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The author of the book had four objectives in mind when he com­
posed the work: 

to render it attractive to the young reader by employing birds and 
animals in the stories 

to capture the attention of rulers by the conduct of the animals who 
are faced with similar dilemmas and circumstances 

to provide entertainment to all peoples and to arouse their curiosity, 
thereby enabling the book to be preserved through the ages 

and to provide the philosophers of the future a forum for discussion 
and speculation. 

lbn al-Muqaffa 



Foreword The Kalila wa Dimna, one of the most popular books in the ancient 
world, has the same relevance today as it did some two thousand 
years ago. The fables included in the book express man's relentless 
battle for survival and expose his frailty as well as his strength. By 
employing a variety of creatures-such as the lion and the ox, the 
monkey and the tortoise, the mouse and the cat-the stories explore 
the consequences of jealousy and pride, trust and deceit, friendship 
and enmity that constitute the essence of human behavior regardless 
of time and place. Even though the lessons derived from the fables 
are intended to guide rulers, the characters and their dilemmas can 
be appreciated by people of all ages and traditions. 

The universality of the morals presented in the stories accounts for 
the timeless appeal and worldwide popularity of the Kalila wa Dimna, 

which was translated into numerous Eastern and Western languages 
throughout the centuries. The extensive pictorial cycles of the Arabic 
versions visually transport the reader into the world of animals. The 
most charming illustrations were produced in Egypt and Syria during 
the Mamluk period. 

This study, devoted to an outstanding mid-fourteenth-century 
Mamluk manuscript owned by the Bodleian Library in Oxford, was 
conceived as two separate but complementary parts. The first part 
contains selections from eight chapters, which present the most cele­
brated protagonists and fables; these stories, adapted from the Ara­
bic text, are retold with the modern reader in mind and illustrated 
with paintings from the original work. The second part traces the 
history of the Kalila wa Dimna and its importance in Islamic literature 
and art and analyzes the pictorial cycle of the Bodleian manuscript. 

I would like to acknowledge the curators of the Bodleian Library, 
who gave me permission to study and publish the manuscript in their 
collection. I am particularly grateful for the gracious assistance of 
A. D. S. Roberts, Keeper of Oriental Books, and Victoria Tandy and
Colin Wakefield, assistants in the department.
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Amal Abu'I-Hajj (Hull), formerly Curator of the Islamic Museum of 
the Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem, translated the difficult passages 
referred to in the selected stories. 

The publication was made possible by a generous grant from the 
National Committee to Honor the Fourteenth Centennial of Islam 
and the King Faisal Foundation. I owe a special thanks to the Honora­
ble William R. Crawford, Executive Director of the National Commit­
tee, for his encouragement, interest, and support of the project. 

Esin Atil 
Curator of Near Eastern Art 
Freer Gallery of Art 



Introduction The history of the Kalila wa Dimna, also called the Fables of Bidpai, is 
as fascinating as the stories included in the book. The original work, 
written in Sanskrit, was a compilation of parables taken from the 
Indian classics. The title is derived from a corruption of the names of 
the two jackals, Karataka and Damanaka, who are the protagonists of 
the first story. The book, thought to have been written down around 
the year 300 by an unknown Vishnuite Brahman living in Kashmir, 
was later attributed to an Indian sage named Bidpai. It was intended 
to instruct princes and contains several chapters, which teach a par­
ticular moral principle or rule of conduct. 

Each chapter begins with the king asking the philosopher the con­
sequences of a certain mode of behavior; the philosopher explains 
the effects of such an action and illustrates his advice with stories 
enacted by animals who are caught in a similar predicament. A 
chapter encompasses a number of parenthetical episodes, tales, say­
ings, and discourses that emphasize the moral of the story. The 
animals used in the tales display the full range of human emotion 
and thought; they speak and behave as if they are living in human 
societies and are punished or rewarded for their actions. 

Although the significance of the work lies in the moral lessons 
taught by these tales, the didactic theme is often overshadowed by 
the personalities of the animals who solve their problems with cun­
ning, wit, and ingenuity. The reader tends to remember only the 
fables, and the fact that these are stories told by the philosopher to 
the king to illustrate an ethical question becomes a secondary ele­
ment. Yet this feature is of great structural importance since it pro­
vides coherence to the book and links the otherwise independent 
chapters with each other. 

The Kalila wa Dimna was introduced to the Near East in the middle 
of the sixth century. The book was brought from India to Iran by a 
physician named Burzoe, who had been requested by a Sasanian 
king to translate the text into Pahlavi (Middle Persian). Burzoe's 
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version was rendered into Arabic by Abdallah ibn al-Muqaffa two 
hundred years later. lbn al-Muqaffa's Kalila wa Dimna was exceed­
ingly popular and it became the source for subsequent translations. 
Many later Arabic, Persian, and Turkish renditions were profusely 
illustrated in the Islamic courts throughout the Near East. 

The copy in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, completed in 1354, is 
among the earliest illustrated Arabic versions of the work. Its anony­
mous painter invites us to enter a world of fantasy where human 
emotions, attitudes, and ideas are expressed by anthropomorphic 
creatures who have established highly structured societies. The indi­
viduals inhabiting the sky, sea, and land are as believable and real as 
the men and women included in the stories. In fact, the human 
figures, who are represented in a stylized manner, frequently con­
verse with the animals and are a part of this fantastic world, thus 
prohibiting us from differentiating between man and beast. 

The behavior of the animals reflects human weaknesses and 
strengths, ambitions and achievements. We can relate to the justice 
and injustice of their world and to the cruelty and kindness shown by 
friends and enemies since we face similar circumstances in our own 
lives. We are touched by their endearing personalities; we appreciate 
their intelligence, resourcefulness, and compassion. 

This psychological rapport between protagonist and reader is im­
mensely enhanced by the illustrations, which with their simple com­
positions, abstracted settings, and charming character portrayals visu­
ally transport us into the world of animals. 

The Kalila wa Dimna is more than a book of parables or a mirror 
for princes. It symbolizes man's search for truth and justice, chal­
lenging his perception of reality on the one hand and the extent of 
his imagination on the other. The underlying theme of the work is 
that all creatures, big or small, are a part of creation and each society 
is a microcosm of a much larger entity that controls the destiny of its 
members. This perhaps was the essence of the worldwide popularity 
of the Kalila wa Dimna, appealing to all peoples at all times. 
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Kalila wa Dimna 

Selected Stories 



The Mission of 

Burzoe 

Nushirvan, the Sasanian king of Iran, was a learned man interested in 
philosophy. During his inquiries into various sciences, he was in­
formed of a book preserved in India that contained instructions and 
rules of conduct for princes and kings. It had been written by Indian 
philosophers and included tales and stories about animals. 

The king directed Buzurjmihr, his minister and advisor, to find 
someone who could procure the book for him. This person had to 
have literary abilities, a zeal for knowledge, and proficiency with the 
languages of Iran and India. Buzurjmihr immediately started search­
ing for such a man and eventually found a physician named Burzoe 
who had the required qualifications. 

Burzoe was sent for and presented to the king. Nushirvan told the 
physician that he was chosen for the mission because of his reputa­
tion for wisdom and learning and for his thirst for knowledge; the 
physician was to go to India to seek the book, which was preserved 
in the imperial library. Burzoe was to obtain this book at any 
cost and acquire other Indian writings not known to the Iranians. He 
was to have all the money he needed for the mission. Nushirvan 
ordered the astrologers to fix an auspicious date for Burzoe's depar­
ture and gave him twenty thousand purses of money, each purse 
containing ten thousand gold coins. The physician made hasty prepa­
rations for his long journey and departed on the day recommended 
by the astrologers. 

After journeying for ten days the physician reached India. He be­
gan to frequent the markets and meet important persons, gaining 
their confidence by telling them that he was a stranger seeking 
knowledge and in need of their assistance. Thus he made many 
friends and became intimate with philosophers as well as men of 
every class and profession. Among his friends was an Indian sage 
who eventually became his confidant. Burzoe had come to respect 
and trust this person and told him the secret of his mission. 

The Indian answered that he had known all along that Burzoe was 
hiding the real purpose of his trip, but since he admired the physi­
cian's wisdom and understanding, his courteous and affable behav­
ior, and his prudence and perseverance, he would help the physi­
cian. The sage warned that this was a dangerous task and if the king 
of India ever discovered that Burzoe had obtained the book, the 
physician would be harshly and severely punished. Burzoe assured 
his friend that his assistance would be kept confidential and that he 
would leave the country as soon as he had translated the work. 

