
r INSTRUCTIONS FROM AU11i0R TO LIBRARY Fml THESES ANO PRIZE ESSAYS 

AUTao•~2a<"'"';J _ R s'v-. .. i .• .r 
TITLE f--~t'!> !)'\ .j~ s\'\ {.,..)\rl~.$ A ~~.ue. O h ~ 

£ \~. c-..l 

TYPE OF THESI S: Ph.D. ( D. H.L. [ Rabbinic lvf 

l. 

2. 

May circulate 

Is restricted 

Master's 

c/i 
Prize Essay [ 

) Not necessary 
) for Ph.D . 

for _ _ years. ) thesis • 
Note: The Library shal l respect restrictions placed on t heses 

or prize essays for a period of no more than ten years. 

I understand that the Library may make a photocopy of my thes i s 
for securi ty purposes. 

3. The Library may sell photocopies of my t hesis . 

Date 

Lib rary 
Record 

ye s no 

Microfilmed {,, U 'f / 9 7 
Date I I 

. 
7-rJa-<<-.L.z, ~~ 

Signature of Library Staff Member 

• 



Fables in Jewish Writings: 

A Perspective on the Social, Moral and Ethical 

Lessons of Animals in Literature 

by Zachary Rootberg Shapiro 

• 

Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirement s 

f o r Ordination 

Referee: Dr. Susan Einbinder 

, -
Hebrew Union Colleqe - Jewish Institute of Religion 

1997 



"Had the Torah not been given us , we would learn modesty 

from cats, honest toil from ants , chastity from doves , and 

gallantry from cocks .ff 

- J~hanan b. Nappaha. Talmud: Erubin , lOOb 

This thesis is about how to be moral and ethical; it is 

about how to be alive. Animals in their kingdoms teach us how to 

be human in our communities. In researching and in.writing this 

thesis , I began to recognize specif1c individuals, friends, in 

some of the animals of these rich fables. I have found guidance, 

learned wisdom, and reaped ethical value from these individuals. 

I owe endless gratitude to my family , who has guided a nd 

supported me to reach Lhis goal and beyond. And to Dr . Susan 

Einbinder: your love of Jewish Literature fos tered in me a 

passion towards the research of this thesis . It was truly an 

honor and a delight to work with you in this project. 

I dedica te this thesis to my classma~es a t HUC-JIR. I also 

dedicate this thesis to all who were once a member of this class, 

but who are not graduating with me. You are my teachers and my 

rabbis. You are my animal kingdom, my zoo, a true exh ibition of 

dive rseness. 1 owe this work to your support. Your voices will 

always resonate inside my soul. 
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Oiqest 

This thesis explores animal fables in Jewish writings . 

Ethical and moral values concerning life and society are the 

cornerstones of animals fables. Jewish literature includes a 

rich genre of animal fables which, like those of Aesop, instruct 

human behavior. The Jewish fables derive from a wide range of 

sources, most combining wor ld folk- motifs with Jewish text or 

culture. They provide a narrative voice for a wide audience that 

may not be schooled in the more traditional rabbinic arthologies 
~ 

of wisdom and ethi cs . In addition lo depicting the morals in 

animal !ables, this thesis provides enjoyment of endearing ani~al 

stories. 

Chapter One identifies the precedent for Jewish animal 

fables. How do bible and m1drash illustrate animals through 

fables? The narratives of the ~erpent in Eden and of Balaam's 

donkey in the desert are both examples of biblical fables . 

Psalms further describes cerLain animal ·characteristics through 

metaphors. Midrash engages animals through the mashal, the 

parable. It is here that the fox, for example, gains its 

reputation as a medium for fables. 

Chapter Two explores specific medieval fables from Berechia 

ha-Nakdan's Mishlei Shu-alim. These fables integrate biblical 

texts with common motifs. Themes such as social order, avarice, 

and trust permeate this collection. Highlighted are tales with 

foxes, donkeys, insects. These animals portray consistent 
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characteristics from one fable to the next. Much of this 

reflects how bible and midrash represents them. 

In Chapter Three , excerpts from the Indian book, Kalilah va 

Dimna furthers the understanding of animals fables in folk 

literature. This work does not resonate so much with Jewish 

text. But because Jews translated it into Hebrew (as well as 

many other languages), it has become identified with Jewish 

literature. Kalilah va Dimna was originally a guide for leaders. 

Thus the animals portray both effective and ineffective 

administrative skills that model what kings should or ~hould not 

d o . 

Chapter Four looks at addition Jewish animal fable 

collection?. It concentrates on Sefer Meshal i m but also includes 

tales from the Kurd1stani and Mo r occan traditions. Themes from 

the previous chapters continue to surface through these fables. 

Some of the tales, in fact, directly parallel those from Mishlei 

Shu-a lim . 

Finally, Chapter Five examines com:luding issues: the 

audience of the animal fable, the animal fable in modern Jewish 

literature, and the prevalent characteristics that link each 

animal from one literary corpus to the next. The thesis 

concludes recoqnizing the contribution of animals fables in 

Jewish literature as they add to our understanding of Jewish 

sociology, community, and lore. 
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Chapter Ona 

Introduction : Why Anhnala? 

Cu.lturai , bib1ica1 ; and rabbinic precedent £or animals in 

Jewish £abJ.es 

Art and literature from every corner of the world features 

animals as moral and ethical instructors. In fables, the 

innocence of an animal's very being combined with the moral 

perspective it provides have lured audiences. Familiar to most 

is the Aesopean collection of animal fables. Here animals either 

guide or ~eceive the listener , who seeks an upright existence , 

cautioning those who may go astray though envy, pride, or greed. 

While many animal fables speak to a lower , working class, 

others represent the court life of the elite. We shall discover 

this through the various corpi involved in this thesis. But the 

underlying premise attracts all; animaf fables provide the 

guidance as well as the entertainment tha t other forms of art do 

not:. 

Why animals? This thesis will seek to answer that question . 

For a start, Esther Cohen provides some insight as to why animals 

are so endeared in human thought: 

"Animals in fables acted in all human spheres, and in a 

ma.Jlner hardly complimentary to humans .... The wily fox 

appeared in several human roles... . Whatever the procedure, 
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the issues were fairly universal: lineage , loyalty, 

vendetta, fraud, and honor. 

"Animals were thus symbolic for people, a mirror held to 

humanity's face and a vehicle of human self-perception.~~ 

This thesis shall explore examples of how animal fables are not 

only mirrors of but also guides for humanity. 

The greatest works of Jewish animal fables we have today 

belong to the med:eval period1 when folk literature throughcut 

Europe began to prosper. Berechiah Ha-Nakdan's Mishlei Shu-alim 

appeared in the twelfth century. Kalilah va Dimna, an older , 

Indian corpus, emerged in Europe in the tenth century. Some of 

the questions this thesis shall address include: What was the 

lure of these animal fables ? What guidance could the animal 

tales offer that the traditional literature did not? And what 

elements distinguished Jewish animal fables from the secular? 

What characteristics distinguish one animal from another in fable 

literature and in Jewish thought? Of prime importance to this 

thesis is the provision of a resource for vibrant animal stories 

from Jewish cul ture . 

While Jewish folk writers borrowed from their non-Jewish 

neighbors, distinct roots of these medieval fables do exist in 

our heritage. Wonderful animal stories appear sporadically in 

our Bible: t~e animals in Eden, the gathering and dispersing of 

1 Esther Cohen, ''The Crossroads of Justice," in Brill 's Studies in Intellectual History, ed. A. J. Vanderjagt, 
(University of Groningen), I OS. 
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the animals of Noah, the wisdom of Salaam's ass, the ability of 

King Solomon t o understand animals. Comparisons to animals 

abound in the book of Proverbs. The Mid rash, too, expounds upon 

the animals of the Bible. Additionally , the Midrash introduces 

fables of its o wn , the mashal be i ng the aggadic device through 

which the rabbis draw comparisons . We shall see later in this 

chapter how the rabbis employed animals to i n struct in t he 

midrashic fables. 

First, however, we shall explore the migration of specific 

folk l iteratures from East to West. • 

In comparing fables of various cultures , we find evidence of 

shar ed sourses in connections between common story-lines. Jewish 

animal fables , as found in the medieval gen r e, often reflect 

motifs of Greek and even Indian traditions . David Stern, scholar 

of Biblical and Medieval teY.ts, writes . 

"Parables and fables are hardly the property of Rabbinic 

literature alone. They can be found in the literatures o f 

vi r tually every culture throughout the world. . . . . Native 

homes for parables and fables tend to be traditional 

cul t ure s that still possess oral literary tradi tio ns . Of 

these, perhaps the foremost example is anc i ent Gree k epic, 

which possesses a litera ry genre, the ainos, t hat i s 

di rectly analogous t o the mashal." 1 

But while Jewish fable wr i ting shares this methodology, 

unique to the Jewish literature is the transposition of Biblical 

2 David Stem. Parables in Midrosh, (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1991 ), 5-6. 
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and rabbinic verses into the story . Nathan Ausubel , editor of A 

Treasury o f Jewish Folklore, writes, 

~while the r e are traces of the fab le in Jewish scriptures , 

it would be wrong to include Jews among the i nnovators, o r 

even significant developers, of this f olk-art f o rm. They 

were only skillful translators and adapters of the fables of 

India and Greece."' 

Indeed, when Jewish wri ters reworked the non-Jewish writings, 

they would transpose quo tations from scripture and rabbinic 

literaLu re into much of Lhese borrowed works . 

Professor Dov Noy of the Hebrew University specialize s in 

Jewish Folklore. His studies include comparisons of Jewish 

fables to those of the worlds' c ultures . He explores how the 

Jewish versions of the un1versal tales compare t o and diffe r from 

the secular literature in terms of style and structure. Further, 

he i dentifies how universal folk motifs become inter t wined with 

particular Jewish content. An importan t distinction for No y is 

the difference between a sermon and a story. Jewish can employ 

sermonic messages (excerpts of wisdom from the Bible and rabbinic 

l iterature) without actually preaching. Noy writes, 

"One must remember that the narrator does not open his stor y 

by quoting the scriptural verse; he never refers openly to 

his Biblical source ; by doing so, he would act a s a 

preac he r , which is not expected o f him. He merely a lludes 

t o the Biblical verse within the plot, and assumed that the 

audience fol lows his hint . Usually he puts it into the 

mouth of the initial dramatis persona in the t a le.u' 

3 Nathan Ausubel. A Treasury of Jewish Folklore. (New York: Crown Publishers. Inc., 1948). 621 . 
' Dov Noy, "The ·Animal Languages' Folktale" in Studies in Aggadah and Fol~·literature. ed. Joseph 
Heinemann and Dov Noy (Jerusalem:Magnes Press., 197 1 ). 176. 
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We shall observe in the scope of this thesis that animals in the 

Rabbinic, medieval, and modern periods of Jewish writings spea k 

with biblical quotations and allusions. 

When we look at folk tales thtoughout the world, we 

recognize motifs common to all cultures. Examples are greed and 

pride, love and lust, envy and selfishness. These 

characteristics preocupy peoples of all nations regardless of the 

theology or even mythology o f the conununity . What intrigues 

scholars of th is literature , however, is not so much the common 

thread of emotional traits that crosses cultura l boundaries. It 

is the similarity of the actual stories that the various cultures 

employ. While fables may originate i n one part of the globe, (or 

perhaps they simultaneously flourish in different areas) they 

range to all corners . Each local culture adds particular 

national and religious elements. Rabbi Abraham Millgram writes, 

"An outstanding feature of folk-tales is their tendency to 

migrate from their original home and to spread in ever 

widening circles . They are usually passed on from father to 

son and from neighbor to neighbor, and in the process not 

only gather new elements like a roll i ng snow ball , but often 

assume the status o f unwritten lore o f a ••hole nation. 

Eventually the folk-tales . . . become the property of 

practically all mankind."~ 

s Rabbi Abraham E. Millgram. An An(/iology of Medie11al Hebrew literature, (New Yorlc The Burning 
Bush Press. 1961), 287. 
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Rabbi Millgram the n explains how t he Jews specifically became 

involved in this process. Because Jews lived in all lands , and 

because they were masters of many languages, it was fitting that 

they became involved in the s ha ring, exchanging, and writing of 

world fables and legends. Jews translated written texts from one 

language to the next, sometimes adapting them to a Jewish 

setting. Such was the case with Kalilah va Dimna; it was in part 

because of Jewish translators that the text spread from East to 

West. In the process, the Jews embraced the stories as their 

own." 
• 

Jews have always been a transient people. Yet, our 

ancestors retained extended family connections even as they 

journeyed from country to country . In the c ase of Kalilah va 

D1mna, the Jewish author largely translated directly while 

leaving the stories in the original context. But with most of 

M1shlei Shu-alim, fables with elements world folk tales are 

embellished with the wisdom of our heritage that is in the mouths 

of the animals o r t~e words of the narrator. Many of these 

fables find parallels in the Aesop tradition of Greece. But even 

the motifs of Aesop existed concurrently in other cultures . 

But Jewish fable literature does not derive exclusively from 

other nations. On the contrary, Judaism shares in the deeply 

rich tradition of animal tales. The primary difference is that 

6 Ibid., 288. 
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in biblical accounts, animals spea k with humans while in world 

folk literature, animals speak with one another as well . 

The very beginning of Bereishit invites us to explore the 

animal kingdom in the Garden of Eden. The first earthly creature 

to speak in the biblical text is not Adam nor Eve , but the 

se r pent. In Bill Moyers', Genesis , a Living Conversation, 

Professor Leon Kass of the University of Chicago , shares the 

following, 

"l take the conversation with the serpent to be . # . the 

awakening of the voice of reason and the fueling of the 

imagination to consider possibilities other than the merely 

given ones . The serpent asks the Bible ' s first question and 

produces the first conversation.u 1 

Midrash does not provide the language of this conversation , as 

the rabbis did not know the first language of humanity. Midrash 

suggests that the serpent and Adam actually spoke Hebrew to one 

another, but that Adam could also understand the animal language 

of all other beasts. Rabbinic legend also maintains that the 

original serpent resembled man more than any other animal becaus e 

it could speak and use intellect . 8 Later , when we look at t he 

accounts focusing on Solomon , we shall see how Solomon could 

understand the language that animals used among themselves. 

Through the relationship with the serpent, Adam and Eve fall, but 

lea rn through their mistake to rise again. Here we shall look at 

1 Bill Moyers, Gene.sis. A Uving Conversation, (New York: Doubleday, 1996). 46. 
•Dr. J. H. Hertz. (editor), The Pentateuch and Hofiorahs, (London: Soncino Press, 1992), 10. 
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the some examples of Biblica l animal tales and how they act as a 

prototype of future rabbinic and medieval animal writings. 

In Torah, the next and only other animal to speak after the 

serpent is the ass in Parashat Balak. As the serpent does in the 

account above, this amusing episode elevates the intelligence of 

beast over man. In some miraculous way, the donkey was able to 

have greater sensitivity than a human being, a prophet no less . 

Before the donkey speaks, it senses the Angel blocking its way. 

Balaam, ironically, sees nothing. But not only does G€>d allow 

the donkey to see, God then lets it speak, admonishing Balaam for 

beating it. Indeed, Balaam the seer is blind. 0 Most 

commentators site this account as a miraculous event. Rambam, 

however, diminishes this entire phenomenon to a mere vision of 

Balaam. Rashi does not comment on the miracle at all. Lou is 

Ginsberg writes, "(The Lord] permitted her to use speech, a gift 

that she had possessed ever since her creation, but had not until 

then used."10 The motif in this story sets up an irony that 

exists in much of folk literature. The irony of learning from an 

animal underscores the message that animal conveys. The donkey, 

an ass, the symbol of stupidity in so much of world literature , 

communicates with his master. In later writings, we shall see 

other literary treatments of the donkey. Generally, the donkey 

does not secure such honor as does the donkey of Balaam. In fact, 

Ginsberg relates at the end this account, 

0 General Midrash, not actual Bible text 
'
0 Louis Ginsberg, The Legends of the Jews, (Philadelphia: JPS. 1913). 3:364. 
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"It i s out of consideration to mankind ... that God has 

closed the mouth of animals , for were they to speak, man 

could not well use them for his service, since the ass , the 

most stupid of all animals , when she spoke , confounded 

Balaam, the wisest of the wise. " 11 

Midrash surrounding the Flood account adds to understanding 

of animal lore. The animals that enter Noah ' s Ark actually do not 

speak at all. Tho~gh Midrash, however , we learn about their 

culture. Marc Gellman , in his contemporary Midrash , illustrates 

how the fish were the only animals who knew that like w~ter, God 

was all around them. Their reward was that God would ~ave them 

all and destroying the rest of the world with water, in which the 

fish could sw1m. 1
• In Sefer Ha-Aggadah, Resh Lakish explains how 

the raven complained when Noah sent her out after the flood. 11 

M1drash also develops the wisdom of Solomon . Our tradition 

ascribes the Proverbs to this King. These writings discuss 

animal behavior. rn I Kings 5: 12-13, we learn, "[Solomon] 

composed three thousand proverbs, and his songs numbered one 

thousand and five . He discou r sed about trees, from the cedar in 

Lebanon to the hyssop that grows out of the wall ; and he 

d i s coursed about beasts , birds, creeping things, and fi shes . N 

From this passage, legends have flourished about Solomon's 

ability to converse with the a ni mals . One s to r y , as told in 

Louis Ginsberg ' s The Legends of the Jews , relates a story of a 

II Ibid., 3:366. 
11 Marc Gellman, Does God Have a Big Toe?, (New York: Harper Collins, 1989), 27-29. 
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man who would visit with King Solomon every year. The following 

is a synopsis: 

One year, the man asked Solomon to teach him the language of 

the animals. Solomon allowed this, but warned that if the 

man were to reveal any word he hears from an animal, he 

would be killed . As the man returned home , he overheard a 

conversation between his ox and his ass. They were devising 

a scheme so that the ox would not have to work so hard under 

their master. They would pretend that the ox was sick and 

unable to eat. Thus the master would not work it so hard. 

That night, not knowing that the man had unders tood the 

plan, the ox refused his food. But the ass had its own 

scheme. Jt went and ate the food which the ox had left ! 

The man secretly ~atched all this and laughed. His wife 

inquired why he was so amused, for she had not noticed 

anything out o f the o rdinary. His reply was, more or less, 

"I was just thinking of a funny joke someone once told me.ff 

(We remember that the man cannot reveal his secrete of 

understanding animals). 

The next day, the master punished the ass by making it do 

all the ox ' s labor as well. At the end of the day, 

exhausted and bitter because of all the work, the ass said 

to the ox, "I heard [the master) peak of heaving thee 

slaughtered, if thou shouldst refuse to eat this night, 

too." Trembling the ox ran to eat every speck of his food. 

Witnessing all this, the man once again could not contain 

his laughter. His wife threatened t o leave him if he did 

not tell her the reason for his laughter. Because of his 

love for her, he related to her everything. 

