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ABSTRACT

Song of Songs 6:12 has long since been viewed as one of the most difficult verses in the
Song of Songs to interpret and translate. The difficulty is to be found in the first place with the syntax
and semantics of the Hebrew words, and secondly in the form, voice, tone, genre, and imagery
conveyed by those words. Consequently, a vast array of translations and interpretations have been
proposed for SS 6:12. The objective of the present study, thus, is to propose a revised formal
translation and fitting interpretation of SS 6:12 based upon careful investigation of the syntax and

semantics of SS 6:12.

This study is divided into two main parts. Part One looks at Song of Songs as a whole,
conducting detailed literature reviews on previous interpretations (chapter 2) and structural analyses
(chapter 3) of SS 6:12. Part Two homes in on the verse in question, conducting a precise syntactico-
semantic analysis of SS 6:12 (chapter four) in order to draft a revised interpretation. In chapter five,
the translation of SS 6:12 is explicated within its immediate context, especially examining the impact

of form, voice, tone, genre, and imagery on the interpretation.

The results from the linguistic analysis of SS 6:12 indicates that the most fitting formal
translation is “I did not know, [that] my desire made me [to be] chariots of my noble-people”.
Regarding interpretation, SS 6:12 is nestled within a shorter love poem (SS 6:11-7:1) in which the
woman warmly recalls a time she was overwhelmed by her beloved’s affections (SS 6:12), her desire
moving her in such a way that it causes her to feel as a chariot, a regal image which conveys the

sense of royalty, nobility, exaltation, and the highest respect.

The present study contributes to the field of OT Theology by understanding trends in the
literature regarding (i) the genre (ii) and structure of Song of Songs and—most importantly—by
proposing a (iii) revised translation and (iv) fitting interpretation of SS 6:12 based on the syntactic

relationships and meaning in context.

KEY WORDS: Song of Songs; Song of Solomon; Song of Songs 6:12; Wisdom Literature; OT,;

Interpretation; Translation; Biblical Poetry; Hebrew Syntax.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background and problem statement

1.1.1 Background

Throughout the centuries, the book Song of Songs (or the Song of Solomon) has been subject
to multiple vastly divergent approaches to its translation and interpretation, in fact, according to Gault
(2019:1), “[n]o other book in the Hebrew Bible has suffered under so many different interpretations
as the Song of Songs.” Tradition considers this book to be a pure allegorical reference to the love
between Christ and His Church. In recent years, however, Song of Songs has been interpreted as a
practical Biblical text, rejoicing in the explicit sexual love between a man and a woman (Schwab,
2008:744). Although this explanation has greatly improved our understanding of the message of the
book and its place within the context of the vetero-testamentary Wisdom Literature, there remain
many opaque verses and strophes in Song of Songs that require more research for an informed

interpretation.

The reasons why Song of Songs 6:12 (henceforth “SS 6:12”) “is one of the most challenging
verses in the Bible to translate” (Duguid, 2016:115), and consequently has generated such a vast
array of explanations, can be distilled under five main difficulties: (i) the syntax! of the Hebrew text,
(i) the semantics? of the Hebrew words, (iii) the identity of the speaker, (iv) the literary context of the
verse, (v) and the interpretation of the metaphors in SS 6:12. In the discussion that follows, these

challenges are further unpacked.

First, the syntax of the Hebrew text (BHS) of SS 6:12 is problematic (cf. Longman llI,
2001:185), as shown in the gloss in (1).

(1) IPTRY NERm Y '9j9) YT N7
noble my people chariots placed/setme  mysoul |did not know

‘| did not know... my soul... placed/set me... chariots... my people...prince/noble’

The challenge lies with the absence of deictic markers and the ambiguity in constituent combination,

rendering the relationship between the different words difficult to determine.

Second, although the words used in SS 6:12 are quite common in the OT—all of them except
a'T) ‘prince/noble’ have more than 100 occurrences—their intended meaning in SS 6:12 is uncertain
(Carr, 1984:152). The ambiguous syntax creates confusion as to the communicative purpose of the
different words as employed in their poetic context. There seems to be no consensus among modern

English Bible translations as to the meaning of the comparatively less frequent Hebrew word 2')

1 Syntax is a branch of linguistics which studies the hierarchical relationships of language at the level of the
sentence (Waltke & O’Connor, 1990:49). More specifically, syntax can be defined as “[t]he way in which words
and clauses are ordered and connected so as to form sentences” (Baldick, 2015:354).
2 Semantics is broadly defined as the study of “linguistic signs” (Louw, 1992:1077). More specifically, semantics
is concerned with the conveyance of lexical meaning in context (Louw, 1992:1078).
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‘noble/prince’. It is either rendered as a proper noun (in combination with my: ‘Amminadib’ [KJV,
1611; NJB, 1999]), a common noun (‘nobleman’ [CSB, 2017]; ‘prince’ [CJB, 1998]; ‘prince’ [ESV,
2018]; ‘royal one’ [OJB, 2011]; ‘prince’ [NRSVUE, 2021]), or as an adjective ‘princely people’ [ASV,
1901]; ‘royal chariots’ [NIV, 2011]).

Third, there is disagreement about the identity of the speaker in SS 6:12. Some
commentators take it to be the male lover (Provan, 2001:349-350), while others interpret the verse
to be words spoken by the woman (Carr, 1984:151; Exum, 2011:223; Garret, 1993:418; Gledhill,
1994:199; Hess, 2005:208; Longman 1ll, 2001:186). Essentially, the disagreement concerning the
identification of the speaker is directly tied to the following difficulty presented by SS 6:12.

Fourth, the disagreement about the speaker of verse 6:12 obscures not only the meaning of
the verse, but also the immediate poetic context (Roberts, 2001:484-489). The verses from 6:11 to
7:1 are quite puzzling and difficult to place within the broader literary scheme of the chapter and the
book as a whole. Song of Songs 6:11—as shown in (2)—seems arbitrary or out of place when read
with 6:12.

(2) | went down to the grove of nut trees to look at the new growth in the valley, to see if the
vines had budded or the pomegranates were in bloom.
(NRSVUE, 2021: SS. 6:12)

Once more, the interpretation of the identity of the speaker of 6:11 influences the interpretation of
6:12. As shown in (3), the relationship of subsequent verse, 7:1° (Masoretic Text [henceforth “MT"]),
to SS 6:12 is even more obscure (Longman Ill, 2001:191-194).

3) Come back, come back, O Shulammite; come back, come back, that we may gaze on you!
Why would you gaze on the Shulammite as on the dance of Mahanaim?
(NRSVUE, 2021: SS. 6:13)

In SS 7:1, questions arise as to whom is being referred to with the vocative “Shulammite”, and the
meaning of the phrase n'annp nhnd> ‘as on the dance of Mahanaim’ is engulfed in a cloud of

mystery. As with 6:11, the interpretation 7:1 will have a direct bearing on the interpretation of 6:12.

Fifth and finally, as with virtually all poetic texts in the OT, there is a difference of opinion on
how the metaphoric language of 6:12 should be understood. Particularly, the interpretation of SS
6:12 is influenced by the way in which the interpreter approaches the function of parallelism* within

the verse on the one hand (Alter, 2019:585), and the ambiguity in the verse on the other (Alter,

% Numbered 6:13 in most English translations.
4 Murphy (2003:122) defines parallelism as a “common BH poetic literary device in which the second line

corresponds in some way to the first”.
2



2019:586). The uncertainty surrounding the meaning and interpretation of 6:12 is already evident in

the LXX,> which renders the verse as follows in (4).

4) “OUK Eyvw 1N Yuxn pou- €0eTd pe dpuata Apivaddp.”
‘my soul was not aware; it made me as Aminadab’s chariots.’
(Treat, 2007:665)

This uncertainty is also evident in the ways in which well-known English Bible translations translate
the verse, as illustrated in (5).

(5) (@) Or ever | was aware, my soul made me like the chariots of Aminadab.
(KJV, 1611: SS. 6:12)

(b) Before | was aware, my soul set me over the chariots of my noble people.
(NASB, 2020: SS. 6:12)

(© Before | realized it, my desire set me among the royal chariots of my people.
(NIV, 2011: SS. 6:12)

(d) Before | was aware, my desire set me among the chariots of my kinsman, a
prince.
(ESV, 2018: SS. 6:12)

(e) Before | was aware, my fancy set me in a chariot beside my prince.
(NRSVUE, 2021: SS. 6:12)

The same variation is true of Afrikaans translations of SS 6:12. Compare the following three

translations in (6).

(6) Afrikaans translations of SS 6:12
@ Voordat ek dit geweet het, het my verlange my verplaas op die waens van my
edele volk.
‘Before | knew it, my desire had placed me on the chariots of my noble people’.
(Bible, 1933/53)

(b) Ek ken myself nie, dit is of sy my laat ry op die strydwa van die keur van my volk.
‘I know myself not, it is as if she lets me ride on the chariots of the choice of my
people’.

(Bible, 1983/92)

5 Also known as the Septuagint, the LXX is a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible started in the 3 century
BC and completed in the 1t century BC (Murphy, 2003:151; Sheeley & Nash, 1997:17). The LXX was used
by Jews in the diaspora and later became the canonical text of the Hebrew Bible for the early Church (Murphy,
2003:151; Sheeley & Nash, 1997:17).

3



(c) Sonder dat ek dit besef, het my begeerte my verplaas na die strydwaens van
die vooraanstaandes van my volk.
‘Without realising it, my desire had placed me to the chariots of the officials of my
people’.
(Bible, 2020)

The tendency for nineteenth and twentieth scholarship to depart from the allegorical
approach to SS in favour of a more practical, literal interpretation (Gault, 2019:216) entails that
subsequent analysis has generally understood SS 6:12 as referring to the sexual or amorous desire
of the woman which has placed or set her somewhere or next to someone. When it comes to a more
nuanced interpretation of the verse, however, there is less observable consensus among scholars.

The various analyses of this verse are compared in (7).

7 @) Carr (1984:151-152) and Longman 11l (2001:185-187) explain the literal
reading of the verse.

(b) Garret (1993:419) understands 6:12 as a wedding custom, where the woman is

“departing with the groom in a triumphal procession”.
(© Gledhill (1994:200) states that this scene is probably a fantasy.

(d) Hess (2005:208) goes further by describing the woman to be in the chariot with

her lover and that this fantasy creates a sense of danger and excitement.

(e) Duguid (2016:131) sees 6:12 as words expressing the woman’s amazement after

the man expresses “his uniqgue and committed love to her alone”.

Clearly, a vast array of possibilities has been proposed for the interpretation of 6:12. However, in

order to reach a more informed interpretation of 6:12, the verse calls for further investigation.

1.1.2 Problem statement

While most of the above-mentioned studies take various matters relating to the interpretation
of 6:12 into account, few of them examine the metaphorical language of SS in a consistent manner.
The metaphorical language is a key barrier to overcome in the holistic interpretation of SS 6:12.
Through careful investigation of the syntax, semantics, and metaphorical language of Song of Songs
6:12 within the context of the adjacent verses, the chapter, and the book as a whole, a more informed
interpretation and a formal translation of Song of Songs 6:12 can be achieved. The present study
contributes to the body of research on OT Wisdom Literature by conducting a comprehensive

examination of the translation and interpretation of SS 6:12 based on all the abovementioned fields.
The purpose of the present study is twofold and summarized in (8).

(8) (@) To provide a formal exegetical translation of 6:12; and



1.2

(b)

to provide a more informed interpretation of 6:12 based on this translation.

Research questions

In order to reach a more informed translation and a fitting and meaningful interpretation of

6:12, the present study will answer the questions in (9).

(9)

1.3

@)
(b)

(€)

(d)

What are the main previous interpretations of SS?

How does the overall structure of the Song of Songs (whether linear or loosely
connected individual poems), as well as the structure of the surrounding passages,
influence the interpretation of SS 6:12?

What is the most probable explanation of the syntax and semantics of the words
employed in SS 6:12?

In light of the syntactico-semantic analysis, what is the most probable formal

translation and interpretation for 6:12 within the context of Song of Songs 6:11-7:17?

