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Winter Series — Session Two — Hegai, The Chief Eunuch of the Harem

1) Megillat Esther Chapter 2

1) Sometime afterward, when the anger of King Ahasuerus subsided, he
thought of Vashti and what she had done and what had been decreed
against her.

2) The king's servants who attended him said, “Let beautiful young virgins
be sought out for Your Majesty.

3) Let Your Majesty appoint officers in every province of your realm to
assemble all the beautiful young virgins at the fortress

4) Shushan, in the harem under the supervision of Hege, the king'’s
eunuch, guardian of the women. Let them be provided with their
cosmetics.

5) And let the maiden who pleases Your Majesty be queen instead of
Vashti.” The proposal pleased the king, and he acted upon it.

7) And he (Mordechai) adopted Hadassah, that is, Esther, his uncle's
daughter; for she had neither father nor mother, and the maiden was of
beautiful form and beautiful looks; and when her father and mother died,
Mordecai took her for his own daughter

8) So it came to pass, when the king's commandment and his decree was
published, and when many maidens were gathered together unto Shushan
the castle, to the custody of Hegai, that Esther was taken into the king's
house, to the custody of Hegai, keeper of the women.

9) And the maiden pleased him, and she performed kindness before him;
and he speedily gave her ointments, with her portions, and the seven
maidens, who were worthy to be given to her out of the king's house; and
he advanced her and her maidens to the best place in the house of the
women.

15) Now when the turn of Esther, the daughter of Abihail the uncle of
Mordecai, who had taken her for his daughter, was come to go in unto the
king, she required nothing but what Hegai the king's chamberlain, the
keeper of the women, appointed. And Esther obtained favor in the sight of
all them that looked upon her.

16) So Esther was taken unto king Ahasuerus into his house royal in the
tenth month, which is the month Tevet, in the seventh year of his reign.

17) And the king loved Esther above all the women and she performed
grace and favor in his eyes more than all the virgins; so that he set the
royal crown upon her head, and made her queen instead of Vashti.
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2) Malbim Esther 2:3
Meir Leibush Weisser, Warsaw 19t C

Under the Supervision of Hegeh — They should not bring their cosmetics from
their own homes, but rather their cosmetics should be given to them by the
eunuchs. In this way, they will always be subservient to the eunuchs and will
not become haughty in their hearts, unlike Vashti, for whom it was a disgrace

that the king sent to her by the hand of the eunuchs.
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Hegai as Expert

3) Steinsaltz Commentary on Esther 2:9

The young woman was pleasing in his eyes. Hegai, who was in charge
of the women of the royal household, and was familiar with the king’s
tastes, considered Esther a serious candidate for the role of queen.
She exhibited grace before him. In addition to her beauty, he was
charmed by her, and therefore he took special care of her needs: He
hastened to provide her with a supply of cosmetics, and her portions
of food to which she was entitled, and the seven young women it was
requisite to provide her from the king's palace. It was unbecoming for
a candidate for queen of Persia to venture forth by herself, and
therefore she was given seven maidservants. And he elevated her
status, as he promoted her and her young women to the best place of
the harem.
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Hegai as Helper

4) Babylonian Talmud Tractate Megillah 13a

The verse states: “And the seven maids chosen to be given her out of the king's
house” (Esther 2:9). Rava said: She would have a separate maid attend her each
day, and she would count the days of the week by them, so she was always

aware when Shabbat was.

“And he advanced her and her maids to the best place in the house of the

women.”

Rav said: The advancement in the verse signals that he fed her food of Jews,

i.e., kosher food.

And Shmuel said an alternative understanding: The advancement was a well-
intentioned act in that he fed her pig hinds, thinking she would view it as a

delicacy, although in fact they were not kosher.

And Rabbi Yohanan said: He gave her vegetables, which did not pose a problem

with regard to the kosher laws.

And so it states with regard to the kindness done for Daniel and his associates:
“So the steward took away their food and the wine that they should drink; and

gave them vegetables” (Daniel 1:16).
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Hegai as Divine Presence

5) Dr. Erica Brown, Esther: Power, Fate and Fragility in Exile, pp. 235

One compelling explanation for the role of minor characters is theological. People who describe the book’s
central miracle as its reversal of fortune for the Jews of the Persian Empire build their case on dozens of
unlikely scenarios with a lightning-fast sense of cause and effect, propagates by a staple of unlikely figures
who make brief appearances and then disappear as quickly as they appeared, simply in order to facilitate
the next event. Traveling back in time, one who observed the chain of events might bring with this narrative
glue: has this not happened, that would not have happened, tracing it all back to the Prime Mover. God is, in
this reading, the catalyst and coagulant who is represented by the string of minor characters. Humans take
the foreground, God takes the background, but, of course, it is God who has made all the events happen
along the way.
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