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Without question, King Solomon’s Song of
Songs, Shir HaShirim, is one of the most
difficult books of Scripture — not because it is
so hard to understand but because it is so easy to
misunderstand. Not only is it a love song, it is a
love song of uncommon passion. No other book
seems to be so out of place among the twenty-
four books of prophecy and sacred spirit. Never-
theless, one of the greatest and holiest of all the
Sages of the Talmud, Rabbi Akiva, said, ‘All of
the songs [of Scripture] are holy, but Shir
HaShirim is holy of holies. How is a ‘love song’
holy?

This question is perplexing only if Shir
HaShirim is taken literally, but neither the Sages
nor the commentators take it so. The Son is an
allegory. It is the duet of love between ?:o% and
[srael Tts verses are so saturated with meaning
that nearly every one of the major commenta-
tors finds new themes in its beautiful but cryptic
words. All agree, however, that the true and
simple meaning of Shir HaShirim is the allegori-
cal meaning. The literal meaning of the words is
so_far from their meaning that it is false.

That is why ArtScroll’s Translation of Shir
HaShirim is completely different from any other
ArtScroll translation. We translate it according
to Rashi’s allegorical interpretation. As he writes
in his own introduction:

Solomon foresaw through WIpa na, the Holy
Spirit, that Israel is destined to suffer a series of
exiles and will lament, nostalgically recalling
her former status as God’s chosen beloved. She
will say, ‘I shall return to my first husband [i.e.,
to God] for it was better with me then than now’
(Hoshea 2:9). The Children of Israel will recall
His beneficence and “the trespasses which they
trespassed’ (Leviticus 26:40). And they will
recall the goodness which He promised for the

End of Days.

The prophets frequently likened the relation-
ship between God and Israel to that of a loving
husband angered by a straying wife who be-
trayed him. Solomon composed Shir HaShirim
in the form of that same allegory. It is a
passionate dialogue between the husband [God]
who still loves his exiled wife [Israel], and a
‘veritable widow of a living husband’ (II Sa-
muel 20:3) who longs for her husband and seeks
to endear herself to him once more, as she recalls
her youthful love for him and admits her guilt.

God, too, is ‘afflicted by her afflictions’
(Isaiah 63:9), and He recalls the kindness of her
youth, her beauty, and her skillful deeds for
which He loved her [Israel] so. He proclaimed
that He has ‘not afflicted her capriciously’
(Lamentations 3:33), nor is she cast away perma-
nently. For she is still His ‘wife’ and He her
"husband,” and He will yet return to her.

During the mid-nineteenth-century period of
the most vicious Czarist persecutions of Jews, it
was common for the leading rabbis to visit St.
Petersburg to plead the case of their people with
the Czar’s ministers. During one of these visits a
Russian official asked one of the rabbis how he
could account for the many Aggadic tales in the
Talmud which were patently ‘inconceivable.’

T SHIR HA SHIRIM

The rabbi answered, "You know very well
that the Czar and his advisors have often
planned decrees that would order the expulsion
of the Jews. If God had not thwarted your plans,
the decree would have been written and placed
before the Czar for his signature. He would have
dipped his pen into the inkwell and signed. His
signature would have made final the greatest
Jewish catastrophe in centuries. A poet might
write that a drop of ink drowned three million
people. All of us would have understood what
he meant. But a2 hundred years later, someone

might read it and consider it nonsense. Could a
small drop of ink drown people? In truth, the
expression is apt and pithy; it is only a lack of
knowledge that could lead a reader to dismiss it
out of hand. So it is with many parables of our
Sages. They were written in the form of far-
fetched stories to conceal their meaning from
those unqualified to understand. Those same
unqualified people laugh at the stories, instead
of lamenting their own puny stature. (See also
Maamar al HaAggados by Rabbi Moshe Chaim
Luzzatto.)

In general history as well, many figures of
speech have an obvious meaning to those famil-
jar with them, but would be incomprehensible
to the uninitiated. Everyone knows that a shot
cannot be heard more than several hundred
yards away. But every American knows that ‘a
shot heard round the world’ began the Ameri-
can Revolution.

Shir HaShirim is read on Pesach because the
Sages interpret it as the story of Israel after the
Exodus, a time of such great spiritual passion,
that God said many centuries later: I remember
for your sake the kindness of your youth, the
love of your bridal days, how you followed Me
in the Wilderness in an unsown land (Jeremiah
2:2).