Aim and objectives

The aim of this study is to reach a more informed translation and a fitting and meaningful

interpretation of SS 6:12. The concrete objectives which will guide the study in reaching this goal are

stated in (10).

(10)

1.4

(@)
(b)

(c)
(d)

To review previous interpretations of SS.

To determine how the overall structure of the Song of Songs (whether linear or
loosely connected individual poems), as well as the structure of the surrounding

passages, influence the interpretation of 6:12.
To determine the most accurate formal translation for SS 6:12.

To determine the most plausible interpretation for 6:12 in the light of the

abovementioned conclusions.

Central theoretical argument

The conclusion reached in the present study is that SS is love poetry describing the erotic

love between a man and a woman. Specifically, the various poems of SS are argued to be delicately

and artfully unified by various poetic devices, most notably by the repetition of words, phrases,

motifs, and character portrayals. Regarding SS 6:12 in particular, thorough syntactico-semantic

analysis reveals that the most accurate formal translation of the verse is “I did not know, [that] my

desire made me [to be] chariots of my noble-people”. SS 6:12 describes the powerful and positive

reaction of the woman to the beloved’s affections, carrying with it connotations of exaltation and high

esteem.



1.5 Theoretical framework and methodology
This study is done from a Reformed perspective and employs the following methodology.

Part one of the present study is concerned with Song of Songs as a whole.

»  The literature review in chapter two summarizes and evaluates previous interpretations of
SS (Long, 2008; Schwab, 2008).

» In chapter three, a second literature review focuses on the structure of SS, comparing and
evaluating various structural proposals for SS to determine a working structural proposal for
the whole of SS.

Part two homes in on SS 6:12 specifically, approaching the verse from both linguistic and literary
perspectives.

»  To determine a formal translation of SS 6:12, chapter four consists of a detailed syntactico-
semantic analysis. After collecting quantifiable data from various extant translations, the
Hebrew syntax will be examined by the aid of well-known Hebrew reference works (cf. Arnold
& Choi, 2022; Jolion & Muraoka, 2008; van der Merwe et al., 2018; Waltke & O’Connor,
1990), and the semantics with the aid of Hebrew theological dictionaries (cf. Brown et al.
2017; Clines, 1993-2011; Koehler & Baumgartner, 1995) .

» In chapter five, the most plausible interpretation of SS 6:12 is ascertained through a literary
analysis focusing on form, voice, and poetic imagery. The findings from the previous chapters
as well suggested translations from commentaries are synthesized for the final translation
and interpretation of SS 6:12. The theological dictionaries of Botterweck et al. (1995) and

VanGemeren (1997) will serve as the primary aid for deciphering the poetic imagery.

Finally, chapter six summarizes the findings from the present study, concluding with a discussion of
the study’s shortcomings, contribution, and directions for further research. The aims, research

guestions and respective research strategies are summarized in Appendix A.

1.6 Chapter summary

The purpose of this chapter has been (i) to delineate the problems surrounding the translation
and interpretation of Song of Songs 6:12 and (ii) to present the aims and strategies espoused in the
present study to remedy those challenges in proposing a revised formal translation and interpretation
of SS 6:12. To achieve this, the present study is divided into two parts, the first of which consists of
literature reviews of previous interpretations and structural analyses of Song of Songs in its entirety,
and the second presenting the data and conclusions drawn from more in-depth linguistic and literary
analyses of SS 6:12. In the following chapter, the different proposed interpretations for SS are

examined more closely.



PART ONE:
LITERATURE REVIEW

PREVIOUS INTERPRETATIONS AND STRUCTURAL
ANALYSES OF SONG OF SONGS



2. PREVIOUS APPROACHES TO INTERPRETING SS
2.1 Introduction

A fundamental first step for the present study is to carefully examine previous approaches to
the interpretation of SS. To give a thorough account of every interpretation proposed for SS is beyond
the scope of this study.® This chapter will provide an overview of the most common interpretations
proposed for the interpretation of SS.” At each different interpretative approach, the following

elements will be examined and discussed:

» A brief description and motivation for the specific interpretation;
»  the explanation of SS 6:12 according to the specific interpretation; and

»  a critical evaluation of the specific interpretation.

2.2 Allegorical interpretation

2.2.1 Description and motivation

Early scholars interpreted SS as an allegorical piece of literature. 8 When a metaphor is
extended into a story, it becomes an allegory (Kaiser, 2007:146). With an allegorical reading
strategy, a spiritual symbolic interpretation is sought for behind the literal meaning of the text
(Osborne, 2006:329). Throughout history, SS has been viewed as containing a deeper spiritual
meaning, one that extends further than the mere literal interpretation of its written words. This deeper
spiritual sense can only be uncovered by a key, which in this case is the allegorical interpretation
(Kaiser, 2007:261). The allegorical method as interpretative strategy for SS found its way into
Judaism, probably through Philo of Alexandria, and again into the Christian community through both
the Epistle of Barnabas and Origen of Alexandria (Carr, 1993:282). The allegorizing of SS was such
a popular method for medieval interpreters that Bray (2005:35) dubs SS as “[t]he locus classicus for
Christian allegory”. The extreme flexibility of the allegorical method of interpretation has resulted in
six different allegorical interpretations: (i) Jewish allegory; (i) Christian allegory; (iii) historical
allegory; (iv) philosophical/mystical allegory; (v) eschatological allegory; and (vi) political allegory.

i.  For Jewish interpreters, SS was seen as an allegory of the relationship of Yahweh with the
nation of Israel, with Solomon as an anthropomorphic representation of Yahweh and the
woman as a representation of Israel (Delitzsch, 1885:1; Longman Ill, 2005:758).

ii.  Christians adopted the Jewish approach to SS but understood the main character, Solomon,

to represent Jesus Christ and the woman as a representation for the church (Exum, 2011:73).

6 Surveys that can be consulted for a more in-depth historical overview of the interpretation of SS include
Garrett (2004:59-91), Murphy (1990:11-41), and Pope (1977:89-229).
7 For another study surveying various approaches to SS, see Johnston (2009:36-52, 163-80, 289-305).
8 For an explanation of the difference between an allegorical piece of literature and an allegorical interpretive
strategy, see Bray (2005:34), Bullock (1988:246), and Longman Ill (2001:23-24). For reasons why SS might
have been interpreted as an allegory, see Exum (2011:77) and Schwab (2008:740-741).
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In the twelfth century, Christian interpreters began to interpret the woman as representing
the Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ (Exum, 2011:74; Pope, 1977: 188-192).

SS was seen as a type of historical allegory in early Jewish circles, a view which is especially
prevalent in the Targum’s translation and explanation® of SS (Longman Ill, 2001:24). The
Targum presents SS as a constructed allegory of Israel's redemptive history under the
guidance of Yahweh (Beaton, 2008:763). In contrast to general Jewish allegorical
interpretation, the Targum presents SS almost as a precise chronological history of Israel
(Longman l1ll, 2001:25). The Targum interprets SS as starting with Israel's exodus out of
Egypt and “ends with a section on the description of the Messianic period (7:14-8:7)"
(Longman Ill, 2001:25).

SS was also interpreted to be a philosophical or mystical allegory. Rabbi Moses ben Maimon
(1135-1204) suggested that the feminine character in SS portrays the individual human soul
or “passive intellect” which wants to reunite with God (Beaton, 2008:32; Murphy, 1990:32;
Thorne & Collocott, 1986:872). This interpretation was followed further by many subsequent
Christian interpreters such as Origen (185-254), St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582), and St.
John of the Cross (1542-1591) (Beaton, 2008:32; Murphy, 1990: 32; Pope, 1977: 183-188;
Thorne & Collocott, 1986:736, 1004, 1311). Isaac Ben Jehudah Abarbanel (1437-1508),
followed a more philosophical allegorical method of interpretation for SS, understanding the
male character in SS to be Solomon and the female character as personified wisdom itself
(Beaton, 2008:759, 763; Longman Ill, 2005:759; Thorne & Collocott, 1986:1).

SS as a type of eschatological allegory, pointing to the coming of the Messiah (Fox,
1985:237), overlaps somewhat with the historical and mystical allegorical interpretations.
This interpretive approach is a combination of historical allegory and “apocalypticism” (Gault,
2019:15). For example, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) identified “the bride’s bringing of
her groom to her mother’s house (3:4, 8:2) as the future reconciliation of Israel to Jesus
mediated through the church” (Douglas et al., 1974:709; Gault, 2019:15).

More recently, SS has been interpreted by Stadelmann (1990) as a political allegory
(Longman Ill, 2001:47). Stadelmann (1990:1-2) identifies various personae in SS; Solomon,
for example, is seen to be “the representative of the monarchical state and the Davidic
dynasty”, and the Shulamite is the “representative of the native population of Judah”.
Longman IIl (2001:47) remarks that the great Reformer of the sixteenth century, Martin

Luther, may have been the first theologian to see a political element to SS.

9 In general, the Targumim (singular Targum) are Aramaic translations to the Hebrew Scriptures, ranging from
being literal to being very paraphrastic in nature (Murphy, 2003:166; Wegner, 2006:173). The Targum for the
SS is considered to be extremely paraphrastic, which adds “interpretive and explanatory material” to its text
(Edwards, 2008:787; Wegner, 2008:797).

9



2.2.2 Interpretation of SS 6:12

To illustrate the reasoning behind the allegorical methods of interpretation, this section looks
at the commentary of the English Puritan Matthew Henry (1710:1952-2038) as a case study of an
allegorical interpretation from a Christian viewpoint. Henry (1710:1952) writes that SS is a book that
“excites pious and devout affections in holy souls, to draw out their desires towards God.” With these
words, Henry (1710:1952) points to a spiritual message of SS and uses Psalm 45 as the key with
which to unlock that meaning (1710:1952-1953). This spiritual message is then applied by Henry
(1710:1953) specifically to Christ and His believers. Henry (1710:1953) ends his introduction to the
SS with the following words.

When we apply ourselves to the study of this book we must not only, with Moses and Joshua, put off our
shoe off our foot, and even forget that we have bodies, because the place where we stand is holy ground,
but we must, with John, come up hither, must spread out wings, take a noble flight, and soar upwards, till
by faith and holy love we enter into the holiest, for this is no other than the house of God and this is the
gate of heaven. (Henry, 1710:1953, emphasis his)

When coming to SS 6:12, Henry (1710:2018) takes these words as belonging to the male character,
which he interprets as referring to Jesus Christ. Though distant in the first eleven verses of chapter
6, in verse 12 Jesus feels “a powerful, irresistible, inclination in his own bosom to return to his church”
(Henry, 1710:2018). According to Henry, the woman is a representative of the church in the New
Testament, which is of course Christ’s bride (1710:2019). The chariots mentioned here refer to the
willingness of the church to seek Christ and to desire Him to be in their midst (Henry, 1710:2019).

2.2.3 Evaluation

Fox (1985:238) remarks: “Allegorical exegesis, thinking to reveal the treasure that lay under
the cover of literal meaning, in effect covered the literal meaning under layers of allegory.” Although
a broad spectrum of reasons can be put forward as to why the allegorical approach is probably an

incorrect interpretation of SS, ° only a few will suffice.

i.  Origin. The ancient Greek philosophers experienced difficulties with the problematic
behaviour of their gods and their mythological heroes as depicted by Homer, Hesiod, and
others (Longman Ill, 2001:36). The allegorizing of a text was a technique to reinterpret the
old stories of the Greek poets to fit the philosophies of the Greek philosophers (Schwab,
2008:740). Christian interpreters, like Origen of Alexandria, adopted this allegorizing
technique to reinterpret difficult Bible passages as pointing away from themselves to a more
relevant meaning of the time (Schwab, 2008:740). Garrett (1993:365) concludes: “Allegorical
interpretation, therefore, is not intrinsic to biblical thinking but is an alien method to interpret

the text out of regard for philosophical assumptions that are themselves unbiblical.”

