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ABSTRACT
Can historical reality affect artistic literary text? We know that there is an affinity between historical 
reality and literary texts on a thematic level; for example, text can reflect and express political or 
social criticism. In the article, I would like to further develop this question and point out that 
the connection is not only thematic but also affects the modes of  artistic design. I propose to 
focus upon two artistic-literary means, the ‘allegory’ and ‘fable’, and show how they were used as 
rhetoric tools in medieval debates between Jews and Christians, corresponding with the literary 
text and becoming a central artistic-literary instrument. I will also discuss how these two terms, 
‘allegory’ and ‘fable’, which served as components of  the Christian commentary on the Bible and 
as rhetorical tools in debates, are expressed in secular Hebrew literature. This will be demonstrated 
by a discussion of  the image of  the raven and the dove as they manifest in the fourth gate of  Meshal 
Haqadmoni, by Isaac Ibn Sahula (Castile, 1281).

KEYWORDS: Religious dispute; allegory; fable; Meshal Haqadmoni; Castile; thirteenth century.

RESUMO
A realidade histórica pode afectar o texto literário artístico? Sabemos que existe uma afinidade 
entre a realidade histórica e os textos literários a nível temático; por exemplo, o texto pode 
refletir e expressar críticas políticas ou sociais. Neste artigo, gostaria de aprofundar esta questão 
e salientar que a ligação não é apenas temática, mas afecta também as formas de concepção 
artística. Proponho centrar-me em dois meios artístico-literários, a “alegoria” e a “fábula”, e 
mostrar como foram utilizados como instrumentos retóricos em debates medievais entre judeus 
e cristãos, correspondendo ao texto literário e tornando-se um instrumento artístico-literário 
central. Discutirei também como estes dois termos, “alegoria” e “fábula”, que serviram como 
componentes do comentário cristão à Bíblia e como instrumentos retóricos nos debates, são 
expressos na literatura hebraica secular. Isto será demonstrado através da discussão sobre a 
imagem do corvo e da pomba que se manifestam na quarta porta do Meshal Haqadmoni, de Isaac 
Ibn Sahula (Castela, 1281).  
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PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Disputa religiosa; alegoria; fábula; Meshal Haqadmoni; Castela; 
século XIII.

The Setting: Thirteenth-century Castile

Medieval Spain knew many points of  contact and friction between Jews and 
Christians in all aspects of  life, as in the rest of  Europe, especially in the religious 
sphere. While the religious polemic enabled the beginning of  a dialogue between 
the two religions, it also led to their distancing from one another.1 The Jewish-
Christian debate revolved around several main issues of  faith, including such 
questions as: What is religious truth? Who holds the correct faith? How should 
the Bible be interpreted? What is nature of  the commandments, the coming of  
the Messiah (whether he has already come or will come in the future) and the 
meaning of  exile?2

The dispute between the Jews and the Christians over the Bible is not over the 
text itself, but rather over its interpretation. The contradiction between the Old 
and New Testaments was settled by means of  an allegorical interpretation of  the 
Scriptures.3 Once the art of  biblical interpretation reached maturity, medieval 
Christian theologists defined four possible categories of  the meaning of  the 

1 Much has been written about the religious disputations between Christians and Jews. See, for example, 
Isaac F. Baer, A History of  the Jews in Christian Spain (Tel-Aviv: Am-Oved, 1965), 90-96 (in Hebrew); I. 
J. Yuval, Two Nations in Your Womb: Perceptions of  Jews and Christians (Tel Aviv: Am Oved Publishers Ltd. 
2000), 16-45 (in Hebrew); Ora Limor, Jews and Christians in Western Europe: Encounter Between Cultures in The 
Middle Ages and The Renaissance, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: The Open University of  Israel, 1993), 125-126, see also 
unit 5: “The Jewish-Christian Debate” (in Hebrew); Ora Limor, “In The Palace of  Barcelona and The 
Market of  Majorca – Towards a New Typology of  Religious Disputations in the Middle Ages”, Pe’amim  
94-95 (2003): 105-134 (in Hebrew); C. Merchavia, The Church Versus Talmudic and Midrashic Literature 
(500-1248) (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1970) (in Hebrew); S. Simonsohn, The Apostolic See and The Jews 
(Tel Aviv: Dvir Publishing House, 1994), 234-277 (in Hebrew); Harvey Hames, The Art of  Conversion: 
Christianity and Kabbalah in the Thirteenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2000); Harvey Hames, “Text, Context 
and Interpenetration: Ramon Llull and The Book of  Righteous”, in Religion, Text and Society in Medieval 
Spain and Northern Europe: Essays in Honor of  J. N. Hillgarth, ed. L. Shopkow, M. Meyerrson and T. Burman 
(Toronto 2002), 134-157; Yehuda Rosenthal, Offence and Defense in Medieval Polemic Literature (World Jewish 
Congress, 1969), 345-358 (in Hebrew). 
2 And see Limor, Jews and Christians, vol. 3, unit 5: “The Jewish-Christian Debate” (Tel Aviv: The Open 
University of  Israel, 1993), 11-29, 71-90 (in Hebrew).
3 For more on the matter of  exile, see Steven Ozment, The Scholastic Traditions in the Age of  Reform 1250-
1550, An Intellectual and Religious History of  Late Medieval and Reformation Europe (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1980), 22-72.
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Scriptures: literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical. This approach was popular 
until the end of  the sixteenth century.4 

The literal category relates to the simple literal or historical meaning of  the 
text. The three other categories are spiritual interpretations that are based on 
the literal: the allegorical interpretation reflects the significance of  the text to the 
Church and Christ. The moral interpretation examines the text’s significance 
for the individual believer and for personal redemption, and the anagogical 
interpretation searches for the hidden meaning within the text, focusing on the 
mystical reality and future metaphysical events relating to eschatology.

