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 PREFACE
 
 The Song of Songs, or Song of Solomon, has been a riddle and a fascination for more than two thousand years, and not least in modern times. It includes some of the most beautiful poetry in the Bible, but it hardly mentions God, if it does at all. The poetry is apparently human love-poetry, even erotic love-poetry. Many theories have been propounded to explain it, some making it an allegory of the divine love, some seeing a ritual background to it, some breaking it into fragments. I have not been satisfied with any of the current views of the Song, and this little book presents a new view, which is my own. As a new interpretation implies a slightly different understanding of many of the words and phrases in the poem, I have had to make a new translation. The translator has a choice: either he can make a literal translation of the Hebrew, and say in fluent English what he means in the notes, or he can make a fluent version and justify this by reference to the Hebrew in the notes. I have preferred the second; and as the Song is poetry, I have made so bold as to render it into rough English verses—some loose hexameters, and some traditional rhyming lyric meters, as the subject-matter seemed to require. These are set out in the poem's fourteen Songs below, and are intended to form a continuous unity. The reader can read through the whole continuously, and for a general understanding needs to know no more than that there are three speakers, the King, the Princess, and the Chorus. I hope, however, that many readers will be more curious than this, and I have tried to provide some commentary on the translation, which should be both sufficiently short and readable to be available to them, and also sufficiently detailed and accurate to justify my interpretation to professional scholars. Whether I have succeeded in
 
 viii
 
 The Song of Fourteen Songs
 
 this double aim will be for the lay and the learned reader to decide, but I am committed to the belief that scholarly conclusions should be at the disposal of the ordinary educated public; and commentaries of 700 pages cannot be used by the former and are a weariness to the latter. So the reader without Hebrew should not be dismayed by the array of strange italicized words in the Commentary: they are the English form of the original Hebrew words, and the discussion of them is written for him to understand. The brief Introduction, the Commentary on the Translation, and the concluding Discussion, are all intended for him. Only the brief Notes are there for the expert. To my colleagues in the endeavour to understand the Bible I should stress that, despite my attempt at a broad and general appeal, I am offering a new and serious theory of the Song's origin, purpose and setting in Israelite life. The price of brevity in the Commentary has been the omission of alternative opinions (of which an outline is given in the Introduction, and an apologia for their exclusion); but brevity, they will agree, is a virtue, for which little apology is required. I am grateful to my friend John Eaton, of the Department of Theology in my University, who has kindly read and suggested improvements to the text; to Francis Landy, for a number of valued suggestions; and to Mrs Patricia Costa, Mrs Rachel Crowder, and other enthusiasts, who have helped and encouraged me in the search. Michael Goulder September, 1984
 
 INTRODUCTION Of the problems raised by the Song of Songs, two are primary, and the remainder wait upon their solution. One of these two is the longdiscussed question of the unity of the poem. The Song is often broken down into small sub-units: do these have any sequence, and can they be seen as in any sense a unified whole? The other is the less clearly treated, but often vital dilemma of the author's (or authors') imagination. Does he or do they observe carefully and make precise comparisons for the similes which fill the poem, or is the thinking woolly? It is only when we have made a decision on these two prior problems that we are able to consider a constellation of other questions, such as the Song's setting in Israelite life, its religious message (if any), its gaining a place in the Canon, its interpretation as allegory by the rabbis and Church Fathers, etc. We need first an answer to the two primary questions, and this involves going through the Song, and considering them at each point. So this Introduction, which is to clarify these central problems, is followed by the exposition of the text of the Song, in the Translation and Commentary; only then shall we be in a position to take the Discussion of the secondary problems. In an article written in 1935, H.H. Rowley divided interpretations of the Song into allegorical (Jewish and Christian), dramatic, liturgical and anthological views:1 there is a more nuanced analysis in later works, like D. Lys's commentary,2 but the outline remains. None of these approaches is dead. The allegorical torch has been kept burning by a line of distinguished French Roman Catholic scholars,3 and by Protestant believers in Biblical inspiration.4 A sustained drama, with Bride, Bridegroom and Companions, underlies the translation in the New English Bible. The liturgical approach has been recently restated in M.H. Pope's voluminous Anchor Bible Commentary,5
