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This article examines several aspects of 
Arab-Islamic culture, about which Juan 
Ruiz, Archpriest of Hita, and putative author 
of the , betrays evidence 
of some knowledge. It goes on to suggest 
that, while the materials are 
largely of Western origin, its structure is in-
debted to a unique combination of certain 
Oriental literary genres, thereby making it a 
culturally hybrid work. The article further 
suggests that the  may be read accord-
ing to three levels of meaning, in accord-
ance with the Averroistic approach to, and 
conception of, truth, of which the highest, 
or philosophical level, involves a veiled cri-
tique of the doctrine of ecclesiastical celiba-
cy, adopted by the Western Church only a 
century before the Archpriest composed his 
work.
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1.  Juan Ruiz de Cisneros, Author of the Libro de buen amor?

Libro de buen 
amor.1

-
2

-

3

-

h

1

Buen amor Actas del I Congreso Internacional sobre el Arcipreste de Hita

2

Morada de la palabra: homenaje a Luce y Mercedes López-Baralt

3 Arcipreste de Hita Libro de buen amor
LBA

LBA The
Book of Good Love
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-
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La leyenda de los in-
fantes de Lara.

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-
-

-

La leyenda de los infantes de Lara
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5

-

-

-

LBA.
In sum, it is entirely possible for the  to have been written 

by a convert from Islam to Christianity, who had a more than pass-
ing familiarity with Arabic culture. How would this factor, if true, 
manifest itself in the work, and what would its significance to our 
understanding of that work be?

One of the major challenges in the study of the lies in the 
fact that most Romanists who have devoted their efforts to examin-
ing that work, while they have been able to come up with numerous 
sources clearly derived from the Western tradition have, at the same 
time been largely at a loss when it comes to identifying a Western 
genre, or group of genres, within which the  may be convinc-
ingly included. In contrast, students of medieval Arabic and Hebrew
literature are immediately able to recognize that here we are dealing 
with a Semitic genre, or rather, a group of genres, that have been 
innovatively combined. Insofar as the -
icling the adventures of a trickster is concerned, we can at once 
point to the Arabic  genre. Insofar as that trickster is a strik-
ing failure in his attempts at roguery is concerned, we can point to 

 tradition, particularly as we know it from the po-

5

Libro de las confesiones
-
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constitutes a frame that includes subordinate, framed narratives, we 
can point to that rich Oriental frametale genre, that was introduced 
to the Iberian Peninsula via works such as the and the 

. In this respect, it is irrelevant that many 
of the stories and episodes included in the have Western sourc-
es. To argue the contrary would be to commit the serious mistake 

, is Eastern) with its materials and their sources (which are 
largely Western). And here, the concept of a hybrid work, in which 
the structure is patterned after Eastern genres, whereas its materials 
are derived from the Western tradition, may be of some help in 
evaluating the work. Let us now examine how this form of hybridi-
zation manifests itself in the .

One Easter Sunday, when Don Amor arrives in town, all its 
priests, lay brothers, friars and nuns, ladies and minstrels, exhausted 
by their Lenten fasting, come out in a procession to welcome him. 
At this point, MS S of the  (ss. 1228-1229) records that:67

7

In contrast, for s.1229b, we find “  taniendo la su 
nota” in T, and “  ba taniendo la su nota” in G.8

Not so recent scholarship has argued rather convincingly that the 
first three words of s.1229b, though slightly garbled in two of the 
three MSS of the ,9 are a reference to a famous Arabic song, 
the incipit of which (and only its incipit has survived) is quoted by 

7 LBA LBA
8 LBA
9 Libro de Buen Amor Actas del I 

Congreso Internacional sobre el Arcipreste de Hita
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a number of Golden Age Spanish and Portuguese authors.10 It was, 
therefore, a popular song that circulated in Spain and Portugal well 
after the fall of Granada to the Christians in 1492. We are further 
informed by the sixteenth-century musician, Francisco Salinas (d. 
1590) that the entire incipit, of which he provides the melody in 
musical notation, was:

11

This would represent a Golden Age transcription of what we 
might transliterate in a modern, professional fashion as:

Let me venture to translate this passage in a way that differs, 
even if slightly, from the attempts made by my distinguished prede-
cessors:

12

10

Revista Lusitana

Lelia Doura, Edoy Lelia Doura
Bulletin of Hispanic Studies

Di ley vi namxi naffla calbi”.
11 De Musica Documenta Musicologica, Erste Reihe: Druckschrif-

ten-Faksimiles Siete libros sobre la música

12 Emporio científico e histórico de organografía musical antigua 
española

calvi vi calvi / calvi aravi Al-Andalus
calvi vi calvi

bi
qawlun bi-qawlin

 is 
-
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Salinas adds that, to the melody of his contemporar-
ies used to sing a popular song in Spanish that went:13