As the allegorical interpretation became more important, Christian theologists, 
influenced by Jewish sages such as Rashi,5 attempted to defend the literal-historical 
interpretation. Thomas Aquinas,6 for example, contributed to the resurrection 
of  a Christian tradition granting much importance to the literal meaning of  
the bible. However, even theologists who stressed the importance of  the literal 
meaning did not negate the spiritual interpretation of  the bible.7 

During the thirteenth century, these polemics were exacerbated.8 The debates 
that had previously been held with the Jews, became debates against the Jews.9 
Jews were forced by the Church to participate in these debates, without actually 
being allowed to answer the arguments made against them, as any argument in 
favor of  Judaism was considered blasphemy.10 The debates thus became a trial 
against Judaism, in which the outcome could only be one. During this century, the 
Church supposedly became aware of  the Talmud, which was severely criticized.11 

4 Ozment, The Scholastic Traditions. The four categories’ are written in the following hermeneutical 
rhyme, which originated with John Cassian (ca. 360-435): “The letter shows us what God and our 
fathers did; The allegory shows us where our faith is hid; The moral meaning gives us rules of  daily life; 
The anagogy shows us where we end our strife.” See also Amos Funkenstein, Styles of  Biblical Exegesis in 
the Middle Ages (Tel Aviv: Broadcasted University, 1990), 14-18 and esp. 45-49.
5 Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, known by the acronym Rashi, lived in France between 1040-1105. See for 
example, S. Kamin, Jews and Christians Interpret The Bible (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, The Hebrew 
University, 2008); Avraham Grossman, “The Jewish-Christian Polemic and the Jewish Bible Exegesis 
in Twelfth Century France”, Zion 51, no. 1 (1986): 29-60 (in Hebrew); Avraham Grossman, “Anti-
Christian Polemic in the Commentaries of  R. Joseph Kara to the Bible and the Piyyut”, in Proceedings of  
the World Congress of  Jewish Studies (1985), 71-78 (in Hebrew). 
6 Saint Thomas Aquinas, Italy, 1225-1274. 
7 See Ozment, The Scholastic Traditions, 67-72.
8 Limor, Jews and Christians, 91-129.
9 S. Simonsohn, The Apostolic See, 126-127 (in Hebrew).
10 The punishment for blasphemy was death by fire or strangulation.
11 Up to that point, the debate centered on biblical commentary. See Amos Funkenstein, “Changes in the 
Patterns of  Christian Anti-Jewish Polemics in the 12th Century”, Zion 33 (1968): 125-144 (in Hebrew). 
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Two famous disputes took place during the thirteenth century: the Disputation 
of  Paris (1240)12 and the Disputation of  Barcelona (1263).13 The role of  the 
prosecutor in these trials was held by converts,14 who argued against the Talmud 
and Judaism in general.15 

In this paper, I propose to show how the ‘allegory’ and the ‘fable’, which 
served as a rhetorical tool in Jewish-Christian medieval polemics, interacted with 
the literary text and became central literary-artistic means. I will show how terms 
such as ‘allegory’ and ‘fable’, originally used in Christian biblical interpretations 
and as a rhetorical tool in political debates, came to be used in secular Hebrew 
literature. This will be demonstrated by a discussion of  the image of  the raven 
and the dove as they manifest in the fourth gate of  Meshal Haqadmoni, by Isaac 
Ibn Sahula.16 This book, written in Hebrew in Castile in 1281, was greatly 
influenced by the polemic environment, as can be seen in both the thematic and 
the structural-artistic levels.17

The Uniqueness of  the Fable in Meshal Haqadmoni

Meshal Haqadmoni is a book of  polemics, morals and advice, though it is 
presented as a book meant for mere amusement. It is comprised of  five parts, 
known as gates: wisdom, penance, sound advice, humility and reverence. Each 

12 For more on the Paris disputation, see for example Yuval, Two Nations, 271-275, 289-293; Jeremy 
Cohen, “The Second Disputation of  Paris and Thirteenth-Century Jewish-Christian Polemic”, Tarbiz 
68 (1999): 557-579 (in Hebrew); Simonsohn, The Apostolic See, 246-250. 
13 On the Barcelona disputation, see Limor, Jews and Christians, 122-147, 199-201; Simonsohn, The 
Apostolic See, 250-258. For more on the Disputation of  Barcelona, known in Hebrew as the Disputation 
of  Nachmanides, see The Disputation of  Nachmanides in the writings of  Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman, ed. Chaim 
Chavel, 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1971), 1, 302-320 (in Hebrew).
14 For more on the converts, see Nachmanides’ Mishneh Torah, Sefer Hamada, Hilchot Teshuvah, ch. 3 section 
9. According to Jeremy Cohen, the formerly-Jewish Dominican Friar Paulus Christiani was one of  the 
more dominant adversaries of  thirteenth century Jews: Cohen, “The Second Disputation of  Paris”, 557.
15 Another important disputation regarding the Talmud took place in the fifteenth century and was 
known as the Disputation of  Tortosa (1413-1414). See Baer, A History of  the Jews, 323-363; Merchavia, 
The Church, 3-70, 212-223; Simonsohn, The Apostolic See, 258-263.
16 The most popular edition of  Meshal Haqadmoni among scholars is the Zmora edition: Isaac Ibn Sahula, 
Meshal Haqadmoni, Zmora edition (Tel Aviv: Mahbarot Lesifrut, 1952) (in Hebrew). See also the English 
version: Isaac Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni – Fables From the Distant Past, A Parallel Hebrew-English Text, 
2 volumes, ed. and trans. Raphael Loewe (Oxford: The Littman Library of  Jewish Civilization, 2004).
17 For more on polemic trends disguised as a means of  amusement, see Revital Refael-Vivante, A Treasury 
of  Fables: Isaac ibn Sahula’s Meshal Haqadmoni (Castile, 1281) – Text and Subtext (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan 
University Press, 2017), 115-168 (in Hebrew).
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gate opens with a cynic, a devil’s advocate, who speaks against the good quality 
discussed in each specific gate. The author then replies in favor of  this quality. 
For example, in the fifth gate, the cynic argues against the fear of  God and for 
astrolatry, while the author refutes his arguments, praising the fear of  God and 
condemning astrolatry. Both sides present rhetorical arguments, using biblical 
shibuzim18 in order to demonstrate their claims with stories and fables. The book 
has a number of  aims, as stated by the author in his introduction: It calls for 
repentance, battles against secular foreign literature, and provides encouragement 
and consolation for Jewish readers.19 It also reflects certain polemical trends that 
appear in the opening proem, and are explained further in the book.20 Though 
not mentioned in the introduction, Meshal Haqadmoni also aims to correct social 
morality, as is expressed throughout the book. 