10 For a different critique of the allegorical interpretation, see Brenner (1993).
10
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Identity. Usually, allegories do not hide their identities; they clearly indicate that they should
be interpreted as allegories (Fox, 1985:238). SS, however, never hints in the faintest to
another level of meaning (Longman Ill, 2005:759). When Biblical writers make a point by
using symbolic language, a further hint or explanation would usually be given in the text
(Exum, 2001:76; Gault, 2019:17). For example, Jotham explains his fable (Judg. 9:7-15) by
clearly applying it to the kingship of Abimelech over the Shechemites (Judg. 9:16-20). When
the prophet Nathan confronts David with a parable of the poor man and his lamb (2 Sam.
12:1-4), he explicitly identifies David as the “rich man” (2 Sam. 12:7). The prophet Isaiah,
when singing his allegorical song of the vineyard (Isa. 5:1-6), provides an explanation of it
(Isa. 5:7).

Unlimited possibilities. Longman |1l (2001:36-37) argues that if an inappropriate spiritual
meaning is assigned to a text, like it has been in the case of SS, then the danger exists of
unlimited possibilities of interpretation. These interpretations would from the start be foreign
to the text, and again this is seen in the history of interpretation of SS.

Negative view on sexuality: There is a general consensus!! that the allegorizing of SS is
probably a result of an effort to avoid the erotic language of the book (Pope, 1977:113). This
would imply that pleasures of sexual love is not worthy of Scripture, and therefore SS in its
literal interpretation cannot be included in the Bible (Bullock, 1988:247). However, this stands
against the rest of the Scripture, which uses erotic language elsewhere and presents the
pleasures of sexual love (Gen. 2:23, 25; Prov. 5:15-19; Ezek. 16:7, 39; 23:26).

Allegory and the LXX. A strong objection against the allegorizing of SS is that there is no
trace of allegorizing or even spiritualizing of the message of SS in the LXX (Keel, 1994:4-5;
Provan, 2001:238).

Allegory and ANE parallel texts. In the early twentieth century, archaeologists uncovered
many Ancient Near Eastern (henceforth “ANE”) documents that show various similarities with
SS (Gault, 2019:23). Egyptian, Sumerian, Akkadian, and North-west Semitic love poetry were
discovered which speak of human sexual love (Longman llI, 2001:37).12 In particular,
Egyptian love poetry shows the most similarities with SS, being very erotic and having some
of the literary features as SS (Long, 2008:750-753; Longman Ill, 2001:37). This indicates that
the concept of love poetry was not foreign to the ANE and therefore suggests that SS should

be read in a more literal fashion (Longman Iil, 2001:37).

In light of the abovementioned criticisms, it is unlikely that a pure allegorical approach is the most

accurate interpretation of Song of Songs.

11 Beaton (2008:765) argues against the notion that medieval commentators rejected the physical and the
sexual. Even if Beaton’s proposal would hold ground, this would only account for the medieval period and no
other times.

12 For a short survey of the parallels between the SS and the relevant literature from the ANE, Long (2008:750-
760) can be consulted.
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2.3 Reader-response methods

Reader-response methods approach Biblical texts by incorporating values and responses of
the readers of the particular text (Gault, 2019:18). Reader-response criticism is not a single theory
but is made up of various diverse hermeneutical approaches (Parry, 2005:658-659).12 That which
these different approaches or theories do have in common, however, is the active role of the reader
in the interpretation of a text (Parry, 2005:658-659). The discussion that follows examines two such
reader-response criticisms, namely the (i) feministic and the (i) psychological methods of

interpretation.

2.3.1 Feministic interpretation

2.3.1.1 Description and motivation

The feminist hermeneutical approach is broad and encompasses a variety of feministic
interpretation models (Nordling, 2005:228).1* The Western feminist spectrum of Biblical interpretation
can, broadly speaking, be divided into a rejectionist, a reformist, or a loyalist model (Conn, 1988:
255-256; Nordling, 2005:229).1> Generally, within all these models, the woman is placed in “the
centre of theological inquiry”, and the woman is the criteria by which a text is interpreted (Nordling,
2005:228). Therefore, the task of a feminist Bible scholar is to extract female voices in the Bible or
to read the feminine voice into Biblical texts (Tiemeyer, 2008:206). To feminist scholars, SS is
supposedly an overturn of the patriarchal tone of the OT*® and therefore has enjoyed a considerable

amount of writing on the part of the feministic scholarship (Exum, 2011:80; Trible, 1978:145).’

2.3.1.2 Interpretation of SS 6:12

Falk (1993), a well-known feminist scholar, does not translate or explain SS 6:12, as the
verse puzzles her. LaCocque (1998:141) interprets SS 6:12 as both metaphorical and rhetorical.
Metaphorically, the woman (identified as the Shulammite) is compared either with the chariot that
transported the ark of Yahweh (cf. 1 Sam. 6:7-8) or with the prophets who were identified as being
the chariots of Israel (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:12; 13:14) (LaCocque, 1998:140). The Shulammite is transformed
metaphorically by the shepherd’s love into a chariot that carried the ark of Yahweh (LaCocque,
1998:141). With the words, “I no longer know myself,” the woman is conveying the sense intoxication,

something prophetic and erotic (LaCocque, 1998:141). In the rhetorical sense, the Hebrew words

13 For a more thorough explanation of reader-response criticism, see Osborne (2006:478-482) and Parry
(2005:658-661).
14 Nordling (2005:228) points out that, although feminist scholars can differ socially, politically or religiously,
they operate from out a common set of assumptions: (i) language shapes the world we live in; (iij) women have
been made lesser by male-centred language, symbols, and structures; (iii) Biblical texts are generally
reflections of a patriarchal hierarchy; and (iv) all interpretation should serve the interpreter’s interests.
15 For a description of the three primary approaches to Western feminist theology, see Conn (1988:255-256)
and Nordling (2005:228-230).
16 For a perspective on how SS overturns the patriarchal culture of its day, see deSilva (2008:298-299).
17 For a brief summary of the contributions from feminist scholarship to the SS, see Exum (2011:80-81), Garrett
(2004:84-90), and Gault (2019:19-22).
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AT y: ‘my people/noble’ is taken to refer to the proper noun, “Amminadab”, in whose house the
ark of Yahweh was lodged (cf. 1 Sam. 7:1) (LaCocque, 1998:139). The Shulammite is identified by
the lover as “princely and awesome” like the chariot of the ark of Yahweh (LaCocque, 1998:141).

This chariot was the most famous chariot in all of Israel’s history (LaCocque, 1998:141).
2.3.1.3 Evaluation
The following critiques of the feministic interpretation of SS are summarized below.*®

i.  SS’s dialogue format. One problem with the feminist theory is that it solely focuses on the
feminine character in SS. Broadly speaking, the male character is left somewhat outside the
scope of focus. Although it is true that the female character has more words assigned to her
than that of the man in SS (deClaissé-Walford, 2008:391), her words still exist in conjunction
with those of the male character (Exum, 2011:14; Fox, 1985;264). From a literary point of
view, to change the dialogue of the man and woman into an exterior monologue would be a
denial on the part of the interpreter of the SS’s clear literary devices (Fox, 1985:261-262).1°

ii. Abandonment of the reader. Another central critique against the feminist theory is the
reader’s active involvement in interpreting the text according to feminine ideals. Without a
doubt, the woman is one of the primary characters in SS, but SS is not primarily written as a
liberation manual for women. The feminist scholar Exum (2011:13) acknowledges this and
warns that SS is not focused on prescribing gender relations of any sort. SS is love poetry,
giving us a display of mutual erotic love (Exum, 2011:13). Therefore, to construct a feminine
gender theory out of SS would be contrary to the explicit text of SS. Ryken (1992:289)
remarks that, because of SS’s style and content, “a sense of abandonment” is required by
the reader. In other words, the reader must detachedly observe rather than projecting
personal agendas onto the text. SS is not analytical in its approach to love but effective
(Ryken, 1998:289).

In sum, the feminist approach to interpreting SS downplays textual cues in favour of socio-political

eisegesis.

2.3.2 Psychological interpretation

2.3.2.1 Description and motivation

The paths of modern psychology and biblical theology crossed somewhere between the
nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries (Kille, 2005:653-654; Gault, 2019:18). Since then, one
school of thought interprets SS from a psychological perspective by incorporating modern-day

psychological principles into their interpretation of the book (Gault, 2019:18). At its core, modern-

18 Gault (2019:19-22) gives an overview on the most influential feminist scholars and gives a noteworthy
critique of their particular approaches.
19 For a comparison of the difference between a dialogue and an exterior monologue, see Fox (1985:261, 264-
265).
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day psychology—as Kille (2005:653) defines it—is the “systematic study of human behaviour, such
as cognition, personality, and motivation.” Therefore, when an interpreter reads SS through the lens
of the above-mentioned elements, the interpreter is identifying the psychological phenomena which
SS has on its reader (cf. Jeeves, 1998:543-547; Kille, 2005:654-655). For example, Black (2009:1-
2) studies specifically the proclivity of the imagery of SS to dumbfound its readers. Landy (2011)
“applies Freudian and Jungian categories and concepts” to SS’s characters and metaphors
(Longman l1ll, 2001:46). Boer (2000:276) examines the desire of SS through the psychoanalytic
concept of Wunsch (“wish”).

2.3.2.2 Interpretation of SS 6:12

Adherents of the psychological interpretation of SS tend to avoid 6:12. For instance, Landy’s

(2011) commentary on SS provides no translation or interpretation of 6:12.
2.3.2.3 Evaluation

In examining the psychological approach to SS, a couple of challenges to the theory surface,
namely (i) its over-simplification and (ii) alienness to the historical context of SS.

i.  The simplicity of psychological theory. Although many benefits can come from studying the
Bible and the psychological effect thereof,?° the theory is too reductionistic. The psychological
interpretation, as Kille (2005:655) argues, does not take into calculation the linguistic features
of the text, namely its genre and structure, as well as the historical or literary context.

ii. Forcing foreign concepts into the text. The psychological interpretation reads modern-day
psychological theories into the text of SS (Gault, 2019:19). Psychological science, as we
know it today, is far removed from both the literary content as well as the historical context of
SS. The psychological interpretation can furthermore be classified as a “quasi-allegorical
reading” that is very subjective in its nature (Gault, 2019:19). As Longman Il (2001:47) aptly
concludes, “once again we encounter a type of allegory, in this case the allegory of one’s

psyche, rather than an exposition of the text.”

As with the feminist approach, the psychological interpretation of SS relies too heavily on human

insights rather than letting the text and its literary devices speak for themselves.

2.4 Comparative methodologies

As mentioned in section 2.2.3, archaeology has discovered various love poems from the
ANE, with many of these bearing similarities to SS (Long, 2008:750; Gault, 2019:23). These
archaeological discoveries have prompted scholars to compare SS with various ancient love
literature (Long, 2008:750), leading to the rise of various “comparative analyses” (Gault, 2019:23).

Four types of comparative methodologies will be investigated in the discussion which follows, namely

20 See Kille (2005:654-655)
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(i) the wedding-week theory, (ii) the mythological interpretation, (iii) the drama interpretation, and (iv)

the love poetry interpretation.

2.4.1 Wedding-week interpretation

2.4.1.1 Description and motivation

The wedding-week theory maintains that SS is a text which was sung especially at Near- or
Middle Eastern wedding ceremonies (Garrett, 1993:364). This theory was advanced by Wetzstein?!,
a German consul in Syria who observed local wedding festivals (Gault, 2019:25). Syrian wedding
celebrations lasted for seven days, during which the groom and the bride were treated as king and
queen (Exum, 2011:79). Descriptive poems were also sung in their honour by describing their
physical beauty (Gault, 2019:25). These Syrian wedding customs are then cited to support the
approach that SS is “an ancient Israelite epithalamium”, consisting of a series of songs meant to be

sung during a wedding festival (Garrett, 2004:83).
2.4.1.2 Interpretation of SS 6:12
The wedding-week theory provides no specific interpretation of SS 6:12 ff. per se.
2.4.1.3 Evaluation

Despite the persuasiveness of these extra-biblical Syrian traditions, the wedding-week theory
must also contend with several objections. Specifically, the two main challenges to this theory are
that (i) SS not only deals with nuptial themes and (ii) that Syrian and ancient Jewish cultures do not

correspond quite so neatly.

i.  SS not only a nuptial song. Although SS probably alludes to a wedding ceremony in 3:6-11,
the rest of the text does not (Exum, 2011:79). Moreover, SS cannot with ease be divided into
seven songs corresponding to the wedding-week ceremony (LaSor, 1996:516).

ii.  Cultural gap between Syrian culture and SS. A great problem with the Syrian wedding-week
interpretation is the sheer gap between the nineteenth-century Syrian culture and SS in terms
of culture and date (Garrett, 2004:83; Johnston, 2009:169). The Syrian wedding customs do
not translate back into the culture of ancient Israel and therefore, this line of reasoning does

not have substantial scholarly support (Exum, 2011:79; Garrett, 2004:83).