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 and is viewed sympathetically by Lys. The anthological approach, in which the Song is taken as a collection of short love-poems, is probably the most widely accepted view, and is represented, for example, by G. Gerleman's Biblischer Kommentar,6 and R. Gordis's commentary.7 There are besides recent more literary approaches like that of F. Landy,8 which could be included in an exhaustive list. With a work like the Song, a general line of interpretation is either convincing or it is not. The allegorical and liturgical views, even in the modified versions of say A. Robert or Lys, seem to me simply to collapse under the implausibility of their exposition.9 I do not think that the ideas behind them are valueless, as will appear in the Discussion, but as principles of interpretation they do not succeed. The same has often been true of the dramatic interpretation, whether because of its anachronistic romanticism or because of the complexity of textual alterations, supposed stage directions, and forced exegesis.10 But the issue between the dramatic and anthological positions is not straightforward. Gerleman and Gordis assume some drama, in the form of at least brief interchanges between the young man, the maiden and a group of some kind, as well as of lyrics spoken by one or the other; so the only distinction is between short, independent dramatic lyrics, and a longer, semi-continuous sequence, in which one scene leads on from another. Faced with this option, we are in principle bound to choose the sequence if we can, because the hypothesis explains so much more. Of course if the sequence cannot be maintained without considerable emendations, alterations of order, forced exegesis, etc., the hypothesis will collapse from repeated implausibility. But the anthology view is only a counsel of despair: we are driven to it only if proposals of meaningful sequence fail to convince. In the exposition below I have therefore not attempted to rebut allegorists, ritualists, anthologists, or even other dramatists: I have simply expounded the Song as a semi-continuous sequence of fourteen scenes, moving in a progression from the arrival of the Princess at Solomon's court to her acknowledgment by the King as his favourite queen. I have not altered the order of the text at all, nor proposed any emendation to the Hebrew consonants of the Massoretic text (MT); once I have accepted the vowels implied by the Greek Version (LXX) (7.10); and I have supplied half a dozen stage directions where the text seems to imply them. If the reader finds such a progression persuasive, then, I submit, there is no need of further debate.
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 The following, then, as I understand it, is the 'plot' of the Song. The young woman is an Arabian princess from Nadiv, and in Song 1 she has arrived at Solomon's palace: 'the king has brought me into his chambers'. She expresses passionate love for her royal fiance, 'let him kiss m e . . . ' , and ends by asking the way to the Audience Chamber, which the Chorus, the ladies of the harem, tell her. Song 2 is in the Audience Hall, where the King greets her with enthusiasm. They embrace ('My beloved is unto me a sachet of myrrh lying between my breasts'), and she begins to speak with a proprietorial tone of the furnishings—'our couch, our house, our rafters'. Thereafter things move quickly. She sits down beside him and kisses him, 'I delight in his shadow and sit down, and his fruit is sweet to my taste'; and the scene ends with his left hand under her head, and his right hand enfolding her. With Song 3 he comes running to court her, and invite her into the country; and she bids him to her bed for the night—not of course to sleep with her, for they are not yet married, but he is to be as a hart on the cloven hills of her breast. In Song 4 she awakes to find the King has gone; she goes after him through the streets and ways of the city, that is the corridors and rooms of the palace. She meets the watchmen, the eunuchs, and the King himself, and takes him back to bed with her. In Song 5 the ladies are watching the Princess in the royal palanquin (mi zo't) being carried in procession to her wedding, where the King awaits her on his special new throne ('appiriori) in the crown Bathsheba has given him for the