The polemic trends of  the book are reflected in the two central matters 
that contribute to its uniqueness: First, the illustrations added to the book by its 
author, encouraging it to serve as an alternative to the illustrated local recreational 
literature popular at the time. This, in fact, allowed Meshal Haqadmoni to compete 
with this literature and to provide amusement and solace to its readers, both 
sorely needed commodities in 13th-century Castile.21 In addition, the animal 
fables appearing in the book have a somewhat Jewish tinge, conveying Isaac Ibn 
Sahula’s polemic and ideological tendency. Allegory and fables22 are a central 
artistic means in the book, and, as we shall see, this is not incidental.

18 A rhetoric mode in which a biblical phrasing or citation has been set, mosaic style (in Hebrew: shibuz).
19 Refael-Vivante, A Treasury of  Fables, 27-34. 
20 Ibid., 115-125. 
21 Meshal Haqadmoni, printed by Gershom Soncino (Brescia, ~1491) is the first book in Hebrew to be 
printed with wood cuts, and all subsequent editions are based on this edition. It is also the first secular 
book to be printed from among the Hebrew incunabula. On the illustrations in Meshal Haqadmoni, see 
Refael-Vivante, A Treasury of  Fables, 244-253. See also Ester Bienenfeld, “Mashal Ha-kadmoni By Isaac B. 
Solomon Ibn Sahula [Brescia: Gershom Soncino, Ca. 1491] – The Book and it’s Illustrations” (Master’s 
Diss., The Hebrew University of  Jerusalem, Graduate School of  Library, Archive and Information 
Studies, 1991). Editions printed in different places may be differentiated by their illustrations, as they 
vary in the portrayal of  the landscape and the clothes worn by the characters. See Simona Gronemann, 
“The story of  Meshal Haqadmoni and its extant copies in 15th century Ashkenaz” (PhD Diss., The 
Hebrew University of  Jerusalem, 2006) (in Hebrew). 

22 I do not discuss the illustrations in this paper. Meshal Haqadmoni was written in 1281, though the first 
extant manuscript is dated about 200 years later. There are five complete manuscripts of  the book dated 
to the fifteenth century, but no original illustrated manuscript from the thirteenth century that might 
reflect the affinity between the pictures and the story within the context of  Ibn Sahula’s time and place. 
Therefore, the illustrations are not relevant to the discussion presented in this paper. 
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Fables and Allegories as Literary Figures

While fables, allegories, symbols and similes are all different artistic literary 
figures, their visual dimension provides a common denominator. The fable is 
quite similar to the simile from a formal viewpoint, and yet is also quite different. 
In the biblical context, the fable is a story that contains a lesson and embodies 
a certain enigmatic element. In addition, the fable may be seen as one side of  
an equation. An equation has two sides: the ‘similar’ (the fable) vs. the subject 
(the moral).23 In order to decipher the connection and the significance of  both 
sides of  this equation, it is necessary to understand the specific contexts of  time, 
place, the author’s worldview and his reasons for writing the literary creation.24 
In other words, the fable has an arbitrary and enigmatic element that is aimed 
at a specific audience at a certain point in history, while simultaneously requiring 
readers from a different point in time to study and investigate it. This feature of  
the fable is similar to the allegory. As Fishelov explains: “In fables, the ‘similar’ 
has a concrete status (as an object, event or specific occurrence) that serves as a 
starting point for the fabulist.”25

The allegory is also a literary figure. It is similar to the symbol26 as in both 
only the ‘similar’ is developed in an obvious manner on a textual level, while 
the ‘subject’ – that to which the allegory or symbol refer – is hidden and must 
be inferred and reconstructed from the text.27 The reader must discover and 
decipher the subject of  the allegory. The allegory contains a methodical and 
narrative construction of  the symbolized layer (the ‘similar’). The narrative layer 
of  the similar in the allegory is developed and is perceived as more autonomous, 
as something that can exist in its own right. However, the allegory is also 

23 As they are known in the discussion of  the poetic simile.
24 David Fishelov, Like a rainfall: Studies and Essays on Poetic Simile (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1996), 
92 (in Hebrew).
25 Ibid., 93.
26 According to Fishelov, “The symbol” is a mirror image of  the metaphor. The metaphor presents the 
subject but does not explicitly articulate the similarity, while the symbol explicitly presents the similarity, 
but does not explicitly articulate the subject. Both hint at a hidden element that is supposed to be created 
and developed by the reader, and both are already encoded within the linguistic, cultural and associative 
system of  the reader. Ibid., 84.
27 Ibid., 86.



ARTISTIC-RHETORIC EXPRESSIONS OF THE JEWISH-CHRISTIAN DEBATE IN THE MEDIEVAL HEBREW FABLES 17 

characterized by a somewhat closed interpretation, according to a certain code,28 
which is contingent upon time, place and cultural, political, social and religious 
context. Thus, when the reader is able to decipher the ‘code’ according to which 
the ‘similar’ layer can be allegorically understood, he will reach the intended 
interpretation. This is also true of  the fable. 