2.4.2 Mythological interpretation

2.4.2.1 Description and motivation

Also known as the “cultic” or “funerary” interpretation, the mythological interpretation argues
that SS is a sanitized liturgical poem from a fertility cult (Garrett, 2004:82; Gault, 2019:26). In fertility
cults, gods of various hames, like Dumuzi or Tammuz, rise from the dead through the agency of their

respective “goddess-consort,” for example Inanna or Ishtar (Garrett, 2004:82). According to this

21 For more on Wetzstein’s theory see, Delitzsch (1885:162-176) and Gault (2019:25).
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interpretation, SS should be classified as a liturgy of the Tammuz-Ishtar cult, whose rites were
practised by Israel (cf. Ezek. 8:14; Gault, 2019:26). This implies that SS should be read as a type of
a sacred marriage between two gods of some sort or even as a sexual union between a deity and a
human being (Gault, 2019:26; Longman I, 2001:45).

2.4.2.2 Interpretation of SS 6:12

Pope (1977:590-591) interprets the word “chariot” not as a war instrument but rather as a
mythological vehicle that transports the two lovers. Pope (1977:590) further suggests that one of the
sacred marriage songs of Sumer?? might have a possible parallel with SS 6:12. Other than these

remarks, Pope gives no full interpretation of SS 6:12.

2.4.2.3 Evaluation

Although the mythological interpretation of SS seems plausible on the surface, two key
contradictions from SS and the wider OT context suggest otherwise, specifically (i) the lack of typical

fertility cult motifs and (ii) the negative view of paganism in the OT.

i.  Absence of fertility cult motifs. SS lacks any of the common themes or motifs usually found
in fertility cults (Garrett, 1993:362). For instance, the theme of death and resurrection is
absent from SS (Garrett, 1993:362), as is the portrayal of the lovers as gods (Exum, 2011:80).
Even when the lovers describe each other in metaphoric language, they never refer to each
other as gods or goddesses (Exum, 2011:80).

i.  The OT rejects paganism. Nowhere in the OT do we find any positive view of the Tammuz-
Ishtar Cult (Longman Ill, 2001:45). What we do find in the OT is the rejection of any idolatrous
cult (Ezek. 8:12, 14, 16) (Bullock, 1988:252; Gault, 2019:27). As Bullock (1988:252) rightly
argues, “the possibility that any cultic associations of the Song were gradually displaced by
the allegorical interpretation, thus paving the way for orthodox acceptance and canonization,
is indeed remote.” In the early postexilic era, Israel would have been strongly against idolatry,
and even in the later Hellenization of Israel, the priests and scribes guarded the holy Tanakh
from foreign influences (Bullock, 1988:252).

Given that SS lacks the necessary motifs for identification as fertility cult literature and is written in
Jewish tradition, which spurns the very mention of paganism, it follows that it is highly unlikely that
SS is mythological (Garrett, 1993:362).

2.4.3 Dramatic interpretation

2.4.3.1 Description and motivation

The dramatic approach was a popular way of interpreting SS in the nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries (Exum, 2011:78). Proponents of this view see SS as a written script for a dramatic

22 Pope (1977) refers to one of the sacred marriage songs of Sumer, as discussed by Kramer (1969:96).
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performance, while others see it as a literary drama built on “the pattern of a theatrical model”
(Johnston, 2009:38). In this framework, SS is divided into individual acts, speeches are attached to
dramatis personae, and a plot is reconstructed within the text (Johnston, 2009:38; Longman lll,
2001:39-40). Within this interpretation, two approaches emerge: (i) a two-character drama or (ii) a

three-character drama (Longman Ill, 2001:40-42).

In the two-character drama, two historical figures are identified as the two major characters
in SS, namely King Solomon and a rustic maiden, who is called the Shulammite (Garrett, 1993:358).
The plot, according to this approach, consists of King Solomon falling in love with this rustic maiden
and then taking her to be his bride (Delitzsch, 1885:20-21). King Solomon is so flabbergasted by this
rustic maiden’s pure and beautiful soul that he renounces his former polygamous lifestyle for true
love (Exum, 2011:78).

According to the three-character drama, the three major characters in SS are King Solomon,
the rustic maiden, and the rustic maiden’s shepherd lover (Exum, 2011:78). According to this plot,
King Solomon is a lustful king, who has spotted the rustic maiden and wants to carry her away to his
harem (Longman lll, 2001:41). This rustic maiden, however, is already in love with a shepherd, and

throughout SS she stays faithful towards him (Longman Ill, 2001:41).
2.4.3.2 Interpretation of SS 6:12

The main difference between the two- and three-character approaches in terms of the
interpretation of SS 6:12 is the identity of the speaker; in the two-character interpretation, it is the

woman who speaks, while in the three-character approach, the voice belongs to the male lover.

i.  Two-character hypothesis. Delitzsch (1885:117-119) argues that 6:12 does not refer to
movement within the Shulammite's soul, but rather to her position as queen. The Shulammite
does not let her heart be taken over by pride because of her elevated position as queen
(Delitzsch, 1885:119). The movement that the Shulammite speaks of is her love for her
people and for her king (Delitzsch, 1885:119). Therefore, the chariot that the Shulammite
refers to, is a reference to her people (Delitzsch, 1885:119).

ii.  Three-character hypothesis. The words in SS 6:12 are taken to be spoken by the male lover,
who realizes with a shock that he is one of many men attracted to his beloved; “he joins the
heard of ‘stallions’ straining after the beloved... and not quite recognizing himself in his own
behavior” (Provan, 2001:251).

2.4.3.3 Evaluation

Although the dialogue in SS points to a dramatic genre, this method of interpretation is faced
with two main criticisms, including (i) the late introduction of this genre into Jewish tradition and (ii)

the lack of other features which are fundamental to drama.
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i Historical anachronism. Drama, as we know it today, is a creation of the Greeks dating
roughly to the fifth century BC (Garrett, 2004:81; Johnston, 2009:40). Theatrical drama was
only introduced to Israel in the Roman period, when the first amphitheatres were built
(Johnston, 2009:40). Regardless of whether one opts for an early or late date composition
for SS, in either case the dramatic genre would not have been introduced to Israel before the
writing of SS (Garrett, 2004:81; Johnston, 2009:40). Therefore, the SS could not have been
written as drama, seeing that the template for a drama was not yet introduced to the Israelites
in Palestine (Johnston, 2009:41).

ii. Lacking features of a drama. A central concern against the drama theory is that one must
read a lot into the text in order to turn it into drama (Exum, 2011:78).2® The result is very
similar to the allegorical approach, but with the difference that details of historical value are
read into the text and not those of spiritual value. For example, to have a dramatic plotline in
SS, one has to “overinterpret the text in order to make the plot work” (Longman Ill, 2001:43).
There is some sense of conflict and resolution (cf. SS 3:1-4; 5:2-7), but no consistent
overarching plotline can be determined in SS (Carr, 1984:33). Another feature lacking in SS
is the indication of dramatis personae (Johnston, 2009:41). Aimost 10% of the time, the
reader is uncertain as to who is speaking (Longman Ill, 2001:42-43). Therefore, it is difficult
to accurately assign utterances to specific characters (Garrett, 1993:359). Other dramatic
features lacking in SS include character development, stage directions, divisions into acts

and episodes, narrative voice, etc. (Carr, 1984:33; Johnston, 2009:41).

The abovementioned discrepancies cast doubt on the validity of the interpretation of SS as drama,
begging the question whether any viable alternatives still remain. The final alternative is discussed

in the following section.

2.4.4 Love poetry interpretation

2.4.4.1 Description and motivation

With the discovery of Egyptian love poetry dating from the Ramesside Period between the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties (c. 1300-1150 BC) (Long, 2008:750), scholars noticed striking
similarities between the Egyptian songs and SS (Gault, 2019:28). Like SS, these Egyptian songs or
“love lyrics” have no unifying storyline but rather consist of an unspecified combination of love poems
(Longman Ill, 2001:50). Similar to SS, Egyptian love poetry portrays the human enjoyment of sexual
love and describes it in the most erotic terms (Long, 2008:750). Both SS and Egyptian love songs
place great emphasis upon describing the beloved in a physical sense and both appeal to tactile,

auditory, gustatory, and visual senses (Coshy, 1984:62). In addition, both works describe the scenes

23 Garrett (2004:80-81) gives illustrations on how interpreters of the dramatic approach have to bend the text
to fit into their storyline.
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of lovemaking in very symbolic language by using bucolic imagery (Cosby, 1984: 62; Gault,
2019:28).

2.4.4.2 Interpretation of SS 6:12

According to the love poetry interpretation, the words in SS 6:12 belong to the woman,

expressing how her desire has overcome her and transported her into her lover’s chariot (Longman
[, 2001:187).

2.4.4.3 Evaluation

In comparison with other methods of interpretation, the love poetry interpretation provides

the most plausible interpretation for SS, as it takes the text at face value (cf. Greene-McCreight,

2005:455-456). Taking SS as love poetry requires fewer presuppositions than many of the previous

interpretations mentioned above (Murphy, 1990:60). A few of the advantages of the love poetry

interpretation include the following.

Cross-cultural consistency. Rather than manipulating the text to fit to foreign interpretation
methods, the love poetry interpretation finds its support by comparing SS to similar texts from
the same cultural milieu, namely that of the ANE (Exum, 2011:30; Johnston, 2009:175).
Makes sense of the poetic language. The significance of the metaphors in SS is most notable
when it is interpreted in the context of love poetry from the ANE (Garrett, 2004:90). The
images of the poetic language are, as Garrett (2004:90) writes, “not theological, political,
ideological or philosophical ciphers”, but rather expressions of the emotion of love (Ryken et
al., 1998:806). This will be explained in more detail in chapters four and five of this study.
Makes sense of the characters. The love poetry interpretation succeeds, to a great extent, in
its identification of the characters in SS. If SS is poetry (as is argued above), it makes more
sense to see the lovers as “creations of a literary imagination” (Gledhill, 1994:21). As Gledhill
(1994) explains:

They are not real people acting out a real-life drama in a particular concrete situation. We do not know
whether they are socially, intellectually or temperamentally compatible. We know nothing about their
personalities. Were they shy introverts or noisy extroverts? Were they highly sophisticated city
dwellers or simple country folk? What we do know, however, is how they respond to each other, and
as much as their responses and feelings are those typical of all men and women in love, then we can
identify with them. (p. 21)

The lovers are therefore not historical personae but are rather types of a man and a woman
in love (Longman Ill, 2001:50). This implies that the figures in SS are universal, and their love
is timeless (Exum, 2011:8).
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In conclusion, for the reasons stated above, the present study considers the love poetry
interpretation to provide the most plausible description of the genre of SS. The remainder of the

study will therefore be carried out within this theoretical framework.

2.5 Chapter summary

This chapter has set out to examine and evaluate the different interpretations that have been
proposed for SS. The investigation has shown that one’s approach to the interpretation of SS will
undoubtedly affect or even change the meaning of the text. Although various interpretations have
been put forward, the interpretation of SS as love poetry interpretation is the most convincing in light
of SS scholarship. To date, it offers the most plausible explanation for SS without sacrificing the
integrity of the text or succumbing to cultural influences. In comparison with the alternatives—
including allegorical, reader-response, and other comparative methods—, the love poetry
interpretation is the most faithful to the character of SS. Thus, the present study and will henceforth

approach SS as within the love poetry framework.
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3. PREVIOUS STRUCTURAL ANALYSES OF SS
3.1 Introduction

Literary structure refers to the purposeful organisation of the constituent parts of a piece of
literature, including the techniques used to link the constituents into a seamlessly cohesive and
beautifully artistic whole. The objective of structural analysis, according to Ryken (1992:209), is to
(i) provide an overview of the piece of literature and (ii) to identify clear pathways of progression
through the work. Having established the objective of structural analysis, the method of inquiry is
straightforward; Dorsey (1999:16) identifies three steps in explicating the structure of a piece of

literature:

i.  ldentify the literature’s most basic units;
ii.  pursue the ordering of the literature’s most basic units; and

iii. contemplate the literature’s structure to its meaning.

