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Jewish connections with the opera’s specific fables

AESOP FABLE (and moral) JEWISH TEXT
Farmer & Stork: ”You are judged by 
the company you keep”

“Do not associate with a wicked person…[It’s 
like] entering a spice shop. Even if he takes 
nothing, he absorbs the aroma and it leaves 
with him”  (Pirkei Avot 1:7)

Fox & Goat: “Look before you leap” “Be deliberate in judgment” 
(Pirkei Avot 1:1)

Fox & Stork: “Do not play tricks on 
your neighbors unless you can 
stand the same treatment yourself”

“Love your fellow as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18)
“Do not do to your neighbor what is hateful 
to you” (Shabbat 31a:6)

Fox & Grapes: “There are many 
who pretend to despise and belittle 
that which is beyond their reach”

Knowing this tendency, Moses encouraged 
Israelites that commandments are NOT 
beyond their reach. (Deuteronomy 30:11-14)



Judaism has….

•Tradition of kindness (chesed; gemilut hasidim)
•Tradition of parables (midrash)
•Similarity to Aesop’s fables….?



timing

• Aesop lived 6th century BCE 
• Talmud written down much later:

around 189 (Mishnah) and 500 (Gemara)



Some terms

• Written Torah (Hebrew Bible Old Testament): 
Torah (scroll with Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy), 
Nevi’im (“Prophets”, 8 books such as Joshua & Isaiah), & 
Ketuvim (“Writings”, 11 books such as Psalms, Proverbs, & Ruth)
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• Midrash: Judaic biblical interpretation, the method, or a collection; 
some written during period of Mishna, some later; 
can relate to halacha (law) or aggadah (interpretive narrative/parable)



a page of Talmud
https://lifeisasacredtext.substack.com/p/jews-for-exegesis



part of Brachot 60b that inspired my song “The Best”

The Gemara relates: Like this incident, when Rabbi Akiva was walking along the 
road and came to a certain city, he inquired about lodging and they did not give 
him any. He said: “Everything that God [the Merciful One] does is for the best.” 
He went and slept in a field, and he had with him a rooster, a donkey and a 
candle. A gust of wind came and extinguished the candle; a cat came and ate 
the rooster; and a lion came and ate the donkey. He said: Everything that God 
does is for the best. 
That night, an army came and took the city into captivity. It turned out that 
Rabbi Akiva alone, who was not in the city and had no lit candle, noisy rooster 
or donkey to give away his location, was saved. He said to them: “Didn’t I tell 
you? Everything that God does is for the best.”
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“Fox & Fishes” parable on very next page!  (Berakhot 61b:7)

Rabbi Akiva answered him: I will relate a parable. To what can this be compared?
It is like a fox walking along a riverbank when he sees fish gathering and fleeing from place to 
place. The fox said to them: From what are you fleeing? 

They said to him: We are fleeing from the nets that people cast upon us. 

He said to them: Do you wish to come up onto dry land, and we will reside together just as 
my ancestors resided with your ancestors? 

The fish said to him: You are the one of whom they say, he is the cleverest of animals?        
You are not clever; you are a fool. If we are afraid in the water, our natural habitat which 
gives us life, then in a habitat that causes our death, all the more so. 

The moral is: So too, we Jews, now that we sit and engage in Torah study… we fear the 
empire to this extent; if we proceed to sit idle from its study, as its abandonment is the 
habitat that causes our death, all the more so will we fear the empire.



from https://www.JewishVirtualLibrary.org/fable

MISHLEI SHU'ALIM ("Fox Fables") written by R. Berechiah ben Natronai ha-
Nakdan who lived during the creative period of Jewish fable literature (end of 
the 12th and beginning of the 13th century), and was printed in Mantua [Italy] 
in 1557. 
The use of the name Mishlei Shu'alim, identical with a genre of fables 
mentioned in the Talmud (Sukkah 28a; Sanhedrin 38b), is explained on the title 
page by the statement that the fox is the most cunning of animals, and 
therefore the cleverest. 
The [100+ fables] …. are written … in a clear, lively style; structurally each has 
an epimythium [moral at the end], the first 2 lines of which comprise the 
promythium as well (i.e., a proverb-like statement at the opening of the 
narrative). 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/fable




https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/874-aesop-s-fables-among-the-jews
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