The Allegory and the Fable as a Polemic Device

 In both general and Jewish fabulist literature, such as Aesop’s Fables and Mishlei 
Shu’alim,29 the space devoted to the description of  the characters is relatively small 
and limited. Usually, the animal is portrayed by a single characteristic. Its image 
is often described in an indirect manner, and we learn of  its character through 
the storyline of  the fable.30 The animal fables in Meshal Haqadmoni are different 
and unique in that they are not characterized by a commonly ascribed single 
feature, which is not shared by others. For example, the donkey is not necessarily 
stupid, the wild ass is not wild and immoral, and the rabbit is not a coward. In 
addition, in Meshal Haqadmoni each animal appears only once.31

The animals in Meshal Haqadmoni are completely human in their qualities and 
“are nothing but human incarnations.”32 Like the Indian stories, which are clearly 
realistic,33 “Animals often appear as heroes –but their role is purely human.”34 
In addition, in these stories the lines between animals and humans are as blurred, 
as they are in the everyday reality of  India: “Humans are reincarnated as animals 
and animals return in a different reincarnation as humans.”35 The blurring of  

28 Such as the allegorical interpretation of  the Song of  Songs. Fishelov, Like a rainfall, 86-87.
29 The Aesopian fables with animals as the protagonists are known in medieval Jewish literature as 
Mishlei Shualim (fox fables). See Mishlei Aesopos, trans. Salomon Span (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1960), 
183 (in Hebrew).
30 Ibid., 179. Lion-king, raven-arrogance, fox-cunning.
31 While in Aesop’s fables and Berechiah ha-Naqdan’s Mishlei Shualim the animals appear numerous 
times in different contexts and situations. 
32 Yehuda Aryeh Klauzner, The Novella in Hebrew Literature, from Its Beginning until the End of  the Enlightenment 
Period (Tel Aviv: Yehoshua Chachnik, 1947), 31 (in Hebrew). See also Jan M. Ziolkowski, Talking Animals. 
Medieval Latin Beast Poetry, 750-1150 (Philadelphia: University of  Pennsylvania Press, 1993).
33 Klauzner, The Novella, 31.
34 Ibid., 30.
35 Yehoshu’a Me’ir Grintz, “Meshal Haqadmoni (a critique)”, Behinot 5 (1953): 39-44 (in Hebrew). 
Grintz explains that in accordance with the local beliefs in India, the animals work for man, but man 
also works for the animals. Thus the lines are blurred, and people write fables of  animals, and animals 
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boundaries between humans and animals is also evident in Meshal Haqadmoni, 
enabling the author to mold the image of  the animals in the book as human 
heroes in every respect.36

 Ibn Sahula Judaizes the animals in the book and defines the characters in 
his fables by means of  two artistic tools: direct characterization37 and indirect 
characterization.38 He constructs the image of  the animals according to the 
human figures that surrounded him in the reality of  his life in Spain, as they are 
the book’s prospective audience. The book’s goal is to teach Jewish morality, and 
therefore the author Judaizes the animals, ascribing them to well-known Jewish 
figures. For example, the deer is attributed to the prophet Jeremiah, the fish is the 
great-grandson of  the great fish that swallowed Jonah and the raven is descended 
from the ravens that served Elijah the prophet. The animals all have Jewish 
characteristics: they pray, are proficient in the Jewish sources (Torah, Mishnah, 
Talmud and Aggadah), observe the Jewish commandments, do good deeds, give to 
charity and have a Jewish-religious worldview. The Judaization of  the animals 
enables Ibn Sahula to separate the fable from universal morality, and adapt it to 
Jewish morality, Jewish worldview and Jewish-religious norms of  behavior, as he 
describes in the introduction to his book.

The White Humble Dove and the Black Proud Raven
A Case Study

In the fourth gate of  Meshal Haqadmoni, the dove and the raven argue over 
the quality of  humility. The dove praises humility and condemns pride, while the 
raven praises pride and condemns humility. Each of  them presents his arguments 

of  people (p. 40). See also Yehuda Ratzabi, An Anthology of  Hebrew Maqama – stories in rhymes (Jerusalem: 
Mosad Bialik, 1974), 29 (in Hebrew). 
36 See, for example, D. H. Green, The Beginnings of  Medieval Romance, Fact and Fiction: 1150-1220 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 6-7. An eloquent discussion of  talking animals can be 
found in Ziolkowski, Talking Animals. 
37 See Joseph Even, The image in the narrative fiction (Tel Aviv: Sifriyat Hapo’alim, 1986) (in Hebrew). Direct 
characterization – At the beginning of  every fable, the author presents the protagonists and puts much 
effort and time into describing them. He explicitly describes the nature, status, actions and worldview 
of  each character that will appear in a fable or story. It should also be noted that the manner in which 
animals and humans are portrayed in stories and fables is identical. 
38 Indirect characterization – Additional details about the nature of  the character appear during the 
plot through its actions and activities. These are usually details that reinforce the author’s description at 
the beginning of  the fable.
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and tells stories in order to convince the other that he is in the right. The dove tells 
a story about a “faithful fish”39, encouraging listeners to act modestly and humbly. 
The fish tells the story of  the “deposit”,40 which attempts to warn against religious 
hypocrites. The raven tells the story of  “The old sorcerer”, praising pride. The 
raven is eventually convinced by the words of  the dove, and repents. The dialogue 
between the dove and the raven reflects an image of  a very exceptional raven.41

In order to understand the image of  the raven, it is also pertinent to examine 
the image of  the dove, who is his antithesis.

The Dove

The dove is mentioned in the Bible more times than any other bird. It was 
considered pure, and was therefore used in sacrificial rites.42 In the biblical story 
of  the flood, the dove symbolizes peace between God and man,43 and also beauty 
and innocence and even the image of  one’s beloved.44 It is perceived as a symbol 
of  a good and people-loving society45 is an example of  modesty and chastity,46 

