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2. ‘The Song of Songs’

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
Last time

 The importance of Solomon in the Song of Songs – appearing seven times.

 Second born child.

 Dysfunctional childhood.

 Solomon as wise.

 Solomon as wealthy.

 Solomon as tyrannical.

 ‘A thousand wives’.

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs - ים יר הַשִּׁירִ֖ שִׁ֥

 The title has two possible meanings which are not mutually exclusive.

 First, it could be about quality.

 ‘The Song of Songs’ could be about how wonderful the poem is.

Ɔא תְטַמֵּא אֶת  ƅא נֶחֱלַק אָדָם מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל עַל שִׁיר הַשִּׁירִים שֶׁ , חַס וְשָׁלוֹם, אָמַר רַבִּי עֲקִיבָא
,  שֶׁכָּל הַכְּתוּבִים קֹדֶשׁ, רָאֵלשֶׁאֵין כָּל הָעוֹלָם כֻּלּוֹ כְדַאי כַּיּוֹם שֶׁנִּתַּן בּוֹ שִׁיר הַשִּׁירִים לְיִשְׂ , הַיָּדַיִם

וְשִׁיר הַשִּׁירִים קֹדֶשׁ קָדָשִׁים

Rabbi Akiba said: Far be it! No human in Israel disputed regarding the Song of 
Songs [saying] that it does not defile the hands. For the whole world is not as 
worthy as the day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel; for all the 
writings are holy but the Song of Songs is the holy of holies.

(Mishnah Yadayim 3:5). 
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Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs - ים יר הַשִּׁירִ֖ שִׁ֥

 Second, it could be about quantity.

 ‘Song of the Songs’ – i.e. one longer song containing within it, or comprising, 
shorter songs.

 This reflects the nature of the whole work.

 It contains lovers’ dialogues, angst-filled soliloquies, bodily descriptions and 
coronation/wedding scenes.

 Evidence of similar types of song/poem are known in Egypt and Lebanon, well 
before when the Song of Songs was written.

 It was all probably brought together by an editor…

 who most likely wove together the older songs to create the work we have 
today.

 We will look shortly at examples of most of these…

 First a coronation.

ת רוֹכֵֽל׃  ל אַבְקַ֥ ה מִכֹּ֖ רֶת מוֹר֙ וּלְבוֹנָ֔ ן מְקֻטֶּ֤ ימֲר֖וֹת עָשָׁ֑ ר כְּתִֽ את עֹלָה֙ מִן־הַמִּדְבָּ֔ י זֹ֗  מִ֣
ל׃  י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ הּ מִגִּבֹּרֵ֖ יב לָ֑ ים סָבִ֣ ים גִּבֹּרִ֖ ה שִׁשִּׁ֥ ה מִטָּתוֹ֙ שֶׁלִּשƅְׁמֹ֔  הִנֵּ֗

חַד בַּלֵּילּֽוֹת׃  ישׁ חַרְבּוֹ֙ עַל־יְרֵכ֔וֹ מִפַּ֖ ה אִ֤ י מִלְחָמָ֑ רֶב מְלֻמְּדֵ֖ זֵי חֶ֔ ) ס(כֻּלָּם֙ אֲחֻ֣  
י הַלְּבָנֽוֹן׃  ה מֵעֲצֵ֖ לƃֶ שƅְׁמֹ֔ שָׂה לוֹ֙ הַמֶּ֣  אַפִּרְי֗וֹן עָ֤

ה מִבְּנ֖וֹת יְרוּשָׁלִָֽם ן תּוֹכוֹ֙ רָצ֣וּף אַהֲבָ֔ ב מֶרְכָּב֖וֹ אַרְגָּמָ֑ סֶף רְפִידָת֣וֹ זָהָ֔ שָׂה כֶ֔ ׃ עַמּוּדָיו֙ עָ֣  
ה שֶׁעִטְּרָה־לּ֤וֹ אִמּוֹ֙ בְּי֣וֹם חֲתֻנָּת֔וֹ וּ ה בָּעֲטָרָ֗ לƃֶ שƅְׁמֹ֑ ינָה בְּנ֥וֹת צִיּ֖וֹן בַּמֶּ֣ ינָה ׀ וּֽרְאֶ֛ ת לִבּֽוֹ׃ בְ צְאֶ֧ ) ס(י֖וֹם שִׂמְחַ֥  

 Who is this coming up from the desert like pillars of smoke, rendered more fragrant in myrrh and 
frankincense than all the powder of the merchant? 

