
 

Frogs and Self Sacrifice
Rebbe said whoever is engrossed in Perek Shira…will be 
rescued from the evil inclination...and live long..."and I will 

be with you wherever you may go"

(Sefer Yeshayahu)
Rabbi Yochanan said: Had the Torah not been given, we 
would have learned modesty from the cat, [the prohibition 

of] theft from the ant, [the prohibition of] forbidden 
relationships from the dove, and the proper method of 

conjugal relations from fowl.

(Talmud, Eruvin 100b)



King David and the Frog

A Frog said...

They said of King David that upon completing the Book of 
Psalms he was self-satisfied and said to Him: "Lord of the 
Universe, is there anything in the world that can sing as I 
do?" A frog came up to him and said to him: Do not be so 
self-satisfied, for I utter more song than you! For every 
song that I sing I also add 3000 parables to accompany it!

" " " " " " (Yalkut Shimoni Tehillim, 889)



Frogs have held an important role in the mythologies of 
many civilizations. Most of these myths center on the 
frog’s transformation from a tadpole to a frog. Many 
cultures saw this as a rebirth thus associating them with 
creation myths and the land of the dead. The fact that 
some frogs can lay up to 3,000 eggs makes it no wonder 
that they have been associated with many fertility deities 
and creation itself.

As much as the frog has been a symbol for life and birth it 
has also been a symbol for death. Another European myth 
held that it was bad luck to kill a frog for they housed the 
souls of dead children. It wasn’t until Europe’s Mid-evil 
times that the frog was given such an unfavorable rap in 
the common culture. It was during this period that the frog 
went from a sacred symbol of creation and death to being 
seen as evil. The frog along with a handful of other 
animals was seen as being a witch’s familiar also known 
as devoted magical animal thus attaching the negative 
stigma that they have on them today. In one version, the 
king sets his three sons (or an old peasant woman, her 
sons, in Lang's version) to marry, and tests their chosen 
brides. The king may set them to shoot arrows and find 



their brides where the arrows land, and the youngest 
prince's arrow is picked up by a frog; the two older sons 
may already have girls picked out, but the youngest son -- 
Ivan Tsarevich in the Russian -- is at a loss until a friendly 
frog takes pity on him and offers to marry him. In Calvino's 
version, the princes use slings rather than bows and 
arrows. In the Greek, the princes set out to find their 
brides one by one; the older two are already married by 
the time the third sets out.

The king then assigns his three prospective daughters-in-
law various tasks, such as spinning cloth and baking 
bread. In every task the frog far outdoes the lazy brides-to-
be of the older brothers; in some versions, she uses magic 
to accomplish the tasks, the other brides attempt to 
emulate her and can not do the magic. Still, the young 
prince is ashamed of his froggy bride, until she magically 
is transformed into a princess.
In the Russian, the last test may be of dancing, with the 
frog bride having shed her skin; the prince then burns it, to 
her dismay. If he had waited, she would have been free, 
but he has lost her. He then sets out to find her again and 
meets up with Baba Yaga, whom he impresses with his 



spirit, demanding to know why she has not offered him 
hospitality. She may tell him that Koschei has his bride 
captive, and how to find the magic needle, without which 
Koschei will be helpless; with that, he rescues his bride. In 
others, his wife flies into Baba Yaga's hut as a bird; he 
catches her, she turns into a lizard, and he can not hold 
on. Baba Yaga rebukes him and sends him to her sister; 
there he fails again, but is sent to the third sister, where he 
catches her, and no transformations break her free again.

In some versions of the story, the transformation is a 
reward for her good nature; in others, she is transformed 
by witches out of amusement; and in others, she is 
revealed to have been an enchanted princess all along.

In other versions of the fables, The Frog King (German: 
Der Froschkönig), also known as The Frog Prince, is a 
fairy tale, best known through the Brothers Grimm's written 
version. In the tale, a spoiled princess reluctantly befriends 
a frog (possibly meeting him after dropping a gold ball into 
his pond), who magically transforms into a handsome 
prince. Although in modern versions the transformation is 
invariably triggered by the princess kissing the frog, in the 
original Grimm version of the story, the frog's spell was 



broken when the princess threw it against a wall in 
disgust. In other early versions it was sufficient for the frog 
to spend the night on the princess's pillow.

According to Carl Jung's analysis, the story presents an 
initiation process of a young female psyche. Fairy tale, in 
Jungian analysis, is a rich source of archetypes and it can 
be analyzed as a dream. The ego character in this story is 
the young princess. Being a virgin, she views her male 
companions as animals, more specifically, frogs. The 
golden ball represents her Self, which is lost in the well in 
the woods. Here both the well and the woods represent 
her unconsciousness. During her process of searching for 
her Self, she met a frog, who was actually a man. The frog 
helped her and wanted to drink from her cup and eat from 
her plate, which represent his desire of kissing her. To 
sleep on her bed represents the intimacy between 
husband and wife. As the virgin princess violently threw 
the frog against the wall, she suddenly came to realize the 
masculinity inside her unconscious Self. Upon this 
realization, the frog returns to the real image of a man or 
in this case, a prince with kind eyes. The princess is now a 
matured woman ready for marriage. The maturation of the 



Self may not be localized to gender but can also represent 
the spiritual self unfolding through the agency of such 
metaphors as the frog. It is along this line I wish to discuss 
the ramifications of the frog motif in rabbinic literature and 
liturgy. The princess throwing the frog against the wall 
represents the resistance to change despite its importance 
for the soul. The sudden realization of the violence within 
the dark shadow is the transformative moment, which I 
hope to demonstrate in the texts cited below, also 
represents the betrayal of self and coming to terms with 
the shadow. The sale of Joseph and the ten martyrs, I 
believe, is the cultural counterpart in which the martyrdom 
is the final realization and surrender to the Higher Power 
guiding us all within, and the coming to terms with the 
inner betrayal of our true selves.
Besides the choice of the frog species (and the obvious 
references to the plague in Egypt which I will not discuss 
here), what is of interest to me is the additional comments 
not mentioned in the Yalkut passage quoted above but 
found in Perek Shira.