39 The gist of  the story of  the “faithful fish”: The fish are pursued by the fishermen, who try to trap them 
in their nets. They complain to the big fish, who suggests that they swim lower, in the depths of  the sea, 
meaning that they should act with humility. To reinforce his suggestion he tells them the story of  “deposit”.
40 The story of  the “deposit”, also called “an act of  hypocrisy”: a merchant wishes to deposit his money 
in the hands of  a trustworthy man, as he wants to go out to the big city to continue his business. In the 
synagogue he meets a seemingly trustworthy man who prays piously and decides to deposit his money 
in his hands. After finishing his business in the city, he returns to this man and asks for his money back. 
The man refused to return the money and claim he does not know what the merchant is talking about. 
Another merchant, who sees his colleague’s distress, uses trickery in order to take the deposit from the 
deceitful man. See also my article: Revital Refael-Vivante, “A Tale of  a Hypocrite”, in Mahbarot Le-
Yehudit: Studies presented to Professor Judith Dishon, ed. Ephraim Hazan and Shmuel Refael (Ramat-Gan: 
Bar-Ilan University Press, 2012), 325-350 (in Hebrew). 
41 For more information on the image of  the raven, see: Revital Refael-Vivante, “Spraken de raven 
Hebreeuws?” (Did the Raven speak Hebrew?), Yearbook of  the Flemish Reynaert Society, Tiecelij 29 
(2016): 38-59.
42 See, for example, Lev. 1:3-17.
43 In the story of  the flood in Gen. 8:8-12, the dove returns to the ark “and lo in her mouth an olive-leaf  
freshly plucked.” She symbolizes the end of  the flood, and possibly this is the reason that nowadays the 
dove is a symbol of  peace. 
44 For example: “O my dove, that art in the clefts of  the rock… for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance 
is comely” (Song of  Songs 2:14); “…my sister, my love, my dove, my undefiled (SoS 5:2); “…behold, 
thou art fair; thine eyes are as doves” (SoS 1:15), and more.
45 Shimon Bodenheimer, Fauna in the Biblical Lands, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1949), 224 (in Hebrew).
46 See the Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin tractate 100B: Rashi (R. Shlomo Yitzchaki, an eleventh century 
French commentator) interprets this as “one who does not need his partner.
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and its cooing is a metaphor for the expression of  sorrow and longing.47 In 
legends, the dove symbolizes a persecuted person who does not pursue others.48 
The Jewish people are likened to doves,49 a common motif  in Talmudic and 
Midrashic literature,50 and in liturgical poems of  redemption.51 The dove is 
also known for its loyalty to its nest and its naivety.52 The prevailing perception 
of  doves as “birds of  the soul”53 in local folklore is the apparent reason for the 
abundance of  dovecotes (columbarium) in tombs in the Land of  Israel in ancient 
times.54 The doves serve people as couriers and there is early evidence that they 
were used to transmit information and letters (as carrier doves).55 The dove also 
has medicinal properties that are rooted in ancient medicine, as dove droppings 
were used to treat warts.56 Similarly, the dove in Meshal Haqadmoni is described 
in the following manner:57

47 “…I do moan as a dove” (Isa. 38:14); “…and mourn sore like doves” (Isa. 59:11). 
48 See Babylonian Talmud, Baba Kama tractate 93A.
49 See Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat tractate 49A: Why are the Jewish people likened to a dove? As it 
is said “the wings of  the dove are covered with silver” (Ps. 68:14), as the dove’s wings protect her, so do 
the commandments protect the people of  Israel. This illustration can be found in redemption piyutim 
and lamentations. 
50 Mordechai Wurmbrand, “Yonah” (biblical) (Dove), Hebrew Encyclopedia, vol. 19 (1988), 508 (in Hebrew).
51 On the depiction of  the dove in liturgical poetry, see for example: Ephraim Hazan, The Poetics of  the 
Sepharadi Piyut according to the Liturgical Poetry of  Yehuda Halevi (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1986), 226-
234 (in Hebrew). 
52 For example: “like a silly dove” (Hosea 1:17), “as the doves to their cotes” (Isa. 60:8). See also Meir 
Waxsman, Fables of  Israel (Jerusalem and New York: Shiloh, 1932), 18 (in Hebrew). In Aesop’s Fables, an 
innocent dove surrenders to her passion (fable 104), and there is also the story of  the mackerel and the 
doves (fable 186). In Mishlei Shualim, the doves crown a violent hawk as their king, in order to prevent 
him from hurting them, but to no avail: See Berechiah ben Natronai ha-Naqdan, Mishlei Shualim, ed. 
Avraham Meir Haberman (Jerusalem, Tel Aviv: Schoken, 1946), fable 44. Also, a dove and a fox are 
tricked by a hypocritical wolf  (fable 69). For more on the dove, see also Shlomo Rubin, The virtues of  
animals and their symbols, in Haggadot and world religions (Krakow: Dfus Y. Fisher, 1899), 34-35 (in Hebrew).
53 In Christian art, the dove symbolizes redemption and the Holy Spirit. See Effi Ziv, The Christian code 
in Art (Or Yehuda: Kinneret Zemorah-Bitan, 2015), 14, 299, 323, 336, 349, 351 and 284 – the dove as 
a soul (in Hebrew).
54 Bodenheimer, Fauna, vol. 1, 18. According to Bodenheimer, the ancient taboo of  the dove in Syria 
was based on the local belief  that doves are birds of  the soul, i.e. they embody the soul of  people who 
have died. See also vol. 2, 389. 
55 Ibid., vol. 2, 385-388.
56 Ibid., vol. 1, 200.
"אמרו כי קננה בתרשיש יונה / בעלת שכל ותבונה / ותהי בצל הענוה מתלוננת / ובכל יום לפני מלכה 57
מתחננת / מעוררת בתבונתה לבבות / ומחשבת בערמתה מחשבות / ולבני עמה צמר ופשתים דורשה / שש
וארגמן לבושה / ולחמול על דל ואביון מחמדיה ומאווייה / גומלת טוב ולא רע כל ימי חייה / ותהי לכל
הלך מגן ועזרה / טעמה כי טוב סחרה / ותחזק בחכמתה כל בדק / על דבר אמת וענוה צדק."
Isaac Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Zmora edition, 192.
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In Tarshish once, it’s told, a dove did build
Her nest; intelligent was she, and skilled

In understanding. Modesty the shade
Over her nightly lodge, day-long she laid

Before her king her prayers. She stirred each heart
By her perceptiveness and by the art

With which she planned her household’s management.
For her retainers livery she sent

For wool and flax, being herself  attired
In purple weave and linen; she aspired
Always to charity, kindness she showed

To those in need, and on her lord bestowed
Lifelong devotion, naught but good. To all
Wayfarers help she gave, and in her hall

Shelter: a shrewd judge, she, of  what she bought,
To keep her house repaired she wisely sought,
All with true modesty and righteous care. 58

The dove in Meshal Haqadmoni is smart59 and humble, praying and beseeching 
her king, using her wisdom to encourage others to repent. She worries about 
the livelihood of  her people, in a manner similar to that of  the “woman of  
valor” described in the biblical Book of  Proverbs.60 The dove is known for her 
mercifulness and her good deeds; She is compassionate towards the poor and 
the needy; “She doeth him good and not evil all the days of  her life,”61 helps and 
protects the oppressed and downtrodden, has a developed commercial sense62 
and spreads wisdom, truth, humility, and justice. The educated dove praises 
humility and condemns pride,63 to the raven’s displeasure, and at the end of  the 
fable, she wins the debate with him.

