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SOURCES & RESOURCES

THE MIDNIGHT SONG: NOCTURNAL TORAH 
STUDY IN SOLITUDE

S ince the advent of electric lights, “burning the midnight oil” has 
become an idiom emptied of its original meaning. Anyone can, and 
many (against their will) do, work late into the night. The notion 

that there is a unique verb to describe working at night by lamplight, to 
“elucubrate,” seems foreign to a generation that sends and receives work 
emails on smartphones at all hours. However, it was specifi cally in a world 
where such efforts were rare that the aggadot paint a picture of the excep-
tional opportunity posed by nocturnal Torah study:

Reish Lakish says: With regard to anyone who occupies himself with 
Torah at night, the Holy One, blessed be He, extends a thread of kind-
ness over him by day, as it is stated: “By day, the Lord will command His 
kindness, and in the night His song shall be with me” (Psalms 42:9). The 
verse is understood as follows: What is the reason that by day, the Lord 
will command His kindness to extend over him? It is due to the fact that 
in the night His song is with me, i.e., he occupies himself at night with 
Torah, which is referred to as a song (Avoda Zara 3b).1

Torah study is often understood as the paradigmatic intellectual path-
way to approach God. Comparing Torah to song does not always reso-
nate, although according to some commentaries God does just this in His 
closing commands to Moses.2 In the passage above, however, the Talmud 
seems to identify Torah study, or more specifi cally, nighttime Torah study, 
as a song or prayer. The use of this image is not exclusive to this passage. 

1 All elucidated Talmud translations are adapted from the Koren-Steinsaltz edition, 
available on Sefaria.org. 

2 Deut. 31:19, according to Sanhedrin 21b.
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Rabbi Yirmiya ben Elazar uses this metaphor for Torah while outlining its 
protective powers: “R. Yirmiya ben Elazar said: Any house in which the 
words of Torah are heard at night will never be destroyed, as it is stated: 
‘But none says: Where is God my Maker, Who gives songs in the night’ 
(Job 35:10)” (Eruvin 18b).

Describing the Torah as song does not exhaust the activities to which 
nighttime Torah learning is equated. Rav Yohanan (Menahot 110a and 
Midrash Tehillim 134) explains that “those who stand in the house of 
God at night” (Psalms 134:1) indicates that Torah study at night is equiv-
alent to performance of the Temple service. Per the Gemara we began 
with, this dimension grants the nighttime student with Divine grace. 

Rambam, building on these passages, claims that most of a person’s 
wisdom is gained at night, and it is specifi cally through such study that 
one is granted the “crown of Torah”:

Although it is a commandment to study by day and by night, one only 
acquires most of his wisdom at night. Therefore, one who desires to at-
tain the crown of the Torah should take care all of his nights, not to 
spend even one of them in sleeping, eating, drinking, conversation, or in 
like matters, but in study of the Torah and in matters of wisdom. (Laws 
of Talmud Torah 3:13, modifi ed Glazer translation).

What is unique about nighttime Torah study? What does it mean that 
only one who engages in nocturnal study will merit the crown of Torah? 

In addition to these general questions, glorifi cation of nighttime study 
also creates a tension. The study of Torah, as described in the Talmud and as 
experienced by Jews throughout the generations, has been a communal one.3 
The centrality of the havruta, the study partner, is detailed and celebrated 
throughout the Talmud. R. Yohanan even desires death after the loss of his 
havruta, Reish Lakish (Bava Metzia 84a). In a series of Aggadic comments, 
the Talmud (Ta’anit 7a) decries those who study alone, claiming they will fail 
to gain wisdom, become foolish, and indeed are considered sinners.

The Mishna (Avot 3:6), while it understands that God is present even 
when a person studies alone, assumes that this is novel. The paradigmatic 
Torah study takes place in groups, and thus it is there that God’s presence 
is most obvious:

Rabbi Halafta of Kefar Hanania said: when ten sit together and occupy 
themselves with Torah, the Shekhina abides among them, as it is said: 
“God stands in the congregation of God” (Psalm 82:1). How do we 

3 See discussion of Jeffrey Rubenstein’s approach below.
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know that the same is true even of fi ve? As it is said: “This band of His 
He has established on earth” (Amos 9:6) [...] How do we know that the 
same is true even of one? As it is said: “In every place where I cause my 
name to be mentioned I will come unto you and bless you” (Exodus 20:21).