13 Hayim Nahman Bialik and Yehoshua Hannah Ravnil2.k}' (editors). The Book of Legends Se/er Ha­
Aggodoh. (New York: Schocken Books, 1992). 28. 
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Always a loyal bystander, the dog became sad because he knew 

his master would soon die because he had revea led t he 

secrete. His s adness eclipsed his appetite. The cock , 

however, t ook the food which the dog abandoned and provided 

a banquet for him and h1s wives. The dog scolded the cock 

for his lack o f sensitivity . The cock replies, ~rs it my 

fault if our master is a fool and an idiot? I have ten 

wives, and I rule them as I wi ll. Not one dares oppose me 

and my commands. Our mas ter has a single wife, and this one 

he cannot control and manage. . . Let him take a heavy 

sti ck and belabor his wife's back thoroughly." The master 

heard this advice, followed it, and escaped dea t h.:• 

• 

A few motifs appear in th1s story . One is that those who tell 

secretes garnered through the understanding of animal language 

will be put to death. A second describes the nature of the 

relationship of a man to his wife , unequal in the eyes of a 

twentieth century Reform Jew . The lesson is that one should not 

step outs ide of established boundaries, whethe r by revealing 

secretes o r by cowering to his wife. Both motiYs find parallels 

in myths of Arabic cultures. In one Muslim tale , So lomon 

overhear s a bird tell its wife that if she wishes , he would 

des troy Solomon' s th r one. Solomon summoned the bird to appear 

before him, imploring that it explain these words. The bird 

replied, "O Solomon, where is thy wisdom? Knowest thou not tha t 

one utters foolish things to gain the admiration of the woman one 

loves?"1 !> 

14 Ginsberg, legends, 4: I 38-140. 
15 Ibid., 6:288. 
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Arabic lore presents the same fable, Suleyman el Hakim, with 

slight variations . Here, Suleyman overhears t wo pigeons, a male 

and a female, in conversation . The male said, " Who is Suleyman 

the king? And what are all his buildings to be so proud of? 

Why, I, if I put my mind to it, could kick them down in a 

minute!" Suleyman asks the pigeon how he could say such a thing . 

The bird replies thac when one talks to a female, he naturally 

boasts. Suleyrnan laughed and warned the pigeo n never again to 

engage in such pretension. Nevertheless , the pigeon flew back to 

his mate and continued to boast. Enraged at this vanity, 

Su l eyrnan turned both birds i nto stone . This served as a warning 

for men not to boast and for women not to provoke them . a At the 

Dome of the Rock are two marble slabs that sit side by side . The 

veining of the slabs resembles a picture of two birds. Acco rding 

to Muslim lore, thts picture is a reminder of the above story. 

Though so many delightful tales derive frt>m 1 Kings 5:13, 

rabbis have made attempts to rationalize Solomon's understanding 

of animals. Numbers Rabbah asks, "But can a man speak with 

beasts and with fowl? No; what it means is that Solomon argued: 

What is the reason why a beast has been permitted as food only 

through [the cutting o f) both organs [of the throat ] , while a 

fowl requires [the cutting of] one only? Because the beast was 

created out of dry land, while in the case of fowl .... " 11 The 

16 
J. E. Hanauer, Fol le-lore of the Holy Land, Mas/em. Christion. and Jewish, (London: Duckworth & 

Co., 1907), 48. 
11 Numbers Rabbah XIX, 3. 
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rabbis re late another Midrash based on the same verse. Here 

Solomon asks a ser ies of questions: 

" Why in the case of eight creeping things mentioned in the 

Torah is one liable if he catches or wounds any of them on 

the Sabbath , but he is not culpable in the case of the o ther 

creeping things, f orbidden animals, and reptiles? . . . Why 

do all the cattle, beasts, and birds require the ritual ac t 

of slaughter but fish do not?"16 

The answers the rabbis provide are not pertinent to the focus of 

this thesis. These Midrashim deny Solomon ' s knowledge of animal 

language. Nevertheless, the legends surrounding Solomon's 

comprehension of animal language far outweigh the 

rat ionalizations of these Midrashim. 

Tradition holds t hat Solomon wrote the Proverbs. Here, too, 

the numerous r eferences to animals that furthe r the notion that 

Solomon could understand not only their language but also their 

living c ulture . Similarly, we c an procure wi sdom not only 

through the words of the animals but also through their actions 

and their instincts. The animal wisdom in the Proverbs provides 

guidance and insights for our lives. The following is a 

collection of Proverbs that involve animals: 

Sometimes, the reference is metaphoric. It can be positive: 

"Let you fountain be blessed; 

Find joy in the wife of your youth-

A loving doe, a graceful mountain goat. 

Let her breasts satisfy you at al l times; 

11 Ruth Rabbah VII. 3. 
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Be infatuated with love for her always." (Prov. 5:19-20) 

On the other hand, other animals can warn us against seduction : 

"(A woman) sways him with her eloquence, 

Turns him aside with her smooth talk. 

Thoughtlessly he follows her, 

Like an ox going to the slaughter, 

Like a fool to the stocks fo r punishment 

Until the arrow pierces his liver. 

He is lik~ a bird rushing into a trap, 

Not knowing his life is at stake." (Prov. 7:21-23) . 

further in the Chapter 30, Proverbs relates the following 

characteristic~ of animal behavior; 

"Four are among the tiniest on earth, 

Yet they are the wisest of the wise: 

Ants are a folk without power, 

Yet they prepare food for themselves in summer; 

The badger is a folk without strength , 

Yet it makes its home in the rock; 

The locusts have no king, 

Yet they all march forth in formation; 

You can catch the spider in your hand, 

Yet it is found in royal palaces. 

There are th r ee that are stately of stride, 

Four that carry themselves well: 

The lion is mightiest among the beasts, 

And recoils before none; 

The greyhound, the he-goat, 

The king whom none dares resist." (Prov . 30:24-31). 

16 
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Many of these creatures, as Proverbs depict them, become 

central figures in Jewish Medieval animal writings. The Mishlei 

Shu-alim story of the grasshopper and the ant(also found in 

Aesop) shares its motif with the work ethic of the ant in this 

Proverb. Also in Mi shlei Shu-alim is a story of a common spider 

who has influence in the castle. Numerous folk-tales depict the 

lion as royalty. While Proverbs was not the sole inventor of 

these motifs, it does provide a Jewish standard for later fables. 

We have seen some of the animal l o re surrounding biblical 

sto ries. Additional midrashim abound providing further examples 

of animal fables that do not derive directly fFom the biblical 

sources. According to Sanhedrian J8b, Rabbi Johanan ascribes 

Rabbi Meir three hundred parables of foxes to Rabbi Mei r. Of 

those, only three exist in Talmud and Midrash though others 

composed by addit ional rabbis exist as well. Even though Talmud 

credits Rabbi Meir with these fables, we do not know exactly 

which ones they are. 

Yet the Midrash exploits this number, three hundred. In 

Genesis Rabbah we learn, "Rabbi Levi said: A lion was angry with 

the cattle and t.i'le beasts. Sa.id they: 'Who will go to appease 

him?! Said the fox, ' I know three hundred fables and 1 will 

appease him.' 'Let it be so ' they replied."
19 

Ecclesiates Rabbah relates a story about Bar Kappara at a 

banquet: "At every course which was placed b~fore them Bar 

Kappara related three hundred fox-fables, which were so much 
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enJoyed by the guests that they let the food become cold and did 

not taste it . ":o 

The following are t wo of the most we ll-know fox fables in 

rabbinic li t erature . The first is the story of the f ox and the 

fish. In Berachot, Rabbi Akiva tells of the fox who tries to 

lure swarms of fish ou t of the wate r so they can be safe from 

human traps. The fish reply that although the wate r is 

dangerous , even more dangerous would be to abandon their home and 

go onto dry land (where the fox would eat them). Tney challenge 

the fox's wit, and remain in the water. This parabl e respo nds to 

the conflict between civil authority and Jewish religious 

jurisdiction. 

Another fable conunon to folk motif is from Ecclesiates 

Rabbah: 

'"He must dep,u·t just as he came. As he came out of his 

mother's womb, so must he depart at last, naked as he came.' 

Genibah said: It is like a fox who f ound a vineyard which . 
was fenced in on all sides. There was one hole through 

which he wanted to enter, but he was unable to do so. What 

did he do? He fasted for three days until he became lean 

and frail, and so got through the hole. Then he ate [o f the 

grapes) a nd became fat again, so that when he wished t o go 

out he could not pass through at all . He fasted again for 

another three days until he became lean and f rail, returning 

to his f ormer condit ion , and went out . When he was outside, 

he turned his face and gazing at the vineyard, said, 'O 

vineyard, O vineyard, how good are you and the fruits 

inside! All that is beautiful and corronendable , but what 

1
• Gensis Rabbah LXXVlll. 7 

20 Ecclesiastes Rabbah I, I. 
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enjoyment has one from you? As one enters you so he comes 

out.' Such is this wo rld. "~1 

In later chapters , we shall see familiar stories and their 

mo t ifs in various renditio ns as d ifferent cultures mold them 

though time. The same animals from Bible and Talmud return with 

the same characteristics , but small changes distinguish the t hose 

models from their medieval counterpa rts . 

Medieval wri ters targeted a distinct audience. Only a 
• 

select group would engage in Torah. But the folk-literature 

appealed to the general publ1c . Fables writers chose to weave 

Jewish ethics into tneir animal stories. We shall see how 

animals continue to embellish Jewish literature as they flourish 

in medieval writings. 

11 Ibid. V. 12. I. 
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Chapter 'l'wo 

Exc•rpts Erom Mi.sh1ei Shu-a1im : 
World Fable - MotiEs meet Je~sb Texts 

As we have seen in Chapter One, especially in the section of 

proverbs. Jewish writings ascribe specific traits to certain 

animals. The doe is young and graceful. The ox toils like a 

fool. The spider has access to both peasants and royalty. The 

lion is king._ . Even today , we use phrases such as , "Wily as a .. 
fox" or "stupid as a mule." In modern stories, the lion is 

always the king of the forest, and the ant is constantly carrying 

a load on its back in preparation for the winter. These 

characteristics, along with the others of Biblical and Rabbinic 

literature, are ~ai~ly consistent through the medieval genre of 

fables. In this period, animal folk-lore among Jewish and 

secular writers became a popular medium for reflecting upon the 

ethical standards of daily life. 

In this chapter, we shall study fables from Mishlei Shu-

alim. These stories depict animals who advise, lure , and trick 

one another . One theme that pervades all the fables i n Mishlei 

Shu-alim in this thesis is the status - quo of social o rder. We 

shall discover that each tale attempts to redirect and refocus 

the animal who covets what it does not possess. 

In the fables, we are looking for the consistencies that 

link a donkey, for e~ample, from one episode to ahother. Is it 

possible th.at the donkey from one story is, in fact, the "same" 
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donkey that appears in a nother story, as though it were an 

animated cartoon with familiar character s? At times it seems 

that this is the case. We shall explore the possibilities . 

We begin with some background on Mishlei Shu-alim. Much , 

but not all, of the roots of Mishlei Shu-alim lie outside of 

Judaism . Raphael Patai writes , 

"In post-Talmudic times, the development of Jewish legend 

and tale shows a close parallel to that of Jewish custom and 

usage. On the one hand , the legend material was excerpted 

from Talmud and the Midrashim and published in separat:'\? 

volumes. . On the o ther hand, an independent 

literature grew up consisting of collections of tales and 

legends with either follow the narrative portions of the 

Bible ... o r deal with non-Biblical themes and show traces 

of outside influences to vary i ng degrees. An important 

variety in this latter category is the collections of fables 

(e .g. the Mishle Shu'alim, or Fox Fables, of Berekhya ben 

Natronai Hanaqdan in the 13~h century) which conti raue a 

trend found in the Talmud and even earlier in the Bible 

itself."·· 

Some stories derive from Indian and Asian motifs, such a s Kalilah 

va Dimna. Many of the stories matc h those of the Aesop 

tradition. But the motif, are also common to those we saw f r om 

Jewish tradition is Chapter One . I t becomes apparent t hat folk-

literature does not necessarily evolve from one culture . 

Clear ly, many folk-motifs exist simultaneously in many 

22 Raphael Patai Raphael, Francis Lee Urley, and Dov Noy, (edirors), Studies in Biblical and J~w1sh 
Folklore, (New York: Haskell House Publishers Ltd., 1973). 18· 19 
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hermitages. Here, we shall briefly explore the forging of 

cultures that came together in Mishlei Shu-alirn. 

First, the very name, Mishlei Shu-alim, is a n allusion to 

the fox fables of Rabbi Meir in the Talmud. As we saw in chapter 

one, he was reported to have written three hundred fables, 

although only a handful of those appear in the Talmud itself. 

Only one story in of the Talmud , the one of the fox and the fish, 

corresponds directly in Mishlei Shu-alim as well. But whereas 

this one story passed almost unchanged from the Talmud to the 

Medieval corpus, Talmudic style and Biblical language exists in 

' 
all stories of Mishlei Shu-alim. 

And yet. And yet J~wish authorship does not always mean 

Jewish ownership in literature . The themes of Mishlei Shu-alim 

extends well outside Jewish borders. Many of the stories 

appeared in the Aesop tradition of Greece . Aesop's fables, in 

turn, borrowed from Middle and Near East sources , one of which is 

Kalilah va Dimna . Some stories have the French and German 

prototypes in The Lais of Marie de France (of whi ch the author 

was familiar ) and Roman de Renart. 

Born in France in the late twelfth century, Rabbi Berechiah 

ben Natronai ha-Nakdan compiled and translated the diverse fables 

into the current Mishlei Shu-alim. Historians dispute the 

materials from which Berechiah catalogued his book, in part 

because so much of the folklore was oral. W. T. H Jackson 

introduces Moses Hadas' , translation: 
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"Although the exact dates of the life of the author of the 

Fox Fables, Berechiah ben Natronai ha-Nakdan, are much 

d isputed, it can be stated with ce r tai nty tha t t he fab l es 

were written at the end of the twelfth ce ntury o r the 

beginning of the thirteenth and tha t the author must 

therefore have been dependent on the collections of fable s 

then available in western Europe. The Greek texts of Aesop 

were available in Constantinople, but there is no evidence 

of their be i ng known in the West at that time . 

The Panchantantra . . . was . a frame story into which 

various animals fables we r e fitted . The form remained 

constant in the numerous adaptations into other languagesl 

of which the most important for western Europe was the Novus 

Aesopus of Baldo (c . 1190). It is unlikely that 

there was any direct influence. Few of Baldo's fables have 

any direct counterpa1ts in . .the Hebrew Fox Fables but it 

is poss i ble that his work was known to Berechiah."~ 

Jackson does not provide any def1nit1ve information , and he 

himse l f seems unsure of the origins of Mishlei Shu-alim . He does 

draw comparisons further in the Introduction between ti,ishlei Shu-

alim and the fables of Marie de France. He notes that both 

appeared around the same time (late twelfth century) and that 

seven of the stories shared the same plot. Jackson concludes 

that Berechiah formulated Mishlei Shu-alim from the fables of 

Ma rie de France, Kalilah va Dimna, and perhaps from some of his 

own authorship.~ There is also a close connection to the 

stories here and those of Aesop. 

23 Moses Hadas (translator). Fables of a Jewish Aesop, (New York & London: Columbia University Press, 
1967), v-vii. 

24 Ibid .. ix. 
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What Berechiah did to stamp the fables with Jewish ownership 

was to weave biblical phrases into the exis ting stories. He 

wrote in couplets of rhymed prose. At the end of each fabl e, he 

wrote a short moral to encapsulate the essence of the fable. 

This moral is also in poetic form. Some of the fab les have yet 

another poetic coda that sununarizes the entire lesson in a shor t 

and easy-to-remember manner. Many of the lines that form part of 

the verses come directly from the Bible, and the morals often 

allude to phrases of Mishna . 

But to this thesis, the migration and evolution of fable 

literature is not so important as the fables themselves . The 

donkeys, the !ions, the· foxes , and the oxen are far more 

compelling and endearing than the history and evolution of the 

text and its transmission. So here we shall discuss the animals 

themselves, drawing conclusions abou t specific animals based upon 

their roles in the fables. I shall include extensive excerpts of 

the text itself. The stories and their poetry deserve 

recognition and appreciation. They are what make the fables so 

compelling. 

One would imagine that the bulk of Mishlei Shu-alim portrays 

foxes. The real i ty is that only a handful do. Berechiah's 

fables highlight many creatures of the animal kingdom . We shall 

explore f ables of the donkey, the insect, and the as well as 

those of the fox . In,the process, we shall search for 

commonalties. The fables I chose respond in part to the social 
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message and in part to personal interest. To begin, we shall 

take three fox-fables, one whose roots exist in Talmud, and two 

whose counterparts belong to non-Jewish culture. 

(Unless otherwise ~oted, the Hebrew text is from the 1921 Berlin 

edition of Mishlei Shu-alim, and the English translations are my 

own. Biblical citations are noted by the Hebrew. Parallel 

English translations correspond in bo1d.face . Neither the Hebrew 

nor English printed editions cite the biblical excerpts at all ) . 

• 
Story number six i s cr,rn .,,"C' . Here is the medieval version 

of Rabbi Akiva's tale we discussed i n chapter one. It begins, 

however, with a different scenario. A fox wa tches as one fish 

pursues another. It notices how the larger fish eats the 

smaller. So the f o x talks smoothly to both fish, hoping they 

will leave their native water and join h i m on the land. The fox 

guarantees peace, yet desires in his heart to eat the fish. But 

the fish prefer dangers on their own turf, in a familiar 

environment. Here is ar. excerpt of the fox ' s sweet, scholarly 

words: 

"Listen, now, to the flavor of my 
wo.rds. Incline your ear and come t o 
me 
Get out of there and come here. You 
shall 1eave in j oy and in peace. 

And if you hearken to my advice , you 
shall also bless me. 

Get out of there and onto the land. 
Together we shall inherit the earth. -
Then shall peace greatly increase 
for you. And nation shall not lift 
sword against nation, 
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for none shall cause utter 
dissension . AJ.l the world shall 
abide untroubled . 
Thus the joy of wild asses will be 
ours, revivinq the hearts of the 
contrite, 
and all dwe llers of the earth with 
gladness shal l shout upon thei r 
resting places . 
Day and night they will not cease, 
nothi n g evil or v i le ahal.l be done ." 

1., rii» ~ l"tt ~ 
l Is . H : 1 l .1-.cn "~ nt:i'IZ11inl 
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This is a prime example of how Berechiah adds pearls of Jewish 

religious wisdom into familiar stories . The Talmudic version 

does not ci te these passages from Isaiah. Yet by putting these 

words into the fox's mouth, Berechiah creates a new dimension to 

the parable . In this case, the fox entices the fish with words 

of religious inspiration . Those passages create what might be a 

sense of security to the scared fish. They provide gentle wisdom 

with comfort and allusions to salvation. 

But in this fable, we find the underlying message of most of 

Berechiah's collection . Do not step beyond the bounds of the 

existing social order . The fish know that while they face danger 

in the water, it is their own danger. Life beyond their home 

would be inappropriate territory for them. So they stay within 

their own dominion. Berechiah, in his concluding words, refers 

to the fox as a spy, but neither a Joshua nor a Caleb. Indeed , 

the fox advises with righteous words, but r ighteousness does not 

enter his thoughts. 