A Frog said...

...for I sing greater songs and praises than you David!!! Do 
Not Be Proud...for I sing greater songs and praises than 
you do...and even greater than that...every song I sing 
contains 3000 parables. As it says

"And he spoke 3000 parable, .and his songs were 1005"

(I Kings 5:12)
And even greater than that...I do a great mitzvah...there is 
a creature which dwells by the sea edge...e...and when 
this creature is hungry it take me and eats me...to fulfill 
that which says...

"If your enemy is hungry. feed him. if thirsty. give him water 
to drink. for you shall heap coals of fire on his head.. and 
Hashem shall reward you"

(Proverbs 25:21)
do not read "Shall Reward You" rather read. "Shall make 
him to be at Peace with you"
It seems that the frog responds to King David's boast by 



not only suggesting that his praise of the Almighty equals 
or even surpasses that of David by virtue of the parables 
he also uses in praise (the Yalkut citation) but in the Perek 
Shira citation he adds the remarkable claim that by virtue 
of being eaten alive by a hungry creature he bests David 
by his very self sacrifice.

The first citation quotes a verse from Kings: His fame 
spread through all the surrounding nations. He composed 
3,000 parables, and 1,005 poems. He discoursed about 
trees, from the cedars of Lebanon to the hyssop that 
grows from the wall. He also discoursed about animals, 
birds, creeping things and fish. Men of all nations came to 
hear Solomon's wisdom, as did all the kings of the earth 
who had heard of his wisdom. (1 Kings 5:11-14)

12 And he spoke three thousand proverbs; and his songs 
were a thousand and five.



The midrash seems to play off the difference between 
song and parable. King Solomon is described as 
“speaking” 3000 parables as opposed to his “songs” which 
numbered 1005. The frog criticizes David’s self 
satisfaction by reminding him that for every song he sang 
the frog added parables. The plain meaning of the verse 
suggested that whereas his parables were 3000 his songs 
were only 1005, fewer in number. The midrashic frog 
however reads the verse as if each song had attached to it 
three times as many parables! The connection between 
parable and song is of great interest to me since on the 
surface one seems so intellectually oriented, attempting to 
make use of the parable to interpret a difficult idea or 
concept. Whereas the song implies an emotive response, 
to being in commitment to the Lord. What is the 
relationship between the literary development of King 
Solomon and parables?

Around 70 CE, Josephus compiled his Antiquities and 
included an excerpt about Solomon. When referring to 1 
Kings, Solomon no longer speaks 3000 proverbs and 
sings 1005 songs, but now he has authored 3000 books of 
proverbs and 1005 books of odes . Solomon could also 



compose incantations to heal the sick and perform 
exorcisms. The belief that the original Temple of 
Jerusalem was built with supernatural help also emerged 
with Josephus.

Now the sagacity and wisdom which God had bestowed 
on Solomon was so great, that he exceeded the ancients; 
insomuch that he was no way inferior to the Egyptians, 
who are said to have been beyond all men in 
understanding; nay, indeed, it is evident that their sagacity 
was very much inferior to that of the king’s. He also 
excelled and distinguished himself in wisdom above those 
who were most eminent among the Hebrews at that time 
for shrewdness; those I mean were Ethan, and Heman, 
and Chalcol, and Darda, the sons of Mahol. He also 
composed books of odes and songs a thousand and five, 
of parables and similitudes three thousand; for he spoke a 
parable upon every sort of tree, from the hyssop to the 
cedar; and in like manner also about beasts, about all 
sorts of living creatures, whether upon the earth, or in the 
seas, or in the air; for he was not unacquainted with any of 
their natures, nor omitted inquiries about them, but 



described them all like a philosopher, and demonstrated 
his exquisite knowledge of their several properties.

God also enabled him to learn that skill which expels 
demons, which is a science useful and sanative to men. 
He composed such incantations also by which distempers 
are alleviated. And he left behind him the manner of using 
exorcisms, by which they drive away demons, so that they 
never return; and this method of cure is of great force unto 
this day; for I have seen a certain man of my own country, 
whose name was Eleazar, releasing people that were 
demoniacal in the presence of Vespasian, and his sons, 
and his captains, and the whole multitude of his soldiers. 
The manner of the cure was this: He put a ring that had a 
Foot of one of those sorts mentioned by Solomon to the 
nostrils of the demoniac, after which he drew out the 
demon through his nostrils; and when the man fell down 
immediately, he abjured him to return into him no more, 
making still mention of Solomon, and reciting the 
incantations which he composed.

And when Eleazar would persuade and demonstrate to 
the spectators that he had such a power, he set a little way 
off a cup or basin full of water, and commanded the 



demon, as he went out of the man, to overturn it, and 
thereby to let the spectators know that he had left the 
man; and when this was done, the skill and wisdom of 
Solomon was shown very manifestly: for which reason it 
is, that all men may know the vastness of Solomon’s 
abilities, and how he was beloved of God, and that the 
extraordinary virtues of every kind with which this king was 
endowed may not be unknown to any people under the 
sun for this reason, I say, it is that we have proceeded to 
speak so largely of these matters.

Solomon’s great intellect in communicating the deepest 
mysteries by his use of parables is well documented in 
rabbinic literature. Solomon not only occupies a very 
important part in rabbinical legend, but is glorified even 
from a theological point of view. It must be added, 
however, that the Tannaim, with the exception of Jose b. 
Ḥalafta, were inclined to treat only of his weaknesses and 
his downfall. Solomon was one of those men to whom 
names were given by God before their birth, being thus 
placed in the category of the just ("ẓaddiḳim"; Yer. Ber. vii., 
11b; Gen. R. xlv. 11; Tan., Bereshit, 30). Solomon is seen 



both in the Torah as well as in rabbinic literature to be the 
archetypal originator of the parable or mashal.