58 Isaac Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 2, 446-448.
59 See also Mishlei Shualim: An intelligent dove warns the other birds, but they ignore her advice and are 
tricked (fable 16).
60 According to Prov. 31.
61 According to Prov. 31:12. See also Aesop’s Fables: A dove saves an ant from drowning (fable 127).
62 “She perceiveth that her merchandise is good.” Prov. 31:18.
63 Aesop’s Fables, describing an arrogant dove (fable 103). 
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The Raven

In ancient cultures, the raven was considered a bird capable of  predicting the 
future and was often the bearer of  bad news.64 This stems, in part, from its black 
color.65 The raven is an impure fowl and in the Bible its very presence symbolizes 
destruction and desolation,66 and even death.67 The raven is also known for its 
cruelty,68 as like wolves, ravens attack openly and are therefore identified with 
negative types of  people: robbers, burglars, thieves and adulterers.69 In folklore, 
the raven is related to acts of  sorcery and magic,70 and the Christians of  the East 
believe that parts of  the black raven’s body can be used for medical purposes.71 
In the fabulist literature, the raven is most often characterized by his conceit and 
boastfulness of  his feathers and voice. More than anything, the raven symbolizes 
the color black.72

The raven in Meshal Haqadmoni is indeed arrogant, and in the fourth gate 
speaks in favor of  pride and arrogance: 73

A migrant raven, a wretched bird, lived there
As the dove’s neighbor: pride in pedigree

64 Rubin, The virtues of  animals, 49. In the Quran, we read of  a black raven that tells Adam that Cain has 
murdered Able (Sura 5). This is also extant in Jewish tradition (Pirkei Rabbi Eliezer, 21). See Bodenheimer, 
Fauna, vol. 2, 142.
65 SoS 5:11: “his locks are curled, and black as a raven.”
66 Isa. 34:11: “But the pelican and the bittern shall possess it, and the owl and the raven shall dwell 
therein; and He shall stretch over it the line of  confusion, and the plummet of  emptiness.”
67 Bodenheimer, Fauna, vol. 1, 89.
68 An example of  the cruel nature of  the raven can be found in Prov. 30:17: “The eye that mocketh at 
his father, and despiseth to obey his mother, the ravens of  the valley shall pick it out, and the young 
eagles shall eat it.” Rashi explains: Let the raven, which is cruel to its young, come and pick it and not 
eat it and not derive benefit from it, and let the eagle, which is compassionate with its young, come and 
eat it and derive benefit from it. The raven is cruel, as it is stated (Ps. 147:9): “to the young ravens which 
cry,” and the eagle is compassionate, as it is stated (Deut. 32: 11): “It bears its young on its wing.” In 
Aesop’s Fables, ravens are described as ungrateful (fable 147), thieves (fable 148), and unlucky (fable 149). 
In Mishlei Shualim a raven is described as conniving, tricking an eagle (fable 20). 
69 Bodenheimer, Fauna, vol. 1, 224, 226. 
70 Ibid., 89.
71 Ibid., vol. 2, 133.
72 See fn. 44.
73 Regarding the arrogance of  ravens, see Aesop’s Fables: The raven and the fox (fable 148 and 188); 
Mishlei Shualim: the raven and the fox (fable 13), the raven who shows off for no good reason (fable 29), 
and the raven who loses his prey because of  his noisiness (fable 98).
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Absorbed his waking hours, his forebears’ tree
Prompted a princely pose; his trust he placed

In instinct, and his intellect: but haste
Urging to guile, his eager feet advanced.74

The dove presents us with additional information regarding the raven:75

The dove, who had observed how proud the glanced,
With what concerned, and, having left behind

Him, almost, modesty, his way inclined76

The raven is described as “a migrant raven, a wretched bird,” who is arrogant 
and confident of  his knowledge and wit.77 The raven argues with the dove 
against humility and in favor of  pride. He too is smart and proficient in the 
Jewish sources, and uses them to base his arguments. The raven also stresses the 
quality of  foreignness, by using shibuzim from the Book of  Ruth. In this manner, 
he creates an affinity between himself  and the biblical Ruth, who went on to join 
the people of  Israel and was an ancestor of  King David.78

The raven’s uniqueness stems from the pride he feels towards his exceptional 
background.79 He boasts to the dove of  the importance of  family heritage in 
general, telling her the story of  “the old sorcerer,” which concludes by praising 
pride and pedigree.80 He then boasts of  his own genealogical background, and 
offers two examples from his family history, stating that he is descendent from the 