13

Along with its melody, that song was recorded in Asturias, by a 
folklorist, in the mid-twentieth century. The surviving text goes as 
follows:14

14

In the Sephardic tradition of the Near East a religious song in 
Hebrew from the sixteenth/seventeenth centuries has also been re-
corded, which is sung to the melody of , and the He-

features. It goes as follows:15

15

13

-
calvi vi calvi

Homenaje a Álvaro Galmés de Fuentes, 
15 è è

Sefarad,
Hebräisch-

Orientalischer Melodienschatz: Gesänge der Orientalischen Sefardim, 
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17

The very fact that the melody to was so popular 
that it was recorded in the sixteenth century, along with a Castilian
contrafactura, while the most modern version of that same melody 
is associated with a folksong from Asturias, also recorded in the 
sixteenth century, and surviving into the twentieth, might lead us to 
suspect that we are dealing with the incipit of an Arabic  as 
opposed to a more learned, Classical genre of poetry. What further 
evidence can be provided that this is so?

in -
–in

qalb i
-

Revista de Filología Española -

cabe él la hora [=entonces] vi)

-
more el rrabe cabe él) la
gitara latina

cabe él lectio facilior calbi
cabe él la hora vi

note note

lectio difficilior
cabel el garaui g

‘ayn

17 LBA
Libro de Buen Amor Journal of Hispanic Philology
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ions, we have good reasons to suspect that it is couched in Collo-
quial rather than in Classical Arabic. Furthermore, on a stylistic 
level, the Arabic incipit repeats the word qalb (‘heart’) thrice, just 
as the incipit Rey don Alonso, rey mi señor; rey de los reyes, em-
perador repeats the word rey (‘king’) four times, and the Hebrew 
incipit kol libi, kol libi, kol libi le-avi repeats the phrase kol libi (‘all 
my heart’) thrice. This type of incremental repetition, found in all 
three song-texts, is not only a characteristic feature of the opening 
lines of popular songs in several European languages, among them 

 but also of the Arabic muwashsha as and zajals of An-
dalus.  This being the case, and because our Arabic incipit lacks 
an inflexion that is otherwise required in the Classical register of 
the language, it is more than likely that it represents the beginning 
of a Colloquial zajal rather than that of a Classical muwashsha a or
qa .

In turn, this would mean that the author of the LBA, whoever he 
may have been, was a person who knew something about the zajal

Nuevo corpus. Here 

muwashsha as known as the , the 

kharjas (and here it should be remembered 
that kharja

A. (ed.), The
Muwashshah t muwashsha as,
known as the , the incipits

kharja

The h
Muwashshah zajal,

we find that in the collection of al-H

El cancionero hispano-árabe de Aban Quzmán de Córdoba . This text pro-
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tradition, possibly in Arabic, and certainly in Old Spanish. As far as 
the latter is concerned, it is no secret that the  contains numer-
ous Spanish poems in the  form. Some of them are dedicated to 
the Virgin Mary, and others, which are often of an obscene nature, 
are dedicated to the various women to whom our genial Archpriest 
was attracted but failed to seduce, or by whom he was repelled, but 
raped. One of these s, dealing with a female baker named Cruz
(to seduce whom the poet sends a young male go-between named 
Ferrand García who, in turn, ends up seducing the lady for him-
self),20 is so replete with sexual “double entendres”, that it may be 
considered one of the most, if not  most obscene poem in the en-
tirety of Spanish literature.21 In numerous other instances, the au-

20 LBA

-

Anaquel de Estudios Árabes

Proverbes 

LBA LBA

21

Cazurro
Cultures, Beliefs and Traditions: Medieval and Early 

Modern Peoples, The Spanish 
Tradition in Louisiana, I: Isleño Folkliterature, 

Studies in Philology, 
“Troba Cazurra: Romance

Insula,
Les Lettres Romanes,

Cruz,  Libro de buen amor, Revista Canadiense de 
Estudios Hispánicos, -

Literatura y folklore: problemas de intertextualidad,

Libro de buen amor Romance Philology,
El mal de la cruzada:

Revista Canadiense de Estudios Hispánicos,
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thor announces that, on the subject of a particular lady, “I composed 
the following song ...” which is missing from the text, possibly be-
cause it appeared far too scandalous for the prudish scribe to record. 
If this is so, it would seem to imply that our author, whoever he 
may have been, was well versed in the medieval Spanish genre of 

attempted to derive etymologically from the Arabic root (‘to
22

If, as I have suggested above, the author of the  was familiar 
with the Colloquial Arabic tradition of  poetry, it is also clear 
that he knew the spoken dialect reasonably well, for in ss. 1508 to 
1512, he describes an episode in which he sends his go-between 
Trotaconventos to seduce a Moorish woman, and records the dia-
logue that took place between the two women.23

“¡ya ya

yznedri.”