Additionally, the Gemara describes the intense “enmity” that can be gen-
erated by learning in pairs, revelling in the love that emerges from these 
initial battles—so unique are Talmudic debates (Kiddushin 30b).

When one imagines the elucubrated scholar, poring over texts by 
candlelight, no one else joins him. Does the Talmud’s celebration of this 
study offer an alternative picture, one in which there is an aspect of Torah 
study that can only be achieved in solitude?

Before answering these questions, we must survey the various state-
ments in Hazal about nocturnal study. Rav Yehuda, for one, felt that 
night should be used for its intended purpose—sleep:

R. Yehuda said: Night was created only for sleep. Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish 
said: The moon was created only for Torah study by its light. When people 
said to Rabbi Zeira: Your teachings are exceedingly sharp, he said to them: 
They were formulated during the daytime hours. This teaches that Torah 
study during the day is most benefi cial to clarity of the mind (Eruvin 65a).

However, Rav Hisda felt that night could be redirected.

Rav Hisda’s daughter said to her father, R. Hisda, who would spend his 
nights in study: Doesn’t the master wish to sleep a little? He said to her: 
Days that are long in quantity but short in the opportunity to study 
Torah and perform mitzvot will soon arrive, and we will sleep a lot. After 
I die, there will be more than enough time for sleep. (ibid.)

The continuation of this passage promises divine protection for those 
who exert themselves and utilize the night for Torah, in the quote men-
tioned above from Rabbi Yirmiya ben Elazar.4

4 Other sources, rather than emphasizing the positive, imply that those who do not 
take advantage of nighttime Torah, beyond forfeiting extra Godly fortifi cation, are 
actually endangering themselves: “Rabbi Hanania ben Hakinai said: One who wakes 
up at night, or walks on the way alone and turns his heart to idle matters, behold, 
this man is mortally guilty” (Avot 3:4). Rabbi Yehuda Leib Alter comments in his 
Sefat Emet on this Mishna by bridging the above sources. He argues that it is only at 
night that one who fails to study Torah endangers himself. However, this is because 
the Gemara in Eruvin sets up the only two legitimate possible purposes of night—for 
sleep or Torah study. To be awake without learning is to squander all potential in this 
time period, thus warranting punishment.
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The Gemara pushes this farther, arguing that taking advantage of this 
time grants the student divine grace. To what does this refer? Maharsha 
contends that the Gemara merely promises that God will negate the 
potential harms that come from remaining awake all night.5 As people 
short on sleep tend to be irritable, which in turn leads to damaging their 
interpersonal interactions, God promises to counter this and make the 
relationships of the Torah student healthier rather than weaker. In this 
interpretation, Maharsha follows Rashi in claiming that the grace described 
is in the eyes of others. Netziv, on the other hand, argues that God com-
mits to listening to this person’s prayers, to give the student of Torah 
grace in the eyes of God.6

Maharsha’s logic is based on a simple measure for measure—if a person 
exerts himself in the service of God, the consequences of his effort will be 
positive rather than negative.7 Netziv’s argument, however, seems textually 
more fi delitous though conceptually diffi cult. The word “song” refers to 
prayer, and it is logical that if Torah study at night is considered prayer 
that the reward for engaging in such activities would be the acceptance of 
those supplications. However, this does not answer why this is the case. 

Transformative Torah Study

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik offers an answer that explains both Rambam’s 
contention that such study grants one the “crown of Torah,” as well as 
the link to song.8 He notes that according to the Mishna (Avot 4:13), 
there are three crowns—that of royalty, priesthood, and Torah, with the 
latter surpassing the other two. A king and a high priest, in addition to 
have added responsibilities and powers, experience a transformation of 
their personal status, becoming holier and more elevated. R. Soloveitchik 
argues that Rambam is emphasizing that transformative Torah study, that 
which grants one a crown, primarily takes place at night. 

