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But ask the animals and they will teach you, or the birds in the heavens
and they will tell you, or speak to the earth and it will teach you or let the
fish in the sea relate to you. Which of all these does not know that the
hand of the Lord has done this? In His hand is the life of every creature
and the spirit of all of mankind.

(Job 12:7-10)

In memory of

Barbara Ann Grosse

a devoted teacher of young children for thirty years and a compassionate
soul who believed with all her heart that education starts from the very
beginning of life and never ends.

Her passion for teaching continues to influence
thousands of children.

With humility and everlasting love,
The Weisfeld Family Charitable Foundation
Stephanie and Gilad Abrahami
Netanya, Israel
Highland Beach, Florida

Toronto, Canada
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EDITOR’S PREFACE

Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz used to say that he had goals and plans for the next
hundred years. As a part of those plans - his life’s work — Rabbi Steinsaltz wanted to
make more of the spiritual treasures of the Jewish people available to a wider Jewish
audience, both in Israel and abroad. This book is one of the many dreams he hoped
to realize and bring to fruition.

In the 1960s, Rabbi Steinsaltz approached several publishers with his idea of
producing a commentary on Perek Shira accompanied by illustrations of the creations
that sing in praise of their Creator. Perek Shira does not have the stature of the most
important books in the Jewish canon. It does not occupy the same place as the Bible,
the Mishna, the Gemara, the books of Maimonides, or other books published with
commentaries by Rabbi Steinsaltz. Yet it is unique and significant, and Rabbi Stein-
saltz wanted to highlight it in a novel way.

About a decade before his death, a small group of students gathered at the
Steinsaltz Center for a series of lectures he delivered on Perek Shira. He intended
to see these lectures transcribed and published as a book with his commentary, but
despite his stated interest, work on the book did not begin until after his death, when
the lectures were subsequently transcribed and edited.

In accordance with his wishes, this work is short and concise. It does not
attempt to summarize all of the many commentaries written on Perek Shira over the
years, nor does it attempt to identify the creations found herein from a precise sci-
entific perspective. It also does not profess to have found the most original or most

xi
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Editor’s Preface

authentic version of Perek Shira among the various versions that exist. (For this
edition, we used the text that appears in the Siddur Yaavetz, the text most often
used today.)

In his commentary, Rabbi Steinsaltz attempted to reveal, through his
observation or knowledge of each creation, its connection to the verse it recites.
Included in Rabbi Steinsaltz’s original vision for this work was a series of illustra-
tions that would appear alongside his explanatory words. He believed that the text
itself must be enhanced for the reader - that the creations herein must be repre-
sented visually. The pictures in this book attempt to capture the life and move-
ment of each of the creations represented and to echo the poetry of their songs.

In keeping with this vision, the artist Shahar Gezundheit, with the help of
art editor Naomi Ben-Zimra, created the illustrations that appear in this book.
The art attempts to capture each creation as it sings, as well as the gaze and inter-
est of the human observer who is watching and listening.

According to Rabbi Steinsaltz, Perek Shira expresses a universal song, and
the nature described in it is specific to the Land of Israel. In light of this, many of
the illustrations in this book are based on nature scenes commonly found in Israel.

Rabbi Steinsaltz was an ardent lover of nature. His interest in animals,
birds, flowers, and his fellow human beings had no bounds. He was intensely
curious about the world and its creations, and it was an interest that was inher-
ently respectful, intimate, and full of wonder. Some of this interest is captured in
the book you are about to read.

In Perek Shira, each creation has a place, a physical description, and its own
verse, teaching us something about its essence and the world it inhabits. In order
to understand the connection between each creation and its song, Rabbi Stein-
saltz attempts to enter the unique world of each animal, tree, bird, and insect.

Perek Shira seems to focus on the vast diversity and individuality of each
creation — be they higher or lower life forms. But Perek Shira also reveals the hid-
den connection between this vast complex of the world’s creations and God by
expressing their individual praise and gratitude toward Him.

xii
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Editor’s Preface

We can venture to say that this is perhaps the role of the reader of this book:
to try to connect all of creation to its Source and to elevate one’s own reality by add-
ing his personal praise of the Creator to the universal praise expressed in Perek Shira.