"ויהי שם עורב גר ומסכן / נוכח היונה שכן / וגם הוא היה ביחסו מתעורר / ובגאוות אבותיו משתרר / 74
ויבטח בדעתו ושכלו / ותחש על מרמה רגלו"
Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Zmora edition, 192. The English translation can be found in: Ibn Sahula, 
Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 2, 448.
"ותרא היונה ענייניו / כי רמו עיניו / ואחר התוהו נטה / וכמעט מדרך הצניעות שטה" 75
Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Zmora edition, 192. 
76 Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 2, 448
77 Compare to Mishlei Shualim, where a smart raven trusts his own instincts rather than the advice of  
others (fable 18).
78 Like Ruth, the raven says: “…whither thou/ goest, that I, too, go, do I avow,/ as thy companion, yea, 
and wheresoe’er/ thou diest, I die, to be buried there.” Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, 546. 
79 The raven says to the dove: “Say, then, ‘this crow my friend is, and my prized / projects I might, 
through him, see realized./ A noble brother, of  a noble band/ of  brothers born the highest in the land, 
/ all officers of  state.” Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, 540. The Hebrew version mentions ‘Ahiram, the 
family of  the Ahiramites’ (541), who first appears in Num. 26:38, referring to a family from the tribe of  
Benjamin. It seems that the raven is aware of  the fact that the dove it attempting to mock his ancestry, 
but this does not stop him from bragging about it. 
80 Isaac Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 2, 453-459.
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raven sent from Noah’s ark, fulfilling the Lord’s command to be his first emissary 
on dry land – a story quite different from that found in Jewish sources. In the 
second example, the raven tells of  his parents, ravens who brought food to Elijah 
the prophet while he was in hiding, waging war against the prophets of  Ba’al:81

Aye, chief  envoy
Was my first forebear, first with oil of  joy

To be commissioned – Roving twice each day
Out, homeward, till flood waters drained away.

It was mine ancestors, in time of  drought
The famine, every more and eve they fed

The prophet, bringing him both flesh and bread.82

Despite possessing the negative characteristic of  pride, the manner in which 
the raven is presented displays an affinity to Jewish history and corresponds with 
it. On the one hand, he presents a non-Jewish approach, viewing the raven from 
Noah’s ark as a positive character who fulfilled the Lord’s instructions, and on the 
other hand, he stresses his relationship to Elijah the prophet,83 who fought idol 
worshippers with the assistance of  ravens. In other words, the raven’s pride in his 
ancestry is ambiguous. At the end of  the tale, the raven repents and begins acting 
in a humble manner, according to the dove’s suggestion:84

‘nay’, quoth the raven, ‘this day do I repent
Covered in shame, and am henceforth content

To make humility my garb: whene’er
I change my suit, the colour I shall wear

Must match, in blackness, mine own feathers sheen.

"... הלא זקני היה ראש השלוחים / אשר בשמן ששון משוחים / ויצא בכל יום פעמים / יצוא ושוב יעד 81
יבושת המים / והורי כלכלו את הנביא בימי הרעב והחורב / והעורבים מביאים לו לחם ובשר בבקר ולחם
ובשר בערב.“
Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Zmora edition, 229.
82 Isaac Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 2, 540. On ravens providing for Elijah the 
prophet, see 1 Kings 17:5-6. Christian art also reflects the tradition that a raven provided for Paul, the 
third century first hermit priest. See Ziv, The Christian code, 327.
83 Interestingly, In Aesop’s Fables there is a story of  a raven that tells people their fortunes (fable 77). See 
also the fable of  the blind raven who prophesizes (fable 273).
"הנה שבתי היום בכלימה ובושת / ולעולם בגדי ענווה אלבש תלבושת / ואבחר לנפשי חליפות שמלות 84
להתקרב / שחורות כעורב / ואמנע מלבי גסות הרוח / למען אנוח / ואל תיגע בי רוח גאווה ותאוותה / לא
כלה ולא מקצתה“
Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Zmora edition, 231. 
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Harshness of  temper from my heart I mean
To keep away, that tranquil I may live.

No haughty spirit, nor acquisitive
Ambition – of  such, not the merest trace.’85

He becomes ashamed of  his behavior and promises to behave humbly. 
He states that he will wear modest black clothes, similar to the garb worn by 
the priest in the story “Hever Ha-ahochi and the Monk”86 imbuing the black 
color with ceremonial meaning. In the Middle Ages, and even later, priests 
were known as ‘ravens’ because of  their black clothes.87 In addition, we learn 
from the Talmud that a person who wishes to become anonymous and unseen 
should don black clothes, which will hide his surging drive and prevent the 
desecration of  God’s name: “If  a person sees that his inclination is overcoming 
him, he should go to a place where he is unknown, and wear black, and wrap 
himself  in black, in the manner of  mourners, because he should be ashamed 
of  his weakness, and do there what his heart desires, but let him not desecrate 
the Name of  Heaven in public.”88

Though the raven’s character is comprised of  the two extremes on an axis 
of  contradictions, it seems that in the end, the raven’s righteousness supersedes 
his arrogance.

The Dove and the Raven in Meshal Haqadmoni

Although the dove and the raven are characterized by Jewish attributes, they 
differ in their essence and in their worldview. The choice of  a dove and a raven 
in the fourth gate is tendentious. It seems that each represents a different type of  
Jew, and the contrast between them perhaps hints at the social contradictions in 
the Jewish community that existed during the author’s lifetime. In the Kabbalistic 
literature of  the period, the dove and the raven were used as parallel symbols. 

85 Isaac Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 2, 544.
86 In the fable “Hever Haahochi and the Monk”, the thief  repents, and we are told he donned black 
clothes and behaved humbly. See Isaac Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 1, 238.
87 In English, the verb ‘raven’ means to rob, plunder, prey or devour. As a result, this term can be seen 
as an insult to priests, and reflects the social criticism aimed at them. 
88 Tractate Chagigah 16a. The William Davidson Talmud, www.sefaria.org.
"אמר ר' אלעאי הזקן: אם רואה אדם שיצרו מתגבר עליו, ילך למקום שאין מכירין אותו, וילבש שחורים,
ויעשה מה שלבו חפץ – ואל יחלל שם שמים בפרהסיא".
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The Kabbalistic Raya Mehemna and the Tikkunei HaZohar89 both express socio-
religious and moral criticism of  the social contradictions that developed among 
Jewish society in Spain. Mostly, they criticized the rule of  the wealthy and miserly 
courtiers, whom they predicted would disappear from the world, replaced by 
worthy Jews – poor and humble kabbalists.90 The fable about the raven and the 
dove, as their images appear in the Book of  Genesis, is used in order to explain 
the situation of  two opposing classes within the Jewish community. In Genesis, in 
the story of  Noah’s ark, the raven was sent first on a mission that he did not fulfil, 
as he busied himself  with abominations and impurity. Many scholars understand 
this to mean that the raven dealt in matters of  finance and capital, rather than 
engaging in his mission to encourage the righteous to repent. In so doing, 
he failed to fulfill the orders of  his master. The raven and the dove therefore 
symbolize two groups: those among the people of  Israel who do not fulfill their 
God-given mission, and those who do.91 Interestingly, the raven and the dove also 
symbolize two different streams of  thought in Christianity. Christian spiritual 
orders used the dove and the raven to symbolize their two orders, Dominicans 
and Franciscans. The Dominicans were closer to the wealthy and the official 
establishment, whereas the Franciscans were revolutionary and strove to purify 
the church from its wealth, believing in absolute poverty.92

