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An Understanding of Song of Songs with reference to 4:9-15

Song of Songs is a love poem that has normally been thought of as a wedding song in

honour of marriage in Christian tradition. There have been diverse interpretations and

since it  entered the canon it  was purported to be an allegory of God’s love for his

chosen elect. Scholars  now differ  on the matter, and largely believe  it  to describe

secular love. 

It has been criticised  over  the years for  its  use of sensuous language which some

would say is  better described as erotic. Certainly,  if  we look at it  in a very literal

context  rather  than  attempting  to  draw  theological  analogies  this  is  the  only

conclusion we are left with. 

Were some of the poetic expressions rendered visually, the meaning, which is clothed

in a layer of visual metaphor, expressed through euphemistic expressions and sexual

innuendo, is shockingly candid. These devices conjure up more powerful images than

would a straightforward text, such as when the male lover depicts his female partner

as a sealed garden using fruits and spices to infer the parts of her body.

Clines (1995) has suggested that the text, as written literature, was most likely penned

by a man for a male audience. In the light  of this interpretation, the prose could be

seen as a sort of pornography without pictures, created as it is specifically for men,

and catering for a desire for erotica. Were it oral tradition, you might  expect that it

was a well-known hymn celebrating love between a man and woman,  but if  it  was

made expressly for private readers in mind it is imbued with new meaning. 

Curiously,  the two lovers depicted imply  equality between men and women which

belies the social setup of ancient near eastern societies. Men and women were not on a

level footing. Men exerted control over women whose principal purpose was to bear

children.  The female domain was limited to the household, and even then the men

would have the last say.

This inconsistency is  all the more poignant  in the passage in chapter 4, where the

man’s desire for the woman is passionate, bordering on obsession: “You have stolen 
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my heart…with one glance of your eyes”. It would be simpler to suggest that this is a

poem written by a man for his wife detailing his boundless love for her, and that if

there is any incongruence between the literature and real life, it is due to historians

misunderstanding the dynamics of marriage and perpetuating a fallacy. 

I am inclined to agree with Cline’s diagnosis. Sex, marriage and fertility seem to be

interrelated and serve economic and social functions that do not speak of the mutual

love inferred in the text. Love of the sort found in Song of Songs in the context of

Israelite culture is a fantasy. This is a woman whose sexual allure is better than wine

(verse 10); her manner of speaking is persuasive and eloquent, described in verse 11

as ‘milk  and honey’.  She is  chaste (verse 12)  and  her  womb is  fertile  (13),  two

important attributes of the perfect woman. Elsewhere, she is forthright and brazen in

her manner and in general the woman’s voice is more dominant. 

All of this makes the text look like Disneyworld compared to the cultural boundaries

that persisted that limited the interaction of men and women. Forgive the analogy, but

it  puts me in mind  of Bollywood movies,  which essentially  offer escapism for the

viewer.  The  women  all  have  porcelain  skin,  green eyes,  flowing  locks  and  sexy

versions of traditional dress. Their demeanour is overtly feminine in that they have

something for the men and aren’t afraid to show it. But as for whether they offer an

accurate imaging  of Indian  life,  the answer  is  a resounding  ‘no’.  Rather,  popular

culture, in the form of literature, music and media portray an image which ultimately

is an illusion, and denies the real fabric of society, one permeated by sexual repression

on some levels.

It is  the same with the lover and his  beloved.  It is  a nice,  exciting  extract for the

contemporary reader, but their interpretation of it will  be experiential i.e. relating to

experiences  which  are  coloured  by  the world  in  which  we live.  My initial  ‘gut’

reaction is to go all starry-eyed and wish that I could have a relationship marked by

mutual admiration and ecstasy. That probably was the original purpose of the text.

That isn’t to say that it does not function as a paragon of love to be imitated; just that

it is not a representation of two real people. 
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Given the picture we have painted, the attempts to refer to Jesus and his bridegroom

by early  Christian  authors seem valiant  but  mistaken nonetheless.  Song of Songs

seems like  a vision by the author of an ideal  relationship  devoid of barriers, male

authority, gender stereotypes and social expectations. Since, even now, there are no

societies that embody the dream set  out in Song of Songs; the scene it  depicts is

contingent on the reader’s imagination. 

Mindful of the male authorship the portrayal and possible exploitation of women has

been on the feminist’s agenda. The woman becomes a constructed object of the man’s

attention, entirely rooted in the male perceptions of womanhood and femininity. The

woman portrayed can be seen as a means of pleasure available to the man, whereas

the  construction  of  the  male  type  is  more  fluid,  and  active  rather  than  passive.

Ultimately the woman still  seems bound by the domain set  aside for  her, the role

endowed by the man to the woman. 

The freedom with which the woman appears to act conceals the limitations that the

man imposes on her. When he compliments her, it is emblematic of the qualities the

author originally dreamed up when the piece was first conceived. Her identity is still

bound up in those original desires dictated by the male audience it was targeted at. 

On a superficial level then, it is the tale of reciprocal love between a man and woman.

The sexual metaphors, as we have seen make for an uncomfortable  reading for an

audience with a prudish disposition, who attempt to redefine  the relationships and

portray a highly theological reading of the text. 

On closer inspection, the explicit sexual metaphors are replaced by an altogether more

sinister  motive.  When  God is  removed  from the  equation,  we  are  left  with  the

impression of a dominant man and a malleable woman. It is threatening on the level

that it mesmerizes the female reader, just like the woman in the story and portrays a

quietly callous example  of a man who moulds the woman to his  heart’s content by

whispering  sweet  nothings  in  her  ear.  It  is  no  less  perilous  than  the  fairytales

recounted to us as children that convince us that the perfect man rides along in armour

on a white charger and the woman coyly bats her eyelids waiting to be rescued.
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The text is open to interpretation owing to the use of metaphor and the reliance on the

reader’s  imagination  to  draw  meaning.  This  is  what  accounts  for  the  wealth  of

different  construal over the centuries and the persistent  interest  in  so intricate and

mysterious a text.

There is no single way of understanding it as a consequence. Dependant on the nature

of the reader, it is equally a hymn of reciprocal love where the woman is the man’s

equal rather than his subordinate. Some may speculate that it wasn’t written entirely

for the purpose of male enjoyment. There seems to be an intersection of views such

that the first informs the second and vice versa. Ultimately it is whatever you want it

to mean,  since  everyone will  have  presuppositions and ideas  that  will  colour  the

reading  – it  is  whatever  you make of it  in  that  case. Song of Songs to me  is  an

archetype for love in which the man and the women play distinct but complimentary

roles. But then again, I always have been a hopeless romantic. 
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