We are indebted to everyone who contributed to the creation of this book: to
Shahar Gezundheit and Naomi Ben-Zimra for their beautiful artistic interpretations,
to those who attended the classes that Rabbi Steinsaltz delivered on Perek Shira, to
those who recorded the sessions and put in the immense effort involved in transcrib-
ing them, and to the staff at Koren Publishing for their hard work and dedication to
this joint effort.

We hope that this book will serve as a realization of Rabbi Steinsaltz’s vision
and that the music of Perek Shira will resonate in the hearts of its readers, enabling
each of them to sing a new song to God.

xiil
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INTRODUCTION

THE HISTORY OF PEREK SHIRA

Perek Shira is an ancient midrashic text comprised of songs sung by various creations
to their Creator. We don’t know when Perek Shira was written, how widely it was
known, or how frequently it was recited in ancient times. It’s likely that people knew
about this little book and read it as early as the ninth century, at the end of the era of
the geonim, but there are very few, if any, references to Perek Shira from that period
of time. The first unequivocal reference appears in Ramban’s commentary to the book
of Job, where “the secret of Perck Shira” (Job 38:36) is mentioned. After that, other
references to Perek Shira appeared with greater frequency.

The first commentary on Perek Shira was written by Rabbi Shmuel Kimchi of
Provence, who lived more than a century after the Ramban. By then, Perek Shira was
widely known in Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jewish communities throughout Spain,
the Middle East, and Europe.

In the sixteenth century, Perek Shira began to be acknowledged as an important
work. Safed was the center of Jewish learning at that time. Rabbi Moshe bar Yosef
Matrani, or the Mabit, one of the most renowned rabbis in Safed, wrote the first
widely known commentary on Perek Shira in that era. The fact that his commentary
was written during the same period of time that Rabbi Yosef Karo of Safed wrote the
Shulhan Arukh attests to the importance of Perek Shira.
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Introduction

From then on, scholars began to study Perek Shira, many more handwritten
and published commentaries appeared, and references to it multiplied. Additional
evidence regarding the acceptance of Perek Shira as an important work was that
it began to appear in prayer books, including well-known and highly esteemed
editions.

Perek Shira was added to the prayer books as a supplement worthy of con-
templation from time to time, though it was not treated as a required addition to
the daily prayers. Yet Perek Shira began to appear in so many prayer books, with
or without commentary, that it became conventional for all members of the con-
gregation to recite it.

There are now more than one hundred commentaries on Perek Shira. Some
approach the text as allegory or metaphor, some see it from a mystical perspec-
tive, and others understand it according to its plain meaning.

ITS CONTENTS AND STRUCTURE

The structure of Perek Shira is repetitive and consistent: It lists diverse creations
in this world, followed by the verses they “sing” to God. The list of creations and
creatures is so comprehensive that it is hard to think of a category that is not
represented. From physical creatures, such as lions or bears, to forces of nature
like the seas or clouds, to abstract entities like night and day — everything in
creation has its own song.

Almost all of these songs are verses from the Bible. Perek Shira is divided
into chapters, with each chapter dedicated to a specific category of creations.
All versions of this work have appendices written in the language of the Mishna,
though the sources of these supplements are not entirely clear.

THE MANY VERSIONS OF PEREK SHIRA

There are many versions of Perek Shira, probably because of its wide circulation
in numerous locations throughout its history. These versions are not substantially
different from each other, yet there is no agreement about one true specific version.
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Introduction

The main difference between the versions is the order of the chapters and the
order of songs within them. Some versions divide the book into six chapters and some
into seven, according to the days of the week. A good part of the book is consistently
the same, but there are sections that appear only in certain versions.

Differences in versions can be attributed to the fact that for many years Perek
Shira was not considered part of the canon or attributed to a specific individual. Like
many other additions to the prayer book, Perek Shira took on a life of its own, and
over the years it was used in different ways for prayer and study.