Systematically parsing and explicating the progressive structure of a literary work, however, proves
to be no easy feat, leading to many and often highly divergent theories.

The difficulty which continues to permeate biblical scholarship on the Song of Songs is the
lack of consensus regarding its poetic structure. This debate is of considerable relevance to the
present study, as a more comprehensive and accurate interpretation of SS 6:12 hinges on an
understanding of the overall structure of the book (Hwang, 2003:97). The way in which one views
the organization of SS will have a direct influence upon the meaning of SS 6:12 (Dorsey, 1999:17,
Silva, 1994:221). Words, phrases, sentences, and paragraphs are “capable of multiple meanings" in
different contexts (Green, 2005:132). Green (2005:132) further explains that “[s]lentences... in a text
have their interpretation constrained by the preceding text, as words, sentences, and entire units of

discourse are shaped in their significance by the larger contexts within which they appear.”

As argued by Ryken (1992:207-208), the logical method in the explication of poetry is to
move from the big to the small, guiding the reader by gradually bringing the text into sharper focus.
Therefore, having reviewed previous interpretations of Song of Songs in chapter two, the purpose of
the present chapter is to examine previous structural analyses of SS in order to determine the most
reasonable structural scheme within which to analyse the syntactic and semantic import of SS 6:12
in Part 2 of this study. The present chapter is structured as follows. Section 3.2 highlights the
challenges for structural analyses of SS, while section 3.3 reviews previous approaches to the
structural analysis of SS. In section 3.4, a modified analysis is presented, and section 3.5 closes with

a chapter summary.
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3.2

Problem statement: Challenges for the structural analysis of SS

Various scholars have, in one way or another, tried to delineate SS’s structure but have found

that SS “is perhaps the most fluid and least amenable to organizational analysis” (Schwab,

2008:746). There are a number of reasons for this, of which the most basic include the following.

Insufficiency of traditional divisions. The traditional chapter divisions in English and Afrikaans
translations do not aid a reader sufficiently in making sense of SS’s structure (Garrett,
2004:25; Schwab, 2008:746). Even in the BHS text, the 19 “setumah” markers (the Hebrew
alphabet letter, o, as a closed paragraph marker) and the one “petucha” marker (the Hebrew
alphabet letter, 9, as an open paragraph marker) are placed at obvious places to demarcate
passages, particularly for synagogue reading (Falk, 1993:xix; Garret, 2004:25; Murphy,
2003:128, 152). However, these markers are insufficient to aid the determining the structure
of SS.

Homogenous imagery. Given that the imagery in SS flows continuously throughout the book,
it is difficult to precisely demarcate the various poetic units within SS (Exum, 2011:37). The
poetic imagery tends to blur distinctions from one unit to the next, without an obvious
organizing principle (Schwab, 2008:746).

Free use of parallelism. Alter (2011:233) notes that semantic parallelism occurs within SS
with a freedom hardly ever found in other poetic texts of the Bible. This implies that the
parallelistic technique associated with many other poetic texts in the Bible cannot be
meticulously applied to SS.

Plurality of Poetic Devices. SS is known to be embedded in poetic patterns, literary devices,
and various forms of figurative language (Hunt, 2008:x). Because of the abundance of poetic
features in SS, there is more than one avenue to follow in constructing a structure for SS
(Exum, 2011:37). Exum (2011:37) notes that, in “[r]lelying on different formal features and
correspondences to isolate different poetic building blocks, different interpreters perceive

different structural patterns.”

These problems and numerous others contribute to the difficulty associated with SS’s structure. As

discussed further in section 3.3, this has led different scholars to grapple with the SS’s structure in

different ways, with many improbable avenues being taken (Johnston, 2009:37).

3.3

Previous approaches

To investigate all existing structural analyses? of SS falls outside the scope of this study.

Based concluded in the previous chapter, this study is limited to investigating the main structural

24 For a survey of various structural approaches to SS from different interpretation theories, see Roberts
(2001:6-18) and Johnston (2009:36-52, 163-80, 289-305).
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analyses within the love poetry genre. Nevertheless, as shown in Table 3.1, considerable differences

exist between within this camp (Longman 111, 2001:54)%.

Table 3.1 Comparisons of proposed divisions for SS

Number Carr Fox (1985:94- | Gledhill Longman I Garrett Exum
of poems | (1984:45) | 180) (1994:7-9) | (2001:viii) (2004:32) | (2011:vi)
1 1:2-2:7 1:2-4 1:2-2-7 1:2-4 1:2-4 1:2-4

2 2:8-3:5 1:5-8 2:8-3:5 1:5-6 1:5-6 1:5-2:7
3 3:6-5:1 1:.9-17 3:6-5:1 1:7-8 1:7-8 2:8-3:5
4 5:2-8:4 2:1-7 5:2-6:3 1:9-11 1:.9-2:7 3:6-11
5 8:5-14 2:8-17 6:4-8:4 1:12-14 2:8-17 4:1-6:3
6 3:1-6 8:5-14 1:15-17 3:1-4:15 6:4-7:10
7 3:7-11 2:1-7 4:16-5:1 7:11-14
8 4:1-7 2:8-17 5:2-6:10 8:1-14
9 4:8-5:1 3:1-5 6:11-7:1

10 5:2-6:3 3:6-11 7:2-8:4

11 6:4-10 4:1-7 8:5-7

12 6:11-7:6 4:8-9 8:8-12

13 7:7-13 4:10-5:1 8:13-14

14 8:1-5a 5:2-6:3

15 8:5b-7 6:4-10

16 8:8-10 6:11-12

17 8:11-12 7:1-11

18 8:13-14 7:12-14

19 8:1-4

20 8:5-7

21 8:8-10

22 8:11-12

23 8:13-14

The number of constituent poems given in the leftmost column corresponds to each scholar’s
parsing of SS. For example, Fox (1985) argues in favour of 18 distinct cycles of poems within SS,
with the corresponding chapter and verse boundaries. The structural divisions encapsulated in Table
3.1 are not a comprehensive representation of all love poetry divisions for SS. The comparison
illustrates, with just a few mentioned proposals, how different each scholar’s view of the structure of
SSis.

25 For additional comparisons of various structural approaches from scholars who view SS as love poetry,
consult Ogden and Zogbo (1998:5), Hwang (2003:99), Schwab (2008:747) and Exum (2011:39).
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From the myriad of structural analyses in the literature on SS, two basic schools of thought can
be identified:

i.  SS as an anthology of independent love poems. According to this view, SS is a collection of
love poems, with each segmented poem acting as an independent unit with its own micro-
structure (Roberts, 2001:17; Garrett, 2004:26).

ii. SSis a unified piece of literature. In this school of thought, SS is a unified piece of literature
with “an over-arching macro-structure” (Roberts, 2001:17; Garrett, 2004:26).

The discussion turns to these two schools of thought in the following sections.

3.3.1 SS’s structure as an anthology of independent love poems

Scholars who read SS as an anthology of independent love poems follow an “atomistic
approach” (Estes, 2010:291) to SS. These scholars argue that SS consists in its majority of unrelated
poetry (Estes, 2010:291). According to this view, there is no deliberate or intentional arrangement of
structure within SS (Roberts, 2001:485-486; Estes, 2010:291). Proponents who follow this approach
include Brenner (1993), Falk (1993), and Keel (1994).

Fox (1985:205) identifies five criteria by which one can examine if SS should be understood
as a loose anthology with only “superficial editing”. The criteria can be summarized as
inconsistencies in (i) organisation and style, (ii) character identity, (iii) facts or events, (iv) doublets,
and (v) lack of cross-references within sequential poems. For the purposes of the present discussion
on the validity of viewing SS as an anthology of independent love poems, Fox’s (1995:205) criteria
will be slightly modified. In the following subsections, the arguments in favour of and against this
view are assessed in light of (i) (dis)similarities with other texts of this genre, (ii) authorship, (iii)

character identities, and (iv) plotline.

3.3.1.1 Arguments for SS structure as an anthology of independent love poems

A few of the arguments made in favour of SS as a loose anthology are summarized as

follows?8.

i. Genre: Resemblance between SS and Egyptian love poetry. Due to the parallels between
SS and Egyptian love poetry (c. 1300-1150 BC, see Long, 2008:750), which typically consist
of independent poems, White (1978:163) argues that SS is likewise “an anthology of
disparate poems.” White (1978:163) concludes that SS consists of 30 independent poems,
which are occasionally linked with “catchwords”.

ii.  Authorship. The tradition of Solomon as the sole author of SS has been criticized by various
scholars (Falk, 1993:xiv; Longman lll, 2001:2-7). This has led to the conclusion that SS is a

26 Fox (1985:202-204) also provides a summary of arguments for SS as a pure anthology, which he also
critiques.
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compilation of various poems (Falk, 1993:xiv; Longman Ill, 2001:7). If SS has multiple
authorship in its origin, it follows that the poems in SS are independent of each other (Falk,
1993:xv).

Character identities. Some scholars argue that SS does not have a few fixed characters
throughout its poems but rather has different characters or speakers (Brenner, 1993:268-
269; Falk, 1993:xiv). It follows that, if the speakers in SS consist of different love couples, SS
should be seen as consisting of distinct love poems (Brenner, 1993:269).

Plotline. Both Brenner (1993:269-269) and Keel (1994:15-17) assert that SS has no formal
structure or plotline. Brenner (1993:268) states that “any reading of meaning into the
principle(s) of organization, be it (they) structural or material, is motivated by the reader’s
personal ideology or convictions.” For Brenner (1993:268-269), this implies that SS has no
structure and therefore the poems should be regarded as a loose anthology. Although Keel
(1994:17) acknowledges repeating formulas and metaphors, he reaches the same

conclusion as Brenner (1993:268).

In sum, the arguments in favour of SS as an anthology of independent love poems include its

resemblance to Egyptian love poetry, which consists of loose poems, the variation in its speakers,

and the lack of a unifying plotline.

3.3.1.2 Arguments against SS structure as an anthology of independent love poems

In rebuttal of the argument in favour of SS as an anthology of independent love poems, the

following counterarguments can be put forward.

Genre: Dissemblance between SS and Egyptian love poetry. Although there are similarities
between SS and Egyptian love literature, there are also notable differences. Most notably, in
Egyptian love literature, the lovers typically speak about each other, while the lovers in SS
predominantly speak to each other (Longman Ill, 2001:50; Gault, 2019:29). In contrast to SS,
Egyptian love literature features “interior monologue (soliloquy), exterior monologue (where
the speaker addresses another), double monologue (where one lover’s words are conjoined

to the other’s or the speakers alternative)”, but no dialogue, as in SS (Exum, 2011:51).

