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Abstract

This article analyses a limited textual unit that belongs to the Zohar (apparently to the sub-section known as Midrash Hane‘elam), the essence of which is built on the armature of an apocalyptic story, “The Bird and the Children.” 

This unit hints at a messianic message: soon we shall see that foreign kingdoms are at war with one another and, as we know, “If you have seen kingdoms fighting with each other, expect the feet of the messianic king” [Genesis Rabbah 41 (42) d]. In the pattern of the Vision of Daniel (ch. 7), here, too, four kingdoms are mentioned, and we are meant to infer that following them will come the kingdom of the Messiah. Prediction of the future is based on the marvelous abilities of R. Ele‘azar, the son and successor of R. Shim‘on bar Yohai (Rashbi), to decipher the hints that God conceals in His creation. 


The article discusses the literary and philological-textual characteristics of this unit and it emphasizes the importance of combining different methods of research for understanding the Zohar, its historical context, its literary structure and even its theology.

Three versions of this story have been located in manuscripts and printed editions; each seems to be a reworking of its earlier ones.


It is being suggested here that the first version was written during the fifth Crusade, following the taking of the Egyptian port city of Damietta by the Crusaders. It seems that the Jewish writers of this story saw this event as an apocalyptic omen just like some of the Christians did (and if this is so than it must have been written before the falling of Damietta in June 1221). It could also be written at the second taking of this city, just before the mid-thirteenth century. In either case, we are evidently dealing with a time much before R. Moshe de Leon (to whom many attributed the composition of the Zohar or at least part of it). 


The second version is an adaptation of first one, and it seems that the motives for its creation were literary, and that its authors had already distanced themselves from the content that concerned the authors of the first. It seems that this version was created in the "Golden Age" of the Zohar, namely in Castile at the end of the 13th century or beginning of the 14th. If this is so, the trouble taken to preserve and embellish the text indicates the first steps toward the establishment of the canonical status of Zohar literature.

The third version appears for the first time in volume II (6c–7a) of the Mantua printed edition of the Zohar (1558); it is the creation of the printers, an adaptation and collation of the two earlier versions. There is a great deal of external evidence that at this time Zoharic literature was indeed undergoing processes of canonization, and the adaptation of this story must be seen in this context. 