Louis Rabinowitz writes as follows:

The rabbis made extensive use of parables as a definitive 
method of teaching in the Talmud, and especially in the 
Midrash. Jesus, in his parables, was employing a well-
established rabbinic form of conveying ethical and moral 
lessons. There are 31 parables in the New Testament, 
some of which are found in a slightly different version in 
rabbinical literature (cf. Shab. 153a with Matt. 25:1–12; 
and TJ, Ber. 2:8, 5c, the parable given by R. Zeira in his 
funeral oration on the death of R. Avin, the son of R. 
Hiyya, with Matt. 20:1–16), which contains thousands of 
examples, and a comparison between the parallel 
parables reveals the greater beauty and detail of the latter. 
The word mashal in rabbinical literature refers nearly 
always to the parable; only in such phrases as ha-mashal 
Omer or its Aramaic equivalent matla amra ("the mashal 
says"; cf. Ex. R. 21:7 and Lev. R. 19:6) and in the phrase 
mashal hedyot ("a folk mashal") does it bear the meaning 
which it does in the Bible of a proverb (see also *Proverbs, 



Talmudic). The standard formula, however, always 
introduces a full parable. That the use of parables was a 
distinct and recognized method of moral instruction is 
clear from the statements that "fox fables and fuller 
fables" (see below) were among the attainments of 
Rabban Johanan b. Zakkai (Suk. 28a; BB 134a), and that 
R. Meir consistently divided his discourses into three 
parts, halakhah, Haggadah, and parables (Sanh. 38b). It is 
in this context that R. Johanan refers to the 300 animal 
parables of R. Meir (see *Animal Tales).

The rabbis not only used the parable extensively, they also 
emphasized its great value in opening a door to an 
understanding of the spirit of the Torah. Both of these 
aspects are reflected in a passage in the Midrash. 
Regarding the word mashal in Ecclesiastes 12:9 in the 
sense of parable, "and Koheleth… taught the people 
knowledge; yea he pondered and set out many meshalim," 
the Midrash ascribes the first use of parables to Solomon. 
On this the Midrash gives five parables, to illustrate the 
manner in which the parable aids the understanding of the 
Bible. R. Nachman gives two, one of the "threads of 
Ariadne," which he applies to a palace of many doors, and 



the other of a man cutting a path through the jungle. R. 
Yose compares the parable to a handle with which an 
otherwise unwieldy basket can be carried; R. Shila gives 
the parable of a jug of boiling water carried by the same 
method, while R. Hanina of a bucket let down to a well of 
cold and sweet water. The passage concludes: "Let not 
the parable be lightly esteemed in thine eyes, since by its 
means one can master the whole of the words of the 
Torah." Realizing that the parable may not be the most 
profound or weighty means of instruction, the passage 
adds that just as one uses a candle, which is almost 
worthless, to find a precious stone which has been lost, "a 
parable should not be lightly esteemed in thine eyes, since 
by means of it a man arrives at the true meaning of the 
words of the Torah" (Songs R. 1:1, no. 8).

The parable is usually introduced by the phrase, Mashal; 
le-mah ha-davar domeh le… "A parable; to what can this 
matter be compared to…"), but so characteristic a picture 
is it of rabbinical teaching that the phrase is often omitted 
and the parable is introduced merely with the prefix le 
("to").



The material is so vast that only some of the most salient 
features and the most striking parables can be given.

King Parables
One of the most frequent motifs is the king (i.e., God), of 
which there are many permutations.
THE KING AS RULER, WITH MANKIND AS HIS 
SUBJECTS
This, for instance, is the basis of the parable of R. 
Johanan b. Zakkai to illustrate the verse "at all times let 
thy garments be white, and let not thy head lack 
ointment" (Eccles. 9:8), which he interprets to mean that 
man should ever be prepared to meet his Maker. It is the 
parable of a king who announced a forthcoming banquet 
without stating the time. Those who were prescient 
dressed for the occasion and waited; those who were 
foolish went about their ordinary work, confident that they 
would be informed of the time. Suddenly the summons 
came. The wise entered properly dressed, while the fools 
had to come in their soiled garments. The king was 
pleased with the former, but was angry with the latter 
(Shab. 153a).



THE KING AS FATHER, WITH ISRAEL AS THE 
SOMETIMES WAYWARD BUT BELOVED SON
A king left his wife before her child was born and went 
overseas, remaining there many years. The queen bore a 
son who grew up. When the king returned she brought the 
son into his presence. The son looked at a duke, and then 
at a provincial governor and said successively of them, 
"This is my father." The king said, "Why do you gaze at 
them? From them you will have no benefit. You are my 
son, and I am your father." (PR 21:104). Many of these 
parables have the same theme as the New Testament 
parable of the prodigal son.