23

“O O

I don’t know”

22 Diccionario crítico etimo-
lógico castellano e hispánico

Cazurro
cazurro q-dh-r
and avoids

q-dh-r

 as ish

Three Shadow Plays by Mu
Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes

cazurro.
23 Zajal 10:

El cancionero, 
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çodra aluala,

leguala.”

alaud
ascut.”

amxy amxy.”

 blouse [sudra] message

No, by God”

lovingly
Be quiet’ [’askut]

Go away, go away” 24

udra

25

’askut

sakata
u (’uskut a (’askut ’askut

-

’uskut -

-
Libro de buen amor Actas del I Congreso 

Internacional sobre el Arcipreste de Hita,

Al-Andalus,

25 , Lesnedri
iznedri Libro de Buen Amor Romance
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-

’askut

i (’i ’a
-

From the above passage, we learn several matters of signifi-
cance: The poet, expert minstrel that he is, has composed popular 
songs for Jewesses, Moorish girls and women in love (

).26 If this is the case, and given our previous comments, one 
might assume that those songs meant for the Moorish girls were -

s (the poet calls them 
we are informed that, although the song-texts have all been written 
down on folios ( ), one must learn the melodies directly from 
the singing girls who perform them. This is exactly the way in 
which Arabic songs were transmitted in the medieval period, when 
only the texts were recorded in writing, whereas the melodies, for 
which there was no system of notation in use among performers, 

entenderas entendedoras
entendedor

Diccionario crítico etimológico
Trobar e Entendre -

The Romance Review Glosarios
latino-españoles de la Edad Media Revista de 
Filología Española

-
Le vocabulaire courtois des troubadours de l’époque classique



JAMES T. MONROE

27-70

were passed on orally from teacher to student.27 We are then, deal-
ing with an Arabic tradition of musical performance and transmis-
sion, with which the poet is well acquainted.28

Juan Ruiz then proceeds to enumerate those musical instruments 
that are not appropriate for accompanying Arabic songs. On this 
subject, in ss. 1516 to 1517 he states:

 caguyl hallaco 29

29

27

28 LBA
Actas del I Congreso Internacional sobre el Arcipreste de Hita

Ten Hispano-Arabic Songs in the Modern Oral 
Tradition: Music and Texts

29

non aman atan vellaco,
non aman ataguylaco

Arcipreste de Hita: Libro de Buen Amor, 

‘alaykum
Libro de buen amor,

c,

arauigo non quiere la viuela de arco

-

a[r]co (arco, 
marco, halla[c]o, vellaco caquyl

vellaco 
caguyl
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30

In the above passage we are allowed to witness the practical ex-
pertise of a minstrel to whom Arabic musical performance is no 
veiled mystery.

In attempting to seduce a lady on behalf of the Archpriest, the 
go-between Trotaconventos gives her victim, a nun, three love po-
tions, all of them seemingly belonging to the Arabic alchemical rep-
ertory. In s. 941, the poet states:

atyncar,
Raynela mohalinar, rayn

raynela is 
rayna

-ela  mohalinar mu-
allin

31

-

alcahueta

Supplément,
hallaco

 kh f, h khalaqa
falagar
Sp. ll ll ll

o hallaco

30 -

31 atincar raynela mohalinar
Libro de Buen Amor

Actas del I Congreso Internacional sobre el Arcipreste de Hita
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-

-

(

h
Muh al-Raw ir

-

32

“ Hispanic Review

atincar
raynela and mohalinar

raynela rayna (‘
or some wine a kind of wine so called because it overcomes the reason’ 

Arabic-English Lexicon

mucho ayna la sopo de su seso sacar
-

rayna
mohalinar is 

mu allin
mu –ar

h ll
l

ll

La Corónica
32 al-Raw ir

The
Perfumed Garden of Sensual Delight
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This passage is found only in S. Nevertheless, let me venture to 
suggest that line c be emended to  vea

, and translated: “Try to find a woman [i.e. a go-between] 
who can see her -
derlying idea being that the woman in question will then be able to 
report back to the Archpriest and give him a detailed account of his 

also emend the word  in line d to , and translate the entire 
line: “For this [go-between] will then gladly tell you about [the la-

medieval Mediterranean societies such as those of the Iberian and 
Arabian peninsulas, in which men and women were strictly segre-
gated from one another before marriage, the only way a lover would 
have been able to learn about the physical attributes of his beloved 
would have been by sending, to the latter, another woman who had 
access to her, and before whom the beloved felt confident enough to 
remove her clothes. This advice given by Don Amor to the Arch-
priest seems to have constituted a topos of amatory literature. To cite 

 meter, in 
which he describes how one of his many beloveds is being seen na-
ked by a group of women (who presumably have reported, or will 
report, back to him concerning her physical charms):

h

s sid
d h h

hasadan h hasad.
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33

-
H

-

35

The 
Perfumed Garden.