He explains that this Torah study has an added dimension—it is not 
only intellectual, but it is “worship of the heart,” similar to prayer.9 While 

5 Hiddushei Aggadot, Avoda Zara 3b, s.v. kol.
6 Meromei Sadeh, ibid., s.v. kol.
7 Netziv in several places argues that God promises that those who follow the 

Torah when it commands violence will be prevented from becoming cruel, though 
that is usually a result of violent activity. See, for example Ha’amek Davar, Numbers 
25:12 and Deuteronomy 13:18. Structurally, this is similar to Maharsha’s argument, 
though Netziv does not invoke it in this context. 

8 Shiurim le-Zekher Abba Mari Z”l, vol. 2, 12–22.
9 Rambam, Sefer ha-Mitzvot, aseh 5 notes that both study and prayer can be 

considered worship of the heart.
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all mitzvot require one to channel the heart in a general sense these two 
commandments are more intense. By speaking to God, either through 
prayer or Torah study, one accepts the yoke of God’s kingdom. Further-
more, R. Soloveitchik claims that, in a sense, Torah study is a form of 
laying out one’s requests before God, though, he contends, in an almost 
opposite way from prayer. In prayer, one explicitly details his needs. In 
Torah study, one recognizes that in truth, one need not detail his needs 
for God, as God knows all. While R. Soloveitchik does not explain why 
Torah is an implicit request for God to provide that which man needs 
without explicit requests, one could suggest that his engaging in God’s 
word, trying to understand how God’s will is expressed in this world, he 
is accepting that God understands what is best for man better than man 
does himself, thus meriting that God provide without being asked. 
Finally, both prayer and Torah study express praise of God. In prayer, this 
is explicit. In Torah study, it is implicit in the process of engaging with the 
word of God. 

It is these added aspects that change the essence of the learner. Both 
Torah study and prayer can express acceptance of the yoke of God’s reign, 
thus sanctifying the person engaged in these religious acts. While all study 
has some element of this, R. Soloveitchik argues that nighttime study 
expresses these aspects more deeply.10

Rabbi Meir Simha of Dvinsk offers a complementary idea from 
another angle.11 He notes that while some Temple service was performed 
at night, it never began at night. He claims that God’s revelation in the 
Temple always began during the day and could only continue into the 
night. Yet, the Talmud equates nighttime study with Temple service. 
How can this be, if service could not be initiated at night? R. Meir Simha 
argues that service requires God’s presence, which is manifest in the Tem-
ple during the day, when the doors of the Temple are open. Service at 
night can only build on that revelation, but not initiate a new one. In 
contrast, nighttime study brings God’s presence down even beginning at 
night, without relying on daytime study, allowing it to accomplish what 
sacrifi ce cannot. Connecting this to R. Soloveitchik, it may be this inten-
sity of God’s presence that elevates the person.

Why does nocturnal study take on this role, sanctifying the person 
and bringing him into God’s presence? To answer this, we turn to our 
other question—do these statements about nocturnal study, and its 

10 R. Soloveitchik does not explain why this is so; I am attempting to provide sug-
gestions. 

11 Meshekh Hokhma, Leviticus 3:2, fi rst answer.
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presumed solitary nature, challenge the primacy of communal engage-
ment in Torah?

Perhaps not. It is possible that the Talmud ideally prefers a lecture or 
havruta, and indeed many excellent Torah has been studied by havrutot 
during extended “night seder.” This study is precious simply because at 
night, most people sleep. By burning the midnight oil, people gain extra 
time, quantitatively, and express deeper commitment by going beyond 
the norm.12 As Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote in “The Ladder of 
St. Augustine”:

The heights by great men reached and kept
Were not attained by sudden fl ight,
But they, while their companions slept,
Were toiling upward in the night.

