
 
Yalta and the Place of Anger in Leadership 

Rabba Sara Hurwitz 
President & Co-Founder, Maharat 
shurwitz@yeshivatmaharat.org 

 
I.​  Righteous Anger 

1.  Talmud Bavli Brachot 51b 
.נחְַמָן. רַב לְבֵי אִקְּלַע עוּלָּא   כ�   ֵיך רָ ְּכַ,ּ ב רִ  ְזוֹנָ במ ּ �    א � א  אֲמב רלֵין . נַחְמ 

 רַ ָר    אָ  ֲאָ לֵאָ .א   כִי מַר � ּנָן :ִּי פ בטְִ   ש ָּ בְ מִת  אֶ ּ פִ מ ִּט ב     
  ֱמַר  רַך יִ פרְ בִטְְךָ״ .״  ֶ נ ״  רִיֶלָּא ָ״ .תְּּ נְך     ֹמרֵ :מ נָתָן רבִַּ  או        הּ שׁ�

מִתְ   מ      נל וֹ ֶׁ ש  ״�  ריִ �ֵּברַך ְּ ב,טְְנךָ״פ    ״ּ ָה פְּרִיר,ֶ אלָּ ״     דְּהָכִי
מְַָעה  ּיַלְת שׁ ב   ַ עְ לְב ,ו  ,חַמְרָא  ו� בַּע �א    הָ  רְָא.    ָר דחְמ לַהַׁ  רָ   א�

,ינָא,  ש� ֹּלחַ ה ּ:כ    בִַאי ְּ   ל� הָ לַח הַּדו�ְִׁ לֵּי, וּמְּ יִ  —מ  
 
‘Ulla was once at the house of R. Nahman. They had a meal and he said grace, and he 
handed the cup of benediction to R. Nahman. R. Nahman said to him: Please send the cup of 
benediction to Yalta. He said to him: Thus said R. Johanan: The fruit of a woman's body is 
blessed only from the fruit of a man's body, since it says, He will also bless the fruit of thy 
body. It does not say the fruit of her body, but the fruit of thy body. It has been taught 
similarly: Whence do we know that the fruit of a woman's body is only blessed from the 
fruit of a man's body? Because it says: He will also bless the fruit of thy body. It does not say 
the fruit of her body, but the fruit of thy body. Meanwhile Yalta heard, (that Ulla had refused 
to send her the cup) and she got up in a passion and went to the wine store and broke four 
hundred jars of wine. R. Nahman said to him: Let the Master send her another cup. He sent 
it to her with a message: All that wine can be counted as a benediction. She returned the 
answer: Gossip comes from pedlars and vermin from rags. 
 
2. The Madwoman in the Rabbi’s Attic: Rereading the Women of the Talmud, Gila 
Fine, 10-12 
"Gossip comes from peddlers and lice from rags," Yalta snaps back, incensed.  Infuriated by 
this rabbinic messenger and his Israelite way, she responds by throwing Ulla's gesture, 
together with as many insults as she possibly can, back in his face: "You, Ulla, are nothing 
but a gossiping, rag-wearing, lice-infested peddler!” Thus far the story of Yalta. At first 
reading, we seem to have before us a classic shrew tale: We have the comedic undertones; 
the violence, both verbal and physical; the pitiable and placating husband; and most 
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importantly, the bad-tempered madwoman, who feels herself scorned and unleashes her 
fury at everyone, and everything, in her path. But is this the story the Talmud is telling? 
 
…A similar point is made by Susi Kaplow in a 1973 essay “Getting Angry, " which discusses 
the fraught relationship between women and anger. When men get angry, claims Kaplow, 
they are indignant; when women get angry, they are irrational. This, too, is a self-fulling 
prophecy.  Dismiss a woman as irrational, ill-tempered, and shrewish, and she will become 
irrational, ill-tempered, and shrewish. 
 