 Look: Solomon’s bed, sixty heroes surround it from the heroes of Israel. All carrying a sword, 
trained in warfare, each man has a sword by his thigh, because of fear at night time. 

 King Solomon made himself a palanquin from the trees of Lebanon. Its pillars he made from silver, 
its back from gold, its seat was purple, in its midst it was inlaid with love.

 Daughters of Jerusalem, go out ,and rejoice, daughters of Zion, about king Solomon, about the 
crown, with which his mother crowned him, on the day of his wedding, on the day of his heart’s 
joy. 

 Song of Songs 3:6-11.

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs – Solomon the hero?

ל׃  ת רוֹכֵֽ ל אַבְקַ֥ ה מִכֹּ֖ רֶת מוֹר֙ וּלְבוֹנָ֔ ן מְקֻטֶּ֤ ימֲר֖וֹת עָשָׁ֑ ר כְּתִֽ את עֹלָה֙ מִן־הַמִּדְבָּ֔ י זֹ֗ מִ֣

 Who is this coming up from the desert like pillars of smoke, rendered more fragrant in myrrh and 
frankincense than all the powder of the merchant?

 Song of Songs 3:6.

 Who is this (female) person coming up from the desert?

 The female lover?

 It reminds one also, though, of the story of the Queen of Sheba.

שֶׂ  ה ƅא־בָא֩ כַבֹּ֨ בֶן יְקָרָ֑ ד וְאֶ֣ ה מְאֹ֖ ים הַרְבֵּ֥ ב וּבְשָׂמִ֛ ר זָהָ֗ ים ׀ כִּכַּ֣ ה וְעֶשְׂרִ֣ לƃֶ מֵאָ֥ ן לַמֶּ֜ א  ם וַתִּתֵּ֨ לְכַּת־שְׁבָ֖ ב אֲשֶׁר־נָתְנָ֥ה מַֽ הַה֥וּא עוֹד֙ לָרֹ֔
ה׃  לƃֶ שƅְׁמֹֽ  לַמֶּ֥

She presented the king with one hundred and twenty talents of gold, and a very large quantity of 
spices, and precious stones. Never again did such a vast quantity of spices arrive as that which the 
Queen of Sheba gave to King Solomon. (I Kings 10:10).

 Could it be both?  The female lover being compared to a queen?

 We don’t know.

 

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs – Solomon the hero?
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י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ  הּ מִגִּבֹּרֵ֖ יב לָ֑ ים סָבִ֣ ים גִּבֹּרִ֖ ה שִׁשִּׁ֥ ה מִטָּתוֹ֙ שֶׁלִּשƅְׁמֹ֔ ל׃ הִנֵּ֗  
חַד בַּ  ישׁ חַרְבּוֹ֙ עַל־יְרֵכ֔וֹ מִפַּ֖ ה אִ֤ י מִלְחָמָ֑ רֶב מְלֻמְּדֵ֖ זֵי חֶ֔ ) ס(לֵּילּֽוֹת׃ כֻּלָּם֙ אֲחֻ֣  

 Look: Solomon’s bed, sixty heroes surround it from the heroes of Israel. All 
carrying a sword, trained in warfare, each man has a sword by his thigh, 
because of fear at night time.

 (Song of Songs 3:7-8)

 Why does a bed need sixty hero warriors?

 What night time fear is there?

 Is Solomon a potential target for attack because he is unpopular?

 We don’t know. 

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs – Solomon the hero?

י הַלְּבָנֽוֹן׃  ה מֵעֲצֵ֖ לƃֶ שƅְׁמֹ֔ שָׂה לוֹ֙ הַמֶּ֣  אַפִּרְי֗וֹן עָ֤
ה  ן תּוֹכוֹ֙ רָצ֣וּף אַהֲבָ֔ ב מֶרְכָּב֖וֹ אַרְגָּמָ֑ סֶף רְפִידָת֣וֹ זָהָ֔ שָׂה כֶ֔ ׃ )נ֖וֹת יְרוּשָׁלִָֽםמִבְּ (עַמּוּדָיו֙ עָ֣  

 King Solomon made himself a palanquin from the trees of Lebanon. Its pillars he 
made from silver, its back from gold, its seat was purple, in its midst it was inlaid 
with love.

 (Song of Songs 3:9-10)

 Why does a moving palanquin (a ‘litter’ or ‘rickshaw’) have pillars?

 Implied reference to the temple/palace made out of trees of Lebanon with 
pillars.

 Silver and gold indicate wealth.  Purple is the colour of royalty.

 Could Solomon really have loved a thousand wives?