Even if most people learning at night do so alone, that does not negate 
the ideal of joint study. If personal study at night is blessed, then perhaps 
the Torah of study partners would be even greater. For example, it has 
been reported that Rabbi Avraham Price of Toronto would discuss much 
of his most diffi cult Torah questions on the phone with Rabbi Yosef 
Eliyahu Henkin in the dead of night, when these two great scholars, but 
few others, remained awake.13

However, this analysis seems insuffi cient. The Talmud is likely aware 
that most study at night is indeed alone. Thus, it is at least plausible, if not 
likely, that the solitude of these hours is part of the point. If so, this would 
introduce a less recognized kind of Torah study.

Drawing on many sources discussed above about the value of havru-
tot, Jeffrey Rubenstein claims that the Bavli unreservedly prioritized com-
munal over private study.14 However, he contends that the Yerushalmi 
seemingly diverges from the Bavli, pointing out the absence of similar 
sources praising havruta study in the Yerushalmi. Additionally, the 
Yerushalmi (Berakhot 5:1) cites Rav Yohanan of Anatot who states that, 
“a covenant is sealed, that one who studies in private (be-tzina) will not 
quickly forget his study. What is the reason? ‘And the wisdom is with the 
private (tzenu’im)’ (Proverbs 11:2).” Rubenstein suggests that if indeed 

12 See, however, Taz (Even HaEzer 25) who criticizes those who sleep so little that 
they lose concentration in their learning. He argues that scholars who choose to sleep 
more to ensure that their Torah study will be as effective in less time than their sleep-
deprived colleagues lack nothing spiritually. 

13 This anecdote was relayed to me by Dr. Samuel Silberberg. 
14 Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2003), 51–53. 



TRADITION

34

the Yerushalmi does not believe the studying with a partner is inherently 
superior to learning alone, it is more likely to celebrate, rather than de-
nounce one who studies in private. Nonetheless, “[t]his praise of private 
study seems at odds with the denunciations in the Bavli.”15 

However, there are two reasons to reject Rubenstein’s analysis. First, 
as noted above, the reality that the Talmud consistently praises one who 
studies at night, who is almost defi nitely alone, raises the possibility that 
while the Bavli certainly valued group study, it also understood that study 
in solitude offered its own unique possibilities. Thus, to fully explore the 
uniqueness of study at night, one must draw on the understanding of-
fered for the Yerushalmi’s value of “be-tzina.” To support our contention 
that such an analysis can plausibly work within the Bavli, it is worth not-
ing that the statement of the Yerushalmi is codifi ed by Rambam (Hilkhot 
Talmud Torah 3:12) and Shulhan Arukh (Yoreh De’ah 246:22), indicat-
ing that they understood the Yerushalmi’s comments to be in consonance 
with the Bavli. 

Secondly, there is an explicit passage in the Bavli that seems to simi-
larly praise study in private: 

In the school of Rav Anan it was taught: What is the meaning of that 
which is written: “The hidden of your thighs” (Song of Songs 7:2)? Why 
are matters of Torah likened to a thigh? It is to tell you that just as the 
thigh is always concealed, covered by clothes, so too, matters of Torah are 
optimal when recited in private and not in public. 
And this is what Rabbi Elazar said: What is the meaning of that which is 
written: “It has been told you, O man, what is good, and what the Lord 
does require of you; only to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8)? “To do justly”—this is justice. “To 
love mercy”—this is acts of kindness. “To walk humbly with your God”—
this is referring to taking the indigent dead out for burial and accompany-
ing a poor bride to her wedding canopy, both of which must be performed 
without fanfare. 

The Gemara summarizes: 

And are these matters not inferred a fortiori? If, with regard to matters 
that tend to be conducted in public, as the multitudes participate in fu-
nerals and weddings, the Torah says: Walk humbly, then in matters that 
tend to be conducted in private, e.g., giving charity and studying Torah, 
all the more so should they be conducted privately (Sukka 49b).