-

for sure

33

El collar 

The Ring of the Dove by Ibn

35  Medieval Andalu-
sian Courtly Culture in the Mediterranean: ,

al-Raw ir; The
The Glory of 

-
Hispanic Review,

Celestinesca,
‘Lo

de tu abuela con el ximio’ eHumanista, Journal of Iberian 
Studies,
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absolutely certain
-
-
-

T
h

s -

-

-

s

-

-

-

t
-

s
s -

-

-

-
-
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T
t

-

t T

-

qashqala

-

-

-

-
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as iron.

-

anus.

T

-

37

37 The Holy Quran
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T
38

-

T H

39

-

s T H -
H

—

LBA

38 muwashsha a li

39

hammad.
Three Shadow Plays

-

Il riso, il comico e la festa al Cairo nel XIII secolo: Il 

fantasma della fantasia
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persona
LBA -

zajal -

-
-

-

-
LBA 

-
LBA entende-

dera -
buen amor and loco amor

-
bon amors and fol’ amors

LBA -
-

Cuadernos de Historia de España
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De Arte Honeste Amandi.
-

LBA.

2.  Where East Meets West: (A) Zajal, , and the

If the above suggestions are acceptable (and if not, a better can-
didate must be found), they are of some relevance to our under-
standing of the work itself, as follows: In the late nineteenth centu-
ry, the Spanish Arabist Francisco Fernández y González, in his in-
augural address to the Real Academia de la Lengua, proposed to 
that learned body that the  was, in essence, a work inspired by 
the Arabic  genre.46 However, at the time Fernández y 
González was writing, no specific textual link between the Arabic 
and Spanish traditions could be found by the positivistic scholars of 
his time, hence his suggestions went largely unheeded. Much later, 
the Argentine scholar María Rosa Lida de Malkiel took up this hy-
pothesis and modified it by proposing that it was not the Arabic 

 genre itself, but rather, its Hebrew derivative, that had di-
rectly influenced the . Although she was able to point out some 
interesting parallels between the Spanish work and its putative He-

Hispanic Review

-
Confessions Artis Amatoriae Pam-

philus de Amore LBA

Discursos leídos ante la Real Academia Es-
pañola
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brew antecedents, her suggestions too, were generally ignored for 
lack of any more specific textual link.47

There is, however, a basic difference in perspective between the 
Semitic  and the : In the , the victim of a trick-
ster narrates, in the first person singular, how he was successfully
conned by his victimizer. Each  or episode, in any given 
one of the several collections known to us, involves a different trick, 
whereas, with very few exceptions, trickster and narrator/victim re-
main the same throughout the entire work. Thus, in the ,
the entire series of adventures is normally viewed through the eyes 
of the victim, not the trickster. In contrast, the episodes in the 
are also narrated in the first person singular, but the narration is put 
into the mouth of a would-be trickster who is, generally speaking, 
unsuccessful in conning his victim. In a sense, then, the repre-
sents an inversion of the , insofar as narrative perspective 
and a successful outcome to trickery are concerned.

Now, this inversion of narrative voice and perspective found in 
the , is precisely what characterizes the colloquial  poems 

-
 after , and in the first person singular, adventure after ad-

venture in which he attempts to seduce a woman, but has the tables 
turned on him in one way or another, so that he is, time after time, 
made to look like a fool. Here are three specific examples: (1) In 

, the poet portrays himself as an accomplished seducer: One 
night, while his wife is away (possibly in bed with his next-door 

his own home for a night of lovemaking that is left in suspense be-

finds himself loitering at the door of his house, when a beautiful 
lady walks by. When he makes a pass at her, she invites him to vis-
it her by night, while her husband is away. As soon as he shows up 
at her doorstep, however, all the inhabitants of the neighborhood 
come out of their houses to jeer at him, whereupon he realizes that 
he, the would-be trickster, has had the tables turned on him by the 

and “The Celestina
Representing Others in Medieval Iberian 

Literature Framing Iberia:  and Frametale 
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lady. (3) In 
Next morning, when it becomes apparent that he has no money to 
pay for her services, he is ejected and soundly thrashed by the es-

48 The ensuing scandal causes him a seri-
ous loss of reputation. Such a literary strategy is no different from 
that found in the .