The Indian, convinced of Burzoe's honesty and fidelity, brought to 
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Burzoe Traveling to India 
Burzoe, attended by two courtiers, 
is embarking on his mission to In­
dia. The bearded physician, attired 
in a white turban with one edge 
flowing down his back and a 
golden robe, rides a white donkey; 
his attendants, dressed in white 
turbans and blue or red robes, are 
mounted on horses. The men have 
golden halos around their heads; 
Burzoe's halo is enhanced by an 
additional scalloped border. The ri­
ders are placed within a landscape 
indicated by a ground line of thick 
green grass, a cluster of leaves, and 
two large branches laden with buds 
and blossoms. Burzoe is apparently 
being escorted to the Iranian bor­
der wherefrom he is to travel alone 
to India. 
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Burzoe with the Indian Sage 
Burzoe and the Indian sage are 
seated on cushions placed on a rug 
below an arch with crenelations 
and triangular projections on the 
top. A stemmed bowl heaped with 
food appears in the background. 
The disguised physician is clean 
shaven and wears a white turban 
and blue robe embellished with 
gold. His confidant is attired in a 
mauve loincloth with a large 
golden cloak thrown over his 
shoulders and knotted below the 
neck. The Indian, portrayed as a 
bearded dark-skinned man with 
long hair, wears gold armlets, 
bracelets, and belt. Burzoe is ex­
plaining the mission entrusted to 
him by his king and the Indian is 
warning him of the hazardous con­
sequences if he is caught obtaining 
the sacred book. 

, 

_jj, 
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him the book together with other valuable texts kept in the king's 
library. The physician labored night and day translating these manu­
scripts from Sanskrit into Pahlavi, in constant fear that the king of 
India might ask for them before he was finished. He finally con­
cluded his work and sent word to Nushirvan that he had accom­
plished the mission. Nushirvan ordered him to return as quickly as 
possible and Burzoe immediately departed from India. 

Upon arriving at Nushirvan's court in Iran, the physician presented 
his translations to the king. The king, seeing that Burzoe was on the 
verge of collapse from his exhausting work and strenuous journey, 
ordered him to rest for several days. On the seventh day Nushirvan 
summoned his amirs and scholars; when they were assembled, he 
asked Burzoe to read aloud the contents of the book. Everyone was 
impressed with the profundity of the lessons and the beauty of 
Burzoe's translation; they showered the physician with their congrat­
ulations and expressed their gratitude for the service he had ren­
dered to his country. Nushirvan commanded that the most precious 
gems of his kingdom, together with all the money in his treasury, be 
placed before Burzoe. He demanded that the physician sit on a 
throne like his and put on a crown, thus exhalting him above all the 
nobles of the land. 

Burzoe knelt before Nushirvan and praised his king. He said that 
since it was the wish of his sovereign that he choose something, he 
would obey. The physician went to the royal wardrobe and took one 
of the king's robes. Then he prayed for the glory and happiness of 
Nushirvan and begged that the king ask Buzurjmihr, the minister, to 
write a short account of his life and activities and insert it into the 
book before the chapter on the lion and the ox. 

The king replied that it was the least he could do and asked 
Buzurjmihr to write Burzoe's biography. The minister thanked the 
king for his confidence and retired to work on the life of Burzoe. 

Buzurjmihr began the biography with Burzoe's early schooling, 
described the physician's first journey to India for the purpose of 
increasing his knowledge of chemistry and medicine, mentioned his 
efforts to learn the language of that country, and ended with the 
mission entrusted to him by Nushirvan. He also included praises of 
Burzoe's qualities and personal achievements. When the biography 
was finished, he presented it to Nushirvan. The king assembled his 
court and requested that Buzurjmihr read it aloud in the presence of 
Burzoe. After the biography was recited, Burzoe thanked the minis­
ter and the king for the honor conferred upon him and his family. 
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Buzurjmihr Reciting the Biography 
of Burzoe 
Buzurjmihr, mounted on a dais 
placed outdoors, is presenting Bur­
zoe's biography to a group of cour­
tiers. The minister, attired in a 
mauve turban and green robe, 
stands barefooted on a platform el­
evated by three steps. Three cour­
tiers, attired in gold, red, or blue, 
sit on a carpet under the shade of a 
tree. They listen intently to 
Burzoe's fascinating life story, ex­
pressing their amazement and 
admiration. l. 
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The Lion and 

the Ox 

Dabshalim, the king of India, asked his minister and advisor, who 
was a philosopher, to tell him stories that contained instructions on 
governing his kingdom. His first request to the philosopher was to 
explain how a false and cunning person can come between two 
friends and cause dissension, turning their love and trust to hatred 
and enmity. 

The philosopher began by telling the story of the merchant and his 
three sons. 

There was a well-to-do merchant with three extravagant and irrespon­
sible sons. When the sons squandered their father's money, the 
merchant admonished them and gave the following advice: everyone 
desired three things in life-ample sustenance, respect, and provi­
sions for life hereafter-which could be obtained through four 
means-to amass wealth by lawful procedures, put this we.alth to 
good use, care for one's own interests, and be generous to the less 
fortunate. 

The sons followed their father's counsel, and the oldest set out on 
a trading venture with a wagon drawn by two oxen called Shanzabeh 
and Banzabeh. When they reached a marshy terrain, Shanzabeh, 
exhausted from pulling the heavy wagon, got stuck in the mud. The 
young merchant, who was in a hurry, decided to leave the ox with an 
attendant assigned to free the animal. The attendant waited for a 
while and then left the ox. When he caught up with his master, he 
lied and said that the ox had died. 

Meanwhile Shanzabeh was able to free himself from the marsh. He 
found a good pasture near a stream and soon recovered his strength 
and became fat and healthy. Although he had plenty of food and 
water, Shanzabeh was lonely. He would bellow pathetically whenever 
he felt sad and alone. 

Not too far from Shanzabeh's meadow was the court of the lion, 
which included two jackals, Kalila and Dirnna, who were employed at 
the royal gate. The jackals were crafty and bright as well as wise and 
learned. Dimna was particularly ambitious and not at all content with 
his present position. He was constantly on the look out to improve 
his status and be closer to the king. 

Every time the lion heard the ox bellow, he cringed in fright, not 
knowing who was making this dreadful sound. Ashamed of his fear, 
the lion hid in his den whenever he heard the noise. Dimna noticed 
that the lion kept close to his den and rarely ventured far from court. 
He requested an audience with the king and presented himself. He 
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started telling stories, which put the lion at ease, and quickly won 
the king's confidence. But as soon as the bellow of the ox was heard, 
the lion became terrified and confessed that he was afraid of 
whoever was making this noise. Dimna understood the lion's di­
lemma and began to tell him the story of the fox and the drum. 

A hungry fox was walking through the forest when he heard a 
deafening sound. It was coming from a large drum suspended from a 
tree; whenever the wind blew, branches hit the drum, thereby pro­
ducing a loud noise. The fox followed the direction of the sound and 
when he saw the drum, he attacked it, thinking that it contained 
food. When he found nothing inside, he realized that it was the 
insignificant things that were bigger in size and louder in sound. 

Dimna finished the story of the fox and the drum by saying that 
perhaps the terrible sound disturbing the lion was also from an 
insignificant creature. He volunteered to go and seek its source. 

The lion anxiously awaited Dimna's return. When the jackal came 
back, he reported that the noise was coming from an ox who was big 
but lacked the power of the lion; he also said that the lion had no 
reason to fear this creature. The lion, greatly relieved, asked to see 
this ox. Dimna went once again to the meadow and told Shanzabeh 
that the lion, the king of the beasts, summoned him to appear at his 
court. The ox, alarmed at this request, said that he would go with 
Dimna, provided the jackal promise that no harm would befall him. 
Upon being reassured by the jackal, he set out to meet the lion. 

After Dimna introduced Shanzabeh to the lion, the king asked the 
ox how he came to this part of the world. Shanzabeh related the 
story of his falling into the marsh and being abandoned by his 
master. The lion invited him to stay at his court and soon a great 
friendship developed between the two. They roamed the forest, held 
counsel, and thoroughly enjoyed each other's company. 