3. Talmud Bavli Niddah 20b 

 .והיכ,לה, וטמי ־ חנה בר בר דרבה לקמיה דמא אייתא ילתא
 מי והיירארִאירוין־סלטרשחבאשטיא :חהכעבי
ל� עדחשהאידילי כיאלה ,כ

Yalta once brought some blood to Rabbah b. Bar Hana who informed her that it was 
unclean. She then took it to R. Isaac the son of Rab Judah who told her that it was clean. But 
how could he act in this manner, seeing that is was taught: If a Sage declared [aught] 
unclean another Sage may not declare it clean; if he forbade anything his colleague may not 
permit it? — At first he (R. Isaac) informed her indeed that it was unclean, but when she 
told him that on every other occasion he (Rabbah) declared such blood as clean, but that on 
the last occasion he had a pain in his eye, he gave her his ruling that it was clean. But are 
women believed in such circumstances? — Yes, and so it was also taught: A woman (who 
does not submit the original blood) is believed when she says, ‘I saw a kind of blood like 
this one (which she produces) but I have lost it.’(and if the blood she submits is clean she 
may be declared clean). 
  
4.  Rachel Adler, Here Comes Skotsl: Renewing Halacha 
The authority passing judgment on women’s blood, Yalta slyly suggests, has a pain in its 
eye, and that is why it mistakenly rules the blood impure. 
 
5.  Maharsha (Samuel Eidels, 1555-1631) Ibid. 

 בעינה נחשב אינו שהרי לה שלח  שלא יין כוס בשביל כעסה שאין להורות דחמרא דני מאה ארבע ותברא ילתא כעסה
.כעסה. לה שלח שלא הברכה כוס על אלא

Yalta was angry and broke four hundred jars of wine to teach that she was not angry 
because of the wine that was not sent to her, as the wine per se was not important to her; 
rather, she was angry because the cup of benediction was not sent to her. 
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6. The Madwoman in the Rabbi’s Attic: Rereading the Women of the Talmud, Gila 
Fine, p 21 
…[W]e may now understand the final line, not as a torrent of abuse, but as Yalta's staking 
her claim to the blessing of childbirth. "Gossip comes from peddlers and lice from rags"; lice, 
according to ancient biology, did not reproduce, but rather spontaneously generated.  Take 
women out of the reproductive equation, says Yalta to Ulla, and you might be able to 
reproduce lice, you might be able to generate gossip. But for any real act of procreation, 
both woman and man, vessel and seed, are necessary. Women might be vessels, but they are 
no less essential to the creation of life. 
 

II.​ God’s Anger 
7. Bereishit 49:7 

י אַפָּם֙ אָר֤וּר ז כִּ֣ ם עָ֔ י וְעֶבְרָתָ֖ תָה כִּ֣ ם קָשָׁ֑ ב אֲחַלְּקֵ֣ ֹ֔ ם בְּיעֲַק }פ{ בְּישְִׂרָאֵלֽ׃ וַאֲפִיצֵ֖
Cursed be their (Shimon and Levi) anger so fierce, And their wrath so relentless. I will 
divide them in Jacob, Scatter them in Israel. 
 
8. Gemara Brachot 7a 

?מְצַלֵּי? מַאי
The Gemara asks: What does God pray? 

,טוֹבִיּהָ, בַּר זוּטְרָא רַב אָמַר  א� ִ הְ ָצוֹ :״י ָנַר פְ ִּל כְִּבְשׁומ ֶַיּ מֲ חַ ֶר ִא סֲ עַ     י  ּנָעי ,וְאֶתנְַהל ב
ּ מִד ְּ רַחֲמִב   סֵ  םֶ  מִ� ןים  ה�  הוּא בְּרִיךְ דְּקוּדְשָׁא קַמֵּיהּ רִתְחָא אִיכָּא וּמִיתַ

 
Rav Zutra bar Tovia said that Rav said: God says: May it be My will that My mercy will 
overcome My anger towards Israel for their transgressions, and may My mercy prevail 
over My other attributes through which Israel is punished, and may I conduct myself 
toward My children, Israel, with the attribute of mercy, and may I enter before them 
beyond the letter of the law.  And is there anger before the Holy One, Blessed be God? 
Can we speak of God using terms like anger? 

,אִין,   ד�   ב�
The Gemara answers: Yes, as it was taught in a baraita, God becomes angry, as it is stated: 
“God vindicates the righteous, God is furious every day” (Psalms 7:12). 
  

