Shir HaShirim: thematic and creative interpretations

Introduction (1) The wonder of Shir HaShirim

Question: Why do the rabbis need to ‘big it up’?
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Shir HaShirim is super-holy
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Shir HaShirim is the finest song
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An accomplishment of Shlomo’s old age
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Seeing Shir HaShirim in a dream

Introduction (2) Early and mystical parameters of interpretation

Question: Why do the rabbis ‘spiritualise’ the text and distance it from its literal meaning?
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‘Shlomo’ means God
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The big ‘shin’ represents the Divine chariot and the forefathers as conveyers of the mission of God
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Written to mark the opening of the Temple
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Includes the whole of Jewish history, physical and spiritual — a kind of sweeping representation of the whole
of reality
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Dangers of misuse and mistranslation — the ArtScroll phenomenon

Example to keep you awake:
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Literal translation: Your two breasts are like two fawns that are twins of a gazelle, which feed among the
lilies.

ArtScroll, based on Rashi (see below): Moses and Aharon, your two sustainers, are like two fawns, twins of
the gazelle, who graze their sheep in rose-like bounty.

Mediaeval parameters of interpretation: Rashi and Ramban
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Rashi insists that the text must be read consistently
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Lots of disparate Midrashim, which don’t lend themselves to a consistent approach
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Correct approach is to see Shir HaShirim as an allegory for the cycle of exile and redemption that has
characterised Jewish history
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Ramban identifies three groups of interpreters of Shir HaShirim — a) the literalists, b) the non-literalists and
c) the spiritualists

Rabbi Harvey Belovski 5770 Page 2




Shir HaShirim: thematic and creative interpretations

19"-century re-interpretation: Malbim and Divrey Yedidyah
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Divrey Yedidyah reads Shir HaShirim as a sweeping historical account, divided into two sections. It
includes past, present and future.
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Malbim reads Shir HaShirim as an allegory for the desires and dreams of King Shlomo — effectively an
analysis of his mindset and deepest attachments.
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