Haim Schwarzbaum explains tha t the motif in this fable, the 
,., 

dia logue between the fox and the fish, is not exclusive to Jewish 

writings. He cites various European , Middle Eastern, and Asian 
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fables with a similar theme. In fact, Schwarzbaum writes that 

Rabbi Akiva's version is one o f many borrowed from an already 

e xtant model . 2~ 

In the proceeding fables, folk mot i fs f rom around t he world 

meet Berechiah's artistry. None are so tied t o Jewish lore as 

the above example. But almost all intertwine biblical text with 

a universal motif. This and the message therein is what makes 

the fable Jewish . It is not the s tory-motif itsel f. 

• 
The next fox fable we shall di s cuss is story thi r teen, 

entitled, 'i!p"lt'i;~ip'fvp. This fables depicts the wily fox who 

attempts to lure a piece of cheese out of a crow's mouth. The 

crow pe=ched itself in a fig tree while the fox gazed from below: 

And he called to the crow 
Beloved, beautiful and sweet; 

Goodly and lovely and nice, 
Are all who cling to you : 

Even if all beautiful c reatures 
were at your side, they would not 
compa re to you . 
And if you try to sing songs, 
better than all the birds would 
you sing. 
}l.nd it would be entirely perfect , 
for there is no flaw in you . 

See if your voice is as beautiful 
and as grea t as your plumage. 
Fo r no fault is seen not can be 
found in you . 
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is Haim Schwarzbaum. The Mishlei Shu 'olim (Fax Fables) of Robbi Berechiah Ho-Nokdan. A study in 
Comparative Folklore and Fqb/e lore, (Kiron: lns1i1u1e for Jewish and Arab Folklore Research, 1979), 
33. , 
26Bcrekhja Ben Nacronaj, Mischle Schua/im, (Berlin: Erich Reiss Verlag, 1921), 24-25. 
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Drawn by the seduction, the crow opens its mouth to sing, and the 

cheese falls to the earth. The fox claims this cheese to be from 

the most precious source of heaven. He picks up the cheese and 

runs off. 

While the f o x does not directly quo Le scripture here, his 

doting of attributes on the crow resembles the words and rhythms 

of our prayer towards God in T'fillah. The fox gives one 

compliment after another. The lesson here is to avoid falling 

victim to the sweet words o f the enemy . The crow should not h~ve 

listened to the : ox. Bu t pride obscures its reason, and it sings 

in o rder to perpetuate the praises of the fox. We learn form 

this to approac h the seducer with skepticism. 

Another fable which features the c unning of a fox is number 

forty-eight , entitled, ~u~, ~it?'?pc . Here, the fox entices the 

crane to dine with him . He kil l s a hen for their supper, and 

reasons that the crane should not eat all of the delicious food 

that the fox had prepared. So he grinds the food into fine meal 

and sets the table for his guest. Of course, the crane with its 

long beak could not eat such food , and he returns home still 

hungry. There, he thinks of a way to retaliate: 

P.nd while he was devising tricks at 
his home, a tree that was plotted 
taught him. 
Full of openings were all its 
limbs, and those holes (lairs) were 
filled with torn me~t . 

And the food which he prepared he 
thrust into the openi ng , so deeply 
that no one would be able to find 
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it. 
It would be his; no stranger would 
share with him. And he bored a 
hole in his door / its lid, 
the way in which he went into his 
frontier, and there he placed his 
food. 
And he called the fox and urged him 
to come wi th him, misleading him 

And he said to him , "Eat wha t is 
good in your sight, for it is 
spread out before you." 
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Now just as the crane could not eat the food that the fox had 

prepared, neither cou ld the fox eat the food the c rane had made, 

for that food required beak to reach int.-0 the tree. This i~ an 

illustrated example of :TIZ:.,.)~i'T"rt: . The crane repays the evil of 

the fox with a similar evil. Further, it also represents 

~~ m"'I\) ~V . The malevolence of the fox infects the otherwise 

upright crane to retaliate with evil. The fox breeds corruption, 

but in the end receives the same evil he gives. 

We now move to fables of donkeys. The archetype donkey in 

Jewish literature is Salaam's ass . Midrashic commentary to t his 

character denotes it as the "stupidest of all animals.·~ In 

Mishlei Shu- alim, the donkey appears as a pathetic character 

numerous times . In story number four teen , C"ltci ~7;) i'Cn ;e.c, we read 

of a man , his dog, and an ass. The ass longingly observes the 

close relationship of the man and the dog. We read, 

"And the ass said to himself , ' I 
am not inferior to the dog. 

27 Ibid .. 57. 
21 Jacobs. !&u!1J!, 3 :366 
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I shall also go to my master. 
Perhaps he will befriend me as he 
does the dog. 
And I shall hug him and kiss him. 
And ~ith my tongue I shall lick 
him! 
And r shall put my eyes to his 
eyes , and my mouth to his. 

And I shall befriend him whenever 
his friends are around. 

And I shall slobber over all his 
clothes and trample over them. 
Even to each shred and shoe­
string . " 
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One can't help but feel sorry for this donkey. He sees the 

treatment of the dog and wants the same. But the ass and the.dog 

are two dist~nct animals serv~ng specific duties. Each has 2 

rank, and in the ass's eyes, the dog's rank is higher. So the 

ass tries to break rank by imitating the dog. To the modern 

reader, this appears to be an early example of upward mobility , a 

tale of self- improvement . But this story shows that one should 

not aspire beyond a given rank. When the ass sees the master, he 

does all that he plans above, annoying the man to no end. The 

master calls to his friends and has them stone the poor ass but 

not kill it. 

Berechiah uses a quotation from Proverbs 24 : 20 in his 

summation, "There shall be no reward to the evil." And in the 

coda, he alludes to Saul in l Samuel, chapters 9-10, saying, 

"Before destruction comes crookedness of ways; 

Sloth is a stumbling block on the path to honor. 

Recall the man who found a kingdom, and uttered prophecy 

As he returned kom seeking asses. 1130 

~atronaj. Mischle Schualim, 26. 
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There, Saul is admonished for acting like a p r ophe t when he is 

not a prophet . Here, too, the donkey is admonished for trying to 

be what it is not. This is a fable for anyone who tries to gain 

power in a back-handed way. It is a fable version of the Korach 

story in the Bible. More important, it is to remind us to be 

ourselves, and not imitate others. Haim Schwarzbaum writes , "The 

jealous Ass . . . symbolizes many a human being trying to a pe the 

behavior and actions of other people . '' " 

Story forty-seven o f Mishlei Shu-alim, ~ .,'t'~ ..,'CM ?p;, also 

features the ass. Again we find it yearning to gain status. 

This time it strays from its master's house and comes ac ross a 

lion's skin. The ass throws the skin over its back and parades 

like a king: 

"And his heart was uplifted. With 
pride he stalwartly walked saying , 
' I shall rule.' 
And he went to terrorize living 
creatures everywhere. 

And like a lion he hunted and 
tracked man and beasts he would find 
in the field. 
For fear of him, the shepherds 
abandoned their watch of their 
flock, f or they thought it was a 
lion when it was actually an dSS. 
And the workers of the soil fled 
be fore it, and they, too, did not 
pasture their sheep and cattle. 
And the men cried to one another, 
' Listen to me ! ca.st out the sheep 
which are i n your wealth , 
Fo r that which is found in the field 

JO Hadas, Fables of a Jewish Aesop. 34-35. 
11 Schwarzbaum, The Mishlei Shu 'olim . . . , 85. 
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will not live.' 
t.hem a lion." 

For the ass was to 

Whereas in the first story, the ass mimics t.he dog to g a rner 

attention, here it puts on a costume, attempting to trick 

everyone else. If it at least looks like a more important 

animal, perhaps it will earn the respect of that animal. The 

master, however, recognizes the ass by its tail , ears, and 

overall stance. He rebukes the ass , commanding it to dis r obe i ts 

lion skin and stand naked before all whom it tri cked. 

In his conclusion to this story, Berechiah warns that pride 
• 

cften eclipses wisdom . Further, he stresses how wrong it is that 

the animals serve the donkey in ignorance . When the ass puts on 

the lion's skin, it forspkes its own family and heritage. In the 

previous episode, it had tried to imitate a dog in order to gain 

acceptance. rt sought human compassion. This time it struts 

like a lion, trying to scare others into submission. It attempts 

to breach class structure by proclaiming royalty. Neither method 

works for the poor donkey . And though the donkey onl~ wants 

respect, the community marks it as evil and rebellious. 

We may find this quite disturbing. In our culture , most 

everyone would want t o advance in status. But in Mishlei Shu-

alim, Berechiah warns against abuse of authority. One more story 

with an ass will illustrate this again . 

I:i story sixty-five, .,"Cm.,....;e.C, a lion invites the ass to 

be his hunting assistant. Rather than showing humility , as any .. 
31 Natronaj , Mischle Schuolim, 55-56. 
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subject should do before a king, t he as s sees himself as the best 

an ima l for the job. "To whom doth the king desire to show 

greater honor than to me,n JJ he says. The lion allows this 

attitude and asks the ass to r oar aloud in the f ield . The ass 

roars loudly, with passion! Al l the animals scurry about , filled 

with panic . But as they turn to run away from t he ass's roar 

(which t hey think to be the lion ' s) , the lion is the r e to eat 

them. This continues until the lion is full . The ass, feeling 

ra th~r smug, declares: 

"Surely you have heard the 
majesty of my r oar! And you 
have seen that a mane adorns 
my neck . 
In your wisdom, you s,hall 
choose me, and tomorrow at 
this time 
I shall fr ighten the cattle 
and cause their vict ory to 
tumble to the earth. For it 
is not in the king ' s interest 
to tolerate them . 
Neither them nor their 
roaring . Now these are the 
rules that you shall set 
before them : 
from my rebuke they sha l l 
flee they shall be afra id of 
it. We shail make our lips 
strong . Who can be our 
master? 
Hea r me, my lord the king, 
surely my words are for those 
who walk straight ." 

' 
, -rll 'Tn 1'C~ a<,:,n 

• -..a<'tlt "~' i'TC~"l '~ l'T'tC"'n 

' -n~.n 'l"N< 1.l"'e:=M~ 

11s . 56:1 21 -nz:cr~i'Tm 

, am 1~ ,-.~ ~n.:l.i -ml)Kl 

t f: st . 3 : 8 ) .CM".la,,, m:: rtt °l"c,, 

,o,~io ~ c.io tel, 
(allusion to Ezek. 7 :11 ) 

(Ex. 21 : l ) .CIT~' C"t??M ,,It O'tl~Dii ~ 

• ~ \"TM f'CU' 'M"lplC 
C Ps . 12: 5 I ?if> JiilC "O unt U'Mm 'i'~ll 

, 1'cii 'mM~ 
34 .. (Mic. 2: 71 .'°f"n,,....., ~~,a<,:, 

The lion ' s response to this homily reminds the ass who is truly 

in charge. The lion says that any animal who knows the ass would 

never run away from it:s bellow. Further, the lion as k'S , "Do you 

33 Hadas, Fables of a Jewish Aesop. 115 
~ Naironaj. Mischle Schualim. 71 . 
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presume to provide a Lion with prey? I am sure that many critics 

wil l censure my slaying the Sheep and sparing the Ass . "3~ This 

wretched donkey-character yet again fails. In this episode he 

tries to befriend the lion. But even association with royalty 

can not help the donkey. He remains lower-class, the buffoon of 

society. 

This fable , unlike the previous two, contains many biblical 

citations . Each one occurs as the second half of the rhyme 

pattern. one wh o is well-versed i n bible could perhaps 

anticipate the upcoming line based on context and rhyme. , 
Each quotation appropriately corresponds to the original 

biblical context. For example, the quotation from Esther 3:8 

alludes to Haman's conversation with King Ahasuerus. Haman tells 

the king that it is not in his interest to t olerate the Jews. 

The parallel i s obvious : Haman is the ass who roars along side 

the king, harnessing a false sense of security. 

The verse from Psalms 12:5, in context, warns us against 

flattery. Psalm 12:4 says, "May the Lord cut off all flatte ring 

lips, eve:r.:y tongue that speaks arrogance ." And then verse 5 

continues, "They say, 'By our tongues we shall prevail; with lips 

such as ours, who can be our master?'" In this fable, Berechiah 

puts this presumptuous phrase into the ass's mouth. Though the 

ass speaks words of tradition, it ignores the lesson of the 

psalmist. 

is Schwarzbaum. The Mishlei Shu 'alim . . ., 334. 
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So, according to the fables of Berechiah, the ass indeed is 

the most stubborn yet ambitious of all creatures. It 

consistently tries to be an animal is not, never through careful 

thought, but rather by ill-conceived notions. The ass craves to 

transcend being a beast o f burden. It wants t o be loved like the 

dog. It desires to have power like the lion. But rather than 

attempt to work wi thin his social system, he tries to escape it , 

and therefore can never ascend above that which it is. In Pirkei 

Avot , Ben Zoma asks, " Who is rich?µ He answers, "One who is 

happy with his lot.u The ass is constantly unhappy with its lot, 

and therefore is never a satisfied animal. 

And on the other hand , one can't help but feel compassion 

for the donkey. Its desire's extend beyond t he pages of a 

Medieval story book. It seeks love, freedom, and authority. So 

whi le the antics of the donkey may not be acceptable i n society, 

we all can relate to the donkey because, in a way, we all have 

been t he donkey. 

In the first two donkey fables, none of the animals actually 

gave advice. We learned by wa tching the actions of the donkey 

why he could not succeed. In this last story, however, the lion 

counsels. We thus can learn from the lion's perspective as wel l. 

It teaches that a leader should hire a competent worker. For 

example, a senior rabbi should hire the most competent assistant 

to be effective. If the senior hires an ass, the congregation 

will have no respect for either leader . In our fable, the lion 
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knows that the animals could never trust a king whose assistant 

is this donkey. 

We shall find in the next few s tories more examples of one 

animal guiding another. The following three stories all involve 

insects. 

Story ninety, ~'C'm:'t:i ;c.~. portrays a comparable situation to 

story sixty-five . Here, a fly sits between the horns o f an ox as 

the ox plows a field. Ev~n though the fly contributes nothing to 

the process, it enjoys its post as a self-appointed aide in the 

plowing. And unlike the don¥ey, it is able to take advantage of 

its sham and even support itself with Jewish.text! As this is a 

shorter fable, I shall transcribe it in its entirety, omitting 

only Berechiah's concluding words: 

A fly was walking in the field and 
saw an ox on whose neck a peasant 
had bound ropes 
and bows and bands. And the 
peasant did not refrain from 
binding the goad also on the ox 's 
r ibs . 
And when the fox set his face to 
the grind, the fly came and sat on 
it between its horns. 
And as the ox traced the fields, 
going and returning, the fly 
continued to sit on its horn. 
The bee , a felative of the fly, 
then approached and stood from a 
distance to see 
what was between the ox's horns 
and if the plowing would continue 
all day. 
And she (the bee ) said to the fly, 
'Are the ox's horns your 
encampment? Why did you stay 
among the sheepfolds?' 
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And the fly responded, 'Know that 
all this field which is in front 
o f us, I and the ox have plowed 
with our strength! 

'U'Jlh "'\C'tt mt:n ;~ ·~ v-i .:n:i"n wi 
. UTl~.:l ~ .,1'rn •.:ac 

You do as we have done, if you 
have the strength. Awa.Jee, awake , 
Deborah.'" 

iM~.lti °f? CIC 'U'::~ "Wpi 
1

1. .. (Ju. :>: 12) .m'Cl., ""'' ""'' 

Even though the great ox is a centra l figure in the fa~le , it 

does no t open its mouth . It is a s ilent cha racter , not one who 

suffers from its toil, but one who is p~rsistent to f inish the 

job. The tiny fly , on the other hand , does no work. Yet merely 

because it speaks, it can assume the c red it as though it had 

t oi led. Berechia h writes in his conclusion to the fable, "By the 

utterance of mouth (of the lowly) he is joined with [the mighty) 

to make his might equal to theirs and ·his wisdom t o thei r 
,. 

wi s dom." ' How lS tr.e fly different than the donkey in our last 

fable? Both assume stature they do not deserve . But th is fable 

i s from the employee 's perspective , not the boss's. Thus we can 

cheer the fly' s "accomplishment ." 

The quotations from Judges both originate from the same 

biblical poem that Deborah and Barak sang after the Jael ki lled 

Sisera. They rebuke those of Israel who stayed "among the 

sheepfoldsµ as the tribes established our nation. In the fable 

the bee accuses the fly of lying bac k while the ox works. 

The fly's retort is truly poetic. Berechiah employs a play 

on words with i'M\:i . In the Bible, we read, "Awake, Deborah,' but 

in the fable, we read, "Awake, bee.''. While in the bi blical 

context, Deborah's call implores her to assist in Israel's 

36 Natronaj, Mischle Schualim, 96. 
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victory, in the fable , the call admonishes the bee because she is 

not alert to take advantage of an opportunity. 

Indeed, the fly here is a nouveau riche and chides the bee 

for its lofty, albeit hardworking, position. Even though the f ly 

has not earned its place, it assumes credit. Yet that is okay. 

Those who walk along with the upright can do no harm. When the 

lowly associate with the mighty, they do stand on the shoulders 

of those giants. There is no apparent restoration for social 

order. Those who are able to climb , th rough whatever means, may 

do so. 

Now we look at another situation-of a small creature siting 

upon a larger one . In story seventy-three , entitled, 

?z;l' C''m"jl? "1:c , the flea rides on the camel who is traveling a long 

distance. The camel is unaware that the flea is there . When 

they reach the destination, the flea jumps off of the camel and 

thanks it f or its trouble. At first, the camel does not know why 

the flea is grateful, for it had not see~ the flea before at all. 

The flea explains that it had mounted the camel , thanking it once 

again . The story continues: 

"And the camel said, 'Woe is me, 
for you have laid the burden of 
your yoke upon me. 
You are an abomination and you are 
abhorred , yet you nest as high as 
the eaqle ! 
How is it that you were not afraid 
to lie down upon me? Make yourself 
ready to fly away. ~ 

Does it befit me to associate with 

JJ Hadas, Fables of a Jewish Aesop, 164. 

38 

""hac ;cJ.., -ic&iM" 

-~ ~ rccp:i ·~ 
1l"'T CIC:)li ~l 

(Jer. 49:16) . 11j'91:1l:)i"r~~·~ 

~ ~ J'1('T t6 T'( 
-~., jC~~ nt nN" 

rnci~i ~i,i~ ~r, .J, mcTi 



J 

one of your image and likeness? 
One the day when you see my face 
aqain , you shall die . 
Woe to the day I was so greatly 
burdened . Because of carrying you, 
my back has become chafed. ' 
And so the flea was sent away from 
the camel , who spent no effort to 
carry it." 

"~"=' O'Cp i1<C 'l'r"ti ,,tc 01' m 
.i,~,, ·~ nc ~ 

"=~, re r;~~ ~ 
h .. - "=~a<,~ ~,,IC 

In this fable, Berechiah stresses that the camel felt no burden. 