Jews have treated it as a serious work, worthy of study and contemplation.
Devout, God-fearing supplicants have extended their traditional prayers with med-
itations on Perek Shira, and scholars have studied it. Kabbalists have found hidden
meanings in it that relate to higher worlds. When something that seems completely
familiar is seen from an unusual and totally different perspective, our souls can be
awakened to introspection and prayer in a new way. This may be the reason Perek
Shira has found a lasting place in Jewish prayer books.

CORE THEMES AND CONCEPTS

The core theme of Perek Shira — that creations praise their Creator — is not a new
idea. Verses of this sort are found throughout the Bible. The book of Psalms has
several chapters that focus entirely on praise to God by creations of the world. These
chapters from Psalms include not only praise from creatures whose vocalizations
can be interpreted as calls to their Creator, but they also include the voices of silent
entities, such as mountains and hills, which sing out in praise of God.

This is the essential idea of Perek Shira: that all creatures, not only humans,
have their own way of expressing gratitude and praise for their Creator. Perek Shira
takes this idea and amplifies it in scope and detail. :

The list of creatures singing God’s praises is longer in Perek Shira than any-
where in the Bible, and the itemization of the different elements within the broader
categories is also unique to Perek Shira. In the Bible, the “legions of the heavens”
praise God as a group. In Perek Shira, every element within each group has its own
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Introduction

individual song to sing. This fresh perspective of Perek Shira explains the unique
significance it holds as a serious addition to preceding biblical and rabbinic texts
that were written in praise of God.

In Perek Shira, each of God’s creations sings its own unique song, a verse
chosen for it specifically. The verses are not abstract and do not tend to be a gen-
eral praise of God. Each verse praises Him in a way that has a special significance
for the one who sings it, and each expression of praise differs from the others.

Like any great work, Perek Shira deals with the individual and his inner
world while also expressing universal themes. More than once, the song of an
individual creature praises God in a way that reflects its own life and the nature of
its pain and passions. All of this is communicated in concentrated form, through
just one verse, usually from the Bible.

This way of understanding Perek Shira inevitably affects its interpretation,
since the attempt to understand it simply, by connecting each creature to its verse
without the help of exegeses, commentary, or a mystical perspective raises sev-
eral fundamental problems.

IDENTIFYING THE CREATIONS

Many generations have passed since this book was written, and many names of
trees, animals, and birds have been forgotten or are unfamiliar to us. It’s often
difficult, even impossible, to correctly identify animals and plants that appear in
the Bible or in the writings of the Sages, which has both halakhic and scholarly
implications. The differences between the ancient world and our own and the
consequent gaps in knowledge about specific creatures make Perek Shira difficult
to understand fully. We can only speculate as to why certain creatures are included
in this book or why specific verses were selected for them. In order to understand
what each song in Perek Shira is trying to express, we must resort to biblical
commentaries and interpretations of the Sages.

Books of the Bible generally don’t describe the many life forms or land-
scapes in our world in detail. Entire worlds exist that are not described in con-
crete terms in the Bible; they are seemingly not a part of the biblical portrayal of

xviii
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Introduction

our world. Perek Shira seems to fill in the biblical picture by including creations and
creatures that do not appear to have a place in the Bible. In this book they are given
words and even personalities as Perek Shira attempts to express the feelings of all of
God’s creations.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

The question that accompanies us from the first page onward is how to understand this
book. Are we expected to take it literally? Many commentators see the praises sung
by the various creations herein as the playful thoughts of a human being observing
nature. These verses could also be seen as comments that are appropriate for human
beings to think and say. On deeper contemplation, one could say that even though
most of the creations in this book don’t have intelligence, reasoning, or speech, their
essence is expressed by their very existence.

For generations, human beings have debated a great question: Are we unique
in our ability to speak, or do other creatures also communicate with language? The
answer, of course, depends on how we define language, how we define communica-
tion, and how human beings relate to the natural world. Does the sparrow really know
what it is saying? Or is praise of God expressed by its very existence?

