
Sunbird - the Jewish Phoenix	
1] Herodotus 5th C. BCE	

[The Egyptians have a] sacred bird called the phoenix, which I myself have never seen, except in 
pictures. Indeed it is a great rarity, even in Egypt, only coming there (according to the accounts of 
the people of Heliopolis) once in five hundred years, when the old phoenix dies.	

Its size and appearance, if it is like the pictures, are as follows: The plumage is partly red, partly 
golden, while the general make and size are almost exactly that of the eagle. They tell a story of 
what this bird does, which does not seem to me to be credible; that he comes all the way from 
Arabia, and brings the parent bird, all plastered over with myrrh, to the temple of the Sun, and 
there buries the body. In order to bring him, they say, he first forms a ball of myrrh as big as he 
finds that he can carry; then he hollows out the ball, and puts his parent inside, after which he 
covers over the opening with fresh myrrh, and the ball is then of exactly the same weight as at 
first; so he brings it to Egypt, plastered over as I have said, and deposits it in the temple of the Sun.	

Such is the story they tell of the doings of this bird.	

2] Job 29:18	
Then I said: ‘I shall die with my nest, And I 
shall multiply my days as the 'chol'...

איוב	כ״ט:י״ח	
(יח)	וָ֭אמֹרַ	עםִ־קִנִּ֣י	אֶגוְעָ֑	וכְ֝חַוֹ֗ל	ארְַבּהֶ֥	ימִָֽים׃

3] Bereshit Rabbah 19:5	
“The woman saw that the tree was good for 
eating… she also gave to her husband with 
her, and he ate” (Genesis 3:6).	
“Also [gam]” is an inclusive term; [as well as 
Adam,] she also fed the animals, the beasts, 
and the birds. All of them heeded her [and 
ate of the fruit] except for one bird that is 
called ḥol. That is what is written: “I will live 
many days, like the ḥol” (Job 29:18). The 
school of Rabbi Yanai says: It lives a 
thousand years, and at the end of a 
thousand years, fire emerges from its nest 
and burns it. An egg-bulk remains of it and it 
then grows limbs, and lives again. Rabbi 
Yudan ben Rabbi Shimon says: It lives a 
thousand years, and at the end of one 
thousand years, its body wastes away and its 
wings are shed. But an egg-bulk remains of it 
and it then grows limbs, and lives again.

בראשית	רבה	י״ט:ה׳	
גּםַ,	רִבּוּי,	הֶאכֱִילהָ	אתֶ	הַבּהְמֵהָ	וְאתֶ	
החַַיהָ	וְאתֶ	העָוֹפוֹת,	הכַֹּל	שׁמָעְוּ	להָּ	
חוּץ	מעֵוֹף	אחֶָד	וּשׁמְוֹ	חוֹל,	הֲדָא	הוּא	
דִכתְִיב	(איוב	כט,	יח):	וכְחַוֹל	ארְַבּהֶ	

ימִָים.	דְּבֵי	רַבִּי	יַנַּאי	אמָרְֵי	אֶלףֶ	שָׁנהָ	הוּא	
חַי,	וּבסְוֹף	אֶלףֶ	שָׁנהָ	אֵשׁ	יוֹצְאהָ	מִקִּנּוֹ	
וְשׂוֹרַפתְּוֹ,	וּמִשׁתְַּיּרֵ	בּוֹ	כְּבֵיצהָ	וחְוֹזרֵ	

וּמְגַדֵּל	אֵברִָים	וחָָי.	רַבִּי	יוּדָן	בּרְַבִּי	שׁמִעְוֹן	
אוֹמרֵ,	אֶלףֶ	שָׁנִים	חַי	וּלְבסַּוֹף	אֶלףֶ	שָׁנִים	
גּוּפוֹ	כָּלהֶ	וּכְנָפָיו	מתִמְרְָטִין	וּמִשׁתְַּיֵּיר	בּוֹ	

כְּבֵיצהָ	וחְוֹזרֵ	וּמְגַדֵּל	אֵברִָים.
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4] The Phoenix in Rabbininic Literature, Meran Niehoff 1996	

The phoenix myth is thus recontextualized and serves as a culturally significant explanation of an 
ancient crux: if mortality came into the world as the result of Adam's and Eve's first sin, why do the 
animals also have to die? Since the phoenix is an exceptional animal that is indeed immortal, the 
other animals' mortality must also stem from their sinful behavior and cannot be considered as an 
innate characteristic. Genesis Rabbah therefore suggests that Eve seduced all the animals except 
the phoenix to eat from the tree of knowledge. The immortality of the phoenix confirms the 
assumption that death derives from disobedience to God. The rabbis retain the mythological 
dimension of the phoenix while adapting it to a specifically Jewish context.	