THE KING AS THE HUSBAND AND ISRAEL AS THE 
WIFE

To emphasize the honor due to God, the Midrash tells the 
parable of the king who had a number of children with a 
matrona ("a noble lady" – the term usually used in these 
parables for the king's consort). She was undutiful to him, 
and he announced his intention of divorcing her and 
remarrying. When she discovered the name of the woman 
whom he intended to marry, she called her children 
together and told them, hoping that they would intercede 



with their father because they found her objectionable. 
When they answered that they did not mind, she said, "I 
appeal to you in the name of the honor of your 
father" (Deut. R. 3:11). One of these "family" parables calls 
for special mention. R. Simeon b. Yohai asked R. Eleazar 
b. Yose ha-Gelili whether his father, a noted aggadist, had 
ever explained to him the verse: "(and gaze upon 
Solomon) even upon the crown wherewith his mother hath 
crowned him" (Song 3:11). Eleazar answered in the 
affirmative with a parable of a king who had an especially 
beloved daughter. At first he called her "my daughter," but 
as his affection for her increased he called her "sister," and 
finally he used to refer to her as "mother." So Israel is 
referred to as a daughter (Ps. 45:11), then as a sister 
(Song 5:2), and then as a mother (reading le'ummi; "my 
nation," in Isa. 51:4 as le'immi, "to my mother"). On 
hearing this explanation, R. Simeon b. Yohai arose and 
kissed him on his head (Ex. R. 52:5). The reason for R. 
Simeon's enthusiasm is probably to be found in the fact 
that the rabbis found themselves in a grave theological 
quandary. If the king of the Song of Songs is the Almighty, 
how can his mother be referred to, and his parable 



answered it by explaining that "mother" was but an 
endearing term for "daughter."

THE KING AND HIS SUBJECTS, OF WHOM ISRAEL IS 
THE FAVORITE

Thus the Midrash explains the striking difference between 
the 70 bullocks offered during the first seven days of 
Sukkot (Num. 29:12–34), which are regarded as 
expiations for the seventy *nations, and the single bullock 
offered on the eighth day (v. 36), which represents Israel 
with the parable of a king who made a banquet for seven 
days to which all the people were invited. At the 
conclusion of the seven days he said to his close intimate, 
"We have now done our duty to all the people; let us both 
have an intimate meal with whatever comes to hand, a 
piece of meat, or fish, or even vegetables" (Num. R. 
21:24).

So standard is the motif of the king in parables that it is 
frequently used without any connotation of royalty, and it 
could be substituted for the word "man" without affecting 
the parable. Thus the above-mentioned parable of 
searching for a precious stone with a candle is made to 



refer to a king. Similarly there is the parable of R. Judah 
ha-Nasi in which he explained to Antoninus the 
responsibility shared by body and soul for transgressions 
– to the effect that a king had a beautiful orchard bearing 
choice fruit. In order to prevent pilfering of the fruit by the 
watchmen, he appointed one who was lame, and thus 
could not climb the tree, and one who was blind, who 
could not see it. The lame watchman, however, arranged 
for the blind one to carry him to the fruit. When the theft 
was discovered each pleaded physical inability to steal the 
fruit, but the king, realizing how they had acted, placed the 
blind man on the shoulders of the lame and punished 
them as one man. "So will the Holy One, blessed be He, 
replace the soul in the body and punish both for their 
sins" (Sanh. 91a/b). It is obvious that in this passage the 
word "king" is a mere literary device.

Animal Parables Parables taken from the animal world, 
especially fox fables, are very popular (see *Animal Tales). 
R. Akiva explained to Pappus b. Judah why he continued 
to teach Torah at the risk of his life by the parable of the 
fox who invited the fish to leave the water to avoid being 
caught in the fishermen's nets. The fish replied that, while 



in the water it was in its natural element where it might die 
but might also live, whereas out of its element it would 
surely die (Ber. 61b). R. Joshua b. Hananiah dissuaded 
the Jews from breaking out in revolt against the Romans 
by telling them the parable of the crane which extracted a 
thorn from the tongue of a lion, and when it asked for its 
reward, was told that it had been sufficiently rewarded by 
the lion not closing its jaws on it after it had extracted the 
thorn (Gen. R. 64:10). The doctrine that later and greater 
troubles cause the former and lesser ones to be forgotten 
is illustrated by the parable of the man who, saved from a 
wolf, told all his friends about his escape. Subsequently 
avoiding a similar fate from a lion, he made this escape 
the subject of his story, until he was delivered from the 
poisonous sting of a snake, and then told the story of that 
deliverance (Ber. 13a). Many of the fables have their origin 
or parallel in the fables of other ancient peoples.

It is not certain what are the "parables of kovesim" which 
are mentioned together with fox fables among the 
accomplishments of Johanan ben Zakkai. It is usually 
rendered "fables of launderers" ("fullers") and, in fact, the 



launderer is a well-known figure in Roman comedy. No 
such parables, however, exist in rabbinic literature.

Medieval writers also had frequent recourse to meshalim 
(parables, *fables, or *allegories) in their works. Parables 
and allegories could be for them an instrument for 
interpreting the Bible or other holy books (like the remez, 
allegorical interpretation of biblical texts), a philosophical 
way of explaining metaphysical realities, or a rhetorical 
means on the literary level. Philosophical parables can be 
found in the Hovot ha-Levavot of *Bahya ibn Paquda, in 
the Kuzari of *Judah Halevi (both of whom use the 
standard formula of the parable of the king, and both of a 
"king in India," Hovot ha-Levavot 3:9; Kuzari 1:109; cf. 
also Hovot 2:6), or in Maimonides' Guide of the Perplexed 
(see his "Parable of the Royal Palace" in Guide III, 51). In 
spite of its name, Samuel ha-Nagid's Ben Mishlei is more 
a collection of ethical aphorisms or moral remarks, 
continuing the biblical book of Proverbs, than a book of 
parables. Literary parables and fables are particularly 
frequent in many prose writings, above all in *maqāma or 
maqāma-like compositions from the classical and the post-
classical period. Joseph *Ibn Zabara, Judah *Al-Harizi, 



*Jacob ben Eleazar, *Kalonymus ben Kalonymus, Vidal 
Benvenist, *Mattathias, etc., are among the best-known 
medieval authors of rhymed narratives including parables. 
Fables are abundant in the Mishlei Shu'alim of *Berechiah 
ha-Nakdan, in the Hebrew versions of the Calila e Dimna, 
and in the Meshal ha-Kadmoni by Isaac *Ibn Sahula. 
While the function of these parables could be in many 
cases a purely literary one, sometimes they were used as 
a way of cautiously articulating certain feelings of the 
members of a minority that could not be freely expressed, 
or simply with a pedagogic purpose.