In the final section of  the forth gate in Meshal Haqadmoni, the raven and 
the dove reach an agreement. The raven repents and the dove welcomes him 
kindly. They are both then described as two scholars walking down the path of  
righteousness: 93

…So / They recommenced discussion, as before,
About divine philosophy and lore

89 Two Kabbalistic essays popular at the time.
90 Baer, A History of  the Jews, 160-162. David Flusser discusses the idea originating in Jesus’ doctrine: 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of  Heaven… Blessed are the meek, for they 
shall inherit the earth.” See David Flusser, Jewish Sources in Early Christianity: Studies and Essays (New York: 
Adama Books, 1987), 210-225. 
91 Baer, A History of  the Jews, 162n2: translated from Aramaic.
92 Ibid., 162-163. See also an extensive discussion of  the subject in: Revital Refael-Vivante, A Treasury of  
Fables, 346-348 (in Hebrew).
 "ויחדשו דברי חכמתם כבראשונה / להשיג המעלה העליונה / ויטשו דברי הבל ותאווה / עקב ענווה 93
 /וירבו דברי חכמות / משערי מוות מרוממות / זה קורא וזה דורש / זה שונה וזה מפרש /זה מודה וזה
משבח / בין האולם והמזבח / זה מעדה צדקה ובגדי ישע / לשבי פשע / זה יעלה אל רום מעוני / וזה יעלה
אל הר ה‘ / זה מחשבותיו מעלות עליונות תשעינה / ועיניו אל קדוש ישראל תראינה / זה ירבה לעלות
ובקהל קדושים יחנה / זה יכתוב ידו לה‘ ובשם ישראל יכנה / ויבלו בטוב שנותם / ובמשכנות מבטחים
ימותם [...]"
Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Zmora edition, 231-132. 
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Seeking the stairway to the highest plane,
Rejection of  the lust for all things vain

Being corollary to resolute
Devotion to humility’s pursuit.

Much did they speak of  wisdom, loud did praise
Her powers, which from death’s very door can raise.
One would quote scripture, tother would expound,

One cite a legal topic, then, around
It, tother commented on all implied;

Then turned to worship, one in praise, beside
The other’s lauds, as if  they sang in choir

Between the Temple’s porch and altar’s fire:
One of  them decked in robes of  righteousness

Befitting such as would their sins confess,
One to the seven heavens heights ascends,

Whilst one his way to the Lord’s mountain wends:
One, who in thought to mystic spheres could rise,

Might upon Israel’s Holy One set eyes,
Whilst tother’s strides towards the saints’ camp aim

To sign God’s roll, proud to bear Israel’s name.
Thus ‘twas, in goodly deeds their years they spent
And dwelt serene, each day more confident[…]94

Summary

An in-depth analysis of  the fable reveals that the dove’s image is sketched 
throughout the story in clear and coherent lines: she is good, moral, wise 
and humble, and there is no doubt about her nature and disposition. She is 
transparent and honest and does not hide anything. The reader has no doubts 
about her adherence to her Jewish faith and way of  life. While the dove is white 
and bright, the black raven is mysterious and obscure. His black color, which 
represents the absence of  light, is reflected in the manner in which his image is 
constructed. Despite its fictional mysteries, the book is rooted in the reality of  
Spain at the end of  the thirteenth century, and readers may wonder whose image 
the author, Ibn Sahula, was attempting to depict through the image of  the raven. 

94 Ibn Sahula, Meshal Haqadmoni, Loewe’s edition, vol. 2, 546-548. Compare to “the riddle of  the fawn 
and the wild goat” in Meshal Haqadmoni, where the fawn and the wild goat are described studying the 
Bible in a similar manner to the dove and the raven.
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Was he criticizing a typical figure of  his time or an entire social phenomenon? 
Is the raven’s image a criticism of  a Jew who converted and then returned to 
Judaism? Or of  someone who was pretending to do so?95 Does the image of  the 
raven symbolize a Christian who is well-versed in the Bible (both the Old and 
New Testament) who comes to realize that Judaism is the true religion? It is also 
possible, of  course, that Ibn Sahula is not referring to a specific figure, but rather 
is criticizing the phenomenon of  converts who treat Judaism with criticism and 
double standards.

The raven’s foreignness, on the one hand, and his Jewish forbearers on the 
other, paint an image of  a special, mysterious figure with vague and unresolved 
biographical qualities. However, he is undoubtedly a wise raven who speaks 
Hebrew and is familiar with the Old Testament and Jewish sources in general. 
This image of  the raven is clearer and more distinct when viewed along with the 
coherent and straightforward image of  the humble dove, who is an antithesis to 
everything the raven represents. The ambiguous manner in which the raven’s 
image is constructed corresponds to the fable genre, especially the allegory, as 
allegories often do not have clear-cut interpretations but rather require the reader 
to discover and decode their central theme. From this, we can conclude that the 
molding of  the allegorical figures of  the dove and the raven clearly reflect the 
reality of  the time and place in which the fable was written, the second half  of  
thirteenth-century Castile.

95 Revital Yeffet-Refael, “‘Beware of  Hypocrites’: Religious Hypocrisy in Medieval Hebrew Rhymed 
Prose in Spain”, Hispania Judaica 6 (2008): 9-51. 