Let me thus venture to suggest that the  is a doubly hybrid 
work: On the one hand, it exhibits the episodic nature of the Classi-
cal genre,49 while on the other, it adopts a narrative point 
of view that coincides with that of the Colloquial . In this re-
spect, it fuses two Arabic genres into one. Put differently, its epi-
sodic nature (what we might call its structure) is Arabic and East-
ern, whereas the love themes and courtly ideology that the 

Zajal 20 JAL
 ‘Zajal 87’

Voicing the Moment: Improvised Oral Poetry and 
Basque Tradition

-
Zajal JAL

138-177 (on ).
LBA

Libro 
de buen amor Mudejarismo eHumanista

The Medieval Theatre in 
Castile

La Corónica

Three Shadow Plays
Il riso

Zajal 12

El Romancero hoy: historia, comparatismo, bibliografía crítica -
zajal
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subverts (what we might call its materials) are Romance and West-
ern. This becomes understandable only if we assume that, if the au-
thor of this remarkable masterpiece was not Juan Ruiz de Cisneros,
then he must have been someone else with the same name and qual-
ifications; someone who, like Juan Ruiz de Cisneros, was conver-
sant with both the popular, bilingual minstrel tradition of Christian
Spain and Islamic Andalus, as well as with the learned courtly tra-
dition of Provence. Such individuals were hardly lacking or even 
rare in the medieval Iberian Peninsula, but the one we have singled 
out is, at very least, plausibly identifiable.

zajal
50 -

-

structure
materials

structure
mi

materials

-
-
-

51

50  Zajal Zajal 88
JAL

Diacritics: A Review of Contemporary Criticism

51

Early Islamic Art and Architecture
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-

-

The same is true, in reverse, in the case of Spanish 
churches, built by Hispano-Christians, first of all, in the lands new-
ly conquered from Islam on the Iberian Peninsula, and later, in the 
Ibero-American territories, stretching west from Texas to Califor-
nia, and from thence south as far as Chile.52 In this instance, the 
form or structure of many examples is that of the Christian Church: 
They all exhibit an altar with a cross on it, more often than not 
(especially in the case of larger structures), they have three naves 
(insofar as the number 3 is of special significance to Christianity), 
they often have two steeples, and so on. In contrast, the decorative 
elements found in these churches are largely Arab-Islamic, ranging 
from coffered ceilings to arabesque designs and tile-work on the 
walls. Here again, a specific form or structure, associated with the 
dominant Christian culture, is being imposed upon local, Islamic 

Monuments of Central Asia: A Guide to the Archaeology, Art and Architecture of 
Turkestan

The Great Mosque of Damascus: Studies on the Makings of an Umayyad 
Visual Culture

Al-Andalus: The Art of Islamic Spain
Masdjid  EI2

52 mudéjar -
Arte mudéjar toledano History

of Spanish Architecture
Arte mudéjar en América Arte toledano 
islámico y mudéjar El arte mudéjar en Teruel 
y su provincia Arte mudéjar aragonés

Estudios de arte 
mudéjar aragonés mudéjar

EI2

The Victors and the 
Vanquished: Christians and Muslims of Catalonia and Aragon
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materials and elements, in order to give them a new, Christian 
meaning.

-
-

-

53

-

zajal

-

za-
jal qa

, ra

-

qa
ghazal zajal

cantiga villancico

53 Savagism and Civilization: 
A Study of the Indian and American Mind
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dansa rondeau and virelai laude and 
ballata

persona
55

Zajal 21

disloyal
-

loyal -
loyal -

loyalty
-

Zajal -

-

-
-
-

Zajal 
-

-

zajal muwashsha a kharja
Cantos de mujeres en Grecia

Emerita
1-31.

55

Revista de Filología Hispánica
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-
zajal

-

LBA

3.  Where East Meets West: (B) The Arabic Frametale
and the

Two major debates take place in the : One between the 
Archpriest on one side, and Don Amor and Doña Venus on the oth-
er (ss. 181-652), and another between the go-between Trotaconven-
tos and the nun Doña Garoça (ss. 1321-1507). In these two debates, 
the participants on either side resort to telling framed tales in sup-
port of their arguments. In the first debate, the purpose of Don
Amor and Doña Venus is to persuade the Archpriest to succumb to 
the pleasures of the flesh. Whereas, at first, Juan Ruiz resists the ar-
guments of the two Pagan divinities, he eventually gives in to them. 
Similarly, in the second debate, Trotaconventos attempts to persuade 
Doña Garoça to accept the advances of the Archpriest, while the 

surrender in the end. As far as the framed tales told on either side 
are concerned, they are invoked in support, either of the principles 
of chastity, or of those encouraging sexual activity, depending upon 
the aim of the speaker. It is curious to note, however, that these 
tales are often ironic or even perverse, when read in the context of 
their intended purpose. Here is one such example: From ss. 528 to 
549, Don Amor perversely warns the Archpriest that if he is to be a 
successful sexual predator, he should avoid drinking too much wine. 