occasion. In Song 6 the King admires her in her wedding veil, praising all the loveliness that he can see, from her eyes and hair down to her breasts. Song 7 is the consummation of their marriage: he bids her to come down from the mountains—that is from her breast—to the garden of her womb, to the sealed spring full of the aromas of desire. She welcomes him into her garden, and he says, 'I have come into my garden, my sister-bride'. It is not until this Song that he calls her his bride, as he now does repeatedly. Song 7 marks the half-way point of the fourteen Songs, and the Consummation is the first of the two high points of the book. In the second half, from 5.2, the Princess moves from being Solomon's new wife to being his Queen. In Song 8 he knocks on her door, but she is slow in responding, and he goes. She follows but cannot find him, and in Song 9 asks help of the ladies, who are conveniently about in the middle of the night: she describes her love in detail. With Song 10 he returns to her—she cries 'I am my
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 beloved's and my beloved is mine!' He then tells her that she is his only love, and has captivated him: even his queens and women salute her. They make love the second time: 'I went down to the garden of nuts ...' We might think her victory rather easy, so in Song 11 the ladies call for the return of Abishag the Shunamite: but the Princess is not having that, and dances for the King herself. This time the praises move up from her feet, beautiful in their sandals, to her arms waving like a palm-tree; not much between is omitted, so she is probably dancing naked. Having now further aroused her husband, she takes him off to the country in Song 12, where she 'awakens' him under the apple-tree. In this way she can be hailed in public in Song 13, 'Who is this coming up from the desert?', now her beloved's open favourite; and she makes the famous and beautiful appeal to him, 'Set me as the seal upon your heart, for love is strong as death, and jealousy hard as Sheol'. She can only be satisfied to be permanently with him, and in Song 14 this is put to the test. He is with his nobles administering his vineyard: she calls to him from the garden, and he comes. For the greater part, the fourteen Songs are clearly marked in the text, usually by the device of a verse to or from the Chorus. What has obscured this, and the steadily advancing plot which it embodies, is the second problem with which I began, that of the precision of mind of the author (if I may, for the moment, refer to him in the singular). Does he think, observe and express himself precisely, or must we think of his images as merely 'beautiful', i.e. meaningless, and be content to regard him as woolly? I will take two instances from ch. 5 to show what I mean. 5.12 runs, 'His eyes are like doves by brooks of water, Bathed in milk, dwelling by a fullness (mille't}\ The force of the images is not immediately apparent, and some, like Gerleman, opt for the woolly view: the description refers, he says, to the doves and not the eyes— indeed he goes so far as to say that this view 'should not be doubted'. More usually, however, commentators have felt that the phrase 'bathed in milk' is evocative of the white of the eye, and a long line, at least as far back as Franz Delitzsch,11 has taken the view that the poet is thinking of the pupils as like doves, and the milk as the iris. This is of course an uncomfortable combination of the precise and the vague: for while the iris is milky in colour, and even texture, doves are not round or dark like pupils—and furthermore, the Song several times compares eyes to doves, and only here is the bathing in
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 milk mentioned. So perhaps we should, if only for the sake of charity, pause a moment and ask if there might not be some other comparison in the author's mind. It is certainly the case that doves, more obviously than other birds, may be observed in pairs, like eyes; but more significantly, the feature that marks out a dove is its fan-like tail. Doves flutter; and so do eyes. Could he then be thinking of the eye-lid as like the dove's tail? Well, we have a saying, 'Any girl has but to flutter her eyes ...'; and it is, I believe, common experience that movement of the eye-lashes is attractive to the opposite sex. What is more, this thought appears to have been familiar to the Hebrews, for their word for an eye-lid is 'ap'ap> from 'up to fly—a 'fly-fly'. So we could, boldly but charitably, suppose that the poet is a close observer, both of nature and of lovers. The doves (tails) are the eye-lids, the milk is the iris, and the bathing is the movement which one can see as a bird splashes water over itself with its tail. Then the 'fullness' will be the pupil. Tur-Sinai cites Gen. R. 95 as a passage where mille't means a pool (see n. 38), and the pupil does indeed look like a full pool with its dark depths: and the Song makes the same comparison later, 'Your eyes are pools in Heshbon'. 