Dimna became jealous of their friendship and felt that his influ­
ence with the lion was quickly being replaced by that of the ox. He 
decided to resort to cunning and treachery to put an end to this 
affair. He revealed his intentions to his brother, Kalila, who advised 
him not to compain since it was his fault that the lion met the ox; 
besides, Kalila said, these two animals were much stronger than a 
jackal. Dimna, not convinced that defeat should be his fate, told 
Kalila several stories proving that strength is no match for cunning. 

One of these stories was about the lion and the hare. The lion, a 
fearsome creature, lived in a forest inhabited by many kinds of 
animals who were terrified of him. They agreed among themselves 
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The Fox and the Drum 

The fox tears at the drum and, 
much to his astonishment, discov­
ers that there is nothing inside. The 
brownish orange animal with a 
long bushy tail and golden neck 
springs forward. Balancing on his 
hind legs, he holds the drum in his 
front paws while biting its top. The 
large drum is suspended by ropes 
from a tree densely foliated with 
leaves and buds. Its articulated 
trunk is flanked by clusters of 
grass; a spray of leaves and buds 
appears behind the fox. 
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that if they sent the lion one animal each day, he would leave the 
others in peace and not prey upon them. The lion agreed to this 
arrangement and every day the animals drew lots to determine which 
one would be fed to the lion the following day. 

One day the lot fell on a certain hare, who was exceptionally clever 
and had no intention of being the lion's next meal. She devised a 
plan to trick the lion and asked to be sent to him very slowly so that 
she would be late for the meal. The hungry lion, annoyed that his 
food was late, was in an ugly mood. When the hare approached him 
he wanted to know who she was. She said that she was a messenger; 
the fat hare sent to him by the animals had been seized by another 
lion. Furious that his territory was invaded by another lion, the lion 
asked to see his rival. 

The hare took him to a deep well filled with water and told him to 
look down. The lion did as he was instructed and saw his own 
reflection together with that of the hare. He thought that he was 
seeing the rival lion with the fat hare intended for him. He leaped at 
his reflection to snatch his food, fell into the well, and drowned. 

At the conclusion of the story Kalila told Dimna that if he could 
destroy the ox without harming the lion, then he should do so. But 
Kalila was worried that the lion would become terribly distressed by 
the loss of his friend. 

Dimna, oblivious to his brother's advice, went on with his plans. 
He stayed away from the lion for several days. When he finally 
appeared at the court, the lion asked him why he had been absent. 
Dimna replied that he had heard dreadful news and could not bring 
himself to face the lion. After pretending to evade the issue, Dimna 
announced that Shanzabeh was plotting against the lion. At first the 
lion refused to believe him, but Dimna was able to convince him that 
the ox was indeed planning to eliminate the king. The jackal sug­
gested that the lion attack the ox before Shanzabeh had a chance to 
kill him. The lion said that if the story was true, he would order 
Shanzabeh to leave his court and expel him from his kingdom. But 
his suspicion was aroused when Dimna warned him to be cautious if 
the ox approached with his head held down and horns thrust out. 

Dimna then sought out the ox and told him the same story. He 
tried to convince Shanzabeh that the lion was planning to kill him. 
When Shanzabeh refused to believe this rumor, Dimna said that he 
was just as na"ive as the honest and trusting camel, and proceeded to 
tell the story of the lion, the crow, the wolf, and the jackal. 

The lion dwelt near a public road and had three companions: the 
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The Hare and the Lion 

The clever hare and the foolish lion 
are placed at opposite sides of the 
well, looking down into their re­
spective reflections. The sandy yel­
low lion stands on rocks over a 
cave on the right, while the pinkish 
mauve hare is perched on a tuft of 
grass on the left. The lion is about 
to leap into the well and attack 
what he thinks is his rival; he has 
one paw already in the water and 
bends his head down in a posture 
of attack. The bright-eyed hare is 
securely seated on her haunches. 
The articulated rocks are painted in 
varying tones of pink and orange, 
and the blue water has decorative 
patterns outlined in dark blue. 
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crow, the wolf, and the jackal. The lion hunted regularly and his 
companions fed well on his leftovers. One day some merchants 
passing by left behind them a camel, who wandered into the marsh 
where the lion lived. The lion decided to spare the camel and give 
him protection since the animal was harmless and ate only grass. The 
camel joined the other companions and was very happy to be in their 
company. 

During one of his outings, the lion ran into a powerful elephant 
who attacked him. They fought furiously and the lion was so badly 
wounded that he crawled back to his home and lay sick for days. He 
became weaker and weaker, unable to hunt and eat. The crow, the 
wolf, and the jackal, accustomed to being fed by the lion, could not 
find food and decided that the easiest catch was the camel. When 
they told the lion they intended to eat the camel, the lion was 
indignant; he had promised to protect the camel and would not go 
back on his word. The three companions then devised a plan to trick 
the camel. They told him that since the lion was wounded and could 
not hunt, he was in desperate need of food. They were willing to 
offer themselves to the lion who had protected and befriended them. 
First the crow asked to be eaten, but the others objected, saying that 
he was small and scrawny and could not satisfy the lion's hunger. 
Then the wolf offered himself, but he, too, was rejected since his 
meat was indigestible and gave cramps and pain. When it was the 
jackal's turn, they told him that his flesh was stinking and foul and 
thus inedible. Then the simple-minded camel said that his flesh was 
the sweetest and asked that the lion eat him, thinking that the others 
would make excuses for him as well. But this was exactly what the 
three companions had planned; they fell upon the unsuspecting 
camel and tore him to pieces. The lion, seeing that the camel had 
offered himself willingly and it was now too late to save him, joined 
the others. 

When Shanzabeh heard this story, he wondered whether he would 
come to a similar end. Dimna continued to persuade the ox that the 
lion was determined to kill him. The jackal said that if Shanzabeh did 
not take the advice of friends, his fate would be like that of the 
tortoise who did not profit from wise counsel. 

The tortoise lived in a marsh together with two geese. They were 
good friends and enjoyed one another's company. But, when the 
marsh began to dry up, the geese decided to seek another lake to 
build their nest. The tortoise asked them to devise a plan so that he, 
too, could go with them and not be left behind to die. The geese 
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told him that if he took hold of the middle of a stick with his mouth 
and they held its ends in their beaks, they could transport him. But, 
they warned, he would have to observe absolute silence during 
the flight. 

The tortoise promised to keep quiet and took the stick in his 
mouth. The geese began to fly, carrying the tortoise with them. They 
passed over a group of villagers who were amazed by this strange 
sight; they began to laugh and make fun of the tortoise. The tortoise 
forgot his promise and opened his mouth to answer them. He let go 
of the stick and fell to his death. 

Shanzabeh, now totally convinced that Dimna was telling the truth, 
decided to go to the lion peacefully and affectionately and try to 
persuade him to change his mind. This, naturally, would have upset 
Dimna's plans. He told the ox to watch the lion's mood: if the lion's 
ears were extended like arrows and his paws were stamping the 
ground, then he was ready for the kill. 

Shanzabeh, terrified of the lion, approached him cautiously. The 
lion saw him coming and became nervous; he extended his ears like 
arrows and began to stamp the ground with his paws. The ox saw 
this change in his friend and became even more frightened; he held 
his head down and thrust out his horns. Things were exactly as 
Dimna had predicted and each was now sure that the other was out 
to destroy him. The lion and the ox engaged in a ferocious battle that 
lasted a long time. 

Kalila and Dimna came to see the outcome of this fierce encoun­
ter. During the course of the battle Dimna told his brother several 
stories. Kalila scolded him for breaking up the friendship between 
the lion and the ox and warned him that if his treachery were ever 
discovered, Dimna would be severely punished. 

Finally the battle was over and the lion had fatally wounded the ox. 
Soon after Shanzabeh died, the lion repented and missed his friend. 
Dimna tried to justify the kill by saying that when a poisonous snake 
has bitten a man's finger or toe, he cuts off his hand or foot so that it 
does not infect the entire body. 