 Zajal Zoopoetics in 
Arabic Literature
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,57 but 
what is not found in that Latin text is the framed story Don Amor 
adds in the , to illustrate his point: 

In conclusion, Don Amor advises the Archpriest: 
 (‘If you want to love a lady, keep 

that the advice being offered by Don Amor is entirely perverse, inso-
far as he is telling the story of the hermit to the Archpriest, not so 
much to keep the latter away from wine, as to encourage him to suc-
cumb to the very temptations of the flesh that the Archpriest is 
strongly resisting, and that have brought about the downfall of the 
hermit in the story. In other words, the Pagan god of love is function-
ing as the equivalent of the Christian devil in the framed tale, in the 
sense that he is telling a moral tale (this is what can happen to you if 
you get drunk) for an immoral purpose (therefore, stay sober so you 
can get away with rape). In this way, the framed tales found in the 
debates that are contained in the , are often ironic or perverse in 
nature, in the sense that they do not support the principles for which 
they are being told and, in that respect, they immediately remind us 
of the frametale genre, introduced to the West from the Arab world, 
during the Middle Ages. Let us examine how this form of contextual 
irony functions in one such work that is typical of the genre.

57 The Art of Love and Other Poems
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The  is an Arabic version of a Sanskrit 
work known as the , an Oriental frametale collection 
of animal fables compiled in India, probably before AD 500.58 The

 was first translated into Pahlavi during the reign of 
the Sassanian king Chosroes I (r. AD 531-579), by a Persian doctor 
named Burzoe, after which that text, now lost, was retranslated, first 

century AD,59 and then, once again, directly from the Pahlavi into 

who was a descendant of a distinguished Persian family, and who 
60 -

stitutes the first work of Arabic prose fiction. Its Arabic is charac-
terized by a number of loan translations and grammatical lapses of 
the sort that a Persian speaker might make, as may be attested by 
the oldest MS of the work to have survived. Subsequent scribes 
gradually corrected these mistakes and touched up the work until it 
acquired the reputation of being a stylistic model of Arabic prose. 
The modifications in the text made over the course of centuries 
were such, however, that little may have survived of Ibn al-

61
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A major problem that arises in studying 
is that we do not possess the text of the original version of 

the  on the one hand, nor of its Arabic descendant on 
the other, while its Pahlavi intermediary has been lost. Despite these 
lacunae in transmission, a comparison of the extant Sanskrit ver-
sions on one end of the production line, with the Syriac and Arabic 
versions (both of which translate the lost Pahlavi text independently 
of one another) on the other end of that line can, up to a certain 
point, help us to reconstruct, , what was and what was 
not included in the lost Pahlavi version. In turn, such a comparison 
reveals that Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ added certain passages, and even entire 
chapters of his own, to the work, as a result of which the Arabic 
version is less a faithful translation of the Pahlavi text than it is a 
somewhat free adaptation of the latter. What, then, were the under-
lying principles guiding the modifications Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ intro-
duced into his original?

Concerning this question it is probably not entirely insignificant 
that, as modern scholarship has shown, Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ was, for the 
greater part of his brief life not a Muslim, but a Manichaean.62

Islamic theology.63 Concerning the first point, it has been shown 
that, among his many other works, Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ also composed, 

La lotta tra l’islam e il manicheismo: un libro di Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ 
-

troduzione, versione italiana e note, 
Dimna,

The Fables of Kalilah 
and Dimnah: Adapted and Translated from the Sanskrit through the Pahlavi into Arabic 
by ‘Abdullah ibn al-Muqaffa‘ AD 750, 

kephalaion,

kephalaia
Kalila wa-Dimna,
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in Arabic, a parody or imitation of the , a holy text that Is-
lamic dogma holds to be inimitable.64

which has not survived was, therefore, considered blasphemous by 

lived a century after Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, composed a refutation of the 
65 In it, the author cites 

numerous passages from the original imitation, with the express 
purpose of refuting each one of them point by point. From these 
passages it becomes clear that the guiding principles of Ibn al-

We thus have two ideologies that may have been influential in Ibn 

-
eas of coincidence between the two systems and, could their tenets 
have determined the modifications Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ introduced into 
the Pahlavi original when he adapted it into Arabic?