'Beside brooks of water' could easily be a reference to the tear-ducts which keep the eyes moist. In this way it has been possible to give some account of each of the details of the language; but the reader must be in two minds. It makes the poem more interesting; but is it right? There is no means of deciding on the basis of one verse. If this is right, it involves a general theory about the whole poem. If I am asserting a precise meaning for 5.12, I am asserting a precise imagination for the author, and that means for every verse in the Song. The Translation and Commentary are the examination of that assertion. Nonetheless, the hypothesis that the poet thinks precisely is so crucial that I offer a second and more difficult instance now, from the same chapter. Having spoken of her beloved's eyes, the princess moves down his body. We can all see that his head, hands and feet being of gold might well have reference to the pleasant golden colour of the exposed part of his person; or 'his legs are pillars of alabaster' probably likens them to the veining in marble columns. But what are we to make of 5.14b, 'His me'im are an 'eset of ivory, inlaid with lapis lazuli'—or possibly 'sapphires'? Our first problem is not knowing what is meant by me'im. The word normally means the inward parts, but clearly here it is a description of something we can see, and most commentators
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 take it to mean the belly. The movement is down the body, and we are moving from the hands in v. 14a to the legs in v. 15 a, so the belly would be quite suitable. As the 'eset is a hapax (that is, it occurs only this once in the Bible), one can translate hopefully, 'his belly is a plaque of ivory'—something nice and flat. Lys then adds even more hopefully that this is confirmed by the 'incrustations' following, which 'make one think of the blue veins on the surface of the skin': but the fact is, surely, that there are no blue veins visible in this part of the anatomy. Late Jewish comments, however, suggest that an 'eset of ivory is long and thin, and Jastrow's dictionary gives the translation 'column'. Cant. R. 5.14 says that one can 'make many pegs and darts' from it, and Yalkut Cant. 991 says that the scrolls of the law are like it. So Gordis, and Delitzsch before him, took me'im to be the trunk of the body; though here too it must be said that veining is hardly to be noticed on the human torso, whereas it is prominent in the limbs. So I ask myself, is there a part of the male body, between the hands and the legs, which is heavily veined, and which at all resembles a column of ivory? Indeed, comes the answer, there is; and furthermore, what is a column of ivory but a tusk? And to an enthusiastic bride, such as we have portrayed in the Song, a tusk of ivory might seem a very potent image, me'im., then, will be used in a slightly euphemistic sense, as when the promise is made to Abraham, 'He that shall come out of thy own me'im shall be thy heir'. We use the word 'loins' in the same euphemistic way in English. It will be seen that this issue over precision is the same as the issue over sequence. Two swallows do not make a summer, and it might be that we cannot extend the precision hypothesis to other texts in the poem without becoming grossly implausible. So the normal, (rather) woolly view could be right still; but it is a counsel of despair, like the anthology view. If we can make believable sense of the poem on the hypothesis of the author's accuracy, then we should, just as we should try out the hypothesis of a sustained sequence of plot. In what follows I am simply carrying through these two basic possibilities without constantly noting the woolly or anthological alternatives. My only (and sufficient) task is to carry the reader with me in the conviction that the overall view of the poem that results is believable. My response to the two basic questions with which I began carries a number of corollaries. The first and most acceptable of these is that we are dealing with a single author. For a single structure or plot to