Nevertheless , it melodramatically complained about the effort it 

exerted to carry such a load. This aria belongs on stage! In 

his conclusion , Berechiah compares the camel ' s lament to the 

relat ionship between the poor and the rich. Often the poor ask 

for advice or assis tance from the wealthy . The poor express 

their grati tude for the service , which in most cases far more 

helps them than dep r ives the rich . Yet often in exchange fo r the 

gratitude comes scorn. Berechiah writes , " For hatred of the poor 

is inscribed in the heart o f the rich ."4
" Wh i le this is a cynical 

point of view, it illustrates a truth, a wa~ning perhaps , for 

Jews in the larger society. In the previous s tory, there was no 

restoration of social order. Here, we learn to stay with i n 

certain boundaries. It calls to mind the episodes with the 

donkey, whose lessons taught that one could not climb a social 

ladder at all. 

Another fable i~ which the insect mixes with la rger 

creatures is number one hundred eleven. Its English title is 

Spider, King, Slave. (The Hebrew editions I have acquired for 

>• Derived !Tom Ex. 10:28, God speaking to Moses 
39 Natronaj,_Mischle Schualim, 80. 
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this study do not contain this fable. According to Haim 

Schwarzbaum, the printed editions of Mishlei Shu-alim do not 

contain the Hebrew version . It may be found only in some 

manuscripts. • 1 We shall look here by way of Hadas' translation). 

Here, a spider dwelt in the palace of a king. The king 

fumes as he eyed the spider's webs whenever he sat to eat. When 

the slave approached to clean the house, he said to the spider, 

"We cannot dwell together, with the king and his servants. I 

shall sweep thee out with the broom of dastruction." ' : Dejected , 

the spider then goes to contaminate all the water and other 

liquids of the palace with her venom. This poisons the slave, 

who reports the news to the king. Th~ king has all the liquids 

thrown into the streets. People in the streets die from the 

water. Berechiah writes, MBy means of a small insect a man as 

big as a giant had been strangled."43 But the king's life is 

spared. So he tr1es t o reconcile with the spider: 

" ' Come and lodge where I lodge. How beautiful are thy feet 

with shoes! Lo , this house have I built thee to live in 

return for the evil 1 did thee. Thou shalt no more sorrow 

forever, and no more shall evil or deception against thee 

enter my heart, for thou hast brought me far as this and 

hast made my remembrance peace, if thou do to me and thine 

anger against me is abated . ' The spider answered with harsh 

words: 'There is a time to speak and a time to be silent. u 

Thou hast driven me out from abiding in thine inheritance; 

lo, I shall send against thee and thy house a heavy plague 

'° Hadas, Fables of a Jewish Aesop, 134. ~ 
•• Schwarzbaum, The Mishlei Shu 'alim . ... 527 and note I p. 529. Schwarzbaum cites the Oxford and 
Budapest manuscripts among others in his note. 
41 This last sentence is !Tom Is. 14:23. 
0 Hadas, Fables of a Jewish Aesop. 210. 
44 Ecc. 3:7, though the order is in reverse. 
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of fl i es. Thou shal t not avail to stand before me, nor yet 

to be healed, for thou wilt be destroyed by death.u' 5 

Th is fable reminds us of the text in Proverbs which says, " You 

can catch the spider i.n your hand , yet it is found in royal 

palaces" (Pr ov. 30:28) . Berechiah takes that phrase and bu i lds 

from it a s t ory. Further, he manipulates the quotati on and 

interprets it to mean, "The spider can ca tch you i n its hand." 

Indeed, t his is what tra~spi res in the fable. The s lave and the 

ki ng become as flies. entangled in the spider's web . 46 

Berechiah writes in his conclusion t ha t the spider 

r epresents the poor, who take vengeance on ~he rich when treated 

badly. "They (the poor) become pricks in their (the riches') 

eyes and thorns in t heir sides."* Berechiah continues to write 

that as the r ich become baser and shamed, the poor will ascend 

Thus in this fable, we find an escape clause to the otherwise 

stagnant rules of social order . The venom of a spider does not 

disc riminate king from slave . The lesson is that we should be 

aware of how we treat every human bei ng . 

I have ~osen t wo fables as conc luding selections from 

Mishlei Shu- alim f o r this thesis. They further illustrate 

Berechiah's message of maintaining social o rder. 

·~ Hades. Fables of a Jewish Aesop, 2 10-21 1. 
46 

Schwarzbaum, The Mishlei Shu 'alim . • . , 529. 
OH adas. Fables of a Jewish Aesop, 211. 
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Fable number twenty-eight is :it)ni mii crµ;i ~ '\;~ ~. This 

is a circular and quite humorous story of a mouse who seeks the 

perfect mate. But he can not find a woman without fault. So he 

goes to the sun and basks in her light. He says to the sun: 

"With an everlasting l ove 
I have loved you.n 

H .. . Tl"\:l.iM ITal. Ber l lb) c7rp ~iM." 

The sun rhetorically asks the mouse if he would want a light that 

goes away every night . She answers her own question with· 

" The sun r i ses and the sun 
also sets . 1' 

0 tEcc. 1 : ::. •• .t1CC'ii ~' C'OC'it mTI" 

The sun emphasizes that even the cloud is more pow~rful than she 

because the cloud can block her rays. And so the mouse goes to 

the c loud. 

The cloud l:stens to the attractive words of the mouse, who 

lures the cloud with the words of Song of Songs . But the cloud 

tells the mouse that she is at the mercy of the wind. Wherever 

the wind blows , the cloud follows. She tells the mouse : 

''And if you so want a wife like me, 
a wonderer and a vagrant you will 
be upon the earth ." 

J"Vl 'J"C~ nc'M ~ 

\u (Gen. 4: 14) "·1.-..C,:) ili ') M'"m 

So the mouse goes to the wind. But she says that she has no 

strength to force down a wall wi th her voice. 

48 Natronaj, Mischle Schua/im, 40. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid 
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Finall~, the mouse goes to the wall and asks her hand in 

marriage. One can anticipate to wh om the wall will send the 

mouse: 

"And the wall answered with 
anger, ' Just to demonstrate my 
shame and my disgrace 
they sent you to me to make a 
fool of me. You came to remind 
me of my woes. 
For they (the sun , cloud, and 
wind)ascend and descend while my 
stones and my dust does not move. 
For there is no power nor 
strength in me, and ever~ mouse 
and creepy thing digs at my 
source 
and uncovers my foundations to 
mark in it paths. I am a wall 
and my breasts are as towers. 
But with their mouths and their 
feet the mice, according to their 
families , chip away at me 
And they sleep in me, mothe rs 
with their children, more than 
two hundred of them. 
And I can not bear it~ Do you 
r eally want a wife such as l?u 

ncn~ ncm ~rn" 
,;ii:.;~, ·~-n "' rr~m 
·~.,; -?ec 1'""" 

,')~ "'l·~m na ·~ 

o--n,., o"'1p imti "'C'ta 

.O"'"ll ~~pi --~aci 

i"l""l~l tc?i n~ f1C ·~i 
.iryil .,\"O C'C"'li ~~ ,~, 

~ u o,,i, ..,,,. i'm 
( SOS . B : l 0 I .rifn:iz:~ .,,, ile,, 'lM 

c.,_,,l~, C.i'~~ ·m~n 
.c,.mi~ci ~~:i 

O'l!~CMU..~ 
.C!'-1' ~ "JC'C ~ 

-rep; O'ill 'm,;,. t6i 
~ 1" :nonn il'1:~ rwten 

With this the mouse goes to take another mouse f or his wife. And 

he does not have to look far. He finds a wife from his very own 

neighborhood and vicinity. 

This fable is familiar to all cultures. We search the world 

to find what has always been in our own back yard. This theme is 

familiar to contemporary Americans from the message in The Wizard 

of Oz . Only after a journey can we appreciate what we already 

have. The cycle-motif also resonates with a Jewish flavor. Each 

year we move from one Shabbat to the next, from one life-cycle to 

another, only to consistently return t o Rosh Hashanah. Yet in 
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the process, we asc end to a point above where we begin . So by 

the next High Holiday, we are not in the same place, but rather 

elevated, as in a spiral, to new promises. In other words, to be 

satisfied with what we have, we often need to take the journey. 

That journey is often more important than the destination . 

Louis Ginzberg relates this fable to Abraham's search for 

God. Abraham looked to all the elements and found how one 

subdued the next, finally understanding that God transcends the 

elements. s. But Abraham had to question all the elements before 

he could begin t o probe the essence of God. 

Berechiah' s message, however , is that a person should stay 

within s ocial boundaries. He writes in his conclusion , "Whoso 

exalts himself beyond his pro portions is destined to return to 

his v i le origins, for each ret urns to his own station, the 

honorable to honor and the lightly esteemed to his own sort.u~l 

The last fable from Mishlei Shu-alim for this thesis number 

five , entitled, O"Cin~~)'~'~ derives from Aesop. It portrays a dog 

carrying a piece of cheese i n its mouth. As it crosses over the 

water on a bridge, it looks down to its reflection . The dog 

thinks its sees another dog with another cheese. Greed takes 

over reason , and the dog opens its mouth to grasp the cheese in 

the reflection. OF course the real cheese falls to the water, 

and the dog remains with no cheese at all. 

~ 1 Ibid., 40-41 . 
Sl Schwarz.baum, The Mishlei Shu 'a/im . .. . 174. 

sl Hadas, Fables of a Jewish Aesop, 60. 
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Berechiah quotes from Proverbs in his conclusion, " Be thou 

content with what thou hast in thy hand and thy possession; and 

envy not that which is another's." (Prov. 13:7) 5• Once again, 

this is a warning not to overstep boundaries. osually Berechiah 

counsels regarding socia l situations. But here he cautions 

specifica lly against coveting in a personal situation. 

In the previous fables we have examined, I have omitted the 

poems that Berechiah often adds to the end of many stories. 

These poems paraphrase the stories and their morals into a short 

lesson. Here is how Berechiah closes this fable: 

ci:yt TiQM eve.:: '~= C"Dt7 tC""~l '\i ">~"> t)"1:)" 
O"C N'~~ ;l.,:: ~· pn ~ ~ -V:Tn OZ:T1 

!· "'~r 'C'~l ~v.-r, ~C'n i,:vc ~-u, +, t)~m ~a< 

"food for every living creature was created by heaven. But 

often they covec twice what they need. 

One who robs and covets more than his prey will find himself 

as the dog with the c heese in the water. 

He spoke of adding to what was already sufficient. Yet he 

lost food that was to last two days."~6 

Thus we conclude the section on Mishlei Shu-alim. Berechiah 

was indeed a poet and an artist to encapsulate such endearing 

fables into a Jewish unit. Yes, they do resonate with worldly 

motifs. But the Jewish voice, through text and through moral, 

allows this to become a Jewish guide. The fables do evoke the 

animal characters of the Bible: the"Ox toils, the donkey gets no 

s,, lbid.,15. 
H Natronaj. Mischle Schualim, 15 . 
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respect, the common spider mixes with royalty. The themes exist 

concurrently in the non-Jewish culture in which Berechiah lived. 

Did one influence the other? Most certainly. But to say which 

culture invented these animal traits is not possible nor 

important to this study. 

Primary here is that Berech1ah takes the wisdom so often in 

the domain of the learned men, and presents lt to a much wider 

audience. Though they did not know the Hebrew to read the the 

text, women and children could l1sten to the stories and learn 

the em.bedded text because of the simple rhyme . While Jewish 

folk-tales are noL generally intended for youth entertainment, 

they certainly assist in education. The fables depict corM\on 

situations, not directed towards r oyalLy nor scholars. All can 

learn from what the animals offer. Indeed, the stories are gems 

that could adorn society today as well. 

In Mishlei Shu-alim, the original intended audience was 

literate Jews, who lived within the structure of a larger non­

Jewish society. The fables we studied respond directly to the 

concerns of the Jew in medieval society. In chapter three, we 

shall look at the stories of Kalilah va Dimna. The fables o f 

this corpus elaborate some of the same themes we saw in this 

chapter, but the audience is dis tinct, namely royalty. Kalilah 

va Dimna provides additional perspective through animals that 

enhances our blueprint for a better socie~y. The study of both 

56 This alludes to manna story (double portion}, even though the text is not the same. 
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these genres equips Jews with wisdom whet her they live in freedom 

or in ghettos . 
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Chapter Three 

Exce,rpts from Kalila.h va Dilnna : 

Ani.m.al.s of Indian Legend Gui.de and En terta.in Jewish 

Audieaces 

In chapter two we discussed animal fables in the Jewish 

collection of Mishlei Shu-alim . Chapter three will .explore 

Kal ilah va Dimna, a book of animal lore whose primary claim to 

Jewish identity is that it was translated by Jews. ~· While the 

Hebrew version has some biblical allusions , it is not as 

consistently filled with biblical text as is Mishlei Shu-alim. 

Rather than present entire phrases , the Hebrew often uses t wo-

word constructions that conjure biblical situations . 

The corpus is from India and as it t ravel ed wes t , became 

popular among the Arab-speaking world. The fol l owing expl ains in -

part why Jews embraced this Arabic literature: 

"The reason that Jewis~ popular literature was so ready to 
absorb large sections of its Arab counterpart was tha t the 
same phenomenon had already occurred in reverse. The Koran 
alludes to many Jewish stories , biblical and otherwise, but 
only rarely , a s in the case of the Joseph s tory, does it 
tell them in full. "~8 

Indeed, Jews have embraced the stories in Hebrew t ransla tion as 

our own. 

s? Jews, in fact, translated the Indian text into many languages (according to fil). 
sa Moms Epstein. Toles o[Sendebar, (Philadelphia: JPS., 1967), 15. 
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Kalilah va Dimna represents an entirely d i stinct genre of 

literature . The guidance that the an i mals illustrate is 

s pecifically i ntended fo r leaders of a people. Some motifs, 

however, exist in other folk - lore collections, such as Mishlei 

Shu-alim. Before loo king at specific stories, we shall survey 

the history of Kalilah va Dimna . Even that contains lore . 

Kalilah va Dimna has long been an endear ing l iterary work. 

It is both a story-book and a guide conceived in India . It 

reached the Mi ddle East and l ater Europe. In many of t he Arabic 

versions of Kalilah va Dimna, Ali ibn al-Sha h al Farisi presents 

a p reface on its history . The preface, like so many accounts in 

history , combines fa c t with fiction . :~ Ali begins with the 

conquest of Alexander the Great in India in the forth century 

BCE. Before leaving India, Alexander designated one o f his 

officers to rule the land. But the natives were not happy: 

"(Alexander) had s carcely withdrawn his t roops, when the 

people of the country , growing impatient under the weight of 

the yo ke which he had imposed upon them, determined to shake 

off all obedience to the viceroy whom he had appointed, 

regarding it both as dishonourable, and an insufferable 

hardship, to be obl i ged to submit to the authority of a 

stranger , who .. • [was not! interested in thei r we l fare 

and prosperity: they therefore deposed him, and chose for 

their sovereign a descendant o f their ancient kings, whose 

name was Dabschel im. 11 60 

)9 Esin Atil, Kali/ah wa Dimna. Fables from o Fo11rteenth-Cent11ry Arahie Manuscript, (Washington, 
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press., 198 I), 56. 
60 Rev. Wyndham Knatchbull (translator), Kalila and Dimna, (Oxford: W. Baxter., 1819). 5. 

49 

• 



Dabschelim's rule, however, was corrupt. He "proved to be a very 

cruel and capricious man.u ~t He abused his power as king of India 

by invading foreign te rritories while abandoning domestic issues . 

Witness to the corrupt nature of Oabschel im was Bidpai, a 

philosopher of Brahman. We compare the printed Hebrew and 

English translations in Ali's introductory desc ription Bidpai: 

"I t happe ned during this time 
period there was a man amongst 
the Brahmins a philosopher named 
Bidpai, 
a man s o dLstinguished a 
reputation for wisdom 

that his o~inion was asked in all 
matte rs of great difficulty . ul . 

""J:."n.1 ~'C,i,., ~ m.:: ;m C."T."1 C"C'.:l" 
, n.::,..:: -ct:ii 

, m-~)i c~ ~ 

<Job 1 and 2 ) " . J7""C -oi i'~, "'ltrl on 
~nne 1Ber. 19 :4 > ii'Jj'O~i1-~~, 

62".T'et: mirn M~ C'j>.::~ 

The English translation does not include these rich biblical 

allusions to Job and to Genesis . The Job reference reminds us of 

Job's upright character. The Genesis quotation refers to the 

people from every quarter in Sodom who do not heed Lot's advice. 

These t wo passages in juxtaposition create a fascinating tension. 

Bidpa i i s as pure Job while all others are as i mpure as those in 

Sodom. The Hebrew version of Kalilah va Dimna contains this and 

other allusions t o the bible that the Jewi sh translators 

superimposed into t he original text. 

Bidpai consulted all of his wi se pupils, sear ching f or ideas 

with which to approach Dabschelim. None wanted to l eave their 

native India, especially i n the hands of a corrupt king. In 

their answers, they drew on anima l characteristics, virtues of 

61 Atil, Kali/ah wa Dimna. . . SS. 
61 Knatchbull, Kalila and Dimna, 6. 
6

J Avraham Elmaleich, (ed.}, Kali/ah V 'Dimna, (Tel Aviv: DVIR Co. Ltd .. , 1926), 5. 
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patience, trust, and prudence, to illustrate their thoughts on 

how a wise king should rule . 

The day came when Bidpai approached Dabschelim. he said to 

the king: 

"A man is distinguished from the beasts by four 

qualities, wisdom, temperance, understanding, and justice . • 

And when a person is in full possession of these 

bright qualiLies, neither the excess of good fortune is 

capable of betraying him . . . nor does he wantonly indulge 

in complaints against Providence. You, O kinq, are 

in the full en j oyment of the dignities of your ancestors , 

those great men who laid the foundation of the monarchy . 

xou, O king, were born to be the heir of [your 

ancestors' J h1gh renown . . . ; but you have stopped short in 

the path in which you we re advancing towards the summit of 

glory, and you have sullied the good name which was your 

inheritance, by acts of oppression and injustice towards 

your subject s . . . A king is deceived in the 

expectations which he forms from the exercise of arbitrary 

power. . . . . Lay to heart therefore, 0 king, the advice 

which I offer you . . . with the purest intentions . . . . ,, e; 

Bidpai continues in his discourse with direct advice. He hope 

that Dabschelim will accept his words. Ironic is that he begins 

with this separation of man and beast. Yet, as we shall see , his 

advice involves almost exclusively the guidance of animals. 

These four qualities, wisdom, temperance, understanding, and 

justice, are what the animals attempt to attain through the 

course of the fables. 

"'Knatchbull , Kalila and Dimna. 15-19. 
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In the Hebrew version, we read in the bold section of the 

above passage, 

,.~ ~ .e:: ~ .:C',.1l"1 !act:1n C"l -f;o" 
L~ .. • nm :i~~:i ""10'C COi'1 ~laC c..,w, 

As with the previous example of the Jewish phraseology, here we 

find hints of liturgical wordings: "tce'li C"I " echoes the ~. Even 

coupling the words "T~" with " 0 ... "~", ,, alludes to the Tefillah. 