15 Ibid., 53. 
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Rubenstein’s analysis of the Yerushalmi hangs on understanding the 
word tzina as “in private.” However, one can understand be-tzina as 
meaning non-ostentatiously. Rubenstein here, like many traditional com-
mentaries that we explore below, followed the interpretation offered 
above, namely, “alone and in private,” leading to the tension that must be 
resolved. There are good linguistic reasons for this interpretation. While 
in modern speech tzeni’ut refers to modesty, in the Talmud it seems to 
refer more specifi cally to privacy, though that privacy is often an expres-
sion of modesty. Hence, Jastrow translates tzeni’uta as “secrecy, retire-
ment.” Thus, it is often used with no moral overtones, such as in Eruvin 
26a when walls constructed for tzeni’ut refer simply to impermanent 
walls that are constructed for purposes such as shade from the sun. So-
kollof translates similarly, as “privacy, modesty,” and the verb form as “to 
rebuke, hide, put aside; to hide, conceal.”16 In Even-Shoshan’s dictionary 
(be-tzina), he specifi cally translates this passage in the Yerushalmi as “in 
private,” noting that this follows the Talmudic use of the word, as in San-
hedrin 26b where tzina is the opposite of farhesia (public). 

However, it is possible that in this passage the word refers to humility 
rather than privacy, based on the source text from Proverbs. In Tanakh, 
the meaning of tzeni’ut is less clear. For example, the root appears in 
Micah (6:8), where man is demanded to walk “ve-hatzne’a lekhet” with 
God, often translated as “humbly.” However, Malbim and Metzudat 
Tzion contend that the word means “secret”—that one should hide him-
self from God. Rashi (second interpretation) follows this translation as 
well, explaining that while people normally who are humiliated in front of 
a crowd will demand an apology in front of that same crowd, man is 
called upon to be like God and be appeased with a private apology. Ibn 
Ezra seems to translate similarly, by understanding that to ve-hatzne’a 
lekhet means to walk with God “alone.” 

In the most relevant source, however, Proverbs 11:2, the prooftext of 
the Yerushalmi (cited in Rambam and Shulkhan Arukh as well) the word 
tzenu’im according to many commentaries does seem to mean “humble 
ones.” Take for example the JPS (1985) translation: “When arrogance 
appears, disgrace follows, but wisdom is with those who are unassum-
ing.” This translation is accepted in the Da’at Mikra as well, though it is 
noted that this word does not appear elsewhere, and this translation is 
unique. However, Metzudat Tzion argues that here the word means pri-
vate – “those who hide themselves because of their great humility.” Ibn 

16 Michael Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine 
Period (Bar Ilan University Press, 1990), 467.
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Ezra is not entirely clear. He explains this refers to people “who will toler-
ate the disgrace and not respond; the tzenu’im are those who are ashamed 
to sin, such as hatzne’a lekhet.” While it sounds like he explains this phrase 
to mean shame-faced, rather than private, he could mean that due to the 
shame they will not sin when they can be seen. As noted, he connects this 
verse to the above verse in Proverbs where he did seem to focus on pri-
vacy. Radak in his comments to the verse in Micah points to the Talmudic 
passage (Suka 49b) that encourages studying in private, ba-seter, cited 
above. In that passage, as in the Yerushalmi, it is unclear whether the fo-
cus is privacy or lack of fanfare. In this passage, the latter example clearly 
refers to privacy per se. One gives charity in secret so no one knows. 
However, the passage here seems to understand hatzne’a lekhet as mean-
ing without fanfare (as noted in the Koren elucidation above), as accom-
panying the dead or a bride are done in public. However, when the 
Gemara connects this to Torah, it is unclear whether the focus is that it 
should be done humbly are privately. Rashi (s.v. hamukei) writes that “the 
honor of the Torah is in tzina, not sitting and studying at the high places 
of the city, nor to teach the students in the marketplace, as it says in Mo’ed 
Katan 16a.” Maharsha argues that it means studying in private, contrast-
ing it with study be-farhesi’a. Rabbi Ya’akov Ettlinger takes a middle ap-
proach, arguing that the passage teaches that some Torah should be 
taught publicly, and other in small groups.17 This understanding could be 
used to explain that the word tzina in the Yerushalmi refers to private 
study, but not study in isolation.