Later the lion learned that it was Dimna's envy and deceit that had 
caused the death of Shanzabeh. Thus, a lying confidant and a false 
friend had caused a friendship to be severed and had turned the love 
between two friends into hatred. 
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The Lion and lhe Ox Fighling 
During the course of the ballle, the 
lion jumps on the ox, biting and 
tearing the animal's hump. Shanza­
beh bends his head and thrusts his 
horns into the lion's chest. They hit 
one another with such force that 
both are lifted off the ground with 
the impact. A few pear-shaped 
blossoms and sprays of grass cover 
the ground and two trees with dif­
ferent types of leaves grow in the 
background. 
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The Trial of Dimna Having heard how falsehood and deceit ruined a friendship, the king 
told the philosopher that he would like to know if Dimna's tricks 
were discovered and if he was put on trial and punished. 

The philosopher replied that Dimna's treachery was discovered by 
the leopard, who was highly trusted by the king. 

Late one night the leopard overheard Kalila and Dimna talking: Kalila 
was rebuking Dimna for his actions and Dimna had confessed all his 
wrongdoing. 

The leopard immediately went to see the lion's mother and related 
to her the entire story. She promised to keep the source of this 
information secret, but as soon as the sun rose, she went to her son. 
The mother told the lion the story exactly as she had heard ii from 
the leopard without mentioning his name and advised her son to 
seek the truth. 

The lion replied that in his heart he knew that he had wronged 
Shanzabeh and wanted to know who had discovered Dimna's plot. 
The mother kept her promise and would not indulge the leopard's 
name. She said that if she betrayed her informant she would be 
dishonest, lose his friendship, and no one would ever confide in 
her again. 

After his mother departed the lion called his court together and 
demanded that Dimna be brought to him. When the jackal arrived, 
he was told that he was guilty of deceit and wickedness. Dimna, 
whose cunning was matched by his wit, tried to justify his acts by 
lengthy declamations. The lion requested that a trial date be set and 
Dimna be judged by his peers. The jackal continued to plead his case 
and to overwhelm the lion with clever speeches and philosophical 
discourses. 

The lion's mother, fully aware of Dimna's cleverness and its effect 
on her son, was very angry at the proceedings and advised the lion 
to take action and not be dissuaded by Dimna's smooth talk. She had 
to reveal the name of her informant, the leopard, lo convince the 
lion of Dimna's guilt. The lion, relieved that the informant was the 
reliable leopard, who he greatly esteemed, had Dimna bound and 
put in prison until the day of the trial. 

Kalila heard that Dimna was in prison and went to see him in the 
middle of the night so that no one would know of his visit. When he 
saw Dimna's condition, he was overcome with affection for his 
brother and tears came to his eyes. He told Dimna that he had 
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The Lion with His Mother 

The lion sits on his haunches on 
the right, looking rather forlorn 
and depressed with his shoulders 
sagging and his tail between his 
legs. Opposite is the lioness, who 
has an indignant expression and 
sits erect with her head held for­
ward. The lion bends his head and 
turns his ear toward his mother, lis­
tening intently to her words. Two 
branches with blossoms grow be­
hind the protagonists, who are sep­
arated by a cluster of grapes. 

., 
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ruined his life by avarice, greed, and haughtiness, and he wept for 
his brother. 

After Kalila left Dimna and returned home, he felt very sad and 
troubled. He grieved over his brother's impending punishment; he 
was afraid that if anyone had seen him visiting the prisoner, they 
might think that he was a partner in the plot; he also thought that 
Dimna might try to implicate him to lessen his own guilt. 

Poor Kalila was stricken with these thoughts when a severe pain 
attacked his heart. He gasped for breath and departed from life by 
a sudden death. 

The next day Dimna was put on trial. The judge assembled the 
king's forces and the commanders of the troops and Dimna was 
brought before them. The leopard addressed the group, asking the 
judge to prosecute the culprit. Dimna's cunning was still at work; he 
told the judge several stories in defense of his actions. 

The following day the leopard, the scribes, and the king's forces 
wrote out the accusations and Dimna's defense and presented both 
documents to the king. When these were studied, it appeared that 
Dimna's defense and clever way with words had won over the accu­
sations. 

The trial continued for ten days without reaching a verdict. Finally 
the lion's mother persuaded the leopard to testify. Then a relative of 
the king came forth and gave testimony that corroborated the leop­
ard's story. This person had seen Kalila and Dimna conversing the 
night the jackal was imprisoned and related the prisoner's confession 
exactly as he had heard it. Since the two witnesses agreed, Dimna 
was brought out of prison and was faced with the truth. He was 
stunned and could no longer defend himself. The lion ordered him 
bound in chains and confined to a narrow cell without food or drink. 
Dirnna died of starvation shortly thereafter. 
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The Ringdove The king said to the philosopher that now that he had heard the 
story of the envious and deceitful man who brought corruption 
among friends, he would like to know how a man is received into 
brotherhood among his fellows and how strangers of alien races can 
come to love and trust one another. 

The philosopher answered that nothing is equal in value lo broth­
erhood because brothers can help in times of trouble, rescue one 
another from hidden snares, and protect their kin from enemies, like 
the crow, the mouse, the tortoise, and the gazelle. 

There was a fertile region with abundant grass and trees frequented 
by fowlers and hunters. An old and wise crow lived in a tree that was 
particularly large and rich in foliage. One day the crow saw a hunter 
spreading a net below the tree and covering it with safflower seeds. 
Soon a flock of doves flew in. Their leader, a ringdove, spotted the 
seeds but did not notice the net. When the doves landed on the 
ground to feast on the seeds, the snare was drawn and they were 
caught in the net. 

The ringdove suggested that the group unite and fly away together 
before they were caught by the hunter. The birds followed his ad­
vice, flapped their wings in unison, and took off with the net just as 
the hunter was approaching. 

The crow decided to follow them. The doves flew over hills and 
houses with the hunter in hot pursuit. They eventually lost the man 
and landed near a burrow where a mouse lived. The ringdove called 
her friend, Zirak, the mouse, who came out of his burrow and saw 
the birds entangled in the net. He began to gnaw the ropes and 
finally cut through the snare. The doves rejoiced at being freed; they 
congratulated each other and thanked the mouse before flying off. 
Zirak returned to his home. 

The crow, impressed by the friendship between the ringdove and 
the mouse, decided to stay on. He called out to Zirak and told the 
mouse that he would like them to be friends. Zirak, knowing well 
that crows are the natural enemies of mice, was slightly apprehen­
sive at first but became convinced of the crow's sincerity and ac­
cepted his offer of brotherhood. A strong bond soon developed 
between the two, and they came to rely on one another. 

The crow, noticing that their homes were too close to men, sug­
gested that they move to another area. He knew of a secluded region 
full of vegetation and water where his friend, the tortoise, lived. The 
mouse agreed and the crow took him by the tail and flew to the 
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The Mouse Gnawing the Net 
Imprisoning the Doves 
Seven blue and golden doves, 
caught in a net, are helped by 
Zirak, a charcoal gray mouse, who 
has come out of his burrow and is 
busily gnawing the ropes. Observ­
ing this unusual sight is the gray 
and black crow perched on the 
branch of a tree growing above 
Zirak's home. The doves are shown 
with fluttering wings, accentuating 
their helpless confinement in the 
net. Zirak bites intently on one 
edge of the snare, while the large 
crow looks down inquisitively. 
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pond of the tortoise. The three friends enjoyed each other's com­
pany and passed their days in peace and happiness. 

One day a gazelle came running into their neighborhood and 
frightened them. The tortoise dove into the water, the mouse scur­
ried into his burrow, and the crow took flight and hid in a tree. 
When they saw that no one was pursuing the gazelle and that the 
animal was merely thirsty, they came out of hiding. The gazelle told 
them that he was running away from hunters. The friends asked him 
to join them and live in their peaceful place. The gazelle moved in, 
enjoyed good company and ample food and drink. 

It became the custom of the four friends to meet every day, talk 
about their lives and experiences, and share their meal together. 
One day the gazelle failed to show up and the crow, the mouse, and 
the tortoise were worried that some misfortune had befallen him. 
The crow took to the air, searched for the gazelle, and saw that he 
was caught in a hunter's net. He reported what he had seen to the 
mouse and the tortoise, who then set out to rescue their friend. 
When they reached the gazelle, the mouse began to gnaw the net 
and eventually freed him. The gazelle turned to the tortoise and said 
that if the hunter came back, he could run away, the crow could fly, 
and the mouse could hide; but, the slow and defenseless tortoise 
would probably be caught. As they were talking, the hunter arrived; 
the gazelle, the crow, and the mouse ran away and hid, but the 
tortoise, who could not move fast enough, was captured by the man. 
The hunter bound him and took him away, slung over his shoulders. 