Since these tenets are of some relevance to 
, it is only appropriate to offer a brief summary of Man-

ichaean beliefs, as follows:
A Chinese handbook of that religion states:

The work then describes the significant events that take place in 
these periods: 

-

La lotta tra l’islam at
d Studia Arabica et Is-

lamica: Festschrift for I
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-

-

-

-

-

-
-

( -

Apud Lieu, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval 
China: A Historical Survey, 

Mani and Manichaeanism,
Researches in Manichaeanism with Special Reference to the Turfan Fragments,



27-70

ARABIC LITERARY ELEMENTS IN THE STRUCTURE OF THE L

in -

t

-
in

We are thus justified in concluding that the Manichaean belief in 
the preordained triumph of Light, Good and, with them, Justice, and 

of Ibn al-Muqaffa‘. This may be confirmed by a brief analysis of 
 itself. The first chapter of that work, 

“The Fable of the Lion and the Bull,” tells a story about how no 
one can escape his preordained fate, summarized as follows: 

-

A man was wandering in a dangerous area full of hungry predators. Sud-
denly he became aware that he was being followed by a wolf. Running as fast 
as he could to escape the wolf, he came to a river, beyond which he could dis-
cern a village. Since there was no bridge across the river, he dived into the wa-

EI2
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ter, even though he could not swim. A villager saw him on the point of drown-
ing, and rescued him. Proceeding on his journey, the man came to a lonely 
house where he thought he might rest, but upon entering it, he found a gang of 
robbers who had seized a merchant and were about to kill him and divide his 
money. He dashed out of the house and ran back to the village out of fear for 
his life. When he arrived there, he sat down by a wall to rest. At that very mo-
ment, the wall collapsed and killed him.69

-
ion, who has told him this story has, on the surface, done so to jus-

he tells the story is to conceal his own dereliction of duty and to 
give credence to a blatant lie, namely that the bull is dead. There-
fore, the fatalistic argument offered by the companion is false. Be it 
further noted that the man in the framed story is thrice spared his 
fate: First he is saved from the maw of a ferocious wolf, then from 
a river in which he is about to drown, and finally from a thieving 
gang of murderers. He only dies, according to some versions, when, 
unlike the villager who took the trouble of rescuing him from 
drowning in the river, he fails to take any action to rescue the mer-
chant who was about to be murdered by the robbers. Thus, the true 
implication of the story is that, rather than being ruled by a blind 
fate, the universe is controlled by a just providence that rewards 
good deeds and punishes evil ones.

“The Fable of the Lion and the Bull” is subtitled 
. It is the story of how the bull, abandoned 

by his master, finally extricates himself from the mud in which he 
is trapped, and enters the realm of a lion king, who befriends him 
and appoints him to be his second in command and his intimate 
companion. A jackal named Dimna, who aspires to those very 
same royal favors, yet who has been pre-empted by the bull, con-

slanders the bull before the lion by telling that monarch that the 
bull is plotting to overthrow him in order to rule in his stead. Con-
versely, he informs the bull that the lion is plotting to kill and de-
vour him. By getting rid of the bull, Dimna hopes he will be able 

bull are both easily hoodwinked by the scheming jackal, whose 

The Fables of Kalilah and Dimnah, 80.
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words they foolishly take at face value (i.e. without subjecting 
them to critical analysis through the application of allegorical in-
terpretation). This is amply illustrated by a story told by Dimna to 

-

-

-

70

In this story, the animals are not very intelligent for, if matters 
had been left as they were, those animals would at least have had 
the chance of escaping from the predatory lion. Instead, they have 
traded in their chance for survival, slim though it may have been, 
for voluntary slaughter on a systematic, day by day basis, by 
means of a pact according to which there is no longer any chance 

70 The Fables of Kalilah and Dimnah, 
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of their escape. That is to say, they have entered into an agree-
ment that is hardly in their best interest since they have merely 
exchanged one form of fate (the chance that the lion might catch 
them) for another (the chance that they might be designated by lot 

will now get a guaranteed lunch every day. The lion too, is a fool, 
for in mistaking a reflection of himself and the cunning hare, in 
the water of the cistern, for his purported rival and his purloined 
lunch, he has confused appearance with reality or, to put it differ-
ently, he has failed to interpret matters correctly, as a result of 
which he dies.