The message of Shir HaShirim is so lofty, so
exalted, so spiritual, so holy that God in His
infinite wisdom knew that it could be presented

to us only in its present form. Only in this
manner could it engender the passionate love for
God which is Israel’s highest mission.

Has it been misinterpreted by fools and
twisted by scoundrels? Most assuredly yes! But:
I3 50 "RAT VKRGS neapn v XY, God did
not refrain from creating the sun because it
would have worshipers.

Let us, therefore, read and understand Shir
HaShirim with the ecstasy of love between God
and Israel, for it is this intimacy that it expresses
more than any other Song in Scripture.
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1: The song that excels all songs dedicated to God, Him to

Whom peace belongs. ? Communicate Your innermost
wisdom to me again in loving closeness, for Your friendship is
dearer than all earthly delights. 3 Like the scent of goodly oils is the
spreading fame of Your great deeds; Your very name is Flowing
Oll, therefore have nations loved You.

[ISRAEL IN EXILE TO GOD:] * Upon perceiving a mere hint that You
wished to draw me, we rushed with perfect faith after You into the
Wilderness. The King brought me into His cloud-pillared chamber;
whatever our travail we shall always be glad and rejoice in Your
Torah. We recall Your love more than earthly delights, unre-
strainedly do they love You.

[ISRAELTO THENATIONS:1 > Though | am black with sin, [ am comely
with virtue, O nations who are destined to ascend to Jerusalem;
though sullied as the tents of Kedar, I will be immaculate as the
draperies of Him to Whom peace belongs. ® Do not view me with
contempt despite my swarthiness, for it is but the sun which has
glared upon me. The alien children of my mother were incensed
with me and made me a keeper of the vineyards of idols, but the
vineyard of my own true God I did not keep.

[1sRAELTO GoD:} 7 Tell me, You Whom my soul loves: Where will
You graze Your flock? Where will You rest them under the fiercest
sun of harshest Exile? Why shall [ be like one veiled in mourning
among the flocks of Your fellow shepherds?

[GOD RESPONDS TO ISRAEL:] & If you know not where to graze, O
fairest of nations, follow the footsteps of the sheep — your
forefathers who traced a straight, unswerving path after My Torah.
Then you can graze your tender kids even among the dwellings of
foreign shepherds. ¢ With My mighty steeds who battled Pharaoh's
riders I revealed that you are My beloved. '° Your cheeks are lovely
with rows of gems, your neck with necklaces — My gifts to you
from the splitting sea, ! by inducing Pharaoh to engage in pursuit,
to add circlets of gold to your spangles of silver.

THE song of songs, which is
Solomon’s.

Let him kiss me with the kisses of

SoNCIND

his_mouth—
For thy love is better than wine.

3 Thine ointments have a goodly
fragrance;
Thy name is as ointment poured
forth;
Therefore do the maidens love
thee.

Draw me, we will run after thee;

The king hath brought me into

his chambers;

We will be glad and rejoice in thee,
Wewill find thy love more fragrant

than wine!
Sincerely do they love thee.

‘I am black, but comely,

O ye daughters of Jerusalem,
As the tents of Kedar,

As the curtains of Solomon.

Look not upon me,
swarthy,
That the sun hath tanned me;

My mother’s sons were incensed

against me,

They made me keeper of the

vmeyards,
But mine own vineyard have I
not kept.’
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A Baraisa discusses disrespectful conduct toward the Torah:
1331 10 — The Rabbis taught in a Baraisa: 7w by prop xyipn
w1 — ONE WHO RECITES A VERSE OF THE soﬁmozvcs m\
=11 "3 1N1K NW1Y) — AND RENDERS IT A KIND OF SONG by singing L j
it with a common melody™ 1my xba miknwn N33 P05 KYIPm « 73 a N