In Perek Shira the frog's comments take on a new and 
possible more sinister meaning in his claim to best the 
king by his willingness for self-sacrifice. What has 
happened in the development of this text?
"Perek Shira" in the words of its closest student Malachi 
Beit-Arie , is a A Hebrew liturgical work dating from the 
Middle Ages (and possibly going back to third-century 
mystical sources) and: "a short anonymous tract 
containing a collection of hymns placed in the mouths of 
creatures praising their Creator.



Beit-Arie writes:
"Perek Shira is a short, anonymous tract containing a 
collection of hymnic sayings in praise of the creator placed 
in the mouths of His creatures. All creation, except man, is 
represented – the natural and supernatural orders, 
inanimate nature, the heavens and all their hosts, the 
world of plants, and the world of animals – each according 
to its kind. Together the hymns comprise a kind of cosmic 
song of praise by the whole of creation. They are set in a 
prose midrashic framework imparting a firm literary 
structure to a collection that in itself lacks textual 
continuity. Most of the "hymns" are in fact biblical verses, 
the greater part of them citations from Psalms. At the end 
of Perek Shirah there are pseudepigraphic additions, 
apparently of a later date, praising the one who says 
Perek Shirah. The connection between many of these 
texts and the creature uttering the praise in each hymn is 
not clear. The anthropomorphism of creation in the 
composition, at first sight totally foreign to the spirit of 
Judaism, has, from the first references in literature until 
the most recent, given rise to violent opposition and 
accusations of forgery. Consequently there have been 
various attempts, some apologetic, to deny the work's 



apparent simplicity in favor of a philosophical-allegorical, 
Talmudic-didactic, or kabbalistic-mystical interpretation.

The text has been preserved in several manuscripts, 
including genizah fragments, the earliest dating from about 
the tenth century. The versions differ considerably in 
content and arrangement, and classification of the 
manuscripts reveals the existence of three distinct 
traditions: Oriental, Sephardi, and Ashkenazi. The first 
printed edition, with a commentary by Moses b. Joseph de 
*Trani (printed as an appendix to his Beit ha-Elohim; 
Venice, 1576), was followed by dozens of corrupt editions, 
generally accompanied by commentaries.

Perek Shirah is first mentioned in a polemical work of 
*Salmon b. Jeroham, a Jerusalem Karaite of the first half 
of the tenth century. References to it can be found in 
European sources at the end of the 12th century, and from 
the 13th century onward various interpretations are 
known, mainly kabbalistic. It would seem that from the 
outset Perek Shirah was intended as a liturgical text, as 
also seems apparent from the pseudepigraphic mystical 
additions. In the early Ashkenazi manuscripts it was 
included in mahzorim and collections of special prayers in 



close proximity to prayers issuing from circles of *Hasidei 
Ashkenaz. The spread of the later custom of reciting Perek 
Shirah as a prayer and its inclusion in printed siddurim 
was mainly due to the influence of the Safed kabbalists.

Talmudic and midrashic sources contain hymns on the 
creation usually based on homiletic expansions of 
metaphorical descriptions and personifications of the 
created world in the Bible. The explicitly homiletic 
background of some of the hymns in Perek Shirah 
indicates a possible connection between the rest and 
tannaitic and amoraic homiletics, and suggests a hymnal 
index to well-known, but mostly unpreserved, homiletics. 
The origin of this work, the period of its composition, and 
its significance may be deduced from literary parallels. A 
tannaitic source in the tractate Hagigah of the Jerusalem 
(Hag. 2:1, 77a–b) and Babylonian Talmud (Hag. 12a–14b), 
on hymns of nature associated with apocalyptic visions 
and with the teaching of ma'aseh bereshit, serves as a key 
to Perek Shirah's close spiritual relationship with this 
literature. Parallels to it can be found in apocalyptic 
literature, in mystic layers in Talmudic literature, in Jewish 
mystical prayers surviving in fourth-century Greek 



Christian compositions, in Heikhalot literature, and in 
*Merkabah mysticism. The affinity of Perek Shirah with 
Heikhalot literature, which abounds in hymns, can be 
noted in the explicitly mystic introduction to the seven 
crowings of the cock – the only non-hymnal text in the 
collection – and the striking resemblance between the 
language of the additions and that of *Shi'ur Komah and 
other examples of this literature. In Seder Rabbah de-
Bereshit, a Heikhalot tract, in conjunction with the 
description of ma'aseh bereshit, there is a clear parallel to 
Perek Shirah's praise of creation and to the structure of its 
hymns. The concept reflected in this source is based on a 
belief in the existence of angelic archetypes of created 
beings that mediate between God and His creation, and 
express their role through singing hymns. As the first 
interpretations of Perek Shirah also bear witness to its 
mystic character and angeologic significance, it would 
appear to be an apocalyptic chapter of Heikhalot 
literature."

In Perek Shira we discover that each animal sings a 
different song consisting of a verse from the bible however 
the song of the frogs is the words "Blessed is the name of 



His glorious Kingdom forever and ever." This is directly 
from the liturgical prayer the Shema! The commentators 
note that this expression is unique in that it is the only 
song in Perek Shira is not cited in the Torah. We are very 
familiar with this expression. Indeed, we recite it twice 
daily after the first verse of the Shema. We recite it 
immediately after we bind upon ourselves the head teffilin 
and we recite three times out loud at the conclusion on 
Yom Kippur. Why is this expression the song of the frogs?