The friends, distressed by the loss of their brother, devised a plan 
to free him. They decided that if the gazelle pretended to be 
wounded and lay down with the crow who would appear to lick his 
wound, they might deceive the hunter. The gazelle followed their 
plan and lay down in the path of the hunter with the crow over him; 
the mouse hid nearby and they waited for the man. When the hunter 
arrived and saw them, he let go of the tortoise and went after the 
gazelle. The crow took flight and the gazelle jumped up and ran, 
luring the hunter away from the tortoise. The mouse quickly went to 
the tortoise and severed the ropes binding him. 

By the time the hunter returned, the friends were safely far away. 
The man was disappointed and ashamed of himself for having lost his 
catch. He had become quite leery of this region and moved onto 
another area. The crow, the mouse, the tortoise, and the gazelle 
rejoiced; they embraced and kissed each other, greatly relieved that 
now they could live in complete peace and happiness. 
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The Gazelle with the Crow, the 
Mouse, and the Tortoise 
In the center of the scene is a 
semicircular pond, its shores lined 
with grass and pear-shaped blos­
soms. The pinkish mauve gazelle 
with black horns and golden neck 
stands at the edge of the pond with 
his front legs in the water. He 
looks up at the crow perched in a 
tree; directly below is a burrow 
from which the mouse peers out. 
The tortoise swims toward the ga­
zelle and speaks to him. The fig­
ures and their postures create a cir­
cular movement around the pool 
that is echoed by the landscape 
elements. This structural device ex­
presses the psychological involve­
ment of the protagonists and rein­
forces their friendship and 
interdependence. Each figure is 
connected to another by the move­
ment of his body and direction of 
his gaze and by the landscape 
elements. !



--

The Gazelle Luring the Hunter While 
the Mouse Frees the Tortoise 
Attempting to foil the hunter, the 
gazelle runs to the left, pursued by 
the man, while the mouse gnaws 
the ropes binding the tortoise. The 
gazelle turns back as he runs, en­
ticing the hunter to follow him. At­
tired in a white turban and short 
red robe with gold bands, the bare­
footed hunter, who runs after the 
animal, displays amazement at the 
sudden recovery of the gazelle. On 
the right is the poor tortoise bound 
to a stick and cast upside down 
against a rock by the hunter in his 
anxiety to catch the gazelle. The 
mouse scampers over the rock and 
hurriedly bites the ropes, trying to 
free the tortoise before the hunter 
returns. 

·"

37 



The Owls and 

the Crows 

The king said to the philosopher that now that he had heard the 
fable about brotherhood and how friends help one another, he 
would like to hear a story about an enemy one should never trust 
even though he appears to be friendly. 

The philosopher answered that when a man trusts a cunning en­
emy, he is bound to have the same fate as what befell the owls at the 
mercy of the crows. 

There was a certain forest with large trees and excellent pastures. 
One thousand crows and their king had built a rookery in the largest 
tree. Nearby was a hill where one thousand owls lived with their 
king. One night the owls attacked the crows without warning; they 
killed and wounded many crows and departed as suddenly as they 
had arrived. 

After the owls retreated at dawn, the crows assembled around their 
king. When the king saw how many had been killed, badly wounded, 
or had a broken wing, he realized that the owls were much stronger 
and would attack again to finish them off. He asked five of his most 
learned ministers to find a solution and help him save the remaining 
population. 

The first counselor said that since the enemy was too powerful, 
they should move far away. The second felt that they should prepare 
for battle and fight for their lives to the very end. The third disagreed 
and proposed that they find a mediator and make peace, even if they 
had to pay a yearly tribute. The fourth believed that they should 
surrender now, but secretly build up their arms and fight back when 
they were strong enough. The fifth considered the solutions given 
and found fault with each. He said that having more than one coun­
selor was detrimental to rulers; a king should have only one advisor 
who was thoroughly devoted to the sovereign and to the good of 
the nation. 

The king dismissed the group and called the fifth crow to his 
quarters to discuss the problem. The crow began by telling him the 
story of the hare and the elephant. 

There was a region where many elephants lived. Their lake had 
dried up and the springs feeding it had disappeared. Suffering from 
thirst, the elephants gathered together and complained to their king. 
The king sent out his confidants and secretaries to explore the land 
and search for water. One of them came back with the news that he 
had found a lovely place with a clear and pleasant body of water, 
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The Owls Attacking the Crows 
The surprise attack of the owls 
takes place in the air, above a 
rocky landscape. Four orange owls 
with golden eyes hurl themselves 
at the crows, pecking their de­
fenseless prey. Five other crows are 
perched in a tree, unaware of the 
ferocious battle. Articulated rocks 
are painted in varying intensities of 
blue, pink, and orange, their calm 
swooping contours providing a 
contrast to the flurry of flying bod­
ies. The aggressiveness of the owls 
and the helplessness of the crows 
are explicitly portrayed: the owls 
hover over the crows, biting their 
heads, necks, and bodies; the 
crows are overcome by the fury of 
the attack, unable to fight back. 
The unexpectedness of the attack is 
enhanced by the group of sleeping 
crows perched in the tree. 
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called the lake of the Moon. The king moved his herd to this place 
and the elephants finally had plenty to eat and drink. 

This region was inhabited by the king of the hares and his subjects. 
When the elephants arrived at night, they trampled a number of 
hares and killed them. The next morning the remaining hares gath­
ered around their king and asked him to devise a plan that would 
deliver them from the elephants, make them leave the pasture, and 
save the remaining hares. The king call�d upon his counselor, a wise 
and learned hare named Fairuz. Fairuz addressed the group and 
suggested that he go as a messenger to the elephants and talk 
to them. 

Fairuz set out on a moonlit night to meet the elephants. Afraid that 
they might not see him and would step on him, he climbed on a 
rock overlooking the herd and called out to their king. He an­
nounced that he was the messenger of the moon. The moon had 
said that although the king of the elephants boasted of his strength 
and harmed the weak, his strength would cause his downfall; the 
king had disturbed the moon's lake and drunk its water wrongly; if 
he returned to the lake, the moon would blind him and his subjects; 
and if the king doubted these words, he should come to the lake and 
find out for himself. 

The king of the elephants, curious to meet this powerful moon, set 
out to the lake with Fairuz. When they arrived, he saw the reflection 
of the moon in the water. Fairuz told him to pay homage to the 
moon by drinking the water and washing his face before speaking. 
The elephant went into the water and did as he was told. He hastily 
withdrew when he saw the reflection of the moon move; he thought 
that the moon was trembling in anger and quickly apologized for 
having entered the lake. He was overwhelmed by the power of the 
moon and gathered his herd and departed from the pasture, leaving 
it to the hares. 

When the crow finished his story, the king asked him how they 
could be free from the enmity of the owls. The crow then told him 
other stories, which proved that a small but clever person could 
easily overpower a strong opponent with his intelligence. He 
explained his plan to trick the owls and asked that word be sent out 
saying that the king was angry with his confidant and counselor; then 
the crows were to beat him up and pluck his wings and cast him 
beside a tree; he also told the king to take his subjects and go 
into hiding. 
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Fairuz, the Hare, Addressing the 
Hares 
Fairuz explains his plan to a group 
of four hares surrounded by sev­
eral blossoming trees. The wise 
counselor sits quietly on an articu­
lated orange rock overlooking the 
other hares, his silence accen­
tuated by the disorganized chatter 
of the group. He is portrayed as a 
dignified individual whose wisdom 
and knowledge outrank those of 
the others. 
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Fairuz at the Pond with the King of 
the Elephants 
Fairuz watches the king of the ele­
phants entering the Jake and seeing 
the reflection of the moon. The 
huge gray elephant with a scal­
loped gold cap has both front feet 
in the lake and is about to scoop 
up some water in his trunk when 
he notices the movement of the 
moon's image. Fairuz, seated on a 
rock beneath a spray of large 
leaves, observes his reactions with 
interest. Hanging like a canopy 
over the scene is a deep blue sky 
with a golden moon. 

I .
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They did as he requested and when the king of the owls came with 
his army that night, he found all the crows gone. The only one left 
was a badly beaten crow crawling on the ground. He questioned the 
crow, who told him that he had been beaten by his own kind and 
banished from their society since he had advised his king to surren­
der to the owls and make peace. 