 Is this about Solomon or the male lover ‘as’ Solomon?

 We don’t know.

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs – Solomon the hero?

ה בָּעֲטָרָ֗ ]מִ [ לƃֶ שƅְׁמֹ֑ ינָה בְּנ֥וֹת צִיּ֖וֹן בַּמֶּ֣ ינָה ׀ וּֽרְאֶ֛ י֣וֹם חֲתֻנָּת֔וֹ  ה שֶׁעִטְּרָה־לּ֤וֹ אִמּוֹ֙ בְּ בְּנ֖וֹת יְרוּשָׁלִָֽם׃ צְאֶ֧
ת לִבּֽוֹ׃  )ס(וּבְי֖וֹם שִׂמְחַ֥

 Daughters of Jerusalem, go out ,and rejoice, daughters of Zion, about king 
Solomon, about the crown, with which his mother crowned him, on the day of 
his wedding, on the day of his heart’s joy.

 Song of Songs 3:11.
 Why if this is about Solomon - ‘wedding’ and not ‘weddings’? He married 

hundreds of times.
 Is this a dig - the lovers in the Song of Songs only have time for each other and 

no-one else?
 ‘his mother crowned him’.
 Reference to Bathsheba presumably – the real power behind the throne.
 Some commentators even suggest that Solomon is being mocked.

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs – Solomon the hero?
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ל׃  ת רוֹכֵֽ ל אַבְקַ֥ ה מִכֹּ֖ רֶת מוֹר֙ וּלְבוֹנָ֔ ן מְקֻטֶּ֤ ימֲר֖וֹת עָשָׁ֑ ר כְּתִֽ את עֹלָה֙ מִן־הַמִּדְבָּ֔ י זֹ֗  מִ֣
ל׃  י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ הּ מִגִּבֹּרֵ֖ יב לָ֑ ים סָבִ֣ ים גִּבֹּרִ֖ ה שִׁשִּׁ֥ ה מִטָּתוֹ֙ שֶׁלִּשƅְׁמֹ֔  הִנֵּ֗

חַד בַּלֵּילּֽוֹת׃  ישׁ חַרְבּוֹ֙ עַל־יְרֵכ֔וֹ מִפַּ֖ ה אִ֤ י מִלְחָמָ֑ רֶב מְלֻמְּדֵ֖ זֵי חֶ֔ ) ס(כֻּלָּם֙ אֲחֻ֣  
י הַלְּבָנֽוֹן׃  ה מֵעֲצֵ֖ לƃֶ שƅְׁמֹ֔ שָׂה לוֹ֙ הַמֶּ֣  אַפִּרְי֗וֹן עָ֤

ה מִבְּנ֖וֹת יְרוּשָׁ  ן תּוֹכוֹ֙ רָצ֣וּף אַהֲבָ֔ ב מֶרְכָּב֖וֹ אַרְגָּמָ֑ סֶף רְפִידָת֣וֹ זָהָ֔ שָׂה כֶ֔ לִָֽם׃ עַמּוּדָיו֙ עָ֣  
ה שֶׁעִטְּרָה־לּ֤וֹ אִמּוֹ֙ בְּי֣וֹם חֲתֻ  ה בָּעֲטָרָ֗ לƃֶ שƅְׁמֹ֑ ינָה בְּנ֥וֹת צִיּ֖וֹן בַּמֶּ֣ ינָה ׀ וּֽרְאֶ֛ ת לִבּֽוֹ׃ נָּת֔וֹ וּבְ צְאֶ֧ ) ס(י֖וֹם שִׂמְחַ֥  

 Who is this coming up from the desert like pillars of smoke, rendered more fragrant in myrrh 
and frankincense than all the powder of the merchant? 

 Look: Solomon’s bed, sixty heroes surround it from the heroes of Israel. All carrying a sword, 
training in warfare, each man has a sword by his thigh, because of fear at night time. 

 King Solomon made himself a palanquin from the trees of Lebanon. Its pillars he made 
from silver, its back from gold, its seat was purple, in its midst it was inlaid with love.

 Daughters of Jerusalem, go out ,and rejoice, daughters of Zion, about king Solomon, about 
the crown, with which his mother crowned him, on the day of his wedding, on the day of 
his heart’s joy. (Song of Songs 3:6-11).

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs – Solomon the hero?

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
وصف The Wasf

 The male lover then goes on to describe her body in great detail.

 A familiar type of poem in the Middle East.

 Known in Arabic as وصف Wasf (to ‘describe’).

 An idealised description of the body.