I would like to suggest that the song of the frogs and this 
verse which intersects the doxology of the Shema, the 
foundational liturgical verse of Judaism and the verse by 
which most Jews end their dying breath with, whether 
natural or martyrdom, and the remainder of the passage 
as Luis Jacobs writes:

"The Shema represents the twice daily recitation of the 
declaration of God's unity, called the Shema ("Hear") after 
the first word in Deuteronomy 6:4; also called Keri'at 
Shema ("the reading of the Shema"). As it had developed 
by at least as early as the second century C.E., the 
Shema consisted of three portions of the Pentateuch – 



Deuteronomy 6:4–9; Deuteronomy 11:13–21; and 
Numbers 15:37–41, in this order – together with the 
benedictions of the Shema, two to be recited before the 
Shema and one after in the morning, and two before and 
two after in the evening (Ber. 1:1–5, 2:2).

Development of the Practice

It is difficult to determine the stages through which this 
development took place. At a very early period the 
Deuteronomic injunction "And these words which I 
command thee this day … and thou shalt talk of 
them" (6:6–7 and 11:19) were understood as a 
commandment to read the Shema, perhaps in response to 
the challenge of Zoroastrian dualism, though as late as the 
third century C.E. some held the view that the duty of 
reciting the Shema is rabbinic and the verses refer not 
specifically to the Shema but to the "words of Torah" in 
general (Ber. 21a). The *Nash papyrus, dating from the 
Hasmonean period, contains the Ten Commandments and 
the first portion of the Shema. The Mishnah (Tam. 5:1) 
records that in the Temple all three portions of the Shema 
were recited together with the Ten Commandments, and 
explicit reference is made here to the benediction after the 



Shema, Emet ve-Yaziv, and to another benediction before 
the Shema, which is identified at a later period (Ber. 11b) 
with Ahavah Rabbah. At a later period, too, there are 
indications that special significance was attached to the 
first verse of the Shema (Ber. 13b; Suk. 42a). It is not 
implausible, therefore, to see the successive stages as (1) 
the reading of the first verse; (2) the reading of the first 
portion; (3) the reading of all three portions, together with 
Emet ve-Yaziv and Ahavah Rabbah; (4) the addition of the 
other benedictions.

In any event, it was a long established practice at the 
beginning of the present era to read the Shema in the 
evening and morning as can be seen from the fact that the 
schools of Hillel and Shammai (see *Bet Hillel and Bet 
Shammai) debated as to how it should be read. The 
school of Shammai took the words "when you lie down 
and when you get up" literally, and ruled that the evening 
Shema should be recited while reclining and the morning 
Shema while standing upright. The school of Hillel ruled 
that "when you lie down…" refers to the times of reading, 
i.e., in the evening and in the morning, but that no special 
posture is required. The ruling followed is that of the 



school of Hillel (Ber. 1:3). There was much debate in the 
tannaitic period as to the times of reciting the Shema. The 
eventual ruling is that the evening Shema can be recited 
from nightfall until dawn, though ideally it should be recited 
before midnight; the morning Shema can be recited from 
the first traces of the dawn until a quarter of the day (Ber. 
1:1–2; Ber. 2a–3a, 9b).

INCLUSION OF THE BARUKH SHEM

After the first verse of the Shema it has been customary 
from rabbinic times to recite under the breath the 
doxology, uttered as a response in the Temple, "Blessed 
be the name of His glorious Kingdom for ever and 
ever" (Barukh Shem). The midrashic explanation is that 
this was recited by the patriarch Jacob on his deathbed 
when his sons declared their loyalty by reciting the 
Shema. Since Jacob said it, we too repeat it, but since 
Moses did not say it, we recite it sotto voce (Pes. 56a). 
Another midrashic explanation is that when Moses went 
up on high, he heard the ministering angels saying Barukh 
Shem, and he brought it down for Israel to use. Since it 
was stolen from the angels, Israel recites it silently, but on 



the *Day of Atonement, when Israel is pure as the angels, 
it is recited in a loud voice (Deut. R. 2:36).

Various suggestions have been made to account 
historically for the insertion of Barukh Shem. Thus it may 
have been introduced by the Pharisaic opponents of 
Herod and the Sadducean priesthood in order to 
emphasize the belief in the sole sovereignty of God as 
against the aristocratic tendency to admit the sovereignty 
of the Caesars (see Abrahams, Companion, iii); or as a 
response at a time when the Shema was read verse by 
verse led by the reader (Elbogen, Gottesdienst, 26); or as 
a substitute for the Temple response after the destruction 
of the Temple (H. Albeck (ed.), Shishah Sidrei Mishnah, 
Zera'im (1958), 328), which might explain why the later 
custom is to recite Barukh Shem in a loud voice on the 
Day of Atonement, since this was the day on which it was 
especially recited in Temple times (Yoma 3:8, 4:1, 6:2)."

I like the Midrashic reading of the response of Jacob’s 
sons to his anxiety as to the future of the monotheistic 
idea. Their response is precisely the frog’s prayer. The 
frog is seen in Perek Shira to utter the only non biblical 



verse yet the most profound affirming verse as told to 
Jacob on his deathbed by his sons. The relationship 
between the frog’s readiness for martyrdom as fulfilling the 
divine-natural order of things and the 12 sons of Jacob 
needs further elucidation.