These questions are part of the background of Perek Shira, which doesn’t pro-
vide us with simple answers. In a certain sense, that is part of its charm. Fundamental
questions remain unaddressed and unanswered.

When all is said and done, Perek Shira is a symphony — a multifaceted, nuanced
work that connects creation as a whole to God detail by detail, creation by creation.
The poetry expressed in this little book leaves room for one’s own unique human voice,
one’s own distinctive essence, to be added to the universal, collective song of creation.

Xix
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PRAYER RECITED BEFORE PEREK SHIRA

It is taught that Rabbi Eliezer the
Great says: I testify that whoever
engages in Perek Shira every day
in this world will be destined for
the World to Come, and he will be
protected from evil occurrences,
from the evil inclination, from harsh
judgment, from the Satan, from
every kind of destruction, and from
all who cause harm. [The Holy
One, blessed be He, says to a person
who studies Perek Shira every day:]
“Commit with all your heart and all
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your soul to know My ways, to safeguard the doors to My Sanctuary and My Torah,
and to observe My commandments and decrees. Keep My Torah in your heart

and the fear of God before your eyes. Guard your mouth and your tongue from all

transgression and guilt, and I shall be with you wherever you go, and I shall teach

you wisdom and understanding in all things.”

Know that everything created by the Holy One, blessed be He, was created for
His glory alone, as the verse states, “Everything that is called by My name and for My

glory I created it, I fashioned it; truly, I made it” (Isaiah 43:7).

Perek Shira Eng TH 1.0.indd 21
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Prayer Recited Before Perek Shira

Rebbi [Rabbi Yehuda 07iva a1V 7192 70ivi 72 227170N
HaNasi] said: Whoever studies 07771 NiWY711inW7 1771 Tin77 nit nTn
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from castigation in the grave, . X27 TnyYy (iniX) 017 Tnyw Ta7n e
from a verdict of Gehenna, and

from the birth pangs of the Messiah. He will live a long life and be privileged to
see the days of the Messiah and life in the World to Come.

It is taught that Rabbi Eliezer said: Whoever recites this song in this world
will merit reciting it in the World to Come, as the verse states, “Then Moses
will sing” (Exodus 15:1). It does not say that Moses “sang,” but rather that he “will
sing” — in the future.

Xxii
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Our Rabbis said of David,
king of Israel, may peace be upon
him: When he completed the
book of Psalms, he felt proud and
said to the Holy One, blessed be
He, “Have You created any crea-
ture in Your world that says songs
and praises more than I?” At that
moment, a frog appeared to him
and said, “David, do not be so
pleased with yourself. Not only
do I say more songs and praises
than you do, but three thousand
parables can be derived from
every song that I sing, as it is writ-
ten, ‘He spoke three thousand
proverbs and his songs were one
thousand and five’ (I Kings s:12).
Not only that, but I am involved
in a great mitzva, and this is the
mitzva in which I am involved:

Prayer Recited Before Perek Shira
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There is a sea creature that sustains itself only in water. When it is hungry, it seizes

me and devours me, enabling me to fulfill the commandment ‘If your enemy is

hungry, feed him bread, and if thirsty, give him water to drink, as you are raking

coals on his head and the Lord will reward you’ (Proverbs 25:21-22). Do not read
‘He will reward you’ but rather ‘He will cause him to make peace with you’ (see

Yalkut Shimoni, end of Tehillim).”

xxiii
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CHAPTER ONE

S5yl

The first chapter of Perek Shira highlights the great,
all-encompassing phenomena of reality:
the heavens and earth, paradise and hell,
deserts and fields, seas and rivers.

17/05/2026 9:35:47
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Chapter One
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The heavens say: “The heavens declare the glory of God,
and the skies tell the work of His hands.”
(Psalms 19:2)

I—K&

The heavens encompass everything in the entire cosmos, including the sun, moon,
and the stars, each of which appear later in the chapter, each with its own verse and
song. The Sages sometimes refer to these celestial bodies as “the army of the heavens,”
and each entity has a unique and specific role.