Authorship. Even though it is probable that SS—in its final form—was authored or edited by
various writers (Schwab, 2008:739), this does not necessarily imply that there is no unity
within SS. The purpose of Solomon’s name in SS 1:1 and other verses (1:5; 3:7, 9, 11; 8:11,
12) might be, as Exum (2011:90) argues, an editorial technique to create a “Solomonic aura”
to SS,?’ or, as Estes (2010:274-275) argues, to provide a link to SS as a “wisdom text” in the
Solomonic wisdom tradition. Also worth mentioning is that 1'w ‘the song’ in SS 1:1 is in the

singular and not in the plural (Exum, 2011:91), implying that SS was seen in Jewish tradition

27 Ogden and Zogbo (1998:5) add that the recurrences of themes within SS advances the arguments that SS
is indeed in some sense unified.
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not as an anthology of independent love poems but rather as one poem (Exum, 2011:91).
Furthermore, in contrast to the Psalms or Proverbs, SS has no superscriptions to indicate

‘composite status” (Exum, 2011:91).

iii.  Character identities. One would expect that, if the characters in the poems of SS were
different from one to poem to another, there would be differences in terms of viewing love,
sex, and the body (Exum, 2000:29). This, however, is not the case. Rather, a very similar
tone about love, sex, and the body is found in the various poems (Exum, 2000:29).
Furthermore, the male and female voices are placed in such a way in SS that the different
poems form a dialogue between the man and the woman (Exum, 2000:29). Longman |l
(2001:15) perceptively points out that, although there is no overarching narrative, “the

characters whom we hear in the Song have a consistency of persona.”®

iv.  Plotline. Although no plotline can be effortlessly discerned within SS, this does not of
necessity imply that there is no unity within SS. When comparing SS with other anthologies,
SS does indeed exhibit some sort of a structure (Fox, 1985:204). For instance, in comparison
with the Papyrus Harris 500, consisting of three groups of songs which “have no closure,
unity of character, or associative sequence...[,] the Song has strong unity of character

portrayal, closure, coherence and associative sequences” (Garrett, 2004:30).

Thus, on the matters of genre, authorship, characters, and plotline, SS can be argued to be a unified
piece of literature rather than an anthology of independent love poems.

3.3.1.3 Evaluation

In light of the criteria presented in section 3.3.1, there is insufficient evidence to suggest that
SS is an anthology of independent love poems (Fox 1985:205; Exum 2011:35-36). Even the
strongest adherents to the atomistic approach have been criticised for not trying to uncover the
structure of SS but rather to “validate atomization” (Decker, 2001:174). In fact, this structural analysis
has provoked a strong reaction among scholars against a pure atomistic view of SS and in favour of
a more unified approach (Exum, 1973:48; Roberts, 2001:18).

3.3.2 SS as a unified piece of literature

Scholars within this category argue that the title of SS suggests that the book is composed
as one unified song (Roberts, 2001:19; Davidson, 2003:44; Garrett, 2004:26). Scholars who identify
SS as lyric poetry examine four diagnostics in finding unity, namely (i) a sequential narrative, (i)

dialogue, (iii) literary macrostructure, and (iv) repetition (Roberts, 2001:19-20; Estes, 2010:291).%°

28 Longman IIl (2001:15-17) gives an apt synopsis of the character's persona within SS.
29 Estes (2010:291-292) also identifies “an impressionistic or poetic structure” in SS, though he uses the term
ambiguously so that one does not know how it differs from the previous approaches. “Impressionism”, as
Baldick (2015:179) points out, is in essence a very vague and subjective term.
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The advantages and disadvantages of each of these diagnostics are weighed in the following

subsections.

3.3.2.1 Unity through sequential narrative

The first method by which scholars seek to unify SS is by determining a linear narrative
development or progression (Estes, 2010:42; Exum, 2011:42). Proponents of this approach include
Glickman (1976), Deere (1986), Nelson (1998), and Duguid (2016).3° A condensed version of
Deere’s (1986:1010) outline of SS sufficiently illustrates how SS is viewed by this approach. For the
purpose of the current investigation, the place of SS 6:12 within this outline is emphasised (in bold)
in Figure 3.1.

I Superscription (1:1)
Il The courtship (1:2-3:5)
. The wedding (3:6-5:1)
V. The maturation of the marriage (5:2-8:4)
a. The indifference and solution (5:2-6:13)
i. The wife’s indifference and the husband’s absence (5:2-8)
ii. The attractiveness of the lover (5:9-16)
iii. The lover in his garden (6:1-3)
iv. The couple’s reconciliation (6:4-13)
b. Praise of the beloved and her love (7:1-10)
c. Invitation from the beloved (7:11-13)
d. The beloved’s desire for greater intimacy (8:1-4)
V. The conclusion (8:5-7)
VI. Epilogue (8:5-14)

Figure 3.1 Deere’s (1986:1010) Outline of SS

The main argument in favour of a sequential narrative as the unifying force in SS is the
evident progression of events (Deere, 1986:1010; Glickman, 1976:182-187). Roughly speaking, SS
1:2-3:5 is seen as the courtship section, SS 3:6-5:1 as the wedding, and 5:2-8:4 as the maturation
in the couple’s marriage (Deere, 1986:1010; cf. Duguid, 2016:xxi-xxii). The conclusion section (SS
8:5-7), however, interrupts the chronological order, as the epilogue contains a flashback (SS 8:8-12)

to how the relationship began (Johnston, 2009:47). Duguid (2016:xxi-xxii) follows this pattern with

30 Duguid (2016:xxi) denies that SS has “a straightforward sequential narrative.” However, Duguid (2016:xxi)
describes SS 3:6-5:1 as the couple’s wedding consummation and sees anything described before or after this
section, as before or after in terms of development.
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some alterations. Although many variations of the sequential progression in SS have been proposed,

scholars generally concede some form of development in the book’s plotline.3!

Although approaching SS as a sequential narrative seems logical at first glance, scholarly
literature from the past two decades argues otherwise. Counterarguments to the narrative approach
to SS rely on distinguishing between (i) narrative and narrativity, (ii) linearity and circularity, and (iii)

episodicity and dialogue.

i.  Narrative vs. narrativity. The seeking of narrative elements within SS stems from confusing
the concept of “narrativity” within poetic units as an indication that a piece of literature is a
“narrative”.®? A NARRATIVE is a piece of literature that is interwoven with the basic elements
of characters, plot, and setting (Phillips, 2008:492). These three elements, which usually
constitute a narrative, are not easily identifiable within SS. Chronological indicators such as,
for example, “when they had lived there about ten years” (Ruth. 1:4), are quite absent from
SS (Phillips, 2008:494). On the other hand, NARRATIVITY, as Alter (2011:44) defines it, is “the
narrative development of metaphor”. In keeping with the general principle of parallelism within
Biblical poetic verse, Alter (2011:42-43) explains that narrativity is the movement from one
poetic line to the following by the underlying connection of syntagmatic® links within these
poetic lines (Exum, 2011:44-45). These syntagmatic links can range from two or three poetic
lines to a “small-scale” narrative, such as 2 Samuel 22 (Alter, 2011:43).3* Ultimately,
narrativity is the dominant pattern within SS poems (Alter, 2011:234), and therefore the
movement from one line to another should not be regarded as an indication of a narrative.®

ii. Linearity vs. circularity. Ryken (2008:62) aptly explains that “[a] plot is not simply a
succession of events but a sequence of related events possessing a beginning, a middle,

and an end... a plot gives us one or more single or whole actions.” In light of this definition,

31 Tanner (1997:142) follows a literal-didactic approach and states that SS is framed by an inclusio with the
words “brothers” and “vineyard” (Tanner, 1997:144-145; 152). However, he also asserts that SS is a story with
a plot (Tanner, 1997:159; 160-161). Munro (1995:145-146) finds unity within SS through its continuous use of
imagery, but finds some sort of narrative dynamic within it particularly regarding regal imagery and water
imagery. Although Estes (2010:292) denies the sequential narrative approach and advocates for an
impressionistic approach, he does acknowledge a “general temporal development” (2010:295) within SS and
expounds the passages before SS 4:16-5:1 as indicating that the “Shulammith” has not had any sexual
intercourse with “Solomon.”
32 Johnston (2009:45-50), in his evaluation of SS as “poetic narrative”, seems to collapse the distinction
between narrativity and narrative by using these terms synonymously.
33 The syntagmatic axis “is the ‘linear’ aspect of language” (Baldick, 2015:354). Silva (1994:221) defines
syntagmatic relations as “relations holding between units that may combine to form contexts.” Syntagmatic
relations stand in contrast to paradigmatic relations, which are “relations holding between similar but
contrasting units that may occupy the same linguistic context” (Silva, 1994:220). For further discussion, see
Silva (1994:119-120) and Baldick (2015:265, 354).
34 For a more extensive explanation of narrativity, see Alter (2011:29-73).
35 Exum (2011:42-44) argues that scholars like Fox (1985), Longman 1l (2001), Garrett (2004), etc. are guilty
of acknowledging a sequential narrative progression within SS. However, this may also be a result of
ambiguous terms used by the authors that refer to narrativity (cf. Exum, 2011:38).
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it is improbable that a consistent plot may be traced within SS. Of course, SS consists of
various events, but stringing these events into a linear sequence seems to be forcing the text
beyond its intention (Estes, 2010:292; Johnston, 2009:48). Glickman (1976:183), a
proponent of unifying SS through narrative sequence, admits that he too must wrangle the
texts of SS together to form the sequence of the plotline. Based on the premise that the
progression is not that easily identifiable, it follows that the linear approach is faulty.
Furthermore, various passages before the so-called wedding night (SS 4:1-5:1) might
suggest that the couple had already consummated their love (cf. SS 1.4, 17; 2:4-6, 17: 3:4)
(Johnston, 2009:48-49). The endeavour of trying to construct a plotline within SS stems from
the assumption that SS is chronologically arranged (Tanner, 1997:157). However, scholars
have countered this argument by stating that SS is not arranged chronologically (Ryken,
2008:279) but is more accurately circular in its progression (Gledhill, 1994:37-38; Munro,
1995:65, 146; Ryken 2008:279; Exum, 2011:45). In the words of Carr (1993:291), the
“individual units seem to fold back on each other rather than moving the story forward.”

iii. Episodicity vs. dialogue. Like the linearity argument, the argument that SS has a typical
episodic structure is also unlikely, given that episodic structure necessitates a central and—
crucially—consistent character (Baldick, 2015:122).2¢ The presence of such a character links
the various episodes to each other, with each episode constituting a part of the larger story
(Ryken, 2014:80). However, rather than demarcating episodes, the various scenes in SS
form a dialogue between the man and woman without exclusively focusing on the woman as
character (cf. SS. 5:9, 6:11-12, 7:1, 8:8-9).

In summary, the progressive tendencies within SS point to circular narrativity marked by dialogue
rather than an overall linear and episodic narrative plotline. Crucially, it must be borne in mind that
SSis poetry; therefore, when constructing a structure for SS, one must adhere to the rules of Hebrew

poetic literature.
3.3.2.2 Unity through dialogue

Scholars argue that SS has a strong unity within itself solely in terms of its dialogue®” (Exum,
2011:38; Murphy, 1990:62). Exum (2011:38) argues that “the poetic development of the Song” is
determined by the dialogue from the man, woman, and women of Jerusalem. Proponents of this
method include Murphy (1990) and Exum (2011:38). A typical outline of SS based solely upon
dialogue is shown in Figure 3.2 (based on Exum, 2011:38-41; Johnston, 2009:51; divisions
according to the BHS).

36 An example of episodes linked via a central character within the Bible is the story of Abraham (Ryken,
2014:80). “In Genesis 12, the call of Abraham (vv. 1-9) and Abraham and Sarah’s sojourn in Egypt (vv. 10-2)
are episodes in the larger story of Abraham” (Ryken, 2014:80).
37 Dialogue can be defined as “[t]he technique of embodying literary content in the form of conversion between
two or more people in a story.”
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l. Compilation of various speeches from the man, the woman, and the woman of Jerusalem (1:2-2:7)
Il The woman’s first long speech (2:8-3:11)
M. The man’s first long speech (4:1-5:1)
V. The woman’s second long speech (5:2-6:3)
V. The man’s second long speech (6:4-7:10)
i. Man'’s first metaphoric description of the woman (6:4-6:10)

ii. Woman’s speech for man to visit the nut garden (6:11-12)

iii. Other voices than that of the man or woman (7:1)

iv. Man’s second metaphoric description of the woman (7:2-10)

VII. Compilation of various speeches from the man, the woman and the women of Jerusalem (7:11-8:14)

Figure 3.2 Outline of SS based on dialogue (Exum, 2011:38-41; Johnston, 2009:51)

Murphy (1990:62), who finds no “overt literary structure” in SS, believes that the dialogue
between the primary characters creates a “contrived unity”. This dialogic structure creates a
sequential arrangement of poetic units within SS and lends a coherence to the text (Murphy,
1990:66).