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 the poem can only come from the activity of a single mind, never mind how much tradition he is working with; and if we find the same precision of thought and observation everywhere, that will be a confirmation of this conclusion. Hence I shall speak of'the author/ poet' in the singular now without further apology. The second corollary may not find such easy acceptance. It is that at least the surface meaning of the Song is straightforwardly erotic. There may be other levels of meaning, and to these I shall return in the Discussion; but it will be sufficiently clear from what I have written already that the plot I have described makes sense only as a love-story, and that of an erotic rather than a romantic kind. The poet follows his couple through every intimacy, with a stream of charming double-entendres, euphemisms and delicate indirectnesses— the cloven hills, the garden of nuts, 'I have come into my garden'. The rather frequent allusion to breasts is, and is intended to be, arousing; and the same goes for 'his loins' and other matters on which I have yet to touch. Now it is the nature of double-entendre that the unfamiliar reader will find himself surprised, and perhaps shocked, that what at first seemed an innocent and beautiful scene can be thought to carry a second, erotic meaning. I take an illustration from 8.5. 'Under the apple-tree I awakened you; there your mother writhed with you, there she who bore you writhed.' At first sight we have an idyllic moment. The young couple have been out under the stars for the night, and chose the famous apple-tree where David slept with Bathsheba, and Solomon himself was conceived. She was awake first in the dawn light, and roused her husband from his dreams. But, even without my general interpretation, doubt begins to stir. Why is it thought necessary to give such a physical description of the conception (if, as is usually thought, this is the meaning)? Why is it mentioned twice? Why the emphatic double 'there'? And surely, even if things were rough in David's time, he will have slept with his wives, and even his mistresses, comfortably in bed in the privacy of the palace? So the suspicion is evoked that 'I awakened you' (with 'you' masculine in the Hebrew text) refers to sexual arousal, and that is the half-way house taken by Gordis, Lys and others, with some speculation on the aphrodisiac powers of the apple. But if, as I am supposing, the author is not partly vague (or obscure), but of a single and clear cast of mind, the possibility must occur to us that 'Under the apple-tree' is also a phrase with a double meaning. For it could be
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 that the place where she aroused him is an anatomical place as well as a place in a glade; and that it is thought of as an apple-tree by virtue of the two fruits hanging down above the 'trunk'; that there is a special force to 'under', because it is at the under end of this tree that the nerves are concentrated that make for such arousal; and it is 'there' that women (including Bathsheba) are in turn aroused to ecstasy in the moment of union. Of course the apple-tree is a common feature of the Song, and if this suggestion is to be taken seriously it will reflect on other passages: but, as we shall see, it seems to shed light on them too. I have chosen this illustration because, although it is as delicate and allusive as usual, it is not quite so charming; and the Song can sail nearer the wind than this. But to far the greater number of those who have read the Song with attention, such a suggestion must seem grossly offensive. They have seen the Song as a revelation of God's love to Israel, or of his mystical being, or of Christ's love of the soul, or of the paradoxes of Paradise (to use Francis Landy's title); and the suggestion of a primarily sexual meaning on a detailed level is bound to seem, at the least, a great disappointment. Many of those who have loved the Song most have been ascetics and religious—we are walking in the steps of Aqiba, Origen and St John of the Cross. So it is not surprising that when J. Cheryl Exum makes a series of sexual interpretations, John Healey objects that they are unnecessary.12 Andre Robert regards such approaches as unspiritual and 'licencieux',13 and I have been criticized myself by a Professor of English as being pedestrian and unsubtle. Professors of literature may concern themselves with the meaning of a text apart from the intention of its author; but my concern is a historical one. I am trying to find out the meaning of the Song as its author intended it. For the purpose, surely, it is not a valid criticism of Exum to say that her suggestions are unnecessary. It may properly be said that she only attempts to make sense of parts of the Song, cut up on a scheme of literary parallels that is not very convincing, and that this leads her into sometimes overdoing the sexual euphemism; but her suggestions are sometimes illuminating. If they seem to be right, then that is what we are after. Similarly with Robert and other critics. It will be disappointing if the author turns out to be a licentious or pedestrian man. But our task is to find out if he was, and if the two principles of interpretation I have adopted above turn out to be satisfying, we should be able to say. I hasten to reassure the reader that I think the answer is no.