In contrast to the celestial orbs, the sky itself serves a more general role. Though
it is vast, distant, and cosmic in nature, it is visible above. Just by gazing up at the
skies, one can see evidence of the supremacy and greatness of God.

This is expressed in the words of its song. Unlike other creations that appear
in Perek Shira, the song of the heavens is not comprised of the words of praise that
they utter but rather express their very nature: “The heavens declare the glory of
God” - the very fact that they exist is evidence of the supreme greatness of God.
“And the skies tell the work of His hands” — the vast expanse of the skies above in
itself reveals that it is the work of His hands.

Perek Shira Eng TH 1.0.indd 3 17/05/2026 9:35:56






Chapter One
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The earth says: “The earth is the Lord’s, and all that it holds, the
world and all its inhabitants.” (Psalms 24:1)

"PYIEZ 938 MDY T I8 0 0IN)
It also says: “From the edge of the earth we heard songs:
Magnificence to the righteous.” (Isaiah 24:16)

M—KLe

Heaven and earth comprise two great parts of reality, each encompassing countless
diverse creations. The songs sung by heaven and earth are of a general nature.
The earth’s song includes everything that exists on the face of the earth — all of its
inhabitants, as well as everything within it. The song attests to the miracle of the earth’s
existence, how it is both rooted and suspended in the universe.

In contrast to other songs in Perek Shira, the earth’s song comprises two different
verses. “The earth is the Lord’s, and all that it holds, the world and all its inhabitants”
is a basic declaration that the entire world, the very existence of the earth and all that
it contains, belongs to God. The second verse, “From the edge of the earth we heard
songs: Magnificence to the righteous,” is more like that of other songs in Perek Shira
in that it is more personal, its content more specific. It describes a full-throated song
that emanates from everywhere on the planet, from forgotten desolate places in the far
corners of the earth to places teeming with life.

The phrase “magnificence to the righteous” at the end of the verse is some-
what obscure. On one hand, it could be understood as referring to the righteous of
the earth, whose existence and the way they live their lives add magnificence and
beauty to the earth’s song. On the other hand, it could refer to God, who is some-
times called “the Righteous One of the world” (see Bereshit Rabba 49). Understood
in this way, praise emanating from all corners of the earth express the glory of God,
whose greatness is revealed and magnified by the song of the earth.
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Chapter One
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The Garden of Eden says: “Awake, north wind, and come, south
wind; blow upon my garden; its perfume will spread. Let my
beloved come to his garden and eat his delicious fruits.”
(Song of Songs 4:16)

I—K&

Inclusion of the song of the Garden of Eden in Perek Shira should come as no surprise, as
the Sages see it as having a place in our world. Whether it is understood to be a specific place
geographically or something belonging to another realm entirely remains unclear. Either way,
the Garden of Eden occupies its own little corner of reality, and so has its own song to sing.

The Garden of Eden says: “Awake, north wind, and come, south wind; blow upon
my garden; its perfume will spread.” Here the northern and southern winds are summoned
to send breezes through the garden so that its fragrances will perfume the air. And then
“my beloved” arrives: “Let my beloved come to his garden and eat his delicious fruits.”

The Garden of Eden is the place where good people go after death. “My beloved”
refers to someone beloved by God — someone who did what was required of him in life
and who reaps the fruits of his labors in death.

“My beloved” could also refer to Adam, whom God placed in the Garden of Eden
after his creation. Adam was the first human inhabitant of the garden, but in a broader
sense, “my beloved” includes all of humanity, as the entire human species was created
with the potential to return home to the Garden of Eden.

According to the Talmud (Pesahim 94a), the Garden of Eden is sixty times larger
than the earth. When it opens its gates and invites people in, there is more than enough
room to accommodate everyone. The song of the Garden of Eden is based on the assump-
tion that the garden belongs to humanity and that it is the place where human beings are
destined to return when the time is right. Blooming and filled with fragrance, the garden
opens its gates so that mankind can come home. And then: “My beloved will come to
his garden and eat his delicious fruits.”
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