Moshe Herr writes about the Ten Martyrs as follows:
"The (Heb.) עֲׂשָָרה הֲרּוגֵי מַלְכּות, asarah harugei malchut is 
the name given to ten sages put to death by the Romans. 
A number of late Midrashim, such as Elleh Ezkerah relate 
that the Roman emperor decided to execute ten great 
Jewish sages, corresponding to the ten sons of Jacob who 
had sold Joseph. After one of those sages ascended to 
Heaven and heard that it had been a heavenly decree 
irrevocably sealed, they accepted it, and by the emperor's 
orders were, one after another, tortured and executed in 
various violent manners. Among them were *Akiva and 
*Hananiah b. Teradyon, who, according to tannaitic 
sources, were tortured and put to death at the time of the 
Hadrianic persecutions. There is no mention in early 
sources, however, of a collective sentence passed upon a 
group of sages tried together. Moreover, neither tannaitic 
literature nor the Jerusalem Talmud and the early amoraic 



aggadic Midrashim know the term harugei malkhut in this 
aggadic connection, while in halakhic sources this term 
denoted people condemned and put to death by a Jewish 
king (Sanh. 48b). A list of ten martyrs is first enumerated in 
Lamentations Rabbah (2:2) with no description of the 
manner in which they were put to death, and without being 
referred to as harugei malkhut, this appellation (with no 
mention of the number ten), the list, or the story itself 
being employed, meaning martyrs, in Song of Songs 
Rabbah (8:9) and in the Babylonian Talmud (Sot. 48b; BB 
10b). The story of the "ten" appears for the first time in 
Heikhalot Rabbati, composed in circles of the "Ba'alei ha-
Merkavah" (the mystics who studied Ezekiel's vision of the 
Heavenly Chariot, in which circles were, even later still, 
composed of the particular Midrashim of the Ten Martyrs, 
including Elleh Ezkerah). The various versions of the 
legend, all bearing a distinct mystical stamp, contradict 
one another in certain details and are often at variance 
with early accounts. For example, the description of the 
martyrdom of *Judah b. Bava conflicts with the early 
tradition according to which he was killed by Roman 
soldiers after ordaining students between Usha and 
Shefaram (Sanh. 14a). The list of the martyrs differs in 



practically all of the sources, and not all of the alleged 
victims are contemporaries. As early as the tenth century 
the legend could not be accepted at its face value (Iggeret 
de-Rav Sherira Ga'on, ed. Lewin, 74–75). Some of the 
Jewish chroniclers of the 16th century, such as Abraham 
Zacuto , Gedaliah ibn Yahya and David Gans (Zemah 
David, for the year 3838), who considered the question of 
the historical veracity of this legend, all came to the 
conclusion that it does not conform to historical fact or 
stand up to critical examination (Shalshelet ha-Kabbalah 
states that only some of the sages mentioned were 
actually put to death).

It seems that the martyrdom of different sages during the 
times of the Hadrianic religious persecutions served as the 
themes of different aggadot. Over the generations there 
was a blurring of the boundaries between accounts of 
events in the time of Hadrian and traditions concerning 
individuals killed during the War of Destruction and in the 
time of Trajan. These various traditions were combined. 
The occupation of some of the martyrs with mystic 
speculation, a fact which earned for them an important 
role in the heikhalot literature, led the circles of the mystics 



known as the "Ba'alei ha-Merkavah" to create a legendary 
aggadah which entered the later Midrashim and which 
described the successive tortures and executions of ten 
martyrs, giving as reason for all this the sin of Jacob's 
sons in selling their brother Joseph into slavery (Mid. Prov. 
to 1:13). This legend soon became very important. It was 
added by copyists of the Middle Ages to several 
manuscripts of early aggadic Midrashim. It served as a 
much favored theme for piyyutim from the time of *Kallir, 
the best known being "Elleh Ezkerah" (which is found in 
the liturgy of the Day of Atonement and the Sephardi 
liturgy of the Ninth of Av) and "Arzei ha-Levanon Addirei 
ha-Torah" (included in the Ashkenazi kinot of the Ninth of 
Av).

In the Middle Ages Jews killed by gentiles were named 
harugei malkhut, and there was even a codifier who 
learned from the legend the law that martyrs are not to 
have a funeral oration (Tur, YD 345, but cf. Beit Yosef, ad 
loc.; cf. also "Chapter of Fast-days" (in Halakhot Gedolot 
et al.)). The legend of the Ten Martyrs mystically united 
various affairs, creating an artificial harmonization, while 
obliterating real actual and historical background. This is 



no wonder, for its creators had no interest in historical 
accuracy, but were mystics. The creators of this legend 
meant to create a mystical legend, but in fact handed 
down to future generations an epic work which filled an 
important role in the life of the Jews in the Middle Ages. In 
a world of religious persecution and its attendant acts of 
martyrdom, the aggadah of the Ten Martyrs became most 
popular, as it set before the oppressed and the persecuted 
an example of the exalted images of the greatest of the 
sages, who, though innocent, submitted themselves to 
martyrdom and in the very extremity of their torture voiced 
with love the justice of Heaven's decree. Especially from 
the time of the First Crusade, the Ten Martyrs served as a 
model for contemporaneous martyrs, who were also called 
harugei malkhut. The Ten Martyrs, along with *Hannah 
and her seven sons, became the archetypes of Jewish 
martyrology."
I would thus like to connect the song of the frog with 
Jacob’s sons and their affirmation on his deathbed to the 
martyrology of the frog in Perek Shira with the martyrology 
of the Ten martyrs seen throughout Jewish history as the 
paradigm for martyrdom with the sale of Joseph (also the 
Messiah ben Yosef) and the ongoing betrayal of those 



Zaddikim who suffer on behalf of mankind. Rabbi Akiva 
exemplifies such a Zaddik and his martyrdom is closely 
connected to his exegesis. The following Midrash about 
the plague of frogs and the argument between Tannaim 
reveals his position more clearly.