~"AND ONE WHO RECITES A [SCRIPTURAL] VERSE IN A BANQUET
HALL AT AN INAPPROPRIATE TIME®  niy% 1y K'an — BRINGS
MISFORTUNE TO THE WORLD, P N93i1 H7IRIW M8% — FOR
then THE TORAH DONS SACKCLOTH,  K¥1 113 Wi1p1 1389 nnivy
— STANDS BEFORE THE HOLY ONE, BLESSED ISHE,  115% nmix
nYw Y 139977 — AND SAYS,®) “MASTER OF THE UNIVERSE! "Ny
myb ¥ PIIHY T3 73 — YOUR CHILDREN HAVE TREATED ME
LIKE A LUTE UPON WHICH SCOFFERS PLAY"" 7Y 9K — [GOD]
SAID TO (THE TORAH] in reply: 'na — “MY DAUGHTER! nywa
jpoym! 93 PNV PHRIRY — IN WHAT activity, then, SHOULD
THEY BE ENGAGED WHEN THEY ARE EATING AND DRINKING?"®
mpb K —~ [THE TORAH] SAID BEFORE [GOD] in reply: 9w inan

3ANH€D Rin)

nbiy — “MASTER OF THE UNIVERSE! i1 X771 '2¥3 DX — IF THEY
ARE STUDENTS OF SCRIPTURE,  m"inoni mrRaat 17ing poy? —
LET THEM ENGAGE IN the study of PENTATEUCH, THE PROPHETS,
AND THE WRITINGS;®¥ 171 mwn 'oy3 o — IF THEY ARE STUDENTS
OF MISHNAH, NT13i131 mia%ina fywiea 3poy? — LET THEM ENGAGE
IN the study of MISHNAH, LAWS, AND AGGADOS;!®  1hya o
11 Tmbn — AND IF THEY ARE STUDENTS OF TALMUD, 1ppy§
mona Mos Nia%a — LET THEM ENGAGE IN the study of THE LAWS
OF PASSOVER ON PASSOVER, nnyya nayy niasbma — IN the
study of THE LAWS OF SHAVUOS!! ON SHAVUOS, A3 an niabia —
AND IN the study of THE LAWS OF SUCCOS!l ON SUCCOS, and let
them not occupy themselves with irreverent singing!”’ti3l
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hands unclean, but therc is dis-
agreement regarding Feclesiastes. R.
Jose says, Ecclesiastes does not render
the hands unclean, but there is
disagreement respecting the Song of
Songs. R. Simon says, Ecclesiastes
comes under the lenient rulings of
the School of Shammai but under
the stringent rulings of? the School
of Hilel.¢ R. Simon ben Azzai said,
1 have heard a tradition from
the seventy-two elders on the day’
when they appointed R. Elazar ben
Azariah [head] of the academy®
that the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes
render the hands unclean. R. Akiba
said, God forbid!* No man in
Isracl ever contended regarding the
Song of Songs [to say] that it does not
render the hands unclean, [for all
the ages of ] the whole world are not
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worth the day whereon the Song of
Songs was given to Israel, for all the
Hagiographa'® is sacred, but the Song
of Songs is the most sacred [of them
all], and 1if they did have any
differences of opinion, they differed
only about Ecclesiastes. R. Jochanan
ben Joshua, the son of R. Akiba’s
said, In accordance

father-in-law,
with the opinion of ben Azzai did
they contend and so did they
decide .}
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3. What is the proper [degree] of love? That a person should love
God with a very great and exceeding love until his soul is bound up
in the love of God. Thus, he will always be obsessed with this love
as if he is lovesick.

[A lovesick person’s] thoughts are never diverted from the love
of that woman. He is always obsessed with her; when he sits down,
when he gets up, when he eats and drinks. With an even greater
[love], the love for God should be [implanted] in the hearts of those
who love Him and are obsessed with Him at all times as we are
commanded [Deuteronomy 6:5: “Love God...] with all your heart
and with all soul.”

This concept was implied by Solomon [Song of Songs 2:5] when
he stated, as a metaphor: “I am lovesick.” [Indeed,] the totality of
the Song of Songs 1s a parable describing [this love].