Again it is an e~ample of how the Jewish editors of non-Jewish 

literature espoused it and adopted i t as their , as our own. 

Dabschel:m's response to Bidpai was negative. He says: 

~1 could not have supposed that any one of my subjects would 

have ventured to address me in the terms which you have 

used, and to have united so mu c h audacity with such 

inconsiderable powers. I cannot considerably wonder at the 

haughty and presumptuous tone which you have assumed, and 

make it necessary to make you an example for the admonition 

of others who may hereafter aspire to the honour which you 

have abused to your own disgrace . Upon which he commanded 

that Bidpai be put to death . " 66 

While Bidpai was in jail , Dabschelim could not sleep as he 

thought of the perplexing ways of the universe. He remembered 

Bidpai and called upon him. Dabschelim expressed his guilt for 

his rash decision to send Bidpai to jail. Subsequently, 

65 Elmaleich, Kali/ah V'Dimnah, 9. 
66 Knatchbull, Kalila and Dimno, 19-20. 
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Oabschelim appointed Bidpai to be his personal minister for 

advice on how to behave as a prince . 

Intriguing here is the obvious parallel of Bidpai's rise 

from prison to the ascent of Joseph in Egypt. This motif, 

according to Everett Fox, is "an old and favorite motif i n 

folklore. u t. We shall ~ot dwell on this motif, however, as I am 

eager to move towards the roles of the animals and their motifs 

rather than those of human characte rs. 

Dabschelim subsequently commissions Bidpa~ to write a book 

Eor rulets. The guide was to help those rulers attain and retain 

the allegiance of thei r citizens . Bidpai thus wrote Kalilah va 

D1mna, a book of fourteen chapters , each addressing pertinent 

issues for a king, and each resolving those issues with sound 

answers. The medium Bidpai uses to convey his wisdom is through 

the animal kingdom. 

Kalilah and Dimna are the names o f two jackals in Bidpai's 

fables. Bidpai employs them to rela~e lessons through stories. 

Both were wise, but Kalilah was better able to channel his 

passions. Dimna consistently wished t o improve his social 

status. Kalilah and Dimna recount stories of the animal kingdom 

within the context of the larger stories. So while the jackals 

give advice, they are involved in a plot themselves. Though t he 

book is named for them, they only appear in the introductory 

narrative. 

67 
Everett Fox. (trans) .• The Five Books of Moses, (New York: Schockcn Books, 1983), 188. 
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Kalilah va Dimna became more than a guide for rule rs. Its 

popularity expanded into the arena of folk-literature, and its 

audience soon extended beyond Ind ia and into the Middle East. 

Esin Atil expla i ns why animal fables lure so many: 

"The behavior of the animals reflects human weaknesses and 

strengths, ambitions and a chievements. We can relate to the 

justice and injustice of their world and to the cruelty and 

kindness shown by friends and enemies since we face similar 

circumstances in our own lives . We are touched by their 

endearing personalities ; we appreciate their intelligence, 

resourcefulness, and compassion ... . "6
" 

Atil then continue s with specifics of Kalilah va Dimna. He 

praises the work a~ a search for truth and justice by not only 

royalty, but by all humanity. He writes: 

"The underlying theme of the work is that all creatures, big 

or small, are a part of creation and each society is a 

microcosm of a much larger entity that controls the destiny 

of its members. This perhaps was the essence of the 

worldwide popularity of the Kalila wa Dimna, appealing to 

all peoples at all times. " 69 

So the fundamenta l element of these stories is quite similar to 

t hose we saw in Mishlei Shu-alim: the inherent harmony of the 

social order, in both a small and large context, guides us each 

day. 

61 A1il , Kali/oh wo Dimno . .. , I 0. 

ff Ibid. 

54 



In the latter half of the sixth century, Khosrau Nushirvan 

of Iran heard of the book and commissioned his physician, Burzoe, 

to travel co I ndia and obtain it. Historians believe it was 

Burzoe who translated the text into the Pahlavi language in about 

the year 570 . Consequently, Kalilah va Dimna appeared in many 

more languages . 

Of course , ·here is speculation concerning this entire chain 

of events. No one is certain that Bidpai wro te a l l the original 

tales. With every translation and transmission through cultures 

and generat:ons, stories expand and change. Underlying this is 

the following statement: 

"The Pahlavi version was most likely expanded by additional 

stories. It has been argued that the Sanskrit Kalila wa 

Dimna contained only five stories from the Panchatantra; the 

Pahlavi version added three stories from the Mahabharata, 

together with four or five tales from other Indian 

Sources. u lO 

(The Panchatantra and the Mahabharata are two carpi of early folk 

literature ) . Jewish writers, when they adopted Kalilah va Dimna, 

continued this process of molding the stories. We saw this above 

with the comparisons of the English and Hebrew translations. 

In Mishlei Shu-alim we categorized fables by animal. With 

Kalilah va Dimna, we shall examinel:he fables in the order they 

70 Ibid .• 56. 
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appear in the text. Tho ugh the plot is not so important to the 

scope of this thesis, it noteworthy. Of two sections, the first 

gives the story of Kali l ah and Dimna , the jackals . Within the 

larger narrative are individual fables as well . The second 

section depicts direct questions that Dabschelim asks Bidpai. 

The~e we shal l explore only the specific fables and thei r 

lessons. In the process, we shall explore fables that advise on 

friendships and foes, fables that warn against grP-ed, and fables 

that counsel general good leadership. As we saw above, the 

printed translation~ do not always reflect the Hebrew flavor. 

Thus I shall provide an original translation. Many of the 

synopses will derive from Rev. Wyndham Knat<hbull's English 

translation and Esin At il 's English collection of Kalilah va 

Dimna. 

Appropr ia tely, we begin with a story featuring Kalilah and 

Dimna, the jackals. It happened in the court of the lion-king 

that two bulls, Shanzabeh and Banzabeh, got stuck in the mud when 

pulling a merchant's wagon. The merchant was in a hurry and 

asked an attendant to free the oxen wh ile he left on foot. The 

attendant did not have the patience to wait, and left the oxen on 

their own to die . Shanzabeh 1 however, freed himself from the mud 

and found a pasture where he was able to live. He had sufficient 

food and water , but no companionship. When he was lonely, we 

would bellow loudly . 

The lion would hear the horrible sound of Shanzabeh and 

tremble. He was so afraid that he would not leave his den, which 
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was quite embarrassing for a king! Dimna, always wanting to rise 

in status and closer to the king, attempted to ease him. Dimna 

told the lion stories : 

"It is not right for a king to hide 
in his holy den whenever there is a 
contaminated sound . 
For you will not fea r the terror 
of the sound, goes the saying. 

To wha t can this be compared? To a 
fox who came to a dense forest and 
saw a drum hanging from the trees 
above . 
And when the wind blew on their 
branches and stirred them, they 
beat on the skin o f the drum. But 
the fox detected nothing immense 
surrounding him. 
And the fox approached to 
contemplate the drum . And he 
looked and saw that the drum was ' 
very thick . 
And he thought it may have been 
filled will milk and meat . And he 
worked hard until and he tore it . 
And he saw that it was empty, and 
there was nothing inside. And he 
said, 'Whatever is (truly) 
insignificant, its roar is great 
and its body is enormous .'" 

Tru~ 1~t: cye.nc .:lW; -f'Jc';I ;.en 
m1e"" ·~ "~.,i,, 

·~ (Prov. 3: 2 S l ~lie tci"ti ;.c• ';:) 
~,~ 

~,., i::l'T.'1 ':'Tei, ;c,c 
rn.:l~ . iy':i IOC' ~ 

c¥ ~~ ..f>n Cl" tm 
cr:ri c,~l)~.j,,..,..,, ~='l ~, 

Clm '"'IW ~ weini 
.~·~ Q~ ~ yeci~ 

ClN l~~ ~1Tif C'l"i 
,iMC n=y tim n;ii tm 

"iC':n ~;n tim ~ ·~ =tm'I 

M'i"' '"Y1", itcz: ~ 

~..ri. ~~ u J'1C'I Kn j''"'I ·~ 
'·"'.O~ ~ui .,,.,.l U1CC' i''"'I ~i ';!::>' 

In other words, that which can lure ar.d seduce are often empty of 

any substance. 

When he finished the story , Dimna o ffered to go and see what 

the sound was that the lion feared. Indeed, when Dimna returned, 

he reported that the tremendous noise emanated from the bull, an 

insignificant c reature. The lion then asked Dimna to fetch the 

bull. Dimna complied , and the lion subsequent l y invited the bull 

to live in his court. The two de~eloped a close frie ndship of 

which Dimna grew jealous. Kalilah reminded his brother Dimna 

71 Elmaleich, Kali/ah V'Dimnah, 43. 
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that not only did he bring the two together in the first place, 

but also that a jackal should not complain in the face of a lion 

and a bull! Dimna responded that power of the mind far outweighs 

strength of body. 

the motif of social order pervades this story. The lion 

expects that his kingdom perceive him as brave, yet he cowers at 

a strange noise. His embarrassment at his fear compels him to 

remain where no one will see him. Dimna is a nothing, yet he 

seeks compa~ionship with the king in order to rise above his 

status. 

The moral of the story within Xhe story is one and the same 

as the response that Dimna gave to Kalilah : that wh ich appears to 

be large and powerful may actually be trivial. But this lesson 

proves itself ephemeral. One can not use this alone as a guide 

for leadership because it lacks responsible perception. There 

are cases in which one should be cautious of that which is great 

or unfamiliar. In the course of the book , Dimna continues 

attempting to elevate his status. This leads in the end to a 

premature death. So while the moral gives a certain truth , it is 

not an accurate principle by which to base one's administration. 

This shows that the wisdom of Kalilah va Dimna involves 

knowledge of the entire anthology. The stories give accurate 

gui dance to specific circumstances. Dimna uses the wisdom 

i nappropriately. 

One final word on this story . It is simi la r to the Midrasb 

we read in chapter one of the f ox from Ecclesiastes Rabbah. 
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There, the fox must fast to fit through a fence to gain access to 

grapes in the vineyard . After he eats , he fasts again t o pass 

through the fence. He then questions the vineyard as to what 

enjoyment one can attain from it. The Midrash illustra~es that 

one must leave the world just as he enters. But the motif is 

similar to our fable here in Kalilah va D1mna; the fox in both 

stories complains after not procuring what it covets. 

Dimna th~n relates another story warning against coveting 

through the episode o f the lion and the hare. All the animals of 

the :crest feared the powerful lion who would eat any animal it 

could find. The animals decided to take matters into their own 

hands and choose one creature each day to sacrifice to the lion. 

They chose the animal by drawing lots. This way, the other 

animals could live in peace, having at least a little control of 

their own destinies. 

When the lot fell on the hare, she devised a plan so that 

the animals would never have to suffer this terrible arrangement 

anymore . The anima l s aqreed to a l low the hare to free them o f 

this yoke. The hare loitered until after lunch-time before 

ap~roaching the lion. The lion was quite hungry and angry by the 

time the hare arrived. She told him that she had escorted 

another hare, a fatter hare, to be his meal. On their way, 

another lion had seized the fat hare and ran off. The lion was 

furious that food designated fo~ himself, the king, had been 

purloined. The hare offered to lead the king to where the other 

lion had brought the other hare. 
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"And t.he hare went. with the lion, 
and she brought him a large deep 
well filled with pure and clear 
water. 
And she looked into the well and 
said to the lion, 'Do you see, my 
lord-king? It is the den of one 
of your relatives! 
He escaped to this cave, and he 
is s i tt i ng in it now . 
This is certain, that he will not 
share with you. So you must go 
there to get (the food) from him. 
Then the lion-king went up to the 
wall of the well and bent his 
head and saw the water. 
And the hare crept and came up 
stealthily and stood between i ts 
legs. And the l ion saw his 
reflection and the reflection of 
the hare i n the wa t er. 
Anci he roared: "indeed the matter 
is true ! Here i s my enemy and 
here is the rabbit with it! 
Look, it is standing in the 
depths of the den. 
~e fixes his eyes on me a s though 
he has contempt for me. But now 
r-know that his long hairs are no 
match for me.' 
And as he spoke these words , he 
sought to storm the lion to take 
revenge from it.. And he leapt 
into the middle of the well and 
sank like earth in mighty water." 

-~-t'l( M:ln<M ~., 
i'lj'C~ i'l'ml ~ '-t ~;:,rn 

C"~TI cm Q"t) ~ 

:~ if:acn\ ""IM::lii ,w t:i::ll'TI 

~,•mac ,itrte ittc'n' 
.,.::,.,,.m'lMZ: ii~ 

.l"!Mp .:lC',. :i;:,i C'°J nm i'M"Q.i '* 
iM'?o• ~ ·~ ,m ~ 

. 'C'j'.:l" l"TCC' tci.:l" 1::l.:l" 
,""IM.:lii l"CTI ~ ~ ~ 

, l"TC"Cii Q.:l'i ' 'C'M"'\·t°l( nw-i 

acirn :i.::>.um ri.:rwn 
,..i,,., r;:, "TC~ni ~;:, 
inci:.::-n< ~ M"'1"'I 
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,m'lMZ:i1 l'CYC jlN "TC' tm l"I~ 

. .;., ~· ~ 'C~, .;., rry rm"' 
~,.ilMp~ 

.•rntc i1lMp.:lM aci, ni.:l-.ac;i 'l'~e' ~ 

,if',Ki Q-1.::'T,'1-M N"t~i 

Ci'~ 'llCC t'l'f.h ~ ~ °iV l"'l7i'f> ""Ott 
~ii~ i,ac 1·11'.., 

72" Jr'MM ~;:, ~~ ~ 

The hare returned to the other animals, content with his success. 

The lion's desire for more food recalls the story in Mishlei 

Shu-alim of the dog and the cheese. Common to both fables are 

the reflection and greed motif. The dog saw in the water its 

reflection, yet thought it was looking at another dog with 

another piece of cheese . When the dog opened its mouth, the 

cheese fell out, leaving the dog with nothing. Here, the lion 

72 Ibid., 52. 
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saw the reflection, and actually attacked the image, falling into 

the well and dying. 

Two lessons ensue from this fable. One is tha~ which we 

learned from the story with the dog and the cheese: to be content 

with what we have. The second lesson returns us to the drama 

itself: that cunning is more powerful than might. The small hare 

is able to escape the wrath of the great lion. Again, Dimna 

offers this moral of mind over matter. But as we shall see, this 

lesson proves limited as Dimna suffers because of his trickery . 

Dimna 's goal is to break the friendship between the lion­

king and Shanzabeh. He l~es to the bull, trying to pit it 

against the l_on. The lies take root, and when the two meet, 

they engage in a fierce battle, the lion wounding and ultimately 

killing his friend. When the lion l earned that it was Dimna's 

maliciousness and deceit that caused him to kill Shanzabeh, he 

imprisoned the jackal and arranged for a trial. Kalilah, 

distressed by his brother's arrest suffered a heart attack and 

died. 

At the trial, Dimna first entices the judge with delightful 

stories and fables. His cunning won the hearts of the judge, and 

it appeared that he would procure his freedom. But after ten 

days of trial, a leopard, who had witnessed the conversations 

between Kalilah and Dimna, spoke up about Dimna ' s plot to 

separate the lion and the bull . Then another ~itness testified 

with the same accusation. Dimna 's trickery could not free him 

from their words. The lion condemned Dimna to a cell where he 
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soon after died o f starvation. It shows that when u~ed 

inappropria tely, wisdom breads corruption. Dimna used wisdom to 

raise his own status, and ultimately pits friends against one 

another and condemns himself to death. Again, this teaches that 

the understanding the guidance of Kalilah va Dimna requires an 

awareness of the wisdom of the entire corpus . 

Thus Kalilah and Dimna both die i n the first section of the 

fable collect~on. The rest of the fables respond to specific 

questions that Dabschelim poses to Bidpai. We shall study them 

on an 1ndividual basis rather than as they apply to the larger 

ploL. 

Dabschelim, having heard the story of Dimna's perversion, 

wanted to know if it was possible for members of various tribes 

to embrace as one. Bidpai relates the story of the Ring-dove. A 
~ 

group of doves became caught in the net of a hunter as they were 

eating seeds. The ring-dove, the leader , suggested that if they 

all collaborated, they could still fly off as a united group 

rather than try to escape each on his own. A crow witnessed the 

spectacle and decided to follow them. 

When the flock finally landed in a safe place, the ring-dove 

called to her friend Zirak, the mouse. (The name "Zirak" appears 

in the printed English but not the Hebrew) . Zirak came out of 

one of his holes to see what was going on. He asked the ring-

dove: 

"'Who threw this net on you?' She 
answered him saying , 
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' Are you not yet aware that evil and 
good only come upon man when the 
matter is decreed on him by heaven? 

Upon us, too, does this decree apply, 
and there is no escape. ' 

Then the mouse began to gnaw at the 
net on the side where the ring-dove 
was. But she wanted him to begin on 
the side where the other doves were 
and then to finish on her side. 
And though she repeated her words more 
than once , he paid no attention, for 
he wanted to free her quickly." 

!Ex. i o: 7 l yin c:ric.i• 

n:::-= iac il1"' ~ ~ ·~ 
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Zirak saw that the ring-dove was entirely self-less. She feared 

that if he freed her first, that he would become too tired to 

free the other doves. This act of compassion towards her flock 

enchanted Zirah so much that he pledged her his true friendship. 

With passion he worked to free the entire flock of birds . 

Having witnessed the entire ordeal, the crow also wanted to 

befr i end Zirak. At first, Zirak hesitated , remembering that 

crows and mice traditionally are enemies.·; But the crow replied 

that 

., it was not with the intention of eating him that she 

had come; that she had a more important object in view , 

which was to secure his f r1endship; and that the truth and 

sincerity with which she courted it did not deserve to be 

repaid by distrust. ,,, 5 

73 Ibid., 84. 
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Once the crow and the mouse understood the value of friendship, 

they became inseparable. Thus Bidpai responds to Oabschelim' s 

question . Members of different tribes can s hare a friendship . 

The mos t intriguing line of the Hebrew fable is that which 

gives the theology of f ree-will versus destiny. The crow spoke 

of Heaven as the arbitrator of good and evil that fall upon human 

beings. No matter what we do, Heaven wil l always be in cont rol . 

lt returns us to the theme of s ocial order that permeates t his 

entire literat~re. 

AdditLonally here is the folk-motif of an animal freeing 

another, larger animal , from a net . The theme exists in a story 

we did not study from Mishlei Shu-alim : the parable of the Lion 

and the Mouse . So popular is this fable that it is common to 

modern animat:on . The premise is that a mouse di sturbs a 

slumbering lion . Angered at his disrupted sleep , the lion 

threatens t o eat the mouse. But the mouse pleads for mercy, and 

the lion relents and sets him f ree. Later , the lion becomes 

ensnared in a hunter 's net , and the mouse returns to free the 

lion by gnawing open its ropes. True, the c yclical pattern of 

anima l s helping one another is not a part o f the Kalilah va Dimna 

fabl e. Bu t the theme o f a mouse working its way through a n~t 

does connect the two corpi . 

