pantocrator.65 If this interpretation is correct, then it could be speculated 
that a similar pattern can be recovered in the units concerning the origins of 
demons: a god who forms the demons and puts them in the broader context 
of creation is more powerful than the one who just repels them. What is more, 
by being attributed with the formation of the SEs at large, the god of the BT 
accumulates enormous power, since hardly any domain remains beyond his 
commission. If to assume that the particular types of demons are to be under-
stood as synecdoches for the class in total, then the units which have the deity 
as their begetter conform to the more general theological image of the god 
who is universal and omnipotent, responsible for both “light and darkness” 
(Isa 45.7). Conversely, to affirm and explicitly express the narrative about the 
rebellious angels who mimic the deity in giving life to new creatures would 
mean to compromise the divine omnipotence and the total responsibility for 
everything which takes place on the cosmic scale. In other words, the rabbis 
had to choose between unburdening the god and maintaining the belief in his 
power and decided for the latter. While a provocative exercise in theodicy, 
it can be at the same time taken as a way of taming the evil: after all, the 
demons belong to the perfect divine plan and even if they keep afflicting the 
righteous, the belief in god’s omnipotence can be sustained.

ABSTRACT

The main purpose of this paper is to analyze the origins of demons pre-
sented in the Babylonian Talmud against two backgrounds: (1) the “default” 
Talmudic teachings on the origins of angels, monsters, and ghosts and (2) the 
Enochian myth of the fallen angels furnished by the apocrypha and pseude-

65 Shinan, Zakovitch, From Gods to God, pp. 8-15.
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pigrapha. The quantitative and qualitative scrutiny performed in the frame-
work of the Elyonim veTachtonim project shows that the majority opinion 
has it that it is the godhead who is responsible for the creation of every 
being. Yet, several accounts (b. Eruvin 18b, b. Sanhedrin 109a, b. Yoma 67b, 
b. Niddah 61a) are insinuating that the demons are begotten by humans in-
teracting with other demons or angels. These observations suggest that the 
sages knew the Enochian myth but tried to suppress it to differentiate from 
the adherents of other religious traditions and to maintain an image of the 
all-powerful deity.

Keywords: fallen angels, origins of demons, theodicy, Babylonian Talmud