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 There is, however, a limitation the other way, which my principles impose, and which may meet a similar resistance. Poetry is often valued for the richness of its ambiguities, enabling the reader to find a multiplicity of meaning; and erotic poetry, with its built-in use of double entendre, may take an especial delight in such ambiguity. Thus in 5.2fF. the voice of the King is heard saying, 'Open', and two verses later, 'My beloved put forth his hand (yado) from the hole'. This has seemed to many to whom the erotic interpretation is natural a straightforward set of euphemisms; the king speaks as if he is knocking on a door, but it is another kind of door he wishes the princess to open, and the hole is not really that through which the latch passes; and even 'hand' is sometimes used euphemistically in the Bible (Isa. 56.5). But if we take these expressions so, we shall find it hard to make sense of the intervening lines; and, as will be seen in the comments on the passage, I think that all that is intended here is a real door and latch, and a hand with five fingers. Of course, the euphemistic meaning may have occurred to the author also, and he may have put it in as a kind of tease; for he means to titillate, and double-entendre is a technique for titillation, even when the surface meaning is all that applies. One last initial hesitation should be stilled. It is sometimes objected against the nineteenth-century drama theories that there is no instance of a drama in the Bible; and the same absence of precedent may be felt to tell against my own proposal. The difficulty does not seem serious, however, for the Song is unique in the Bible, and any theory—allegory, liturgy, anthology included—will find it hard to provide adequate Biblical precedent. Moreover, the Book of Job is not far removed, being a continuous sequence of answering speeches in poetry; the main difference is that the poetry is set in a prose framework (Job 1-2,42), and is punctuated by 'stage directions' such as, 'Then Job answered and said'. Furthermore, two of the oldest manuscripts of the Song that we have, the Greek codices Sinaiticus and Alexandrinus of AD 350-400, set the text out with stage directions: 'the groom to the bride', 'the bride to the guards', etc. So not only is there something similar to a drama in Job as well as the Song, but this was the way in which our early manuscript tradition understood it.
 
 Song 1
 
 The Arrival 1.1 Solomon's Song of Songs. 2 Princess With his mouth let him kiss me with kisses. For better than wine is your loving, (3) and rich of scent are your ointments. Even your name is ointment of gold—that is why the girls love you. 4 Summon me after you; we will come running: for now that the king has Brought me into his halls, you shall be our joy and our gladness. More than of wine will we tell of your loving, for more than the handsome You do they love. (5) I am dark but lovely, O daughters of Zion, Dark as the tents of Kedar, dark as Solomon's curtains. 6 Stare at me not though darkened I be, that the sun has beheld me; Hot with me too were my mother's sons, and made me a worker Out in the vineyards at home—my vineyard, my own, have I worked not. 7 Tell me, you whom my soul is in love with, where do you pasture? Where do you make to lie down in the noon? Lest I become like a woman in veils by the flocks of your comrades. 8 Chorus Follow the track if you know not the way, O fairest of women, That the flocks have trodden, and feed your kids by the tents of the shepherds.
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 [1.1] Usually taken to mean 'the supreme song1, as 'the holy of holies' means 'the holiest place'. But Song is not a word of value like 'holy'; a closer parallel is 'the heaven of heavens' (1 Kgs 8.27), i.e. comprising the lesser heavens, or our 'the book of books', i.e. the book comprising the lesser books. The Song comprises fourteen lesser, clearly demarcated Songs. The 'aser ('which [is] of S.'), instead of the regular se-, shows that 1.1 is not original to the Song, and the verse is the earliest commentary on it: the 'youth' was taken to be Solomon from very early. The frequency of the name, of'king5, and of royal appurtenances (ointments, litter, escorts of soldiers, etc.), make this the natural understanding, and it seems to me to be right. [2] The speaker's enormous confidence shows that she has no plebeian standing: she constantly takes the initiative, even with the king, and her tone towards the 'daughters of Jerusalem' is throughout superior, verging on arrogance, while theirs to her is compliant to submissive. Verse 4, with its easy switches from first person singular to plural and back, shows that she has come with an escort of maidens; and the final phrases show that they are also to be part of the seraglio. 7.2 calls her 'daughter of nadW (on which see below). It seems that we shall not be misled if we think of her as a princess. She is arriving at Solomon's court (v. 4b), and would be welcomed by the king with a kiss (cf. Gen. 29.22), but formally, cheek to cheek. But she is in love with him, and wants to be kissed mouth to mouth. She expects the kissing to be intimate, and his taste to be better than wine (2.4; 4.10; 7.10). [3] Verses 2b-3a are a chiasmus: 'For good are your lovings beyond wine; as to scent your ointments are good'. The chambers are made fragrant with scented oils, and this leads to the thought of the anointed king himself, whose name, Solomon, is derived from s/ra, fullness, richness. The play between sem, name, and semen, oil, recurs in Eccl. 7.1, and is feebly rendered by the assonance name/ ointment, turaq, which Gerleman plausibly conjectures as a noun fromjyr					    
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