5] Sanhedrin 108b:20	
Rav Chana bar Bizna says: Eliezer said to 
Shem the Great: It is written: “After their 
kinds, they emerged from the ark.” Where 
were you? Shem said to him: We had great 
suffering in the ark. For a creature that one 
typically feeds during the day, we fed it 
during the day, for that one typically feeds 
at night, we fed it at night. With regard to 
that chameleon, my father did not know 
what it eats. One day, my father was sitting 
and peeling a pomegranate. A worm fell 
from it and the chameleon ate it. From that 
point forward my father would knead bran 
with water, and when it became overrun 
with worms, the chameleon would eat it. 
With regard to the lion, a fever sustained 
it, since when it suffered from a fever, it did 
not need to eat… Shem continued: With 
regard to the phoenix [avarshina], my 
father found it lying down on the side of 
the ark. He said to the bird: Do you not 
want food? The bird said to him: I saw that 
you were busy, and I said I would not 
trouble you. Noah said to the bird: May it 
be God’s will that you shall not die, as it is 
stated: “And I said, I shall die in my nest, 
and I shall multiply my days as the 
phoenix” (Job 29:18).

סנהדרין	ק״ח	ב:כ׳	
אמר	רב	חנא	בר	ביזנא	אמר	ליה	אליעזר	
לשם	רבא	כתיב	למשפחותיהם	יצאו	מן	
התיבה	אתון	היכן	הויתון	א"ל	צער	גדול	
היה	לנו	בתיבה	בריה	שדרכה	להאכילה	
ביום	האכלנוה	ביום	שדרכה	להאכילה	
בלילה	האכלנוה	בלילה	האי	זקיתא	לא	
הוה	ידע	אבא	מה	אכלה	יומא	חד	הוה	

יתיב	וקא	פאלי	רמונא	נפל	תולעתא	
מינה	אכלה	מיכן	ואילך	הוה	גביל	לה	
חיזרא	כי	מתלע	אכלה	אריא	אישתא	

זינתיה	דאמר	רב	לא	בציר	משיתא	ולא	
טפי	מתריסר	זינא	אישתא	אורשינה	

אשכחיניה	אבא	דגני	בספנא	דתיבותא	
א"ל	לא	בעית	מזוני	א"ל	חזיתיך	דהות	

טרידא	אמינא	לא	אצערך	א"ל	יהא	רעוא	
דלא	תמות	שנאמר	(איוב	כט,	יח)	ואומר	

עם	קני	אגוע	וכחול	ארבה	ימים	

6] Psalms 50:9-12	
(9) I claim no bull from your estate,	
no he-goats from your pens.	
(10) For Mine is every animal of the forest,	
the beasts on a thousand mountains.	
(11) I know every bird of the mountains,	
the creatures of the field are subject to Me. 
(12) Were I hungry, I would not tell you,	
for Mine is the world and all it holds.

תהילים	נ׳:ט׳-י״ב	
	פרָ֑	ממִּ֝כְִלְאתֶֹ֗יָ	עתַּוּדִֽים׃	 (ט)	לֹא־אֶקּחַ֣	מִבֵּיתְָ֣
(י)	כִּי־לִ֥י	כׇל־חַיתְוֹ־יעָ֑רַ	בּהְ֝מֵוֹ֗ת	בּהְרְַרֵי־אָֽלףֶ׃	
(יא)	יָ֭דַעתְִּי	כׇּל־עוֹ֣ף	הרִָ֑ים	וְזִ֥יז	שָׂ֝דַ֗י	עמִָּדִֽי׃	(יב)	
אםִ־ארְֶ֭עַב	לֹא־אמֹ֣רַ	לְָ֑	כִּי־לִ֥י	תֵ֝בֵ֗ל	וּמְלֹאהָּֽ׃
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8] The Greek Apocalypse of Baruch, 1st-3rd C. CE	

...and he showed me a chariot and four, under which burnt a fire, and in the chariot was sitting a 
man, wearing a crown of fire, and the chariot was drawn by forty angels. And behold a bird circling 
before the sun, and about nine cubits away. And I said to the angel, What is this bird?	

And he said to me, This is the guardian of the earth. And I said, God, how is he the guardian of the 
earth? Teach me. And the angel said to me, This bird flies alongside of the sun, and expanding his 
wings receives its fiery rays. For if he were not receiving them, the human race would not be 
preserved, nor any other living creature. But God appointed this bird thereto. And he expanded his 
wings, and I saw on his right wing very large letters, as large as the space of a threshing-floor, the 
size of about four thousand modit; and the letters were of gold. And the angel said to me, Read 
them. And I read, and they ran thus: Neither earth nor heaven bring me forth, but wings of fire 
bring me forth. And I said, Lord, what is this bird, and what is his name?	