 There are three full versions in the Song of Songs.

 He describes her twice; she describes him once.

 Shakespeare hated these idealised descriptions…

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Shakespearean Challenge
My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips' red;
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damask'd, red and white,
But no such roses see I in her cheeks;
And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know
That music hath a far more pleasing sound;
I grant I never saw a goddess go;
My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground:

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare
As any she belied with false compare.

Sonnet 130
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Love in the Time of Tyranny –
First wasfوصف  – Song of Songs 4:1-7

4.1 Look, how beautiful you are my beloved, look how beautiful you are.
Your eyes are doves through your veil.
Your hair is like a flock of goats which has cascaded from Mount Gilead.
4.2 Your teeth are like a flock just shorn, which has come up from being washed.
All are twinned and none are barren.
4.3 Like a crimson thread are your lips and your speech is lovely.
Like a pomegranate slice is your palate through your veil.
4.4 Like David’s tower is your neck, built in turrets,
A thousand shields hung on it, all the bucklers of the heroes.
4.5 Your two breasts are like two deer, twin gazelles who are pasturing amongst
the lilies.
4.6 Before the day breathes and the shadows have fled,
I will get myself to the mountain of myrrh, to the hill of frankincense.
4.7 You are wholly beautiful, my beloved and you have no blemish.

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
First wasfوصف  – Song of Songs 4:1-7

4.1 Look, how beautiful you are my beloved, look how beautiful you are.
Your eyes are doves through your veil.
Your hair is like a flock of goats which has cascaded from Mount Gilead.
4.2 Your teeth are like a flock just shorn, which has come up from being washed.
All are twinned and none are barren.
4.3 Like a crimson thread are your lips and your speech is lovely.
Like a pomegranate slice is your palate through your veil.
4.4 Like David’s tower is your neck, built in turrets,
A thousand shields hung on it, all the bucklers of the heroes.
4.5 Your two breasts are like two deer, twin gazelles who are pasturing amongst
the lilies.
4.6 Before the day breathes and the shadows have fled,
I will get myself to the mountain of myrrh, to the hill of frankincense.
4.7 You are wholly beautiful, my beloved and you have no blemish.

לְבוðָֹה
‘Levonah’
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Love in the Time of Tyranny -
First wasfوصف 
4.8 With me from Lebanon bride,

with me from Lebanon come,
Come down from the peak of Amanah,

from the peak of Snir and Hermon,
From lions’ lairs

and leopards’ mountains.
4.9 You have stolen my heart my sister bride,

you have stolen my heart with one of your eyes,
with one bead in your necklace.

4.10 How beautiful are your caresses, my sister bride,
how much better are your caresses than wine
and the fragrance of your oil than all spices.

4.11 Flowing honey drops are your lips, bride,
honey and milk are under your tongue
and the fragrance of your dress is like the fragrance of Lebanon.

Love in the Time of Tyranny -
First wasfوصف 
4.8 With me from Lebanon bride,

with me from Lebanon come,
Come down from the peak of Amanah,

from the peak of Snir and Hermon,
From lions’ lairs

and leopards’ mountains.
4.9 You have stolen my heart my sister bride,

you have stolen my heart with one of your eyes,
with one bead in your necklace.

4.10 How beautiful are your caresses, my sister bride,
how much better are your caresses than wine
and the fragrance of your oil than all spices.

4.11 Flowing honey drops are your lips, bride,
honey and milk are under your tongue
and the fragrance of your dress is like the fragrance of Lebanon.

לְּבðָוֹן

‘Levanon’

I will get myself to the mountain of myrrh, to the hill of frankincense.
4.7 You are wholly beautiful, my beloved and you have no blemish.

לְבוðָֹה
‘Levonah’

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
Second wasfوصف 

5.10 My lover is dazzling and red, eminent amongst ten thousand.
5.11 His head is the finest gold, his locks dangle, black as a raven.
5.12 His eyes are like doves at the shore of water, washed in milk, sitting in a full pool.
5.13 His cheeks are like a bed of spice, perfume towers.

His lips are lilies, dripping flowing myrrh.
5.14 His hands are rods of gold studded in emerald

His stomach is a tablet of ivory adorned with sapphires
5.15 His thighs are marble pillars set on pedestals of fine gold.

His appearance is like Lebanon, chosen like cedars.
5.16 His mouth is mellifluous and his all is alluring.

That is my lover and that is my friend, oh daughters of Jerusalem.

שׁ עַמּ֣וּדֵי שֵׁ֔ ז אַדְנֵי־פָ֑
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Love in the Time of Tyranny –
Third Wasfوصف 
7.1 Again, again, the Shulamite, again, again so that we can see you.

