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Midrash

ON GENESIS 6:16

Whatlit Noah's ark through a

year of darkness

Bereshit Rabbah 31:11

The sages debate the meaning of the tzohar (bright item) Noah
was commanded to place in the ark, with Rabbi Abba bar Kahana
identifying it as a window and Rabbi Levi as a luminous precious
stone that signaled day and night by its dimness or brightness.
Further detail is given regarding the ark's internal structure—its
many compartments, the tapering upper cubit, and its three
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stories divided among refuse, the pure animals with Noah and

his sons, and the impure animals—while Rabbi Yitzhak derives from the side-placed entrance a practical
halachah (law) that a large room's doorway should be set to the side rather than the center. The passage
closes by noting that the word taaseha ("you shall craft it") implies that the ark itself participated in its own

construction.

“You shall make a bright item for the ark, and to a
cubit you shall complete it at the top, and the
entrance of the ark you shall place at its side; with
lower, second-level, and third stories you shall craft
it” (Genesis 6:15). “You shall make a bright item
[tzohar] for the ark” - Rabbi Hunya, Rabbi Pinhas,
Rabbi Hanin, and Rabbi Hoshaya did not disagree
about this. Rabbi Abba bar Kahana and Rabbi Levi
did disagree. Rabbi Abba bar Kahana said: It was a
window. Rabbi Levi said: It was a [luminous]
precious stone.

Rabbi Pinhas said in the name of Rabbi Levi: All
twelve months that Noah was in the ark, he needed
neither the light of the sun during the day nor the
light of the moon at night; rather, he had a precious
stone that he had suspended. When it was dim he
knew that it was day, and when it shined brightly he
knew that it was night.

Rabbi Huna said: We were once fleeing from
enemy troops in a cave in Tiberias, and we had lamps
with us. When they were dim, we knew that it was
day, and when they shined brightly, we knew that it
was night. “And to a cubit you shall complete it at the
top” - Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Nehemya, Rabbi
Yehuda says: There were three hundred and sixty
compartments in it [the ark], each one ten cubits by
ten cubits, and two four-cubit aisles with chambers
on one side and the other side, and again chambers
on one side and the other side, and two cubits [for
two additional aisles] on either side. Rabbi Nehemya
said: There were nine hundred compartments in it,
each compartment being six cubits by six cubits, and
three aisles, each four cubits, with chambers on one
side and on the other side, and two cubits [for two
additional aisles] on each of the sides. According to
the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda it is difficult and
according to the opinion of Rabbi Nehemya it is
difficult.
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Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Nehemya, Rabbi Yehuda
says: Like the cubit below, so was the cubit above -
“and by the cubit you shall complete it at the top.”
Rabbi Nehemya said: It was [built] like a kind of
vault continuously inclining as it ascended, until it
reached its single cubit, as it is stated: “and to a
cubit...” “And the entrance of the ark you shall place
at its side” — Rabbi Yitzhak said: The Torah gives you
instruction about practical matters: If a person
builds a large room that is ten by ten cubits [or
more], one should place its doorway entrance off to
the side.
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“Lower, second-level, and third stories you shall
craft it” - the lower ones [compartments] were for
refuse, the second-level ones were for him, his sons
and the pure animals, and the upper ones were for
the impure animals. Some exchange this: The lower
ones were for the impure animals, the second-level
ones for him, his sons and the pure animals, and the
upper ones for the refuse. How would he do this?
There was a partitioned opening and he would sweep
it to the side.

“You shall craft it [taaseha]” - it [the ark], too,
assisted [in building] itself.
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