Though ostensibly plausible, this dialogic structure is not a failproof solution to the question
of unity in SS. While it is true that there is dialogue within SS (Ryken, 2014:59), SS is first and
foremost lyric poetry and cannot simply be reduced to a dialogue (Ryken, 2014:59; Strawn,
2008:443). Criticisms against this approach appeal to (i) the lack of historical annotations in Hebrew

manuscripts and (ii) the discontinuity in the dialogue.

i.  Lack of historical divisions. The foremost challenge for the dialogue approach to the unity of
SS is that title identifications for the various speakers within SS are absent in the original
Hebrew manuscript (Longman Ill, 2001:42). The LXX is the first manuscript to have notations
in the margins assigning verses to certain characters (Webster, 1982:73). The earliest
examples of rubrics within the text of SS are seen in the Greek manuscripts Alexandrinus and
Sinaiticus (Carr, 1984:47; Longman Ill, 2001:42). If dialogue was the primary way by which SS
should have been divided, one would arguably expect such titles to have been part of the

original MT text.

i.  Dialogic discontinuity. Arguments in favour of dialogic divisions usually draw them as a last
attempt (cf. Murphy, 1990:62, 64-65; Exum, 2011:38). Murphy (1990:64), who argues for a
“dialogue structure” for SS, acknowledges that there is an “apparent lack of continuity at
several points in the text, where there are sudden shifts of scene, topic, and ostensible
speaker.” Likewise, while Exum (2011:38) argues that SS is “composed of two cycles of long
speeches” each from the man and woman, she (2001:40) acknowledges that the second long
speech of the man (6:4-7:10 [ET SS 6:4-7:9]) is interrupted by the woman’s words in SS 6:11-
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12, thus breaking the pattern. Furthermore, the dialogic structure for SS often fails because, in
seeking to identify which speech should be given to which character, it may misattribute text
to the wrong speaker (Johnston, 2009:51-52).

In conclusion, although it has echoes of drama, SS is lyric poetry, employing various techniques,
including—Dbut not limited to—dialogue (Ryken, 2014:59). In light of historical facts and dialogic
discontinuity, the unity of the book cannot solely hinge upon dialogic interactions between the various

poetic voices.

3.3.2.3 Unity through literary chiastic macrostructure

Adherents of the chiastic method argue that SS is unified by rhetorical figures, like an
inclusio® or chiasm?®, creating recurring motifs which form parallels within SS (Exum, 1973:49).
Literature endorsing this approach include Carr (1984), Davidson (2003), Exum’s (1973) earlier work,
Garrett (2004)°, and Hwang (2003). There is general agreement among scholars that the first unit,
SS 1:2-2:7, corresponds approximately with the last unit, SS 8:5-14 or 8:8-14 (Roberts, 2001:24).
SS 3:6-5:1 forms some sort of thematic climax within SS (Roberts, 2001:24). There also seems to
be some sort of a recurring dream sequence in SS 3:1-4 and SS 5:2-8 (Murphy, 1990:63). Hwang
(2003:105) provides a quintessential example of a chiastic structure for SS, as reproduced in Figure
3.3.

1(1:2-8)
I (1:9-2:7)
101 (2:8-17)
V (3:6-5:1)
VI (5:2-6:3)
VII (6:4-13)
VIII (7:1-13)
IX (8:1-14)
Figure 3.3 Hwang’s (2003:105) Chiastic structure of SS

Scholars who argue for a literary macrostructure for SS do so because reoccurring phrases, words,
motifs, themes, character portrayal, parallelisms, and refrains within the book appear at “crucial
junctures”, contributing to the idea that SS is a structured unity (Exum, 1973:49; Dorsey, 1990:82;
Tanner, 1997:152). Specifically, it is argued that the structured unity of SS is a chiasm, in which

38 Also known as an “envelope structure” (Longman Ill, 2008:323). Ryken (2014:76) defines this device as
“[t]he use of identical or similar material at the beginning and ending of a story or poem.”
39 A chiasm can basically be defined as a “literary pattern in which the second half of a work takes up the same
subject as the first half, but in reverse order” (Ryken, 2014:42).
40 Garrett (2004:31) differs from the aforementioned scholars in the sense that he does not argue for a precise
chiastic structure for SS, but rather for an asymmetrical chiasm.
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parallel poems within SS ultimately “revolve around the central pivot at Song (4:16-5:1)" (Garrett,
2004:35; see also Exum, 1973:49; Shea, 1980:396).

As with previous approaches to unity in SS, the chiastic approach is not without its

challenges, namely (i) the excess of distinguishing features in SS and (i) unbalanced parallels.

1. Excess of structural features. One of the reasons why this method is practically difficult to
employ within SS is that the book is saturated with “structural features [which] one could
isolate and find meaningful” (Exum, 2011:37). Exum (2011:37), who previously sought to
follow a formalistic approach towards SS (Exum, 1973), points out that the abundance of
structural features in SS leads to a plethora of potential patterns and interpretations. The text
of SS “has numerous repetitions of words and key phrases, inclusions and parallels” (Tanner,
1997:154), and therefore, to force a simplified poetic pattern onto SS is to undermine its

poetic artistry.

2. Unbalanced parallels. Where the literary macrostructural method succeeds in demarcating
“sectional boundaries”, it fails to determine exact parallel units within SS (Tanner, 1997:27).
For example, although parallels seem to be noticeable between SS 1:1-2:7 and SS 8:5-14, it
can also be argued that SS 2:8-17 has parallels with SS 8:5-14 (Tanner, 1997:154). In
reviewing M.S. Elliott’s (1989) The literary unity of the Canticle, Landy (1991:571) writes that
Elliott “tends to gloss over contrast and elements conductive to disunity.” Hwang (2003:105),
who also argues for a chiastic structure for SS, admits that the variation between the size

and number of proposed “micro-structural” units “arouses suspicion among scholars”.

In summary, although literary macrostructural proposals have some weight to their argument,
they ultimately press the details of SS into moulds in which they do not naturally fit (Tanner,
1997:154). As Longman Il (2001:56) observes, “[t]he fact that these scholars do not agree in their
analyses bears out the subtle manipulation of the evidence necessary to make their patterns work.”
When approaching SS 6:12, Roberts (2001:486) admits that both the difficulty of SS 6:12 and the
inadequate method of a literary macrostructure contribute to the misunderstanding of SS 6:12.
Murphy (1990:63) concludes by stating that “[tjhe problem is to determine whether or not minute
stylistic features are sure signs of structure, assessing them in light of other coherent sequences,

which weigh against literary unity.”
3.3.2.4 Unity through repetition

In the fourth approach, the organizing principle for SS is argued to be found in the reoccurring
refrains. Among others, scholars who see the structure of SS made up through repeating refrains,
include Johnston (2009) and Ogden and Zogbo (1998). Johnston (2009:296-299) identifies “double”
and “single” refrains which respectively constitute an “external frame” and an “internal frame”.
Additionally, Johnston (2009:299-305) identifies five sets of parallel panels within SS, which are

formed by repetition of keywords, parallel sequences, and refrains. Johnston’s (2009:296-299)
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“internal frames” illustrate how he positions SS 6:12 strictly according to refrains. This is illustrated

below in Figure 3.4.

— A Poetic narrative: seeking and finding (3:1-4)
Closing refrain: adjuration (3:5)
B  Opening refrain: “who is this?” (3:6)
Poetry: answer to query (3:7-11)
B’  Opening refrain: “you are lovely!” (4:1a) —_—
Poetry: wasf song (4:1b-5:1)
— A’ Poetic narrative: seeking, not finding (5:2-7)
Closing refrain; adjuration (5:8)

A Poetry: reply/wasf of the man (5:9-6:2)
Closing refrain: mutual possession (6:3)

B Opening refrain: “you are lovely!” (6:4a) I
Poetry: wasf song (6:4b-9)
B’  Opening refrain: “who is this?” (6:10) _—

Poetry: non-answer to query (6:11-12)
A’ Poetry: reply/wasf of the maiden (7:1-10)
Closing refrain: mutual passion (7:11)

Figure 3.4 Johnston’s (2009:297-299) “internal frames” in SS

Ogden and Zogbo (1998:6), on the other hand, broadly identify six poems, demarcated by reiterating
refrains, while also acknowledging the reoccurrence of “keywords” throughout SS (i.e. “flowers” in
SS 4:5; 5:13; 6:2, 3) (Ogden & Zogbo, 1998:9). Although it can hardly be doubted that reoccurring
refrains do appear within SS (Ryken, 2014:172), they alone are not necessarily sufficient markers of
unity. The recurring refrains as well as the recurring images and themes within SS are so numerous
that, in the words of Landy (2011:35), “[tlhe analysis of the repetitions in the Song would be an
exhausting business, since normally we are dealing with a multitude of equivalences: the Song is an
extraordinarily intricate fabric.” Such an approach is therefore quite problematic if one is trying to

forge SS’s structure according to a strict repetition structure.

3.4 Proposed structural analysis

As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, the structural analysis of SS has a
considerable effect upon the understanding of SS 6:12. Having discussed various approaches to the
structure of SS, we can now briefly indicate how the different proposals view the literary context of
SS 6:12. See Table 3.2.

33



Table 3.2 Effect of structural approaches on SS 6:12
Structural approach Effect on SS 6:12
- SS 6:12 should be read in relative isolation from the rest of SS without trying to
Atomistic approach . o
compare the various poems within SS.
Narrative SS 6:12 should be read within the larger narrative development within SS and
- approach investigated regarding how it helps move the progression along.
8 Dialogue SS 6:12 should be read as being part of a dialogue between the man and the
g_ approach woman. The verse should then be compared with the other speeches from the
& same speaker, whether it is the woman or the man.
E Chiastic The parallel unit of SS 6:12 should be identified. With comparative analyses the
= approach meaning of SS 6:12 can then be determined within the literary chiasm of SS.
- Repetition Themes recurring in refrains should be identified within SS 6:12 explicated
approach accordingly.

At this juncture, the problem faced by the present study is that many of the structural
proposals evaluated above struggle to explain the structure of SS in its entirety, without denying
many of its structural intricacies. Dorsey’s (1990:81) words still ring true today: “The literary structure
of the Song of Songs has been the subject of considerable scholarly controversy over the centuries...
and there is still no consensus regarding either the book’s unity of the number of constituent
units/songs that comprise it.” This statement, however, does not mean that all mentioned proposals
are consistently inadequate or even that this whole chapter has been unfruitful. Indeed, the literature
review conducted in the present chapter has unveiled several conclusions. Firstly, SS is

characterized by

indications of both unity and disunity. The repetition of verses, themes, images, vocabulary, and
character labels achieves a certain unity. And yet, the absence of a clear plot movement and the lack
of a consistent development in the relationship between the central pair undercut this apparent unity.
(Huwiler, 1999: 235)

In other words, SS strikes a balance between uniformity and variation. Ultimately, however, the
discussion tends to favour the position that SS is indeed a unified work. Thus, the second conclusion
reached in the present chapter is that, although SS displays varied uniformity—or uniform variation—
, it is compellingly unified, and this is especially shown in the studies done by Murphy (1979) and
Fox (1985:202-226). At the risk of becoming redundant, the following list presents a few of the most

persuasive points in support of the unity of SS .

i. Repetends*. Various phrases reoccur throughout SS, with somewhat varied form, including
“adjuration” (SS 2:7; 3:5; 5:8; 8:4), “romance” (SS 2:6, 8:3), “mutual possession” (SS 2:16,

41 A repetend is a “word, phrase, or line that recurs in a poem” (Baldick, 2015:308). It differs from a refrain in
the sense that a repetend only repeats partially, or “only at irregular intervals” (Baldick, 2015:308). Some
scholars uses the term “refrain” when speaking of repetends (cf. Johnston, 2009:289-292; Murphy, 1979:436-
437). See the discussion on repetends by Fox (1985:209-210).
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6:3, 7:11), “gazelle” (SS 2:17; 4:7; 8:14), “admiration” (SS 1:15; 4:1; 6:4), and “query”
repetends (SS 3:6; 6:10; 8:5) (Fox, 1985:209; Johnston, 2009:290-292; Murphy, 1979:99).42

ii. Repeating keywords. These keywords include “beloved” (SS 5:2-8; 6:1-3), “garden” (SS 4:16;
6:2; 11), “Solomon” (SS 1:1, 5; 3:7, 9, 11; 8:11-12), and “vineyard” (SS 1:6, 14; 2:15; 7:12)
(Murphy, 1979:438-439; Ogden & Zogbo, 1998:9).

iii.  Recurring motifs. The motifs relating to “seek” and “find” (SS 3:1-4; 5:6-8), “fruit” (SS 1:3; 2:5;
6:11: 7:13), “flowers” (SS 4:5; 5:13; 6:2, 3) and “open” (SS 5:2-6) recur at regular intervals
(Ogden & Zogbo, 1998:9).

iv.  Associative sequences. This refers to clusters of words or phrases that reoccur in the same
order elsewhere in SS (Fox, 1985:215). This type of reoccurrence creates parallels within
SS, including the nocturnal sequences (3:1-5; 5:2-8) and the descriptive poems (wasf) (SS
4:1-7; 6:4-10) (Johnston, 2009:304). For example, the descriptive poems (SS 4:1-7; 6:4-10)
both start with praise of the woman’s beauty (SS 4:1; 6:4); both describe the physical charms
of the woman in identical order: eyes, hair, teeth, (lips), cheeks (SS 4:1-2, 3; 6:5-7); and both
use gradual numeral parallelism*® (SS 4:4; 6:8) (Johnston, 2009:304).

v.  Character portrayal. There seems to be a consistent character portrayal of the man and
woman throughout SS (Fox, 1985:217).