Dabschelim understood that the mouse and the doves and the 

mouse and the crow were able to forge a strong friendship. This 

certainly was important to know when leading a country: when to 

make all ies with another nation . But Dabschelim's next request 
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of Bidpai was to understand when no t to trust the foreigner. So 

Bidpai relates a number of stories within stories, one of which 

was t he Elephant and the Hare. 

A herd of elephants once lived by a lake. One season, a 

drought plagued the region and the water in the lake dissipated . 

The king o f the elephants moved his troop to a new lush spot 

cal led t he Fountain of the Moon . 

Also living in the Fountain of the Moon was a kingdom of 

hares. At night, when the elephants first arrived, they trod 

over many of the hares and killed them . The hares convened with 

their king to determine how to 'pr event this from occurring again. 

One the har~s, Firouz, had a reputation for sound judgment. She 

volunteered to go before the elephants and address them: 

"And the hare came to the elephants 
on a moon-lit night . And she 
feared approaching them lest they 
trample her. 
So she went up t o the top of a high 
mounta in and called to the king o f 
the e lephants by his name saying to 
him, 'By the advice of the moon I 
have come to you . ' 
~nd the king of the elephants 
responded, 'What has happened? ' 
And the hare answered , 'Whoever 
gages his strength by seeing 
another who is weaker, he fools 
himself and his str ength will be 
his downfall. 
And you, o elephant, as you think 
you are stronger than all the other 
beasts and animals , let you.r he.art 
inspire you to come to the fountain 
that is named f or me , and"'Ciri nk 
water from it? 'N 
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76 This phrase alludes to Obadiah I :3 bur is in a varianr word arrangemen1. 
n Elmaleich, Kali/ah V'Dimnah, 97. 
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The hare then warned the elephant that the Moon would blind him 

and the others elephants if they continued to drink from the 

fountain. Firouz brough t the elephant to the fountain to meet the 

great Moon: 

"And he looked into the fountain and 
saw the reflection of the moon. And 
Firouz said to him: 

'Take up water with your trunk and 
wash your face and your hands. And 
purify yours~lf and bow before the 
moon.' 
And the elephant did so. He dipped 
nis trunk in the water ca using it to 
ripple. And the reflection of the 
moon, whi ch was in the water, swayed 
to and fro . . 
And the elephant said, 'This can only 
mean that the moon is angry with me 
because I made the wate r sway.' 

And he asked the hare, 'Why is the 
moon trembling? ls his heart angry 
with me because I dipped my tunk in 
the water?' 

And the hare answered, 'Yes . " 
And the elephant. was frightened. ~~d 

he bowed before the moon , and he 
prostrated again i n order to allow his 
soul to turn from its evil ways. And 
he would not drink ever again from the 
water of the fountain, he nor his 
companions because of what he heard." 

JlC.1 ;,.c -c·~i.:li .. . " 
.rnn ~i-nc ac-i-i 

::Tl'M"I) fJ "'CKM 
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.~,'l""I C"C.:l -::c.,,.nc C,:ic.., 
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.:irn :"111 ~ C"C:I "'C'K 

:,.1)., ~M"i 
~QM-·~~11< 
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:n=:.rKi-nc ~ 
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,JlC-i 'e~..,.,, l'1V"C' ·rb::b 
19 .~eCteC, c-c.i-C,~, m 

This story echoes the one that Dimna told of the lion and the 

ha re. One can imagine that the hare is the same character in 

both stories. Common to both is fooling the enemy through a 

reflection motif. It appears to be a favorite method of the hare 

"Expression which appears numerous times in Bible. 
19 Elmaleich, Kali/ah V'Dimnah, 98. 
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to eliminate the antagonist. (Again, this conjures animated 

i~ons, such as Brer Rabbit). Dimna told his fable to show that 

wit is more important than strength. But here, Bidpai stresses 

not so much that lesson, but rather that one should not take the 

advice of the enemy, "even when he seem[s] week and harmless" 80 as 

the hare . Thus Dabschel1m learns when never to trust a member of 

another tribe. 

We shall share one more fable from Kalilah va Dimna. 

Dabschelim wan t ed to learn how to escape from a situation where 

enemies surround him on all sides. Bidpai related the story of 

the Cat and the Mouse . 

A mouse named Fer1doun and cat named Roumi both lived in 

holes at the foot of a great tree. One day, Roumi stepped into a 

hunter's trap and could not escape. Wh en feridoun came out of 

his hole, he reveled when he saw his enemy the cat in the net: 

"But his joy did not last . For the weasel 
(l it. 'rat' ) was standing there ready to 
ambush him to seize him. And the bat was 
in the tree, plotting against him to 
devour him. 

And there stood the mouse, amazed, with 
no idea of what to do! 

If he we~e to turn around, the weasel 
would tear him apart. And if were to 
turn right or left, the bat would plot 
against him. And if he were to stay 
where he was, the teeth of the cat would 
devour him" 

so Atil, Kali/ah wa Dimna . •.• 43. 
"Elmaleich, Kali/ah V'Dimnah, 11 9. 
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Finding no way of escape, Feridoun figured that the best chance 

for surviva: was to befriend Rau.mi. He approached the cat and 

reminded him that ~he weasel and the bat were conunon enemies to 

both of them. He offered to gnaw the net and release the cat. 

In return , the two of them would earn trust from one another . 

Roumi agreed to this plan. 

As Feridoun ate awa y at the ropes , the weasel and the bat 

departed because their food was no longer ava ilable to them. At 

this point, Feridoun slowed his work, for he was now out of 

danger . Accordingly, Roumi grew impatient and implored that 

Feridoun not betray him. By this time t he hunte r was 

approaching . So Feridoun quickly finished his work and the cat 

ran free . It took some time for the cat and the mouse to learn 

t o truly trust one another, but because they became friends when 

trouble lurked, their bond lasted forever. 

Again , we have a mouse gnawing at a net in order to free a 

traditional enemy. The motif of befriending the adversary in a 

time of distress is central to a guide for leadership. One must 

know when it is safe to approach the enemy and when it is 

foolish. This fable ~eaches us to always look for an escape 

clause when doom seems inevitable . It stresses the need to have 

our eyes open to all situations. 

Additionally, this fable shows that what seems insignificant 

can actually be o f ser vice. We should not unde r estimate those 

who appear weak. This corresponds to the lesson Dimna told of 

the fox who anticipated that food was in the drum that hung from 
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the tree. Dimna taught that the bark is often greater than the 

bite. Here, we learn no t to dismiss that which is small . Both 

fables warn against judging another based solely on appearance. 

Indeed, the wisdom of Bidpai focuses on methods of good 

leadership. His advice concerns both knowing his subjects as 

well as his enemies and understanding how to use wisdom and not 

always strength. Paramount to the morals is a quest to maintain 

social order and peace. Mishlei Shu-alim instructed us not to 

aspire to non-conventional social boundaries. Here, the plea for 

social order takes a different shape. We learn here to pursue 

peace, preserving order even if it means stepping Outside of 

normal guidelines. In Kalilah va Dimna, the animals constantly 

use wisdom to protect themselves. They do not seek to rise in 

status. Dimna appl i ed the fables for this purpose and it worked 

against him. Rather, they hope :o safeguard their own lives from 

the enemy. As Bidpai applied those same morals of Dimna's 

stories to specific situations, the lessons took on a new 

meaning. 

Ve ry few biblical citations appear in the Hebrew, though 

every once in a while there is some biblical flavor. Kalilah va 

Dimna is not like Mishlei Shu-alim in this way. But the book is 

still a rich ingredient in the Jewish anthology of lore and 

legend. 

For the leader, Kaiilah va Dimna is a textbook. Rulers 

require knowledge of all the guidance in the stories in order to 

discern what standards should accompany which specific 
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situations. But the contemporary reader can enjoy a nd learn from 

the fables because the animals speak to all men , women, and 

children as well because of the witty plots and escapades and t he 

universal common sense of the morals. 

In the next chapter, we shall look at additional fables in 

various collection that draw from the motifs of both Mishlei Shu­

alim and Kalilah va Dimna. 

• 
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Chapter Four 

Ad.dit:iona.l. Jewish An.i.mai Fabies from Europe, Asia, and 

A£rica 

In the past two chapters we discussed animal fables from tow 

distinct literary collections. Here, we shall look at fables 

extending beyond th~ Middle Ages that derive mostly from Mishlei 

Shu- alim and i n part from Kalilah va Dim.na (through motif rather 

than story-line). Kurdish and Mo roccan Jews both enjoy e rich 

folk li terature. The Jews of Ashkenaz also delighted in animal 

fables. Much of what we shall explore are extensions of the 

fables we have already seen in the previous chapters. Intriguing 

is just how some communities adopt the tales and mold them into 

their own cultural Judaism. Jews wrote many o f these stories in 

the ve rnacu lar or in local dialects. Translations exist in 

Hebrew, but this c hapter shall present the Engl.ish only. 

We shal l begin with stories from the Yiddish fables 

collection of Reb Moshe Wallich, known as Sefer Meshalim (SM) . 

Again, we look to some background of the fables. In Eli Katz's 

introduction we read, 

"In 1697 there appeared in Frankfurt am Main a collection of 

thirty-four fables in Yiddish entitled, Sefer Meshalim (Book 

of Fables] and published by Moses ben Eliezer Wallich. 

On the title page, Wallich claims to have gathered the 

fables "fr9m the holy tongue , from the boo)< of Meshal ha­

Kadmoni (Ancient Parable] and the book Mishlei Shu'alim (Fox 

Fables]. In the first of the book's two prefaces, 
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however, Wa llich , while repeating h~s pretens ions to having 

selected the fabl es (and, by implication, to having 

translated them from the Hebrew) also asserts a conflicting 

c laim: ' It is also called Ku-Bukh (Cow Book) This 

obscure remark suggests that Wa llich's Sefer Meshalim is in 

fact a r eissue of an earlier collection, entitled Ku - Bukh, 

and no longer easily obtainable. "P~ 

(Ku-Bukh appeared in the sixteenth century, provid ing Jews with a 

"menagerie of schol~rly fauna. "Pl In the tex t o f Sefer Meshalim 

itself, Italian words ano northern Italian city names appear , 

indicating that a local1 Yiddish-speaking community comprised the 
• 

book's first audience.~; As with all literature, SM borrowed from 

many sources. Some Jewish scholars will argue that all the 

stories derived "from the holy tongue," as Wal lich claimed . More 

l i kely is the " Judaization" of common fol k-tales . Thus , these 

Jews of nor t hern Italy knew of Ku-Bukh as well as other Jewish 

l iteratu r e and extracted from both. 

So, the fables of SM evolve from the Jewish, Aesopean , and 

Arabian trad1tions , the latter deriving from Indian sources. 8~ 

Many of the stories ~ill be familiar t o those we have already 

seen in chapters two and three. One main difference is 

linguistic . In addition to employing biblical phraseology, Sefer 

Meshalim utilizes holiday themes and Yiddish-isms. At times, the 

Jewish c ultural flavor seem rather transpl a nted into the familiar 

u Eli Katz. (editor and translator), Book of Fob/es, the Yiddish Fable Collection of Reb Moshe Wal/ich, 
(Detroit: Wayne S111te University Press., 1994). 9-10. . 
u Elijah Judah Schochel, 14nimal Life in Jewish Tradition, (New York: KTAV Publishing House. Inc., 
1984), 230. 
3Katz.. Book of Fables .... 10. 
as Ibid. 
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story. Other times, they are intricately woven into the text. 

The language itself is not only for the learned, but for women 

and children as well. Wallich writes in his preface, "I the 

wr iter do herewith call all women and pious folk. 0
Pt Many of the 

stories of this corpus involve humans exclusively , but most 

perpetuate the animal fab l es. We shal l explore the fables as 

they correspond to those primarily in Mishlei Shu-alim (MS ), 

referring to that text in the process. We begin with two fox 

fables . 

• 
One tale that is common to both MS and SM is entitled The - -

Fox and the Stork (i n Mishlei Shu-alim it is called The Fox and 

the Crane ) . In that version, the fox entices the crane to eat 

dinner at his home. The fox grinds food finely that the crane 

can not eat it because of its l ong beak. ln retaliation, the 

crane invites the fox to a meal that is deep in a hollow tree. 

The fox tries but fails at eating the food becau~e he does not 

have the narrow beak necessary. The moral: evil deeds are 

contagious and will infect otherwise upright people. (The crane 

only became cunning because of the fox) . 

The Sefer Meshalim version begins wi th a different premise . 

Wallich begins by saying, "A fox and a stork were good friends 

such as one finds today; two good and faithful companions who 

liked one another.n81 In Mishlei Shu-alim, we never learn about 

the former relationship of the two. But in Sefer Meshalim we 

understand that the two are close. From here, the story 

16 Ibid., 36. 
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continues similarly, but with variations. Wallich illustrates 

the meals themselves with detail and humor. At one point, the 

fox asks the stork, who is unable to eat , "Do you need a shovel 

o r a f ork"8
l< The story continues: 

"Whenever he opened his mouth the food would fall out. The 

stork could not enjoy his meal and was greatly vexed. But 

he didn't reveal it: to the fox . He said , 'Is this all 

you've prepareo for this meal? I'm sure I have a lot more 

food at my house; kreplekh and almond rice and all s orts of 

Purim delicacies.'"' 

The stork then prepares the food and puts it into a long cruse 

with a narrow neck. While the fox salivates at the cruse , the 

stork makes similar jokes as t:he ones which he had endured. 

Our moral gives the opposite message of the one in MS. 

Here, Wallich writes that what the stork did to the fox was 

appropriate. "Anyone who wants to trick or fool his friends 

. is surely not pious . and will soon be repaid in equal 

measure . 

This fable, so secular in motif, becomes Jewish simply by 

the addition of the traditional foods and the Purim holiday. It 

also teaches us the value of the Purim holiday for Jews. Mishlei 

Shu-alim had i nserted biblical text to claim Jewi s h owner ship. 

Sefer Meshalim appeals to a different audience. and thus targets 

cultural aspects of Judaism rather than biblical text. Common to 

both versions is the Jewish ethical value of :iie i~ :iie . 

11 Ibid .. 40. 
" Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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We also remember the story about the fox, raven, and cheese 

from MS. A raven had a piece of cheese in his mouth, and the 

hungry fox wanted to somehow get the cheese. The fox enticed the 

raven with luring words, asking the raven to sing with his s weet 

voice. The raven's pride eclipsed his sense, and as he opened 

his mouth to sing, the cheese fell. The fox took the cheese and 

ran off. Here, tn Se fer Meshalim, we find the same story, but 

with more cultural color . The fox has just spoken of the raven's 

beauty: ' 

"The raven was g reatly pleased at the thought that he was so 

beautiful and fine.- He felt very good about himself and was 

quite elated. He thought : 'The fox will praise me 

everywhere. 1 will be spoken o f in distant places and 

everyone will be after me. They• 11 all be sending 

matchmakers to the raven .' The fox thought: 'If only I can 

confuse you enough to get you to start singing. ' The raven 

now began to hop onto the most beautiful branche~. He said 

to the fox: 'Now, would you care to be silent and listen to 

my beautiful singing? I won 't make you wait; I 'll sing a 

sweet ditty.' The fox stood up on his hind legs and 

prepared to catch the cheese . He wa s certain of it and he 

knew he couldn't miss. He said: 'You don't sing often, I'm 

looking forward to it .' He looked up at the stars above as 

though he were about to perform the blessing of tne moon. 

He said: 'Tomorrow is Rosh Hashone. Let me hear how you can 

sing the prayer melodies.' He 19oked up with cheerful 

anticipation to the place from which the cheese would drop. 

Wi th joy and exultation the raven opened his mouth wide, 

just as he does to this very day when he caws. He cawed so 

90 Ibid., 44. 
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loud and long that the cheese fell. In his own mind he was 

singing quite well. But the f ox had enough of this singing . 

He took the cheese in his mouth (it must have we ighed twenty 

pounds) and quickly departed into the greenwood . " 01 

According to the editor 's notes , the allusions to the new 

moon festival and Rosh Hashanah provide humor. 9
" This tale 

certainly resonates for one who may not know scripture o r 

liturgical proams intimately , but who does identi fy as a Jew. 

lndeed, t hat small addition , as well as the mention of the 

matchmaker, give a Jewish cultJral flavor to the common fol k-

tale . The moral remains the same as it was in Mishlei Shu-alim . 

One should always be aware of what he is. In h1s conclusion, 

Wallich writ:es , '' you ~hould consider wel l who you are and 

observe yourself ir. the mirror , so what happened t o the raven 

WOn' t happen tO YOU. n -,.s 

The next fable we shall explore is another cousin of a fable 

from MS. There , it is story number five entitled, croi nr~li ~~~ -

Here, it is story number three , titled, The Dog's Reflection . 

The story line is a l most identical , except that he r e, instead o f 

carrying a piece of cheese, the dog has a piece of meat in its 

mouth. As soon as he finds the meat, he leaves the other dogs 

saying to himself , " Let them eat dry bones . • 94 The fable 

continues much as it does in the MS version. The dog goe s to a 

bridge and see s t he reflection of the meat in the river below. 

91 Ibid., 46. 
92 Ibid., 276. 
9> Ibid., 48. 
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Thinking it is actually another piece of meat, he opens his mouth 

to obtain it. The actual piece falls from the dog's mouth and 

into the water. 

There is not much of a Jewish flavor to the story itself. 

But in the conclusion, Wallich provides a little theology: 

"This fable is directed toward one who covets much more than 

God has provided for him. He doesn't know that in the end 

he'll lose what he had at first as well. So it seems to me 

a bad trai~ and one that I don't like at all. For everyone 

should be satisfied wi t h what God has decreed for him and 

not increase his possessions with unjust gain. And he 

should l ive cheerfully all his l ife with the possessions 

that God has given him. For it's all a matter of luck and 

fortune. Bel i eve me; I swear it by Abonai. The end."95 

First and foremost, this reference t o "Abonai'' begs attention. 

In the critical notes to this c hapter, the editor writes, " i'f¥1n:»t , 

obscure; possibly a euphemism for 'lTiM 'Lord (God]' employed 

because of the general prohibition against taking the name of the 

lord in vain ."96 This euphemism is a Yiddish version of our 

contemporary "G-d." 

While the dog of the parallel fable in Mishlei Shu-alim 

speaks with biblical allusions, the fable here does not. 

Instead, Wallich explains the lesson with an echo of the Tenth 

Commandment as well as the wisdom of Pirkei Avot, "Who is rich? 

,, But rather than directly quote Bible or Mishna, Wallich 

illustrates the warning through this fable. Thus, its moral 

94 Ibid., 50. 
9
} Ibid. 
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extends to larger audience, one not limited to those learned in 

text. 