After hearing the crow's story, the king of the owls asked his 
advisors what they ought to do with him. The first said he should be 
killed since an enemy can never be trusted; the second advised that 
he should be treated with compassion; and the third suggested that 
he should be honored so that he might become loyal and help them 
later. The king agreed with the advice of the third counselor and 
ordered the crow fed and his wounds treated. The crow was given 
the best meats and his needs were attended to without delay. He 
soon recovered and began to gain the confidence of the owls. He 
learned their secrets and soon became acquainted with their habits. 

When he had acquired sufficient information, he flew back to his 
companions. He told the king of the crows that the owls lived in a 
cave that had a small entrance. He asked all the crows to take a piece 
of dry wood and place it in front of the opening. One of them was to 
bring a flaming branch and set the dry wood afire. Then, they were 
to fly in front of the fire and fan the flames with their wings. If the 
owls came out, they would burn; if they remained inside the cave, 
they would die from the heat and smoke. The king ordered the 
crows to do as his counselor planned and the crows returned victo­
rious, rejoicing in the death of their enemy. 

After the enemy was eliminated, the king of the crows asked his 
counselor if he found the owls intelligent, skillful, and prudent. The 
counselor said that the only intelligent one among the lot was the 
owl who advised his king to kill the crow. This owl had warned him 
to beware the enemy and not to trust his friendship, even when he 
seemed weak and harmless. But the king was foolish and careless; 
he did not follow good advice and paid dearly for his mistake. 
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The Traveler and 

the Jeweler 

The king asked the philosopher to tell him how a ruler can select 
from a whole group of men one individual upon whom to bestow his 
favor. 

The philosopher replied that kings should give favors to all men 
but not trust every one. Favors should be granted especially lo those 
who are grateful and appreciative. An intelligent man should not 
despise or belittle anyone, whether small or great, man or beast; he 
should test them first and act accordingly. Then the philosopher 
illustrated his advice with the fable of the traveler. 

A jeweler had fallen into a pit someone had dug to catch animals. 
Then a monkey came by and also fell into the pit. The same hap­
pened to a leopard and a snake. Eventually a traveling ascetic ap­
proached and decided to help them out of the pit, particularly the 
man who was trapped with the animals. The ascetic threw a rope 
down into the pit and pulled up the monkey; then he saved the 
leopard and the snake. The animals thanked him but warned him not 
to pull up the jeweler because, they said, no one in the world was as 
ungrateful as man. But the ascetic felt sorry for the jeweler and 
pulled him out as well. 

The animals wanted to repay the ascetic's kindness and told him 
where they lived; if he should be in the neighborhood and call upon 
them, they would be happy to see him. The man also said that he 
would return the kindness and they all departed. 

Sometime later the ascetic happened to be passing through the 
district where the animals lived and decided to visit them. The mon­
key received him warmly; he went to the mountains and brought to 
the ascetic all the marvelous fruit growing on the trees. Then the 
ascetic stopped to see the leopard who was equally amiable in his 
welcome. But since the leopard had nothing to give to the ascetic, he 
went to the palace, killed the king's daughter, and took her jewels. 
He brought these back to the ascetic who had no idea how they had 
been acquired. 

The ascetic took the jewels to the jeweler to sell them. The jeweler 
recognized them, went to the king, and announced that it was the 
ascetic who had killed the princess. 

They caught the ascetic and paraded him through the city before 
nailing him on a stake. The snake heard the ascetic's cries and 
devised a plan to help him. He bit the king's son, who became 
extremely sick and dreamt that a traveler had been unjustly con­
demned; he would be cured only if this traveler put his hand on the 
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720 in Fars in southern Iran. He was the son of a tax collector known 
as al-Muqaffa (the crippled). Called Rozbih at birth, he took the 
name Abdallah after he embraced Islam. lbn al-Muqaffa first served 
the Umayyad governors and officers in Kirman; he then attached 
himself to the newly-established Abbasids and became secretary to 
Isa ibn Ali, the uncle of Caliph al-Mansur. He worked in Basra and 
Kufa, frequenting the society of elite and learned men. lbn al­
Muqaffa was caught in the conflict between the caliph and his rebel­
lious brother and died prematurely around 756, a victim of political 
intrigue. Asked by his patron to write a letter to the caliph to pardon 
the rebel, lbn al-Muqaffa performed this task with such zeal that he 
aroused the suspicions of al-Mansur, who ordered his death. lbn al­
Muqaffa was last seen entering the house of the governor of Basra, 
who had been asked by the caliph to dispose of him. 

Although lbn al-Muqaffa died at age thirty-six in the prime of his 
life, he left a tremendous number of translations and original works.8 

His name is best remembered for the translation of the Kalila wa 
Dimna. There is no reliable and authentic copy of this work, and 
since the work was copied and revised so many times, the quality of 
the original prose is virtually lost. His hand is seen in the celebrated 
biography of Burzoe, which contains criticism of religion and defends 
reason. He also wrote the chapter on the trial of Dimna, providing a 
moral conclusion to the story's otherwise cynical ending. It seems 
clear that the translator was personally involved with the morality 
presented in the Kalila wa Dimna and appended the book to suit his 
convictions and the prevailing ethics of his age. It is not known 
whether the other chapters were similarly adjusted, but their strong 
Hindu flavor suggests that lbn al-Muqaffa did not alter them signifi­
cantly. 

lbn al-Muqaffa is recorded as having translated other Pahlavi texts 
into Arabic, including chronicles of the Sasanians and other historical 
works of pre-Islamic Iran. Even though most of these texts were lost 
or reworked by later writers, lbn al-Muqaffa was singularly influential 
in reviving ancient Iranian traditions and incorporating them into 
Arab-Islamic literature. By doing so, he introduced to the Near East 
the classic Indian fables, which in turn were transmitted to the West 
and had a universal impact on the genre of parables. 

His original works include the Adab Kabir, a treatise on advice to 
princes, and the Risa/a fi'I-Sahaba, an essay reflecting the political, 
religious, and social problems of his time. Also attributed to him is a 
text in defense of Manichaeanism, of which he himself was suspected. 
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from a slightly earlier Turkman manuscript; an exquisite copy in the 
Gulistan Palace Library in Tehran, once thought to be commissioned 
by Baysunghur, is now dated circa 1460-65 and attributed to the 
Turkman court at Baghdad.12 

The popularity of the Kalila wa Dimna in the Timurid capital insti­
gated a new translation, the Anvar-i Suheili composed by Kashifi at 
the end of the fifteenth century. This version had the same success 
as the work of his predecessor, and many manuscripts based on the 
revised Persian rendition were illustrated in the following years.13 

Among the illustrated Persian works is a unique copy of Ahmad ibn 
Mahmud's translation; this manuscript, executed in 1495 at the Otto­
man court in istanbul, contains seven paintings. 14 

Ali <;elebi's Hiimayunname, the Turkish translation of Kashifi's 
work, had a limited appeal and only three (or possibly four) illus­
trated copies were produced in the second half of the sixteenth 
century. The earliest of these manuscripts was copied in Cairo in 
1567 and contains 30 paintings; another, dated 1589, is more pro­
fusely illustrated and possesses 165 scenes; the third, datable to 
1595-1600 and assigned to Baghdad, has 87 illustrations.15 It is inter­
esting to note that the earliest of these Turkish works was executed 
in Cairo, formerly the capital of the Mamluks, who had sponsored 
the revival of lbn al-Muqaffa's book some two hundred years before. 

Seven illustrated copies of lbn al-Muqaffa's Kalila wa Dimna are 
known to have been made in the Mamluk world, either in Egypt or in 
Syria.16 Three of these date from the middle of the fourteenth cen­
tury; the remaining were made either in the second half of the 
fourteenth century or in the early decades of the fifteenth century. 
After this period, Arabic versions of the work fell into oblivion and 
were reproduced sporadically in the ensuing centuries. 

The most outstanding Mamluk manuscripts are two versions made 
in the middle of the fourteenth century: the copy dated 1354, now in 
the Bodleian Library at Oxford, and an undated volume owned by 
the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris.17 A third work, known only 
through a single folio found in Cairo, is in the Cambridge University 
Library.18 Because of the repetitive nature of the scene depicted-the 
king of the lions conversing with his mother-it is not possible to 
assign a specific date to the Cambridge folio. The work was most 
likely executed in the middle of the fourteenth century, about the 
same time as the Oxford and Paris manuscripts. 