Thus, one could understand the Yerushalmi and Bavli’s praise of 
study be-tzina or ba-seter as meaning either non-ostentatiously, or per-
haps in small groups. Either way, this would not posit a value of study in 
solitude. However, many commentaries understand these passages as 
praising solitude, following the common use of the word tzina. Combin-
ing this with their understanding of the value placed on nocturnal study, 
a vision of a unique kind of Torah emerges, which we explore below. 

Night: A Time of Modesty

The fi rst aspect to explore is the lack of fanfare that comes from secret 
nighttime study. This approach is emphasized, for example, by R. Meir 
Simha of Dvinsk (cited above). While Torah study is always meaningful, 
even if one has less than full intent (assuming he does not have negative 
intentions), Torah study done without extraneous motives is the ideal.18 

17 Arukh la-Ner, s.v. af divrei.
18 See Berakhot 17a, Pesahim 50b, Nazir 23a, Sota 22a, Horayot 10b with rishonim. 
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By studying when no one will know, one engages in an act that is not 
done for honor, and thus allows one to connect to God more deeply. 

The emphasis on the purity of study done without outside spectators 
is how Rabbi Pinchas Teitz understood the comments of the Yerushalmi.19 
He addressed this issue following the beginning of his legendary radio 
shiurim, beginning in January 1953.20 He was challenged by many for a 
variety of reasons, including making Torah accessible to non-Jews. Among 
the problems raised was that the Bavli records a decree of Rabbi Yehuda 
ha-Nasi against study in the marketplace, which R. Teitz’s detractors took 
as a prohibition against teaching Torah to an unlimited public. The pas-
sage in question is as follows:

On another occasion, R. Yehuda ha-Nasi decreed that students not be 
taught in the marketplace but only in a study hall. What verse did he ex-
pound to serve as the basis for this decree? The verse states: “Your 
rounded thighs are like jewels, the work of the hands of an artist” (Song 
of Songs 7:2). Just as a thigh is ordinarily hidden and kept covered with 
clothes, so too, the words of Torah, which are “the work of the hands of 
an artist,” i.e., God, must remain hidden in the study hall. (Mo’ed Katan 
16a-b)

Despite R. Yehuda ha-Nasi’s decree, Rabbi Hiyya went out and taught 
his two nephews, Rav and Rabba bar Bar Hana, in the marketplace. 
R. Yehuda ha-Nasi heard what he had done and became angry with him.

R. Teitz, however, responded that this issue at hand is not the size of 
the audience participating in the Torah study, but the number of specta-
tors observing (and thus potentially honoring) the student of Torah. 
Thus, a lecture broadcast to many people sitting in the privacy of their 
homes would not run afoul of this passage—rather, it would represent an 
ideal. To support this, he pointed to Meiri, who writes that the value 
represented by this Gemara is not unique to Torah study. Rather, all mitz-
vot should be done with little fanfare, and for the purest of motives.21 
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (Iggerot Moshe, Even ha-Ezer 3:12), without com-
menting on the Yerushalmi, understands the Bavli similarly. Torah study 
at night, it can be argued, is merely another instance of this, or perhaps its 
most common instantiation. 

19 “Limmud Torah Me-al Galei HaRadio Be-Sefat Nekhar,” HaPardes 28:10 
(1954), 1-7. 

20 For more on this, see Rivkah Teitz Blau, Learn Torah, Love Torah, Live Torah: 
HaRav Mordechai Pinchas Teitz, the Quintessential Rabbi (Ktav, 2001), chapter 10. 

21 Bet ha-Behira, Mo’ed Katan 16b, s.v. divrei.
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Meshekh Hokhma pushes his analysis further, seeing value in privacy 
beyond mere humility. He contends that Torah study done for a purpose 
other than the mitzva itself and the connection it creates generates de-
layed gratifi cation. If one studies for honor, then he must study for a 
signifi cant period of time before he can achieve the greatness that will 
secure him his goal, thus minimizing his enjoyment of the study. How-
ever, Meshekh Hokhma claims that we can assume those who study at 
night, when no one else sees, do not care about any such goal. Maharsha 
(s.v. af divrei Torah) understands the value attributed to Torah study in 
private in Suka similarly. They are studying for no external reasons, and 
thus their enjoyment is intrinsic to the process of study. The lack of exter-
nal goals refl ects and generates a deeper, more intimate, study of the 
Torah. This experience is heightened by one who studies when it is hard. 
Thus, these goals can be accomplished uniquely in the solitude of night. 