Another example of the same moral is story twenty two, 

entitled The Ass in the Lion's Skin. We remember this fable in 

Mishlei Shu-alim with the same title. In that version, the story 

opens with a donkey who strayed from his master's house for no 

apparent reason and found a lion's skin. The donkey paraded i n 

the skin, scaring the other animals. In Se f er Meshalim, Wa llich 

generates a l i ttle more compassion for why the donkey left home 

and for its motivat1 on t o be s omething else~ 

"A man had a donkey in 1lis stable . He seldom let it remain 

idle. It had t o carry the sacks to the mill . And he often 

beat it wi th a staff. Yet he fed it only a little. He 

caused it much suffering. One time he drove it out to 

pasture . It searched everywhere for grass, on the hill and 

in the valley. It wanted to graze with the harts and the 

hinds and all the wild beasts. The donkey finally l~st its 

way. It came into a great forest where a lion had left its 

skin while it was taking 3 bath. In the meantime the donkey 
took it. ,, ai 

In the former version, the donkey was a much more rebellious 

figure. It was haughty and arrogant. But here, the donkey is 

tender. We feel sorry for him in his situation. It is only 

after the donkey in this fables finds the lion's skin and puts on 

that haughtiness seizes his demeanor. He equates himself to a 
.. 

lion. He hopes that the skin, the royal life of a lion , ~ill 

96 Ibid., 277. 
91 Ibid., 126. 
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deliver him from carrying the master ' s loads . What l r anspi r es i s 

identical to the MS version. All the animals and people flee 

from the donkey . But the owner recognizes his donkey by its 

ears . He floqs the donkey and strips off the lion's skin. The 

donkey rema ins just a donkey. 

What is distinct in this version i s the final advice that 

Wallich gives. He writes: 

"When God gives a little good fortune to someone who thinks 

he i s something special, he won't give any peace to those 

around him . And he wants to subject everyone to himself as 

the donkey did here, behaving with great arrogance. 

Therefore o ne should not act arrogantly to one's companions, 

but should rather behave modestly_u ~~ 

Accord ing to this tale, the donkey deserves his fortune. God 

puts it there for him. In the former version , the donkey had no 

r iqht to put on the lion skin. It is how the donkey respoRds to 

the riches here that causes his downfall. The donkey can strive 

towards a better existence, but he must be aware of how his 

fortune will effect those around him. We learn that presumptuous 

people are punished and will be put back in their place. 

Additionally , this reminds us to rise according to what we are. 

The donkey should not t r y to be lion . Rather, the donkey should 

strive to be a good donkey. 

98 Ibid .• 128. 
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The final story we shall explore from Sefer Meshalim has no 

roots in Mishlei Shu-alim. It is called, The father, the Son, 

and the Donkey. It is unlike the other fables I include in this 

thesis because it involves an animal that does not talk or think 

at all. Yet it would be amiss to neglect it. The humor and 

coyness of the story blend well with the other fables of this 

genre. We will find that this particular fable belongs in the 

allegories from the Wise men of Chelm . The following is a 

synopsis: 

A man is riding a donkey to town. His son follows on foot. 

But two men who saw this said, "What a foolish man is he. Surely 

he would do better to let the poor lad ride while he walked 

alongside." So tne man and his son change places. 

But then they come across two more men, who say to the son, 

"See here, my dear friend, this old fellow must be a foolish man 

to let the boy ride. He ought to pick up his heels and run, and 

let the old man ride." So the man figures that the strong donkey 

could carry them both. 

But they meet two more men on the road . One man says to the 

other , "See the t wo of them riding on that little donkey. Upon 

my faith I think they'll soon kill it if he rides on it together 

with the boy. They would do better for one to walk and the other 

ride a while." 

At this, the father tells the son, "Listen to me. We'll 

leave off riding and no fonger be a mockery in people's eyes. 

For I can well see - and it makes sense - that we will make the 

donkey sick. So I can't think of a better idea than that we tie 
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the poor donkey's legs together and you and I wil l carry him on a 

pole. That way no one will be able to say anything about us 

riding and the donkey will be rested and won't arrive home all 

worn out. That way we'll have further use of him." 

1\nd so they carry the donkey together. They meet more 

people on the road who laugh at the ridiculous sight . The father 

can only respond, "What is one to do so that people don't always 

mock and scorn? Therefo re I will turn only to God and care no 

more about t he mockery of people. I will do only what seems 

right to me. '' 0
" 

Even though this s tor y does resonate with the wisdom of 

Chelm, the serious moral Wallich suggests is that one should not 

be so intent on pleasing the world. He writes, 

"This fable I tell you in all sincerity for one who cannot 

please the world; and whatever he does appears wrong, and it 

does not please other people . For that is the custom.in the 

world. One says it should be done in such a manner, but 

another also has his opinion about it. You cannot defend 

yourself against malicious babblers. Therefore, one should 

pay no attention to evil talk , for nowadays there is more 

than ever. Therefore one should let such talk go in one ear 

and out the other."loo 

True, the man is a fool, and we are supposed to laugh at his 

absurdity. But Wallich illustrates this situation as a prototype 

of Jewish life of the times. Jews often appeared as fools in 

front of others . They required direction to withstand banter of 

99 Ibid., I 02. 
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the non-Jews. While this fable makes us laugh, it also invokes 

sympathy. 

On a different note , this fables gi ves a break to our 

donkey-figure, who has taken the brunt of so much brutality. 

Finally, he garners just a small piece of comfort and respect a s 

the humans work to make his life easier. 

So , the fables of Sefer Meshalim both echo the values of 

Mi shlei S11u-alim and add new perspectives of timely situations. 

Still, the same animals emit the same values with the same 

antics. It shows that animal motifs are not frozen to one time 

or society. In rabbinic, early, and late medieval times, Jewish 

writers saw their own societies through the animal kingdom. 

Having studied some of the European models, we now make a 

transition t o fables of the Kurdistani Jews . We shall see if 

some of the motifs reflect those we have already scene. 

Kurdistan J ews are from the region of Southwest Asia~ Mt . 

Ara rat, to where the Bible ascribes the resting Noah ' s Ar k, are 

called a part of the mountains of Kurdistan . Today, the Kurds 

l i ve wi t hout a national home in Iraq, Turkey, Syria, and Russia . 

Mos t Kurdish Jews , however, are in Israel. Kurdistani Jews most 

like ly date back to the exile by Assyrian kings. 101 These Jews 

maintained their religion primarily through oral t r adition . So 

too , d id they shar e in a rich oral folk-lite rature , most of wh i ch 

'
00 fbid. 

10
' Vona Sabar, (translator and editor), The Folk li1era1ure of the Kurdista11i Jews: An Anlhology. (New 

Haven and London: Yale Universiry Press., 1982), xvi. 
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existed in the Neo-Aramaic dialect. 10~ The tales of this genre do 

not belong to one book , like Mishlei Shu-alim or Kalilah va 

Dimna, and there is no particular time-period ascribed to them. 

We learn them as interpreters wrote them while listening to the 

story-tel l ers. 

In 1977, Professor of Folk-Literature Dov Noy of the Hebr ew 

University held a conference under the Association for Jewish 

Studies. Out of the conference came a book titled, Studies in 

Jewish Folklore. In one of the collected papers, Donna Shai 

shares about the cultu re of the Kurdish folk tradition, A 

Kurdish-Jewish Animal Tale in its Sociocultural Context: 

"The Kurdish Jews were among the best narrators of folktales 

in Kurdistan and were sought after by Jews and Moslems alike 

They were able to narrate in several of the loca1 

languages . . . . Tales were t old in the evenings, with 

guests gathered around a fire . ., · ' 

Shai than adds: 

''Animal imagery is very conunon in all genres of Kurdish 

Jewish folklore .. [There is a] concept of the fable 

as a message, [with) the emphasis on power imagery (that) 

may be a reflection of what Kurdish Jews have learned abou t 

the social world to which they have be en exposed . The world 

view . is that of the animal kingdom, in which t he 

larger animals are ever preying on the smaller ones . In 

such a world, it is only through clever maneuvering and 

faith that the small-<:an survive •. " 10
' 

102 Ibid., xx.x ii-xx.xiv. 
103 Frank Talmage. (editor). Studies in Jewish Folklore, (Cambridge. Massachuscns: Association for Je,,.,ish 
Srudies, 1977), 300. 
'°' Ibid., 303-304. 
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This in mind, we s hal l look at t wo Kurdish animal fables Again 

we note cha racteristics t hat link these f ables to previous ones 

we have read, in terms of animal trai ts and folk motifs. 

The first of the two is entitled, The Fox as Tailor and 

Weave r . The following is a summary of a translation of Dov Noy's 

transcription: 

A wolf approaches a fox , asking what his occupation is. The· 

fox tells the wolf he is a tailor, even though he is not. The 

wolf then asks the fox to sew him a fine suit. The fox asks for 

twenty-five lambs in return. He assures the wolf that the 

garment will be read y in one month. 

The fox takes the twenty-five lambs and enjoys a great feast 

with his family. One month later , he meets the wolf , but has no 

suit for him. The fox, scared of the consequences , tel l~ the 

wol f, "Oh yes, I have sewn it, and the trousers are ready, but 

t here was not enough wool for the coat." The wolf gave the fox 

another twenty-five lambs, and allowed him another month. 

When the wolf returned at t he end of the second month, the 

fox had produced no clothes. He devises a plan with his family . 

The fox would send each family member, from the youngest bud to 

his wife, into their l air to get the suite for the wol f. But 

though they would enter , they would not return. They ~ould all 

hide from the wolf. When none of t he family members would 

materialize, the fox himself would enter the lair. This 
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transpired, and the wolf thought that a g reat beast lived in t he 

lair and had devoured the fox family . 

So the wolf left , without his suit , and the fox and his 

family enjoyed a great feast once again. 105 

This fable reiterates the fox's role as a wily animal. 

Further, it illustrates the premise t hat the small and meek can 

outwit greater beings. Here, the wolf is not p r eying on the fox . 

But it d~es pose a threat as it is a larger animal. The fox mus t 

employ a scheme to deceive the wolf . In the society in which the 

Kurdish Jews lived, they had to rely on life-experience and wit 

to survive the cruelty they so often faced. Fables like this 

could provide both humor and inspiration to their otherwise rura l 

lives. 

The o ther Kurdish animal fable we shall survey returns us to 

the King Solomon stories we saw in Chapter One. Solomon ,- as we 

remember, understood the languages of the animals . We saw three 

examples of one motif, in which Solomon overheard conversations 

between two animals scheming against the king. Here , we shall 

explore a version which is most similar to t he one transcr ibed 

from Louis Jacob ' s The Legend of the Jews in Chapter One. This 

ve r sion , entitled , The Donkey who Gave Advice, the Ox who Became 

Sick , and the Rooster who was Clever, depicts the following : 

•C1
5 Sabar, The Folk Literature of the KurdistaniJews: An Anthology, 166-167. 
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"There was a man who, like King Solomon in his time, knew 

all the languages of the world. However, all he owned was 

just a pair of oxen, a donkey, a dog , and a rooste r . 

"One day the donkey asked the oxen , 'Tel l me, what kind of 

work do you do? ' They replied, 'We plow the land from 

morni ng till night. When we return home we receive some 

straw to eat, and the next day we go back to our work.' The 

donkey burst into 1 aughter, 'ha - ha-ha, hee-hee-hee ! . . 

As for me, only once a month am I taken to town carrying no 

more than one bag of barley . That is all the work I have to 

do. 

"The oxen then asked, 'What should we do in order not to 

work so hard '? ' and the donkey advised them thus : ' Let one of 

you taste none of the food pu~ in front of him. In the 

morning your master will think that he is sick and will not 

take him to work .' " ·" 

The master overheard the scheme and laughed . His wife 

questioned the cause of the laughter , but the man replied that if 

he told her what had heard, and that he could unde r stand the 

language of the animals, he would die. l(I• 

We see that the situation is not merely "liken Solomon's . 

It i! identical . The story continues with the same scenario as 

the version from Legend. The master could not bear keeping t he 

secret from his wife , and therefore assumed he would tell her and 

thus die. His dog, always loyal , cried at the thought of losing 

his master. The ending , however~ is distinct here. In the 

106 Ibid., 181 -1 82. 
107 rbid., 182. 
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former version, the rooster, who had many wives, told the master 

to not take advice from a conunon woman, and implored him to beat 

his wife with a stick. The master complies, and thus the story 

ends. But in this version, the r ooster adds, "I have twenty 

wives - hens- and yet every day I give t hem a write of divorce 

(get ) and marry new ones."'~ The master decides to punish his 

wife. As he approached her with hot iron bars, she begged 

forgiveness. She told him he could laugh whenever he wished and 

not have to worry about her questioning. The fable concludes on 

a happy note. "Thus mourning was turned into celebration , and 

from that day on both of them lived a life of happiness, trust, 

and mutual understanding. ,, i.:;~ 

Sure, the ending seems more positive than the one of the 

Legend version . But it is difficult for the modern reader to 

understand this as a life of understanding. The husband was 

clearly attacking his wife . She had to beg forgiveness. This 

hardly appears to be a life of mutual respect. 

As for the animals in the fable, the donkey and the ox 

illustrate the same motifs they have in many of the other fables. 

The donkey schemes (this time on behalf of another animal) to 

instigate change . The ox toils the field endlessly. The dog is 

loyal. 

Thus we have two stories from the Kurdish tradition. Now we 

shall conclude this chapter with one fable from Moroccan Jewry. 

First, we look at a little background on Moroccan Jewish 

Jot fbid., 182. 
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folklore. Dov Noy writes in the introduction to Moroccan J ewish 

Folktale: 

it was upon two ancient sources, Jewish and Arab, 

that the Jewish story- tellers drew for their repertoire in 

the Islamic countries . Their stories belonged to two 

distinct categories - those coming from the Talmud, and 

those of a more universal character , shared by all 

inhabitants of the r egion."110 

We have seen the above through the scope of this thesis . Jewish 

fables most ce rta inly take the chardcteristics of both the Jewish 

and the non-Jewish environment. Some of the fables flourish with 

Judaic folk-language or Biblical and rabbinic paradigms . The 

Moroccan animal fables tend to bo~row from the more univer sal 

character. 

We look now at a story quite distinct from any we have yet 

seen. It is called The Prince and the Deer. (There is a similar 

sto ry-motif f ound in the fable Yonec of Marie de France , but I 

have not incorporated that into this thesis). This story begins 

with a king who was about to die. He left his t hree sons a f i g 

tree , telling them t hat when the last leaves withered , they would 

know that the owner had died . The following is a synopsis: 

The oldest son inhe rited his father ' s throne, including the 

fig tree. One day when he journeyed from the kingdom, he found~ 

deer in the woods. He chased the deer but could not capture it . 

When he fina lly left the hunt t o find food, he saw impaled heads 

109 Ibid .• 183. 
110 Dov Noy, Moroccan Jewish Folkrales. (New York: Herzl Press, 1966), 14-15. 
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near the strongholds of the city. He inquired about them and 

found that there was a princess in the city who could not talk. 

The heads belonged to all the young men who tried to get her to 

speak . Had one succeeded the princess would have become his 

bride. But whoever failed was killed. No one had yet succeeded. 

Of course the prince wanted a chance to marry the princess. 

But he fa iled . When witnesses saw that she had not spoken, they 

seized the prince and cut off his head. 

Back at ~he kingdom, the younger brother saw that the leaves 

had wi thered again from the fig tree. This second son 

experienced the same situation his b rother did with the deer and 

the princess. He, too , was killed. 

The third son became ruler. He, too, found the deer. But 

unlike his brothers, he captured it. The brother demanded to 

know who the deer was. The deer answered that it was a spirit. 

The brother then asked the spirit how to win the hand of the 

princess. The deer told the brother to go to the king and ask­

permission t o see the daughter. In the meantime, the spirit and 

its sister would turn themselves into doves and hide under the 

princess's bed . When witnesses would come t o the chamber, the 

sp,.irits would turn themselves into young men. 

So the man went to the princess's room. There he told her a 

story about three artists who had asked judgment befo~e him . 

Each artist had helped in creating a figure of a man; one had 

carved it into wood, one had dressed it, and one had breathed 

life into it. Which one should receive the figure? 
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The prince decided that the one who carved the figure 

deserved it. But when he said this , the princess jumped up in 

protest saying that the who breathed life into it deserved it. 

At tha t , the prince admitted that she was right, but added that 

because she had spoken, he had won her hand in marriage. The t wo 

married and lived happily ever after. 111 

This fable is quite distinct from the others we have 

studied . The focus lS on the people, while the animal world is 

secondary. Most of our stories, but not all, have been the 

opposi-::e. 

The plot is co!Mlon to fable literature. A princess will 

only marry the man who can make her talk or laugh . Two brothers 

fail while the third succeeds. Distinct is the metamorphosis 

that occurs w1th the deer. The deer in this story is a spirit, 

not actually an animal. The story-teller does not give any 

information regarding this phenomenon. (As I mentioned above, 

however, this story resembles Yonec from Marie de france in which 

an animal is also a spirit). The animal-spirit gives advice, but 

does not p l ay much of a role after the prince goes to the 

princess's chamber . The spirit says it will be under the bed as 

a dove , and would later turn into two young men. We don't know 

why these changes occur as they do not seem pertinent to t he 

plot. 

Metamorphosis is a common folk motif. Ovid, for example , 

observed this theme in his Metamorphoses. Werewolf stories 

abound in medieval literature. Transmigration of souls was a 

111 Ibid., 85-87. 
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common theme for Kabbalists, though they usually associate this 

with death and reincarnation . The Kabbalists ma i ntain t hat al l 

spirits can rise from animal to human a s a n ultimate level of 

existence. 112 It is possible that the transformation in t his 

story represents this ascent, a path towards a more per fect 

world. But all this does not tell us about this story as an 

animal fable. We gain no ethical perspective. It represents a 

distinct approach to animals in Jewish literature that this 

thesis has not explored. 

Numerous genres of animal fables exist that we have not 

explored: Masha l Ha-Kadmoni, The Alphabet of Ben Sira, The Tale 

of Sendebar . . . these among others are also cor nerstones of 

animal lore in Jewish tradition. But I have chosen a limited 

number of sources for this thesis. Further study of Jewish 

animal fables may involve those collections as well. 

In our concluding chapter, we shall discuss some more 

contemporary animal fables , including modern midrashim and Aqnon . 

Further, we shall solidify some of the t hemes we have seen and 

exp1"re the connective tissue that is common among many of t he 

fables. 

112 Schochet, Animal Ufe in Jewish Thoughr and Tradition, 240-242. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion : 

The Influence of Animal. Fabl.es in Judaism 

As we have seen, animal fables have influenced Jewish 

literature since biblical times. Through the rabbinic and 

medieval periods, Jews invented, acquired, and rewrote many folk 

tales based on animals that talk or that symbolize a human 

system. ln this concluding chapter, we shall discuss the 

intended audience of fable literature , distinguishing it from 

children's literature. In that process, we shall explore an 

example of animal lore i n modern Hebrew literature. Also, we 

shall observe how Jewish thought classifies the animals in our 

study, and how that pertains to their demeanor in the fables. 

Finally, we shall conclude with thoughts on what makes this 

literature distinct as an ethical blueprint. 