.רֶגַע. — זעְַמוֹ וְכַמָּה           ו�      ו�    ו�   ו� ִי ,וְזו ב� ֶגַה ר
 ן �  הל �  ה ן א� ִּלְעה, חו� ּ מִב ׁ הָרָש   דֹיב דַּה ּ:״וְיו ֶלְיו ע

How much time does His anger last? God’s anger lasts a moment. And how long is a 
moment? One fifty-eight thousand, eight hundred and eighty-eighth of an hour, that is 
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a moment. The Gemara adds: And no creature can precisely determine that moment 
when God becomes angry, except for Balaam the wicked, about whom it is written: “He 
who knows the knowledge of the Most High” (Numbers 24:16)... 
 

,ידַָע, הֲוָה לֹא בְּהֶמְתּוֹ דַּעַת הַשְׁתָּא  ד�    ֶּלָ  ?א    ד � ה י�   ן א� ּ �   א �ְ ה�� ׁה �
 ס �.ּ​ ​� אָיְינו�.ּ ְּ ד   לְהו   אָזְכעַמׂרְָאיא נ קַָץ �הַ    בָ מַאא לְמַעַ׳״ . דּ״  דְקֹותעַת

  ״ ? ה׳ ְ קָּדהֶם ה�עָזָר ,אָמַי ר� ךּ בָּרו ָהּוא ל�  יִשְׂר        ש    כי �      הָרי     ב�
    ְַסתּיִָלֵ�ְ כָּע ֹא � ל שֶׁלשֹּׂונְאֵייר רְָא  יד �יִשׂ שָׂרִ ְ ָּפלִיט .ו וּ רַ מָ  ְעםָה לְב לִ   בהָ ֹּ  ֶק
 ָהֵלֹהלֹא עְֹם זֶ א �  ֵּד תָֹ ָּלמַ או זָ וְכם ע    ְַכמ ר� ֶג .ו ּר בַ ר  ִ אָב וְאִית
 ִינ בֲ א   ר�

 
This should not be understood to mean that Balaam was a full-fledged prophet. Now, 
clearly, Balaam did not know the mind of his animal; and he did know the mind of the 
Most High? If he could not understand the rebuke of his donkey, he was certainly unable to 
understand the mind of the Most High.  Rather, this verse from Numbers teaches that 
Balaam was able to precisely determine the hour that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is 
angry. At that moment, Balaam would utter his curse and, through God’s anger, it would be 
fulfilled.  And that is what the prophet said to Israel: “My nation, remember what 
Balak king of Moab advised, and how Balaam, son of Beor, responded; from Shittim to 
Gilgal, so that you may know the righteous acts of the Lord” (Micah 6:5). What is meant by 
the statement: “So that you may know the righteous acts of the Lord”? 

Rabbi Elazar said that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Israel: Know how many 
acts of kindness I performed on your behalf, that I did not become angry during the 
days of Balaam the wicked, for had I become angry, there would have been no 
remnant or survivor remaining among the enemies of Israel, a euphemism for Israel 
itself. Instead, God restrained His anger and Balaam’s curse went unfulfilled.  And that is 
what Balaam said to Balak: “How can I curse whom God has not cursed? And how can 
I condemn whom God has not condemned?” (Numbers 23:8). This verse teaches that all 
those days, God was not angry. 

And how long does His anger last? God’s anger lasts a moment. And how long is a 
moment? Rabbi Avin, and some say Rabbi Avina, said: A moment lasts as long as it takes 
to say it [rega]. 

9.  A Yiddish Folktale: Here Comes Skotsl 
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Once upon a time, women began to resent that men seemed to own the world.  Men got to 
read from the Torah and had all the interesting mitzvoth and all the privileges.  The women 
decided to present their grievance directly to God.  They appointed Skotsl, a clever woman 
and a good speaker, as their representative.  But how was the messenger to be dispatched?  
They decided to make a human tower.  Skotsl was to scale the tower and then pull herself 
into heaven.   They scrambled up on one another’s shoulders, and Skotsl began to climb.  
But somebody shrugged or shifted, and woman tumbled every which way.  When the 
commotion died down, Skotsl had disappeared.  Men went on ruling the world, and nothing 
changed.  But still, the women are hopeful, and that is why, when a woman walks into a 
house, the other women say, “Look, here comes Skotsl.”  And someday, it might really be she. 
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