In what is possibly the most ironic story in the entire first chap-
ter of the book, Dimna, in attempting to arouse the suspicions of 
the bull in order to pit him against the lion, warns the bull that the 

-
vour the bull. Upon hearing this news, the bull declares that no one 
may escape his preordained fate and, in essence, foretells the story 
of his own downfall:

-

-
-
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71

In this instance too, the camel dies because he fails to perceive 
the underlying deception being perpetrated against him; in other 
words, like the lion in the framing story, he is unable to read be-
tween the lines to get at the truth. Furthermore, the story of the hap-
less camel is being told by the equally hapless bull in justification 

that the lion has turned against him. In contrast, the intelligent read-

deception in ways that cannot be perceived by the foolish bull. As a 
result, that reader interprets the text correctly, and realizes that the 

ruse, and not because fate has decreed his death. In other words, the 
reader is being advised to adopt the technique of allegorical inter-
pretation.

The tragic flaw of the above animals lies then, in their inability 
to penetrate beyond surface appearances and thereby grasp the truth. 
Put differently, they misinterpret the signs placed before them. 
Eventually, the lion kills and devours the bull, and there the first 

but ineffective intentions of the lion and the bull. 

time repeatedly upbraiding Dimna for his evil actions and intentions 
but, until the very end, even as the bull is being killed and devoured 

therefore, all words and no action. At this juncture it should be not-
ed that it was precisely the Mu‘tazila who first formulated a guide-
line for human conduct that was to become an imperative for all Is-
lamic monarchs. According to this imperative, the latter were 
required to “command good and forbid evil” (

).72 In the case of the two jackals, however, 

71 The Fables of Kalilah and Dimnah, 
72
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good but fails to prevent evil. Both are, then, at fault and, as such, 
both are literary villains.

In the extant Sanskrit versions as well as the Syriac translation, 
the story of the lion and the bull ends with the death of the bull, who 

-
tions. Therefore, we have some grounds to suspect that the lost, in-
termediary Pahlavi version ended in more or less the same way. One 
may further speculate that a Sanskrit author with an Indian concep-
tion of the human soul, based on the doctrine of metempsychosis, 
might have expected the intelligent reader to assume that the evil 

next life, at which time their souls would be incarnated in an even 
lower form of existence, this being their punishment. For Ibn al-Mu-
qaffa‘, however, justice needed to be meted out in this world if the 
foolish lion king were to be saved through his good deeds, in ac-

if Good were to triumph over Evil, according to the doctrine of the 
Manichaeans, whose beliefs he espoused. Therefore, it must have 
been Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ himself who composed and added to the book, 
an entire second chapter entitled “The Fable of the Investigation of 
Dimna ( ),” for that chapter is not found in 
either the Sanskrit or the ancient Syriac versions, and was thus prob-
ably not in the Pahlavi text being translated by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘:73

73 -

-
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-

-

-

-

-

sins.75

It should also be noted that the relationship between the lion-
king and his mother, the lioness in Chapter 2, is a close, if inverted, 
parallel to the relationship between the jackal Dimna and his brother 

characters who are close blood relatives, and in each case one of 
these relatives offers advice to the other, who refuses to take it: 

son bad advice: Although she knows (but only on the authority of one 
witness) that Dimna is guilty, she wishes to see him condemned 

fails to prevent evil, whereas the lioness promotes evil, but fails to 

75 The Fables of Kalilah and Dimnah, 119-131.
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prevent good. These two examples thus underscore the fact that the 
lion king has learned from his mistakes, and has now become an 
exemplary ruler. To such an extent is this so, that he will not even 
take advice from someone as close to him as his own mother, should 
that advice be bad. In contrast, Dimna never learns from his mistakes, 
and thus dies. By offering the reader the example of a ruler who 
learns from his mistakes, the work functions as a true mirror for 
princes.

In sum, the Arabic translater/adapter has modified his original to 
provide the reader with the portrait of a righteous monarch who, 
having learned from the initial mistake he made by allowing him-
self to be manipulated into unjustly killing the bull, now embodies 
the Islamic ideal of the just ruler who commands good and forbids 
evil and can, as a consequence, aspire to Paradise in the next world, 
according to the Islamic principles of the Mu‘tazila, as much as he 
can contribute to the war against Darkness, Evil, and Injustice in 
the Present Time of the Manichaeans. By illustrating the triumph of 
Good over Evil and portraying a king who learns the true nature of 
Justice, which he then proceeds to uphold, the author has, in other 
words, adapted a Sanskrit work to the belief system of the Man-
ichaeans and to the theology of the Mu‘tazila. Needless to say, this 
is an extraordinary instance of religious and cultural hybridization. 

To conclude, the technique of telling an ironic story that directly 
undermines the tenets being defended by its teller, as applied in the 
Arabic frametale genre, is precisely the technique we find in the 

.
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