What will we see in the Shulamite, like the dance of the two camps?
7.2 How beautiful are your feet in shoes, daughter of a noble.

The curves of your thighs are like jewels, the handiwork of a craftsman.
7.3 Your navel is a crescent moon goblet, never lacking mixed wine.

Your stomach is a heap of wheat, surrounded by lilies.
7.4 Your two breasts are like two deer, twin gazelles.
7.5 Your neck is like a tower of ivory,

your eyes are pools in Heshbon by the gate of Bat Rabbim.
Your nose is like the Lebanon tower overlooking Damascus.

7.6 Your head on you is like Carmel 
and the locks of your head are like purple,
a king is bound up in the curls.

7.7 How beautiful and wondrous you are, love amongst pleasures.

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The modification of an idea

ה בַּשּׁוֹשַׁנִּֽים׃ י לִי֙ וַאֲנִ֣י ל֔וֹ הָרֹעֶ֖ דּוֹדִ֥
 2.16 My lover is mine and I am his

who pastures in the lilies.

ים׃ ה בַּשׁוֹשַׁנִּֽ י הָרֹעֶ֖ י לִ֔ י לְדוֹדִי֙ וְדוֹדִ֣ אֲנִ֤
 6.3 I am my lover’s and my lover is mine,

who pastures in the lilies.

י תְּשׁוּקָתֽוֹ׃ י וְעָלַ֖ י לְדוֹדִ֔ אֲנִ֣
 7.11 I am my lover’s

and his desire is for me.

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The modification of a word

 תְּשׁוּקָתֽוֹ = ‘His desire’.

 Appears three times in the Bible.

 The other two are at the beginning of the book of Genesis.

 ˂֙ תְּשׁ֣וּקָ  ים וְאֶל־אִישֵׁ י בָנִ֑ לְדִ֣ צֶב תֵּֽ ˂ בְּעֶ֖ רֹנֵ֔  ˂ וְהֵֽ ה אַרְבֶּה֙ עִצְּבוֹנֵ֣ ר הַרְבָּ֤ ה אָמַ֗ ל־הָאִשָּׁ֣ ˂׃תֵ֔ אֶֽ ˂ וְה֖וּא יִמְשָׁל־בָּֽ

And to the woman He said, “I will make most severe your pangs in 
childbearing; in pain shall you bear children. Yet your desire shall be for your 
husband, and he shall rule over you.” (Genesis 3:16).

 ה תִּמְשָׁל־בּֽ  ˃֙ תְּשׁ֣וּקָת֔וֹ וְאַתָּ֖ י ץ וְאֵלֶ֨ את רֹבֵ֑ תַח חַטָּ֣ יב לַפֶּ֖ א תֵיטִ֔ ֹ֣ ת וְאִם֙ ל ׃ וֹהֲל֤וֹא אִם־תֵּיטִיב֙ שְׂאֵ֔

Surely, if you do right, there is uplift. But if you do not do right, sin crouches at 
the door; its desire is toward you, yet you can be its master.” 

(Genesis 4:7).

י תְּשׁוּקָתֽוֹ׃ י וְעָלַ֖ י לְדוֹדִ֔ I am my lover’s 7.11אֲנִ֣ and his desire is for me.
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Love in the Time of Tyranny - תְּשׁוּקָתֽוֹ
A fascinating Rabbinic conundrum

 תְּשׁוּקָתֽוֹ ‘teshukato’ (‘his desire’) is such a rare word.

 Where does it derive from?

 נְּשִׁיק֣וֹת ‘neshikot’ = ‘kisses’

 נֵ֣שֶׁק ‘neshek’ = ‘weapon’

 In fact it does not derive from either word but see what the Rabbis are 
saying:

 ‘Desire’ in the Song of Songs is a means of mutual respect (‘I love him and 
his desire is for me’) like ‘kisses’.

 ‘Desire’ in Genesis is about control like a ‘weapon’.

 There has been a transformation of language. 

7.11 I am my lover’s and his desire is for me. י תְּשׁוּקָתֽוֹ׃ י וְעָלַ֖ י לְדוֹדִ֔ אֲנִ֣

Love in the Time of Tyranny –
The Song of Songs as transformative

 The Song of Songs as transformative.

 We will consider this further in part 3 (Tuesday 6.20pm)

 We will look at Solomon and the Song of Songs together and see why it is so 
radically different to any other book in the Bible.

Love in the Time of Tyranny
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