The only one of the four manuscripts produced between the sec­
ond half of the fourteenth century and early fifteenth century that 
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bears a date is the copy transcribed in 1388 and owned by the 
Corpus Christi College in Cambridge. 19 A second work, in the Bayer­
ische Staatsbibliothek in Munich, should be dated between the Ox­
ford and Cambridge manuscripts.20 The others, in Munich and in a 
private collection, were illustrated after the 1388 copy, possibly in the 
early fifteenth century.21 

Only two other illustrated Arabic versions of the Kalila wa Dimna

are known to have been produced after the Mamluk period. One of 
these, dated 1672, has more than one hundred scenes that reveal a 
familiarity with Western painting;22 another, attributed to the eight­
eenth century, is pure folk art.23 

The mid-fourteenth-century copies of the Kalila wa Dimna in Ox­
ford and Paris are extremely similar in style. The Oxford volume has 
seventy-seven paintings and a fragment pasted on the first page. 
Although the opening folios of the work are missing, the manuscript 
is intact and contains a colophon, which states that the transcription 
of the text was completed by Muhammad ibn Ahmad on May 19, 
1354. The Paris manuscript was rebound at a later date; several 
quartos are not in sequence, and its beginning and end are missing. 
This volume contains fifty paintings of which one is a later addition 
(fol. 1b), several are fragmentary (fols. 9b, 94a, and 94b), and a 
number have been "restored" by an incompetent hand. 

The paintings in the Paris manuscript are almost identical to those 
in the Oxford copy, with the exception of two illustrations; one of 
these represents an episode not found in the Oxford copy-the lion 
killing the donkey, a parenthetical tale in the chapter on the monkey 
and the tortoise (fol. 86a)-and an additional scene narrating an 
episode in the story of the ringdove (fol. 64a). Otherwise, the scenes, 
including the fragmentary ones, follow the compositional schemes of 
the Oxford copy. Since the Paris work is incomplete, it is not possi­
ble to determine whether the other twenty-seven paintings included 
in the Oxford copy were part of the original volume. It is also 
difficult to reconstruct the extent of the narrative cycle and to deter­
mine whether the Paris manuscript originally had more paintings than 
the one in Oxford. Since its colophon is missing, the date it was 
transcribed is unknown. 

Although these two works are basically identical in the treatment of 
the subject, the Paris manuscript reveals the hand of a more sensitive 
artist. The drawing of the animals is more spontaneous; composi­
tions flow with greater ease; the ornamental patterns used in land­
scapes, architecture, and garments have a decorative quality without 

64 



being schematized. Although it is difficult lo differentiale composi­
tions and colors in the two volumes, the painter of the Paris Kalila wa 
Oimna displays a more refined sense of aesthetics and a greater sym­
pathy for his protagonists and is a more competent illustralor than is 
his colleague who worked on the Oxford copy. Either both men 
followed a model that is now lost and each executed the paintings to 
the best of his abilities, or the painter or the Paris manuscript pro­
duced the first Mamluk Kalila wa Dimna and it was copied almost 
immediately by the man working on the Oxford copy. It is also 
possible that the painter of the Oxford copy was the originator and 
created a more extensive narrative cycle from which the other made 
a selection of scenes and executed them in his own more refined 
style. 

Both works reveal influences from the earliest Arabic version of the 
Kalila wa Dimna, produced some one hundred and fifty years earlier, 
as well as the impact of contemporary Mamluk manuscripts devoted 
to animals. The mid fourteenth century was the golden age of Mam­
luk art, with members of the court sponsoring a vast number of 
illuminated manuscripts; brasses inlaid with silver and gold; enam­
eled and gilded glass; luxurious silk textiles; and, above all, spectac­
ular buildings embellished with carved stone and stucco, polychrome 
marble paneling, and carved wood details. 2·1 This period also wit­
nessed a renaissance of book painting, with classical Arabic texts­
such as the Maqamat of al-Hariri and the Automata of al-)azari­
copied and illustrated.�-. Among the most popularly illustrated books 
of the time were texts on botany, zoology, and related sciences, as 
well as treatises describing the usefulness of animals. The most nota­
ble among them was the Kitab Manafi a/-Hayawan (Book on the 
Usefulness of Animals) written and transcribed in 1354 by lbn al­
Durayhim al-Mawsili.2" This work contains ninety-one paintings illus­
trating domestic and wild animals and birds as well as such creatures 
as fish, reptiles, worms, and insects. A related work, the Kitab a/­
Hayawan (Book of Animals), written by al-)ahiz in the ninth cenlury 
and copied by an anonymous scribe in the mid fourteenth century, 
includes descriptions of animals such as dogs, lions, goats, roosters, 
elephants, giraffes, crocodiles, and ostriches. 2• The Kashf al-Asrar
(Disclosure of Secrets) by lbn Ghanim al-Maqdisi, illustrated in the 
middle of the fourteenth century, contains representations of animals 
and birds in addition to flowers. 211 Also illustrated during this period
was the Su/wan al-Muta (Prescription for Pleasure), a series of fables 
written by lbn Zafar al-Sigilli under the influence of lbn al-Muqaffa. 2

'
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archway is added to the side (figs. 9-11) or two columns divide the 
arch into a tripartite unit (figs. 51 and 55). 

Twenty-four scenes with human figures, including those with ani­
mals, take place outdoors, with the ground line formed by a strip of 
overlapping green leaves or blades of grass (figs. 2-3, 7, 16, 21, 23, 
26, 29, 33, 37-38, 42, 57, 62, 64-67, 72-73, and 75). In two of the 
outdoor scenes, a rug replaces grass as the ground line (figs. 6 and 
60); in another it is represented by water (fig. 71). Human figures are 
generally portrayed in pairs (fifteen scenes); they also appear in 
groups of threes (ten scenes) or fours (six scenes); rarely are the 
figures alone or in groups of five. 

The furnishings of the interior scenes are extremely simple. Figures 
generally sit on a carpeted floor under an archway with decorated 
spandrels; at times circular or triangular projections indicating a roof 
are added to the center of the arch. Bowls with fruit or flowers are 
suspended over the figures (figs. 4-5, 8--9, 12-13, 15, 22, 55, and 70); 
sometimes these bowls are substituted by lamps or flanked by light­
ing fixtures (figs. 11 and 22). In scenes representing the ruler, the 
king sits on a high throne, while other figures either stand or, as in 
the case of the philosopher, sit on the floor. Episodes taking place 
in bedrooms show a couple in bed, which may be a platform with 
four legs (fig. 9, 22, and 49) or a mattress placed on the floor (figs. 
12-13). The time of day is indicated by candles burning in lamps; in
one scene night is symbolized by a deep blue sky, in the center of
which is a golden moon with a human face (fig. 13). Also included
are props necessitated by the stories, such as baskets (figs. 9-10), jars
and bowls (figs. 40, 55, and 58), equipment for metalworking to-

. gether with a bracelet and cymbals (fig. 15), a crib with an infant 
(fig. 56), and oblong cushions (figs. 4, 40, 51, 55, 67, 70, and 74). 

Landscape elements in scenes with humans are as abbreviated as 
the interior furnishings, consisting of trees with one or two branches 
bearing large leaves and buds that recall lotus blossoms. In a unique 
scene, which depicts a figure emerging from a t;ee (fig. 33), the tree 
is large and densely foliated. As specified by the text, rocks, ponds, 
and wells are incorporated into the landscape (figs. 7, 16, 26, 42, and 
71), as well as baskets (figs. 7 and 37) and stakes (figs. 62 and 72). 
One scene represents a dais or platform for a speaker (fig. 6). 

The majority of interior and exterior scenes represent the king 
seated on his throne, conversing with the philosopher (figs. 2, 5, 60, 
64, 67, 70, and 74). In one instance he is accompanied by a sword­
bearer (fig. 5) and elsewhere with additional courtiers (fig. 2). The 
king is also shown riding an elephant (fig. 75) and participating in 
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one of the stories (figs. 57-58 and 61). The prince, a beardless version 
of the king, appears in two scenes illustrating the tale of the fantastic 
bird (figs. 6H6). 