Know that the prophetic parables are of two kinds. In some of these
parables each word has a meaning, while in others the parable as a whole
indicates the whole of the intended meaning. In such a parable very many
words are to be found, not every one of which adds something to the intended
meaning. They serve rather to embellish the parable | and to render it more
coherent or to conceal further the intended meaning; hence the speech
proceeds in such a way as to accord with everything required by the
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NR LD 1AM
2IRY M2 WM 9ITA N0 KT 0D 200 AT
SPRDY TANI GIREHN WK ARID 3™
TRIVY DOOWIT TR IV ININ T RS
SRR MPAN SR X0 o bwnin mbby by
7307 YW IR IRV D03V SvID 5o
W "D SwnIn Pavi oY DX 115 Rixnd
™ INIR AL IR LBMAT W RS Thhar
9825 MR 2R IR SwRa MonT pavi
JIR2D 2T IR ®DY MRS 100 PRY a1
NPT BMIR 105 W METINT IR XA
mns 31 a3 DMAm DY Mavmn
7% O TR Sow cion L umamia obwn
oha INona ®Ow oMRTd pPAv PR Xownnd
ROR o5 o1 DnawInw onn aowmnd Dw
Ny phwRn aMa Tnvn an ohwd
75 o™ ,MoMR X3 AT YR Mbbon
nNbh FYNDY AT 1PANY 01327 DIpHa
01 M37 0w RaR Xbw p by mxy bwn
T TP wan bwn xnw Y WRI D
PRI 937 phonw a0 ,bwn X0 Y37 arkd
3% I NN T2

A moam bonn IR vwab WW

When, therefore, you find that in some chapter of this Treatise I have
explained the meaning of a parable and have drawn your attention to the
general proposition signified by it, you should not inquire into all the details
occurring in the parable, nor should you wish to | find significations corres-
ponding to them. For doing so would lead you into one of two ways: either
into turning aside from the parable’s intended subject, or into assuming an
obligation to interpret things not susceptible of interpretation and that
have not been inserted with a view to interpretation. The assumption of
such an obligation would result in extravagant fantasies such as are enter-
tained and written about in our time by most of the sects of the world, since
each of these sects desires to find certain significations for words whose
author in no wise had in mind the significations wished by them. Your pur-
pose, rather, should always be to know, regarding most parables, the whole
that was intended to be known. In some matters it will suffice you to gather
from my remarks that a given story is a parable, even if we explain nothing
more; for once you know it is a parable, it will immediately become clear
to you what it is a parable of. My remarking that it is a parable will be
like someone’s removing a screen from between the eye and a visible
thing.



™

k¢ ) #o?)
o J _/
DRI WY Lar o iy wnb
7772 BYPY XX A onb o orronm
SR A3 ombaw nawn npmnnn 59
oA TPTS TAEh 7hm mRaw el
FNIR 1070 NRD BOW MR RWN 12 THOR?
220w 113,18 TAX 2373 NN DMWY
NXpHI MO MY MEYyna phnos
DIZYTT ANWH MR MWMPP M LNvi
1INV M MAT MNYN PHED R WR
163095 105 TXAY B uana
T 5y et ar pap pand nyT n
oY DR3 TNR WX DY amxa mannd
DONYR DX LIWORIT POR 17 amYoa W
SR 17 910 *nY2Y NS Y DA ANR UK
ST MR NOVR DD ST N MmN wn

MNIN G DANY @ RAMAAM

MNT 1 WHIT TION NWR Y awmb pwnm
MY MOV 5 ANYR MR 2¥R3 IR
BRWSY " DM TIIRY TWH DNvna ooedn
oW NN MIMR D LTIMXY L7 AphwIa e
Tnabn e 9D by arRm paINa o Tay nwn
m oD by 1IR3 MR TN PUWIA v
PPWIT RAT AR DM MR 797 ,° 0w e
RO "3D7 /7 0D Sy 13 9911 5w ROR NN
ORGSR M TImD WY PRY AWR
MW ANIR ANV 23PN Dhwbw
7Y oMa732 B Donnn WM LPWRN DRWH
DR NRTIPT DROMORT DLTEA TN Y
oYDY MpYR DR DYA UMY mwnn
WD NPTWR AW MRY MWD P
umybRIT RN N SW M ;IR 13m0