Perhaps, however, there is more at stake. The power of the night has 
been recognized by many thinkers, artists, inventors. They capture as-
pects of hazal’s conviction that studying at night can be transformative. 
Being alone, they describe, allows for a level of self-revelation that is hin-
dered by the presence of others. Franz Kafka was once asked by his fi ancé 
to watch him write. Kafka responded as follows:

You once said that you would like to sit beside me while I write. Listen, 
in that case I could not write at all. For writing means revealing oneself 
to excess; that utmost of self-revelation and surrender, in which a human 
being, when involved with others, would feel he was losing himself, and 
from which, therefore, he will always shrink as long as he is in his right 
mind—for everyone wants to live as long as he is alive—even the degree 
of self-revelation and surrender is not enough for writing. Writing that 
springs from the surface of existence—when there is no other way and 
deeper wells have dried up—is nothing, and collapses the moment a truer 
emotion makes the surface shake. That is why one can never be alone 
enough when one writes, why there can never be enough silence around one 
when one writes, why even night is not night enough.22

Perhaps nighttime study allows not only for intellectual achievement, but 
allows also for one to develop insights that are truly his own, that refl ect 
the core of his identity. This is indeed transformative.

22 Franz Kafka, Letters to Felice, ed., Erich Heller and Jürgen Born (Schocken 
Books, 1973), 156; quoted in Anthony Storr, Solitude: A Return to the Self (Free 
Press, 2005), 103, emphasis added. See also Susan Cain, Quiet: The Power of Introverts 
in A World That Can’t Stop Talking (Crown Publishers, 2012), 86.
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Steven Wosniak, the pioneering inventor of the personal computer, 
describes how (at least for many) true creativity is only possible in solitude.

Most inventors and engineers I’ve met are like me—they’re shy and they 
live in their heads. They’re almost like artists. In fact, the very best of 
them are artists. And artists work best alone where they can control an 
invention’s design without a lot of other people designing it for market-
ing or some other committee. I don’t believe anything really revolution-
ary has been invented by committee…. If you’re that rare engineer who’s 
an inventor and also an artist, I’m going to give you some advice that 
might be hard to take. That advice is: Work alone. You’re going to be 
best able to design revolutionary products and features if you’re working 
on your own. Not on a committee. Not on a team.23

As Susan Cain in her ode to introversion, Quiet: The Power of Introverts 
in A World That Can’t Stop Talking, aptly summarizes, he achieved this 
revolution practically when working into the night.

Wozniak did most of the work inside his cubicle at Hewlett Packard. 
He’d arrive around 6:30 am and, alone in the early morning, read engi-
neering magazines, study chip manuals, and prepare designs in his head. 
After work, he’d go home, make a quick spaghetti or TV dinner, then 
drive back to the offi ce and work late into the night. He describes this 
period of quiet midnights and solitary sunrises as “the biggest high ever.” 
His efforts paid off on the night of June 29, 1975 at around 10:00 pm 
when Woz fi nished building a prototype of his machine. He hit a few keys 
on the keyboard—and letters appeared on the screen in front of him. It 
was the sort of breakthrough moment that most of us can only dream of. 
And he was alone when it happened.24

A version of these ideas is found in the comments of Rabbi Yisakhar 
Tamar (Alei Tamar, Berakhot 5:1) on the value of private Torah study. He 
argues that while communal study sharpens one’s learning, one cannot 
truly focus and gather his thoughts until he is alone.25 This point is bol-
stered by a comment by Professor Yaakov Sussman. He argues that Torah 