The king, almost always with a black beard and mustache (except 
in figs. 5 and 57), is crowned and wears a robe with a floral, geomet­
ric, or moire pattern with gold bands decorating the neck, cuffs, 
hem, and armbands. He sits crosslegged on a throne with a high 
back covered with fabric employing floral or geometric designs (in 
fig. 5 the textile has flying birds). A semicircular fabric is draped over 
the seat of the throne, which rests on four legs. His garment has 
either a round neck with a frontal slit or crosses over from right to 
left. In one scene he holds a sword (fig. 2). The prince is dressed in 
identical garments. 

The next most frequently encountered human type is the ascetic, 
who appears in ten paintings (figs. 21-23, 40, 51, 55-57, 71, and 73). 
He plays an important role in the fables, symbolizing the wise person 
whose lifestyle and actions are models for other humans. He is 
bearded and attired in a hooded cloak with a moire design; the cloak 
opens at times to expose a robe with floral or moire patterns. A 
related figure is the Indian sage who is also bearded but dark 
skinned; he wears a loincloth with a cape and gold armlets and 
bracelets (fig. 4). Another important personage is the qadi or judicial 
officer, whose only distinction is that he has a white turban, the ends 
of which either flow down or drape around the chin (figs. 23 and 33). 

Male figures, who appear in thirty-three scenes as well as in eleven 
paintings with animals, are depicted as middle-aged persons with 
black beards, white turbans, and robes similar to those worn by 
kings and princes. In one case the turban is green (fig. 2), a color 
used by the sayyids (those who can trace their lineage to the Prophet 
Muhammad); in another scene the turban is mauve (fig. 6). 

Bearded men are usually accompanied by beardless figures (in 
twenty-four scenes) who are similarly attired. These figures generally 
represent young courtiers (figs. 2, 5, and 75), adolescents (fig. 51), 
lovers (fig. 14), workers (figs. 7 and 10), as well as thieves and other 
criminals (figs. 9, 12-13, 62, and 71-72). Burzoe is also portrayed as a 
beardless figure in one scene (fig. 4) and possibly in two others as 
well (figs. 3 and 6). Two paintings depict a man wearing a tall pointed 
cap (figs. 73 and 75); two others represent a man attired in a short 
skirt or loincloth (figs. 7 and 16). One unique painting shows a baby 
in a crib (fig. 56), while another portrays an old man with a white 
beard (fig. 33). A few men (Burzoe and attendants, the qadi, the 
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ascetic, and the king) are shown riding horses, donkeys, or elephants 
(figs. 3, 33, 73, and 75). An execution by nailing on a stake occurs 
in two paintings (figs. 62 and 72) and involves partially clothed 
criminals. 

Female figures, who play significant roles in the fables, appear in 
ten scenes, always in the company of men (figs. 12-14, 22-23, 37-38, 
49, 58, and 61). In one scene a woman wears a cap with a front 
section extending to the crown in a T formation (fig. 14); in two 
others she is crowned and portrays Queen llar (figs. 58 and 61). In 
these paintings women wear a short-sleeved coat over a robe. Two 
other scenes depict women wearing shawls over their heads (figs. 23 
and 38). Four scenes take place in a bedroom with couples in bed; 
one of these shows the pair dressed {fig. 13), while in the others they 
lie naked under the covers (figs. 12, 22, and 49). A singular scene 
represents two topless women; they are attired only in short skirts 
and their heads are covered with scarves tied at the temples with a 
ribbon (fig. 37); the same headdress appears on the owner of the 
brothel (fig. 22). 

Animals, who figure in thirty-three scenes and in the company of 
men in eleven other paintings, are more colorful and varied than 
their human counterparts. The lion, the king of the animal kingdom, 
is portrayed in eleven scenes; the jackal appears in nine; the crow in 
eight; the mouse and tortoise in six; the hare and monkey in five; 
the owl in four; the wolf, dove, and snake in three; the fox, gazelle, 
ox, leopard, and elephant in two; while the cat, camel, goat, weasel, 
partridge, heron, geese, falcon, crab, and fish make single appear­
ances. Also represented is a fantastic talking bird (figs. 65--66) and a 
dragon (fig. 16). 

Animals appear in outdoor settings identical to those observed in 
scenes representing humans. Props essential to the stories include a 
drum hanging from a densely foliated tree {fig. 19), sky with a moon 
(fig. 47), cage (fig. 35), nest filled with grain (fig. 59), skinned cubs 
(fig. 76), as well as nets (figs. 39 and 63), sticks (figs. 29 and 42), and 
flames (figs. 32 and 50). Also depicted are rocks with stylized patterns 
and bold colors, on top of which the characters stand to address 
their friends and subjects (figs. 44-46 and 48). These rocks at times 
flank pools that reflect images (figs. 16, 25, and 47) or become caves 
in which creatures dwell (figs. 39, 41, and 63) and in which enemies 
are burned (fig. 50). One rare scene represents a rocky terrain over 
which birds fly (fig. 43). Ponds required in several stories are framed 
by the same overlapping green leaves that form the ground line, with 
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the blue water painted in stylized patterns (figs. 26, 41, and 52-54). In 
one painting the water is reddish and unframed, possibly depicting a 
shallow marsh (fig. 24).

With the exception of three paintings that represent a single figure 
(figs. 19 and 76-77), one half of the scenes with animals show them 
in pairs, while the other half portrays them in groups. Slenes with 
two protagonists depict animals conversing (figs. 17, 31, 34-- 35, 52-54,

and 68), fighting (figs. 24, 27, 30, and 59), or enacting specific epi­
sodes (figs. 25, 47, and 78). Groups are also included in conversation 
scenes in which the speaker is placed at one side and addresses an 
audience ranging from two to five members (figs. 18, 20, 36, -M-46, 
48, and 69). These groups either represent the same species-such as 
crows and hares-or have mixed participants-including the jackal, 
wolf, ox, leopard, owl, and crow. The same heterogeneous combina­
tion of characters appears in action scenes in which the protagonists 
wage war (figs. 43 and 50), kill their prey (fig. 28), or enact one of the 
scenes (figs. 32, 39, 41, and 63). Animals are represented in character­
istic poses, whether conversing or actively taking part in the stories. 
Their body movements are natural, foces expressive, and interaction 
realistic. 

The lion is painted sandy yellow with a flowing mane (figs. "Ill, 20, 
25, 27-28, 30, 34, 68--69, and 76-77). The jackal Dimna is brownish 
orange with a golden neck ((igs. 17-'18, 20, 3·1, and 35-36); his 
brother Kalila also has a golden neck but his coat is mauve (figs. 17, 
31, and 35). Kalila's coloring appears on other jackals (figs. 28, 36, 
and 68--69). The mouse, seen in three scenes in the company of men, 
is charcoal gray (figs. 39-42 and 63), except when specified by the 
text as being black or while ((ig. 76). The hare is pinkish mauve 
(figs. 25, 36, and 45-47); one individual is colored brownish orange as 
is Dimna (fig. 46). The monkey, shown in one scene with men, is a 
gray creature wearing a wide gold collar or necklace (figs. 32, 52-54,

and 71). The wolf, painted brownish orange as well as mauve, recalls 
both the jackals and the fox (figs. 28, 36, and 69). The fox, who is 
distinguished by his long bushy tail, is joined by men in a single 
scene; he is brownish orange with a golden neck and resembles 
Dimna (figs. 19 and 21 ). The pinkish mauve gazelle with two black 
horns has a golden neck (figs. 41-42). The ox is white with large 
black spots; he has brown horns and wears a gold necklace (figs. 20 
and 30). The leopard is white with small black spots and has a golden 
neck (figs. 36 and 71). The large gray elephant with long white tusks 
(figs. 27 and 47), also seen as the mount of the king when he is 

75 













portance of listening to wise counsel. 
The tale of the monkeys and the 
glowworm shows that only the wise 
and prudent can be taught. The story 
of the simpleton and the rogue illus• 
trates that the crafty person often falls 
into his own snare. 

Fig. 17. Kalila and Dimna Conversing 
(fol. 40b) 

Fig. 18. Dimna with Two Lions (fol. 41b) 

Fig. 19. The Fox and the Drum 
(fol. 43b); color illustration, page 19 
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Fig. 20. Dimna with the Lion and the 
Ox (fol. 45a); color illustration, page 20 
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Fig. 21. The Ascetic Watching Two 
Butting Rams and the Fox (fol. 46a) 
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