"And G-d said to Moses, ‘Say to Aaron, stretch out your 
hand with your staff over the rivers, the canals and the 
lakes, and raise up frogs over the land of Egypt. (2) And 
Aaron stretched out his hand over the waters of Egypt, 
and the frog ascended, and covered the land of Egypt"
(Shemot 8:1-2)

Why does verse two refer to a frog, in the singular, when 
in verse one G-d commanded to raise up frogs over the 
land of Egypt? Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, 11th 
century France), the premier Torah commentator gives two 
explanations. One is that a plague is referred to in the 
singular, just as with reference to the plague of lice (verse 
14). The second is sourced from the comments of the 
Talmud (Sanhedrin 67b). That Talmudic passage, records 
a dispute as to the nature of the plague. Rabbi Elazar 
holds that one very fertile frog which, Rashi explains, gave 



birth to many frogs, who then swarmed around Egypt (see 
also the description of the Children of Israel and Rashi’s 
comment at Shemot 1:7). Rabbi Akiva’s opinion is that 
there was one frog which swarmed around the whole of 
Egypt. Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah intriguingly questions 
why Rabbi Akiva is embroiled in this discussion, rather 
than Halakhic matters. Nonetheless, he offers his own 
view, which, as Rashi explains, is that there was one frog, 
which roared loudly and other frogs, on hearing the roar, 
all gathered together in Egypt. This controversy is mirrored 
in the Midrash:

Midrash Rabbah - Exodus X:4
AND THE LORD SAID UNTO MOSES: SAY UNTO 
AARON: STRETCH FORTH THY HAND (VIII, 1). R. 
Tanhum said: God said to Moses: ' The water which 
protected thee when thou wert cast into the Nile shall not 
be smitten by thee; hence AND AARON STRETCHED 
OUT HIS HAND. Why did He visit them with frogs? 
Because the Egyptians, when subjecting Israel to slavery, 
ordered them to bring reptiles and creeping things; in 
retaliation did He bring frogs upon them. Whenever they 
used to fill a cup, it was found to be full of frogs. AND THE 



FROGS CAME UP, AND COVERED THE LAND OF 
EGYPT. R. Akiba said: It was only one frog, but this bred 
so rapidly that it filled the land of Egypt. R. Eleazar ben 
Azariah said to him: ' Akiba! What business has you with 
Haggadah? Leave homiletical interpretations and turn to 
(Mishna legalistic orders) Neg'aim and Ohaloth. True there 
was one frog at first, but this croaked for the others to 
come.’ ‘And the magicians did in like manner with their 
secret arts’-under the impression that it was only the work 
of witchcraft.

What was Rabbi Akiva’s exegesis other than the literal 
reading of the word frog in the singular…from deep 
mystical sources we are told that the gematria of the 
Hebrew name for frog tzefardei’a is the sum of 320, the 
number of states of strict judgment, as is known, plus the 
numerical value of the simple progressive iteration of the 
name Ado-nai, which is 126, plus the kolel for both of 
them, is the numerical value of the word for "frog" [in 
Hebrew, "tzefardei'a", which equals 444]. Although this 
stretch is difficult for me the notion that of all the plagues 
of Egypt this one represented strict justice resonates for it 
is precisely Rabbi Akiva ( as I have shown elsewhere) who 



represents the carrying of the divine justice for the sale of 
Joseph by his brothers. It is Rabbi Akiva who volunteers to 
suffer those consequences by vicariously dying a martyr’s 
death at the hands of Harian.

Why did Rabbi Elazar react with such astonishment to 
Rabbi Akiva's approach, and why is his any better?
The Chatam Sofer explains based on a Gemara in 
Pesachim (53b) discussing the martyrdom of Chananya, 
Mishael and Azarya. Recall that during the Babylonian 
exile, these three had themselves cast into a fiery furnace 
rather than succumb to government pressure to bow down 
before an idol. They miraculously emerged unscathed 
from the fire. The Gemara writes that they learned the 
value of martyrdom from the frogs in Egypt, who sacrificed 
their lives following God's word, throwing themselves into 
the Egyptians' ovens as part of the plague (see Shemot 
7:28).

Based on this Gemara, suggests the Chatam Sofer, Rabbi 
Elazar outright rejected Rabbi Akiva's position regarding 
the frogs' origin. According to Rabbi Akiva, these frogs 
resulted from a miracle; they were not naturally born frogs. 
Consequently, one cannot derive any lessons about 



religious commitment from these creatures. Their self 
sacrifice in no way binds us to do the same; we are 
naturally-born human beings, while they were specially 
"manufactured" for the specific purpose of punishing the 
Egyptians. The three martyrs could have learned only from 
natural, not supernatural, creatures.

The Chatam Sofer does not, however, explain the precise 
point of contention between the two sages. How does 
Rabbi Akiva respond to this argument posed by Rabbi 
Elazar? Rabbi Eliezer Ginsberg, in his commentary on the 
Haggada entitled Shirat Yehuda, suggests that we view 
Rabbi Akiva's position in light of his tragic death. As we 
know, Rabbi Akiva himself died a martyr, subject to brutal, 
physical torture in the process, to the extent that his own 
students expressed their amazement at his ongoing 
devotion to God at his final moments. Rather than 
complaining, Rabbi Akiva told his students of his sincere 
gratitude for the privilege of serving the Almighty "with all 
his soul." Indeed, Rabbi Akiva's self devotion to God knew 
no bounds. Understandably, then, he accepted the 
equation between us and the miraculous frogs in Egypt. 
Unlike Rabbi Eleazar Ben Azariah, Rabbi Akiva 



maintained that one's willingness to sacrifice himself for 
the Almighty must extend beyond the natural limits of 
commitment. We must be prepared to sacrifice for God to 
the same extent as did the frogs created specifically for 
that purpose. He could therefore claim that supernaturally 
born frogs carried out this second plague in Egypt.

Both the frogs as well as Rabbi Akiva symbolize the 
martyrological spirit in these texts. The frog is well 
endowed to question King David’s sincerity since he is 
willing to even sacrifice his life for the praise of the Lord, 
beyond mere recitation of psalms. Perek Shira encodes 
the frog’s prayer as the only one which connects the 
doxology of the dying saint with the love of God in the next 
verse thus completing the hermeneutical circle.