And the angel said to me, His name is called Phoenix. (And I said), And what does he eat? And he 
said to me, The manna of heaven and the dew of earth. And I said, Does the bird excrete? And he 
said to me, He excretes a worm, and the excrement of the worm is cinnamon, which kings and 
princes use.	

7] Bereshit Rabbah 19:4	
“For God knows that, on the day you eat 
from it, your eyes will be opened, and you 
will be as God, knowing good from evil 
(Genesis 3:5)…	
Rabbi Yehuda ben Rabbi Simon said: [The 
Snake said:] ‘Everything that was created 
after its counterpart dominates that 
counterpart. The heavens were created on 
the first day and the firmament on the 
second. Does it [the firmament] not hold 
them up?! The firmament was created on 
the second day and the vegetation on the 
third – does it [the firmament] not supply 
water for it!? Vegetation was created on the 
third day and the luminaries on the fourth – 
do they [the luminaries] not cause its [the 
earth’s] produce to grow!? The luminaries 
were created on the fourth day and the birds 
on the fifth – the ziz is a very large bird and 
when it flies it obscures the orb of the sun. 
Humanity was created after everything in 
order to dominate everything. Hurry and eat 
[the fruit] now, before God creates additional 
worlds and they will dominate you.’ That is 
what is written: “The woman saw that the 
tree was good…” (Genesis 3:6) – she saw the 
arguments of the serpent.

בראשית	רבה	י״ט:ד׳	
אמָרַ	רַבִּי	תַּנחְוּמָא	הַשְּׁאֵלהָ	הַזּוֹ	שְׁאֵלוּנִי	

בְּאַנְטוֹכְיָא,	אמָרְַתִּי	להָםֶ	כִּי	יוֹדְעִים	אֱלֹהִים	אֵין	
	אֱלֹהִים	כִּי	בְּיוֹם	אכֲָלכְםֶ.	 כּתְִיב	אֶלָּא	כִּי	יֹדֵעַ

	דּסְכְִנִין	בְּשׁםֵ	רַבִּי	לוִֵי	אמָרַ	התִחְִיל	 רַבִּי	יהְוֹשׁעַֻ
אוֹמרֵ	דֵּלָטוֹרְיָא	עַל	בּוֹרְאוֹ,	אמָרַ	מֵאִילןָ	הַזּהֶ	

אכַָל	וּברָָא	העָוֹלםָ,	והְוּא	אוֹמרֵ	לכָםֶ	לֹא	
תֹאכְלוּ	ממִֶּנּוּ,	שֶׁלֹא	תִברְְאוּ	עוֹלמָוֹת	אחֲרִֵים,	

דּכְָל	אִינָשׁ	וְאִינָשׁ	סָנֵי	בּרַ	אמְֻנתֵָיהּ.	רַבִּי	יהְוּדָה	
בּרְַבִּי	סִימוֹן	אמָרַ	כָּל	שֶׁנִּברְָא	אחַרַ	חֲברֵוֹ	שַׁלִּיט	

	בַּשֵּׁנִי,	אֵינוֹ	 בּחֲַברֵוֹ,	שׁמַָיםִ	בּרִָאשׁוֹן,	ורְָקִיעַ
	בַּשֵּׁנִי,	וּדְשָׁאִים	 סוֹבְלןָ,	אתֶמְהְָא.	רָקִיעַ

בַּשְּׁלִישִׁי,	אֵינןָ	מסְַפְּקִין	אתֶ	מֵימָיו,	דְּשָׁאִים	
בַּשְׁלִישִׁי,	וּמְאוֹרוֹת	בּרְָבִיעִי,	אֵינןָ	מְבַשְּׁלִין	

פּרֵוֹתָיו,	מְאוֹרוֹת	בּרְָבִיעִי,	ועְוֹפוֹת	בּחַמֲִישִׁי.	
אמָרַ	רַבִּי	יהְוּדָה	בּרַ	סִימוֹן	זִיז	עוֹף	טהָוֹר	הוּא	

	מכְסַּהֶ	גַּלְגַּל	חמַּהָ,	וְאָדָם	 וּבְשׁעָהָ	שׁהֶוּא	פּוֹרֵחַ
נִברְָא	אחַרַ	הכַֹּל	לִשְׁלֹט	בּכַֹּל,	קִדְמוּ	וְאכְִלוּ	עַד	
שֶׁלֹא	יִברְָא	עוֹלמָוֹת	אחֲרִֵים	והְןֵ	שׁוֹלְטִין	בּכָםֶ,	
הֲדָא	הוּא	דִכתְִיב	(בראשית	ג,	ו):	ותַּרֵֶא	הָאִשּׁהָ	

כִּי	טוֹב	וגו',	רָאתֲהָ	דְּברָָיו	שֶׁל	נחָָשׁ.
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11] Ayala Dekel, Director of Bina the Secular Yeshiva of Tel Aviv	

In all mythologies, there is a concept of hope after loss and death. The possibility for Tikkun 
(amendment/fixing) exists in the phoenix itself – and it is very strong... There is something in the 
phoenix that tells us: never give up. It is no coincidence that it appears in the context of Job, who 
has to rise from the ashes and start his life anew... This is a very significant theme both in Hazal 
(the Sages and their literature) and in fantasy. Hazal had to deal with exile, a difficult life, poverty.	