Regarding this literature, a primary distinction is the 

difference between a story for children and a fable. Both teach 

a l~sson through illustration and at times animation. But the 

children's story generally uses simple language while the fable 

uses higher literary style or more mature values. We have seen 

this in Mishlei Shu-alim with the language and in Kalilah va 

Dimna with the values. Dov Noy~explains the followi ng: 

"Folktales are not primarily intended for the entertainment 

of children. In t he past, and to a considerable extent 
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still in the present, they have served as the lite rature of 

adults. And ... they are in fact told by adults. Had 

[folk-tales) been tape-recorded directly in the mother 

tongue of the tellers and just as they were told, they would 

appear as a highly crystallized folk literature in need only 

of stylistic and linguistic polish. The original language 

of the tellers is deeply rooted in a century-old tradition 

of story-telling, in which many metaphors and figures of 

speech are fixed. This style, of course , reflects a highly 

developed and unbroken tradition." t:J 

The dense poetry and literary style of Mishlei Shu-alim 

intrigues the adult, not so much the child. The lessons of 

Kalilah va Dimna are specifically for leaders. Even in their 

oral nature, as Professor Noy shows, the style targets adults. 

Nevertheless, the morals do espouse all ages. Children were 

among the ancient fabular audience. However, the fables we have 

studied were not taught to children as written texts. For 

example, all children learn about Aesop's fables, but rarely do 

they read from the text. In fact , according to Joseph Jacobs , 

who translated one edition of Aesop's Fables, "The Aesopic fable 

was largely used for political purposes when free speech was 

dangerous . .,i:c Neither the story nor the language in written form 

is for children. Rather, children would learn from these fables 

orally, when the teller could manipulate the message to make it 

appropriate for them. 

113 Dov Noy. in his introduction t.o Moroccan Jewish Folluoles, 16-17. 
11 4 Mary Campbell, Mary, "The Three Teachings of the Bird", in Studies in Biblical and Jewish Folklore. 
edited by Raphael Patai, Francis Less Utley, and Dov Noy. (Haskel House Publishers Ltd.: New York, 
1973), 97. 
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The fables from Sefer Meshalim are also for adults, but they 

do ~ot necessitate as literate an audience. As we saw, the 

language of those fables is much more common. The adventures and 

the morals attract the learned and uneducated alike. 

Among the popular animals of modern fables is the goat. w, 

Jewish folk literature has always been fond of the goat (Had 

Gadya, for example ) . Dov Noy identifies goats in Midrash as 

animals that " ... 01 fer their wool to the Tabernacle" and that 

"suckle Israel children in Egypt . " 1 ~ 6 And in Modern times , 

Chagall depicted goats as common shetl animals in his 

paintings. n . I. B. Singer and S . Y. Agnon both wrote fables 

about the goat. Agnon 's Fable of the Goat depicts a delightful 

stor y involving a goat that mystically leads a young boy to 

Israel. But as his goat does not speak at al l, we shall not 

explore this fable in detail. This thesis primarily discusses 

fables in which animals act as humans either in thought or in 

action. Agnon's goat neither gives advice nor takes on a human 

charactaristic, nor is a symbol of a human condition. We shall 

explore Singer's, Zlateh the Goat as the goat is a prime 

character that does, in its own language, speak so others can 

understand it. Indeed, Zlateh the Goat is a both a children' s 

story and a fable . Here I shall summarize the narrative: 

1ts Stephen Charles Siporin, "Story Versus Movie: Comments on I. B. Singer's .. Zlateh the Goat," in 
Studies in Biblical and Jewish Follclore, 308. 

116 Ibid. 
117 Ibid. 
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The story begins just before Chanukkah . Twelve-year-old 

Aa~on's family reluctantly had to sell Zlateh, their goat to the 

butcher. She was old and gave no milk. As Aaron walked with 

Zlateh to the city, a blizzard of hail and snow erupted. As the 

storm grew, Aaron knew he needed to find shelter. He dug a hole 

into a hay stack, and crawled i~ with Zlateh. The storm raged 

for many days. Zlateh nourished herself with hay, which enabled 

her to produce sweet milk for Aaron, whose food supply had 

diminished. ThroJghout their time together, Aaron would talk 

with Zlateh, J nd the goat would always respond "Maaaa." But 

Aaron could always understand exactly what Zlateh was saying in 

her heart. For this s ound expressed.all her feelings. E~th were 

twelve-years-old, and they love one-another like sister and 

brother. When the storm finally ended, Aaron returned home with 

Zlateh. The family rejoiced together over potato pancakes, o f 

which Zl ateh partook. No one thought again of selling her. ·'8 

Singer drew on Jewish lore to create his goat. Stephen 

Siporin also draws a comparison between this story and a Polish 

Jewish folk tale, The Two She-Goats from Shebreshin. Here, the 

goats give milk that cures villagers from a fatal illness . 

Further, the goats lead a Hasid to Israel throu~h an underground 

passage. (This, of course, is also a motif of Agnon's goat 

fable) . Siporin relates, 

"The goat has an honored place in Eastern European Jewish 

folklore. These positive associations provide the basis for 

111 Adapted from l. B. Singer's Zlateh Jhe Goat and Other Stories. New York: Harper Trophy, 1966. 
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Singer's treatment of Zlateh and also reverberate in the 

mind of the reader who is even slightly attuned to Jewish 

folklore. " 119 

Siporin also comments on the parallels between Zlateh the Goat 

and the Akedah. Just as Abraham took Isaac to be slaughtered, so 

too did Aaron take Zlateh to be slaughtered. Further, just 

before Abraham lifted his hand to kill his son, God sent an angel 

to stop him. Similarly, as Aaron and Zlateh walk to the butcher, 

a blizzard arises out of nowhere, preventing the sale. This 

comparison of the two narratives emphasizes the sanctity of both 

man and animal . Siporin writes: 

"Aaron and Zlateh are identified with each other. It is 

remarked that they are the same age (twelve years old) and 

therefore have had the same experience of the world. 

Identity rather than equivalency emphasizes that Zlateh is 

valuable because she is like a human, not because she can be 

substituted for a human. The story stresses her human-like 

quali ty. 'Zlateh' s bleating began to sound like crying.' " 120 
• 

Singer, a vegetarian, wrote this story in part to protest 

slaughtering of animals, For him it was as barbaric as human 

sacrifice. Siporin concluded that Singer's basis was that 

"humans can be nourished without slaughter and that love and 

gentleness redeem the wor ld . " 121 

So , Zlateh, even though she never utters a word, symbolizes 

humanity as a figure of sacrifice. We saw earlier that that 

animal kingdom is a mirror of our'"t>wn society. Zlateh is the 

119 Siporin, Stot)' Versus Movie . . ,308. 
120 Ibid., 310-311. 
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ultimate example of this, reflecting a primary biblical story. 

But Singer magnifies the reflection. We neve r saw the nature of 

the Abraham-Isaac relationship. Singer illustrates the love 

be t ween Zlateh and Aaron. We can often learn through animal 

fables what biblical models do not teach. Zlateh speaks into the 

heart of Aaron and into the minds of the readers . She represents 

love and companionship . She embodies safety and nurturing. She 

returns us to the quotation from Proverbs 5:19 , " A loving doe, a 

graceful mountain goat. Let her breasts satisfy you at all 

times." Though this refers to a wild mountain goat, the proverb • 
f its our domestic goat as well . (Rabbinic commentary correlates 

t he nourishment of goat's milk to nourishment of Torah . Indeed , 

Zlateh becomes the saving grace of Aaron). 

Having surveyed Jewish animal fables from b i bli cal to modern 

times, we now look at some over- riding characteristics of 

specific animals we have studied from Mishlei Shu-alim and 

Kal ilah va Dimna . 

The most endearing, I believe, is the donkey. It has 

endured and suffered i n almost every tale we have read. In 

Mishlei Shu-alim, the donkey could not over reach its social role. 

In Sefer Meshalim, there is a little more compass ion for the 

donkey-figure. If we look to Jewish perspectives of the donkey~ 

two images surface. First, the donkey is the beast of burden. 

But second, the donkey carries the spiritual charge of Torah. 
, 

According to Genesis Rabbah 99: 40 , "Issachar is a large- boned ass 

Il l Jbid., J J 2. 
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As the ass carries burdens, so Issachar (:arries the yoke of 

Torah." Shlomo Toperoff adds , "Both the ass and the tribe of 

Issachar were strong, hard working, and resolute and were 

destined to serve mankind in different spheres of life . u 1~ The 

pinnacle of the donkey's spiritual career, according to biblical 

theology, is that it will carry the Messiah at the dawning of the 

Wo r ld-to-Come . 

So, f or all the degradation the donkey receives, it has 

garnered a place of high stature as well. ln our fables, this 

tension occurs over and over. The donkey may be a foolish 

animal. Yet it has always been a symbol of peace, who loyally 

carries t he needs, both physical and spiritual, of hurnanity. 123 

While the donkey wa s considered to be a valuable animal in the 

Mi ddle East, European allusions to the donkey are not so 

endearing. The guidebook, fauna and Flora of the Bible, 

illustrates this distinction; 

"The European ass of today cannot be compared with that of 

the Orient. The domestic asses of Europe are usually small, 

stubborn and ma licious animals, often considered stupid . In 

the East the ass develops into a beautiful, stately and 

lively animal. " 12 ( 

So, the Bible portrays the donkey , specifically Salaam's , as an 

intelligent creatur e while European depicts it as ignor ant . The 

Jewish fables of medieval times combine the two portraits. The 

122 Shlomo Pesach Toperoff, The Animal Kingdom in Jewish Thought, (New Jersey: Jason Aronson Inc,, 
1995), 12. 
Ill Ibid., 13. 
124 Flora and Fauna of the Bible, (London, New Yoit, Stuttgart: United Bible Societies, 1972), 5. 
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donkey is common yet aspires to raise its stature. It is 

stubborn, yet loyal to its master. 

The ox belongs in a similar category to the donkey because 

it, too, is a beast of burden. In fact, some fables depict the 

two conferring with one 3nothe r plotting against their master for 

all their burdens. 1 ~~ In Exodus 23 :4 we learn, "If you meet your 

enemy's ox or his ass going astray, you shall surely bring it 

back to hi, again.ff Both animals were of great value to the 

owner. 

The lion in practically _all world fables is king. The Bible 

compares Judah, David, Israel , and the Temple to a lion. Talmud 

calls the lion the King of Beasts . Folk literature carries the 

motif as well . When the donkey clothed itself with the lion's 

skin, it strutted about like a king. Dimna wanted to be close t o 

the lion king. Physically, the lion appears stately, above the 

other animals. In volume, it roars louder than the other 

creatures. It is logical that many cultures chose the lion to 

represent the king in lore. 

The fox has been another main character in our fable~ . 

Jewish and world folk tradition alike depict the fox as a wily 

animal. Shlomo Toperoff writes that the fox and the jackal 

"resemble each other and are therefore mistaken for one 

iu Schochct, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 116. 
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another.,, ::£. Toperoff adds, "The Soncino Bible informs us that the 

Pebrew word shual is derrived from the Persian shagal, the origin 

of the English jackal. ,,J: i Thus, the characteristics o f the fox 

also incorporate the jackals Kalilah and Dimna. We remember that 

Dimna, like the foxes in Mishlei Shu - alim, used cunning to trick 

others. One difference, howevtr, is that while jackals often are 

in groups (Kalilah and Dimna) , foxes are most often alone. 1 ~9 

Throughout Midrash, the fox quotes Scripture to lure other 

creatures. Medieval and Modern literature treats them as clever 

as well. The many examples o f fox fables attest to this. Even 

in anima tion, stories involving the f ox depict it as wily. One 

such example is the fox of the African-American lore of Uncle 

Remus, popularized through Walt Disney's Song of the South. 

True, the fox uses trickery wi th consistent success. 

The hare is a main character in Kalilah va Dimna. I n the 

stories we studied, the hare was able to escape danger when other 

animals were trying the catch it (for example with the lion and 

with the elephants). Jewish tradition recognizes that this 

characteristi c is inherent in the hare. In fact , Rav notes that 

the ~ebrew word ornevet most likely derives from the word anav, 

meaning "to spring ." This signifies that the hare is able to 

spring free of those who try to catch it. t:?9 Thus, Kalilah va 

.,. 
126 Toperoff, The Animal Kingdom in Jewish Thought, 79. 
127 Ibid. 
121 Flora and Fauna of the Bible, 31. 

119 Topcroff. The Animal Kingdom in Jewish Thought, I 03. 
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Oimna appropriately portrays the hare as an escape artist. Its 

wisdom is for the personal and communal safety. 

I ~ both Mishlei Shu-al im and Kalilah va Dimna we have seen 

fables with the mouse . In the former, the mouse learned it was 

valuable to marry another mouse only after t rying to find a wi fe 

in the sun , wind, cloud, etc .. After a circular quest, the mouse 

finally settled wi th a wife who had grown up in the same 

neighborhood ! They lived happily ever after . 1n Kalilah va 

Dimna, the mouse in one story gnawed through a net t o free the 

doves , an action which secured a lasting friendship . In the 

other story, he befriended his enemy , the cat , in order to 

survive. Rabbinic literature echoes the qualities of the mouse 

as represented in both genres. In Tanchuma , Noah 18b, we learn 

that the mouse is not a promiscuous animal, but is one who 

preserves his family and seeks out its own kind . Therefore even 

the mouse has ea r ned a reward in the world to come130 The mouse 

of Mishlei Shu-alim taught that it is important to seek out our 

own kind. The mice of Kalilah va Dimna emphasize the i mportance 

of preservation and loyalty o f friendships. 

Fina lly , we shall briefly discuss insec~s, s pecifically the 

fly, the flea, and the spider. In one story from Mishlei Shu­

alim, the fly sat atop t he ox, and it shared in t he glory of 

having t illed the soil with the ox. In the second story, the 

flea rode upon a camel , who subsequently complai ned at the heavy 

llO Ibid., 170. 
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load the flea added to his weight. Rabbinic literature treats 

the fly much as it does the spider (as we shall see below). Most 

Midrashic references question the significance of the fly and the 

flea. Most notably in Jewish thought, and in world thought for 

that matter, i s that the fly is an unwanted pest! Berachot 6la 

compares a fly to the Yetzer Ha-ra because both return even after 

being shooed away. 13 1 But there is little in Jewish literature 

about the demeanor of the fly. The stories of Mishlei Shu-alim 

derive more di_ectly from non-Jewish tradition. 

The t~ird story depicted a spider in the royal palace who 

threatened to poi son all the potable water and other liquids of 

the palace in retal iation when the servan t asked it to leave. 

The King did not believe that he should live in the same dwelling 

as an insignificant spider. This alludes to the story of King 

Davi d who at one time questioned why God had created a creature 

so insignificant as a spider. A voice came down from Heaven 

telling the King , "David! You mock the Lord's creatures now, but 

a time will come when you see why (the spider] was created." 13~ 

Later, when David was running from Saul, he hid in a cave across 

whose entrance a spider rapidly spun a web. When soldiers came 

to \he cave, they reasoned that no one could be in the cave 

because the web there would have been torn. Thus the spider 

saved David's life. 133 This motif is quite common to fables o f 

other cultures as well. Nevertheless, according to Yalkut 

131 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 112. 

132 Marlc Podwal, A Jewish Bestiary, (Philadelphia: JPS, 1984). 28. 
m Schochet, Animal life in Jewish Tradition, 134. 
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Shimoni 140c, the spider is the creature most detested by 

humanity. The fly is merely a pest. 

we have explored many themes and motifs of animal wisdom and 

behavior across the ages. Additionally, we have probed the 

similarities that animal species share according to Jewish 

thought. In our stories, animals have either spoken or acted to 

provide ethical standards for how we can live a upright life. In 

some fables, the animals have given advice. In others , the 

animals have reacted to situations and taught us indirectly both 

by their means and by their actions. In either case, they add to 

our understanding of society, mor?lity, and culture. 

Our initial question remains. What do the animal fables add 

that the more traditional ethical rabbinic l iterature does not 

give us? We remember that there are animal fables in bible and 

midrash, but very little. Our fables provide memorable 

illustrations of human experiences i n human guise. We can all 

relate to animal behavior. It is removed yet very close, 

sometimes opaque and sometimes transparent. 

We have learned that in the Talmud, the Rabbis had many 

ani.{nal fables, most of which disappeared over time. Halachic 

literature eclipsed Aggadic, our stories with it. But the 

examples that do exist paved the road for a treasure of Jewish 

medieval tales. Jewish writers may have felt a need to reach 

beyond Halachic literature. The Middle Ages invited Jewish 

writers were able to focus on ethical culture rather than on the 

pilpul in which many rabbis engaged. 
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The fables that ensued, therefore, provided a creative 

outlet for the writers and a moral guide for the audience. In 

Europe, Jews were t he ones who translated the fables of other 

cul t ures and brought them to the societies in which they lived . 13
' 

This is how, for example, Kali lah va Dimna became a part of 

Jewish literature. 

We saw how the literature shifted between the early and late 

Medieval periods. Mishlei Shu-alim emphasized Biblical citations 

to connect the fables to J udaism. Sefer Meshal im, however, 

incorporated Jewish culture . Both corpi involve the same 

stories, but target different situations, the latter being more 

accessible to the uneducated. 

Most important , the fables provide endearing stories with 

memorable lessons. They illustrate Jewish wisdom that guides us 

by our imagination, not just theory. Our task is to uncover 

Jewish animal fables, because they are hidden behind convention~l 

Jewish literature. They can be a tool for learning and teaching, 

for allegories in sermons, and for lessons in religious schools. 

They can teach us about the animal world, and more significantly, 

about our own. 

There is little in modern Hebrew Literature that draws from 

the classic models of animal fables. Fable writers like Singer 

and Agnon are few and far between. Thus we need to bring Mishlei 

Shu- alim and Kalilah va Dimna back into the halls of Jewish 

learning . Without them as a guide, the art of animal stories may 

u• Nathan Ausebel, (editor), A Treasury of Jewish Folklore, (New Yott.: Crown Publishers, 1948), xx iii. 
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dissipate. This has already occurred with general Hebrew 

literature. There is a lack of Jewish resonance. 

We see i n our society so much that c lassi c animal fables 

influence . Disney stories, Warner Brothers • .; animation has 

entertained children using the same motifs as those from our 

study. But again, continuing s cholarsh i p in this area is 

necessary to provide rich entertainment with an educational, or 

at least a substantive, background. 

Anima ls that talk, animals that act and reflect our thoughts 

and deeds , animals that portray good or poor leadership skills, 

these g ive us the eth ical standards in a comprehensible and 

enjoyable manner that Biblical and Rabbinic literature often 

cannot. Like the traditional literature , Jewish an imal fables 

uplift the soul and provide insights . What distinguishes them, 

however, is the fervent impact that the stories have on us. We 

become involved with the foxes, the lions, and the doves. We -

embrace the donkeys and the mice. The fables are all episodes of 

ongoing dramas that tap our emotions as did radio broadcasts of 

the 1940' s and current television soap operas. The characters 

are familiar and we enjoy and learn from their repetitive 

actions. That emotional pull attracted audiences in ea r lier 

times. In our own age, we can continue to reap benefits from 

their endearing and enjoyable morals. 
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