Although the above list is by no means all-encompassing, it does reveal unifying patterns
within SS. The continual occurrence of repetends, keywords, motifs, and associative sequences
within SS points to the prominence of repetition throughout the whole of the book. This seems to
indicate that SS is predominantly structured by these reoccurring devices of repetition, in one way
or another, and thus analysable within this framework. Therefore, arguments for structuring SS
according to repetition provide the strongest support to date. Although in no sense a conclusive
study, the premise that repetition is crucial in making sense of SS, will be adopted in the remainder

of this study.

3.5 Chapter summary
The purpose of the present chapter has been to review previous approaches to the structural
analysis of Song of Songs in order to determine the literary context of SS 6:12. A summary of the

main approaches is presented in Table 3.3.

42 For further discussion on refrains, see Longman Il (2008:641-643).
4 For example, “one thousand bucklers//all the shields” (SS 4:4); “sixty queens//eighty
concubines//innumerable virgins” (SS 6:8).
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Table 3.3 Summary of previous analyses of the structure of SS

Structural approach Effect on SS 6:12 Proponents
SS is composed of independent love
poetry, with no intentional organising

Brenner (1993); Falk (1993); Keel

Atomistic approach .
'SUc app principle. (1994)
Narrative Although love poetry, the poems of SS Deere (1986); Duguid (2016);
approach follow a linear narrative development. Nelson (1998); Tanner (1997).

SS is organised mainly through the

Dialogue conversation between the primary )
'CC% approach characters, namely the man and the Exum (2011); Murphy (199).
= woman.
Q.
‘,E Chiasti SS is a literary unit, structured Carr (1984); Davidson, (2003);
;.G:_’ 1astic according to rhetorical figures, e.g. Exum (1973); Garrett (2004);
5 approach chiasm. Hwang (2003).

SS is structured mainly through
repetition of words, themes, phrases
refrains, et cetera.

Repetition
approach

Johnston (2009); Ogden & Zogby
(1998).

The evaluation of the above-mentioned methods of analysing the structure to SS is by no
means comprehensive. What the study does indicate is that, while no sure structural proposal fits
perfectly onto the fluidity which SS exhibits, each structural proposal, when not taken to its extreme
form, highlights a certain facet of the structure of SS. The atomistic approach points out that SS is
divisional at many places and manifests a loose poetic structure. The narrative approach highlights
that narrativity is expressed in the poems of SS, and therefore that a cyclic poetic progression is
discernible in the whole of SS. The dialogic analysis stresses that many of the poems within SS
rotate around the interaction between man and the woman, guiding the reader in understanding
many of the characters’ reactions. The literary approach highlights many of SS’s artistic poetic
devices—such as chiasms and inclusios—which bring structural unity between many of the poems
within SS. The repetition approach shows that repetition, in the form of recurring themes, keywords,
images, refrains, et cetera, are discernible and have the purpose of emphasizing the cyclic aspect

of sexual love between the man and woman.

This chapter had shown that many extensive studies have been done on the structure of SS,
without any consensus on the appropriate analysis. This does not imply that SS has no structure, as
is indicated above. In light of all the arguments presented in this chapter, the present study

understands repetition to be the most powerful—but not exclusive—unifying device in SS.

Dorsey (1990:36) emphasizes that the structure of a particular piece/genre of literature is
linked to its theme and message. SS is lyric poetry about the intimate sexual love between a man
and a woman and therefore, in accordance with SS’s theme on sexual love, the structure conveys

the fluidity of love and that sexual love cannot be pressed into a precise scheme or mould. Sexual
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love between a man and woman moves repetitively, cyclically, and rapidly at certain times and shows
that there are no bounds to the enjoyment of sexual love within God’s design (cf. Gen 1,2). Fox
(1985:226) aptly summarizes this point with the following words: “The Song takes a single romance
and turns it around and around like a gem, displaying all its facets. The reader finally sees the gem

as a whole, and the order in which the facets were shown does not much matter.”
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PART TWO: DATA
AND ANALYSIS

TRANSLATION AND INTERPRETATION OF

SS6:12



4. SYNTACTICO-SEMANTIC ANALYSISOF SS6:12
4.1 Introduction

Having reviewed previous interpretations and structural analyses of Song of Songs in Part
One, Part Two of the present study now turns to a closer analysis of SS 6:12 in order to determine
the most accurate translation and interpretation thereof. More specifically, the present chapter
conducts a linguistic study of the morphosyntax and semantics of SS 6:12, with the objective of
producing a faithful formal translation which will serve as the basis of the literary analysis in chapter
five. At its core, the problem posed by SS 6:12 is twofold, namely the (i) structural ambiguity and (ii)

semantic or lexical ambiguity.

Regarding the first challenge, while all the constituents in SS 6:12 are superficially in the
correct order—that is, breaking no phrase structure rules (i.e., determiners precede nouns, verbs
select noun phrases, etc.)—, the constituents may be syntactically combined and subdivided in
various ways, creating structural ambiguity, also known as AMPHIBOLOGY. Consider the examples in
(11), in which square brackets are used to demarcate possible subdivisions. Syntacticians use tree

diagrams to illustrate these differences.

(11) The girl saw the man with a telescope
(@ The girl [saw the man with a telescope] — ‘the girl used a telescope to see the man’

(b) The girl saw [the man with a telescope] — ‘the girl saw a man who had a telescope’

While all the constituents in (11) are syntactically in the “correct” order, the meaning of the sentence
changes based on the internal combination of those constituents. A similar problem is posed by SS
6:12.

In addition to the structural ambiguity, SS 6:12 also contains lexical or semantic ambiguity,
that is, when one word form corresponds to multiple meanings. Consider, for instance, the phrase,
“he found a bat”, where “bat” could either mean “flying nocturnal animal” or “object used to hit a ball”.
While the lexical ambiguity in SS 6:12 is not quite as drastic, several words are heavily nuanced and
correspond to multiple lexical senses. The syntactic and semantic ambiguity in SS 6:12 may,
however, be decoded by looking at morphological and other contextual clues in the text itself. As
Osborne (2006:82) quite aptly explains, “[w]ords provide the building blocks of meaning, [and]

grammar and syntax the design.”

The present chapter is arranged as follows. In section 4.2, the sample of English and
Afrikaans Bible translations to be used for data collection in the linguistic study are listed and
scrutinised. In section 4.3, the five syntactico-semantic challenges for the translation of SS 6:12 are
identified and analysed. Solutions to these five challenges are proposed in section 4.4, followed by
a synthesis of the findings and a workable translation of SS 6:12 in section 4.5. For the purposes of
the present chapter, the study is confined to a linguistic analysis of the text, leaving literary and
interpretative implications for discussion in chapter five.
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4.2 Previous translations

The first step in determining the most accurate translation of SS 6:12 is to scrutinize previous
translations and to identify common trends. Section 4.2.1 briefly defines translation, its purpose, and
main schools of thought, followed in section 4.2.2 by a description of the criteria considered in the
sampling of English and Afrikaans Bible translations.
4.2.1 Purpose and method of translation

The purpose of this subsection is to briefly define translation and its purpose in order to equip
the reader for the ensuing discussion on SS 6:12. An in-depth discussion of the finer points of
translation theory and the issues associated with it is beyond the scope of this study and are thus
not discussed here. The purpose of translation is to communicate the equivalence of what was first
expressed in the source language (“SL”) in the target or receptor language (“TL”) (Fee & Strauss,
2007:21; Van Leeuwen, 2005:812). According to Fee and Strauss (2007:30-31), the process of

translating is guided by the following two questions.**

i. If it is interpreted in its original context, what is the meaning of the text (Fee & Strauss,
2007:30)? The original context includes the syntactic, literary context of the text as well as
the socio-historical context of the authors and readers (Fee & Strauss, 2007:30-31; Osborne,
2006:37).

ii. How can the meaning of the text in its original context be accurately reproduced in the target
or receptor language (Fee & Strauss, 2007:31)?

The two questions described above imply that, essentially, no two languages are ever
isomorphic (Rhodes, 2009:20; Silva, 1994:175). This process of translation is intertwined with
interpretation, for as Fee and Strauss (2007:31) argue, “all translation involves interpretation”.
However, translators differ as to the extent to which interpretation is permitted to influence
translation. Translation theorists thus identify three main types of translation, namely (i) formally, (ii)

functionally, and (iii) optimally equivalent translation (Klein et al., 2017:191).4°

i.  Formally equivalent translations. Also known as “literal” or “word-for-word” translations (Fee
& Strauss, 2007:26; Duvall & Hays, 2008:80). This approach to translation tries to “map” the
source language onto the target language in such a way that the word boundaries, syntax,

and structure are mostly preserved (Duvall & Hays, 2008:80; Fee & Strauss, 2007:26).

i.  Functionally equivalent translations. Also known as “idiomatic” or “thought-for-thought”

translations (Duvall & Hays, 2008:80). This translation theory seeks to carry over only the

44 The two summarized questions presuppose many difficulties the translator has to overcome in order to
achieve the translation being opted for. For the purpose of our study, it is not necessary to go into all the
details. For further reading, see Dewey (2004:67-89) and Rhodes (2009:17-28).
45 For a summary concerning the goals, strengths, weaknesses, and examples of each translation theory, see
Fee and Strauss (2007:34).
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meaning of the source text as clearly as possible into the target or receptor language (Fee &
Strauss, 2007:28; Klein et al., 2017:191).

iii. Optimally equivalent translations. Also known as “mediating translations” (Fee & Strauss,
2007:28), this translation theory seeks to maintain a middle ground between the first two
approaches by prioritizing both clarity and accuracy (Fee & Strauss, 2007:28; Klein et al.,
2017:191). It therefore seeks “to maintain a balance between form and function” (Fee &
Strauss, 2007:28) within each Biblical passage, although a given translation may slightly
favour one or the other (Klein et al., 2017:191).

In other words, while the goal of translation is to produce a TL equivalent of the SL utterance,
translators differ as to where the equivalence lies—form, meaning, or both—, and how much
interpretation and inference should be conveyed by the final translation. Like other literature, Bible

translations also fall on the full extent of this spectrum.

4.2.2 Criteria for sampled translations

As the purpose of this chapter is simply to get an impression of the main trends in the
translation of SS 6:12, the data in this investigation consist of a small, yet well-balanced sample of
36 translations. To reference the full list of translations included in the present study, complete with
publication date, translation name, translation abbreviation, receptor language, and full translation
of SS 6:12, see Appendix B. The translations included in this sample were selected based on
following five criteria, namely (i) language, (ii), popularity, (iii) date of publication, (iv) extra-biblical

scholastic authority, and (v) theory of translation.

Firstly, translations were evaluated for inclusion in the sample based on the language. The
guantity of freely available translations in these languages and relevance for the immediate intended
audience of t