So many times in life we are at a moment when everything seems lost. As a mother, I can say that 
even in childbirth - right before the baby is born, there are moments when you think you are going 
to die. I remember it from the birth of my first son. From the pain, something was born.

9] Vayikra Rabbah 22:10	
...Rabbi Menchama, Rabbi Beibai, Rabbi 
Acha and Rabbi Yochanan in the name of 
Rabbi Yonatan said: In place of that which I 
have forbidden for you, I have permitted for 
you. In place of the forbidden fish, Leviathan 
the kosher fish; in place of the forbidden 
birds, Ziz-Sadai the kosher bird, as it says: "I 
know all the birds of the hills and Ziz-Sadai is 
with Me" (Psalm 50:11).	

Rabbi Yehudah son of Rabbi Simon said that 
at the time he spreads his wings, he darkens 
the ball of the sun, this is from what is 
written: "Is it by your wisdom that the hawk 
soars, Spreads his wings to the south?" (Job 
39:26).	

And why is it called the Ziz? Because it has 
many kinds of tastes, the taste of this and 
the taste of that...

ויקרא	רבה	כ״ב:י׳	
...רַבִּי	מְנחַמֲָא	ורְַבִּי	בֵּבַי	ורְַבִּי	אחַָא	ורְַבִּי	יוֹחָנןָ	
בְּשׁםֵ	רַבִּי	יוֹנתָןָ	אמָרְוּ	תּחַתַ	מהַ	שֶּׁאסָרְַתִּי	לְָ	
התִּרְַתִּי	לְָ,	תּחַתַ	אסִּוּר	דָּגִים	לוְִיתָןָ	דָּג	טהָוֹר,	
תּחַתַ	אסִּוּר	עוֹפוֹת	זִיז	עוֹף	טהָוֹר	הוּא,	הֲדָא	
הוּא	דִכתְִיב	(תהלים	נ,	יא):	יָדַעתְִּי	כָּל	עוֹף	
הרִָים	וְזִיז	שָׂדַי	עמִָּדִי.	אמָרַ	רַבִּי	יהְוּדָה	בּרְַבִּי	
סִימוֹן	בְּשׁעָהָ	שׁהֶוּא	פּוֹרֵשׂ	אתֶ	כְּנָפָיו	מכַּהְהֶ	
גַּלְגַּל	חמַּהָ,	הֲדָא	הוּא	דִכתְִיב	(איוב	לט,	כו):	
המֲִבִּינתְָָ	יַאֲברֶ	נץֵ	יִפרְֹשׂ	כְּנָפוָ	לתְֵימןָ,	וְלמָּהָ	
נִקְרָא	שׁמְוֹ	זִיז,	שֶׁיֵּשׁ	בּוֹ	כּמַּהָ	מִינֵי	טעַםַ	מִזּהֶ	

וּמִזּהֶ...

10] "Our Young Poetry" by Hayim Nachman 
Bialik 1907	
No living organ remains of the ancient 
Judaism apart from a burnt egg of 'sand' 
coming out of its nest. Finally a 'resurrected' 
chick will break out of the egg, a chick small 
and soft, naked and bare, but with it young, 
new chirping will come to our world, chirping 
that is beautiful and pleasant, that is 
reminiscent of a bright, warm spring day, 
with soft green shoots beyond the fence... 
And this cheerful chirping will give rise to the 
voice of a renewed national poetry

לא	נשתַיר	מן	היהדות	הישנה	אבר	חי	אלא	
כביצת	ה“חול”	השרוף	היוצאת	מקנו,	ביצה	
זו	שנתבקע	ממנה	לבסוף	אפרוח	“התחיה”,	
אפרוח	קטן	ורך,	עירום	ועריה,	אבל	צפצוף	
חדש	וצעיר	בא	עמו	לעולמנו,	צפצוף	נעים	

וענוג,	שמזכיר	יום	בהיר	ופושר	של	אביב	עם	
נצנים	רכים	ו	ירוקים	מאחורי	הגדר…	ומתוך	

צפצוף	עליז	זה	עלה	גם	קולו	של	הפיוט	
ה"לאומי	המחודש.
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