23 Steve Wozniak with Gina Smith, iWoz: Computer Geek to Cult Icon (W.W. Norton, 
2007). 290–292. 

24 Susan Cain, Quiet, 73.
25 In yet another answer, he notes that the Talmud claims that blessing is only 

found in that which is “hidden from the eye” (Ta’anit 8b, Bava Metzi’a 42a). Thus, 
private study is granted a unique blessing. A full understanding of this approach re-
quires an analysis of those comments in the Talmud, presented in the context of 
material wealth.
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study that this referred to by the verb root “yud-gimmel-ayin” refers 
specifi cally to the repetitive review of one’s Torah, rather than analysis, 
specifi cally identifying this passage in Yerushalmi. Thus, it could be that 
analysis is better done in groups, while memorization is ideally done 
alone.26

While the above suggestions provide naturalistic explanations for the 
benefi t of nighttime study, Rabbi Soloveitchik claims that the creativity 
that one is granted at night is a Divine gift, a product of the “crown of 
Torah” being bestowed upon him, rather than merely the product of in-
creased focus. 

Rabbi Chaim Yitzchak Kaplan (the current mashgiah of Yeshivat 
Hevron), however, assumes that this is neither merely practical nor a 
Divine gift. It is, as Kafka suggested, about self-revelation. Rabbi Kaplan 
explicitly connects this celebration of private study in the Yerushalmi to 
the Bavli’s praise of nighttime study. At night one “returns to himself.” 
He notes that the Yerushalmi’s comments follow two other exhortations, 
that the Torah can only truly be with one who “weakens himself over it” 
and “kills himself over it” by avoiding excessive physical pleasures. Taken 
together, Rabbi Kaplan suggests that one must truly return to his true 
self, unencumbered by commitments to pleasure or even sleep, to inter-
nalize the Torah.27 

To phrase it slightly differently, perhaps Torah studied at night can 
help transform one religiously and ethically, as the solitude allows God’s 
voice to penetrate without distraction. As Anthony Storr puts it, “The 
capacity to be alone is a valuable resource when changes of mental atti-
tude are required.”28 Whether this is because one hears God’s voice, or 
taps into his own, the silence of the night enables this in ways that the 
crowded daylight hours do not. 

Beyond the devotion that is expressed by sleep deprivation, there is a 
physiological aspect to explain the creative and transformative powers of 
the night. As Cain colorfully describes:

When I was a child at summer camp, I noticed a strange pattern. I was 
horribly homesick fi rst thing in the morning, often waking up with a 
stomach ache. But as the day wore on, the homesickness faded. By night-
time, I was carefree and having a grand time. Each night, I was sure I’d 
wake up the next morning feeling just as strong. But the homesickness 

26 Yaakov Sussman, “Oral Torah—As It Sounds: The Power of the Point of the 
Yud” [Hebrew], Mehkirei ha-Talmud 3 (2005), 249, n. 17.

27 Yarhon HaOtzar, vol. 1 (5777), 55–57. 
28 See Anthony Storr, Solitude: A Return to the Self, 29.
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always came back. Back then I couldn’t explain this pattern, but I can 
now. Cortisol. Cortisol is a stress hormone, and it peaks in the morning 
and steadily dissipates throughout the day. For some of us, these peaks 
and falls are especially pronounced. So while you probably think most 
clearly fi rst thing in the morning, you may be at your least inhibited at 
night. I’ve noticed that interesting turns of phrase and associative leaps 
come much more easily in the evening hours. And indeed creativity re-
searchers believe that a relaxed brain, a brain that is not in the grip of 
anxiety or blocked by other psychological barriers, is a more creative brain.29

Taken together, it seems that some great thinkers have recognized 
the power of the night, which when utilized for Torah, grants nocturnal 
learning the ability to transform the person who studies Torah in those 
quiet moments. As the human body is least inhibited, the human spirit 
most alone, with no one around to impress, the deepest expressions of 
the self emerge. By dedicating those unique moments to engaging in the 
word of God, one accepts the yoke of heaven, becomes worthy of the 
crown of Torah, and in turn is granted Divine grace. This is true, even 
without minimizing all the benefi ts that sunshine and community offer to 
our religious practice and study. 

29 www.huffingtonpost.com/susan-cain/putting-yourself-out-there-tips_b_
5019024.html