W ORI P 7O NBRa Dt

the three of them died by a kiss. They said*’ that the dictum [of Scripture],
And Moses the servant of the Lord died there in the land of Moab by the
mouth of the Lord,*® indicates that he died by a kiss. Similarly it is said of
Aaron: By the mouth of the Lord, and died there.*® And they said of Miriam
in the same way: She also died by a kiss. But with regard to her it is not said,
by the mouth of the Lord; because she was a woman, the use of the figurative
expression was not suitable with regard to her. Their purpose was to indicate
that the three of them died in the pleasure of this apprehension due to the
intensity of passionate love. In this dictum the Sages, may their memory be
blessed, followed the generally accepted poetical way of expression that calls
the apprehension | that is achieved in a state of intense and passionate'love
for Him, may He be exalted, a Azss, in accordance with its dictum: Let Aim
kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, and so on.*® [The Sages), may their
memory be blessed, mention the occurrence of this kind of death, which in
true reality is salvation from death, only with regard to Moses, daron, and
Miriam. The other prophets and excellent men are beneath this degree;
but it holds good for all of them that the apprehension of their intellects
becomes stronger at the separation, just as it is said: 4nd thy righteousness
shall go before thee; the glory of the Lord shall be at thy rear.’* After having
reached this condition of enduring permanence, that intellect remains in
one and the same state, the impediment that sometimes screened him off
having been removed. And he will remain permanently in that state of
intense pleasure, which does not belong to the genus of bodily pleasures, as
we have explained in our compilations and as others have explained before
us.

Bring your soul to understand this chapter, and direct your efforts to
the multiplying of those times®? in which you are with God or endeavoring
to approach Him and to decreasing those times in which you are with other
than He and in which you make no efforts to approach Him. This guidance
is sufficient in view of the purpose of this Treatise.



...And he took up his parable and said:

Among Solomon’s many women, his soul became attached to one beloved
beautiful woman, betrothed to a shepherd in the pasture. And this beloved one
was taken from the bosom of her beloved shepherd to King Solomon, to his
royal palace, and he placed the royal crown on her head and gave her regal
gifts. He also appointed the daughters of Jerusalem as guards over her, and they
surrounded her, watching her steps, lest she flee to the pasture, to her beloved,
but the watchers guarded her in vain, for her heart was not attracted to all
Solomon’s luxuries, her soul despised his love, rejected the king’s food and the
wine of his banquets, for her soul yearned for the prince of her youth who
pastured his sheep among the lilies. He, too, remembered the love of her bridal
days. Every day, he would go before the court of the harem, where his bride
was held captive, looking through the windows, conversing with her behind the
walls, and she poured out her heart to him, begging him to rescue her from her
prison. So they devised signs. He made signs for her how to flee and how to
find him on the distant mountains. And, indeed, she fled many times from the
king’s palace to the pasture where he was encamped. And the daughters of
Jerusalem, her guards, pursued her and returned her against her will to
Solomon’s chambers, until, at the end of days, she girded her loins, broke the
copper doors, cut off the locks, opened the fetters, and fled with a high hand,
perfumed with myrrh and frankincense to her beloved, the gazelle on the spice
mountains.

From now on, if a person asks you what this song is based on according to
its simple meaning, beware and guard your soul diligently lest you say that its
simple meaning is the story of a maiden and a shepherd, the words of a maiden
and her lover, words of love and desire, God forbid! But so shall you say 1o
him, that its allegorical narrative according to its simple meaning embodies the
happenings of the holy maiden, King Solomon’s soul, and her dialogue with
her Beloved in the heavens on five occasions when she came out of the
dungeon and removed the raiment of her captivity from her, and she came into
the inner court of the King in the beauty of holiness. This is the narrative, and
this is the allegory, and that is the simple explanation. However, since this holy
narrative is very precious, superior to all narratives in the Holy Writ, for all of
them narrate events of this humble physical world and matters perceptible by
the senses, which every man can perceive, every eye can see, and every ear can
hear, and all flesh can understand equally. Not so this Song, which speaks of
the events of the Godly soul and matters of the spiritual soul; of its ascent and
descent,of its sojourn in the body, of its departure, its relation to the spiritual
world, and its involvement with the senses of the body, all of which are
wondrous and hidden matters, all perceptible by the intellect, not by the senses,
for the soul and its essence cannot be seen by the physical eye, neither can the
senses perceive it. It is therefore difficult for one using language to describe it
with simple statements, since langunage does not contain any nouns, verbs or
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other words relating primarily to spiritual matters. The nouns upon which
language is built are all based on perceptible matters, and are all used only in
reference to the physical world. Therefore, if a person wishes to describe
spiritual matters, he has no terms that refer to them primarily, and when he
searches his vocabulary, he will find no words with which to express his
thoughts. He must therefore dress his words with borrowed nouns and verbs
that are primarily meant for matters of the physical world, governed by motion,
time and space, etc. And so Solomon was compelled to do when relating the
words of this song, which speaks of the spiritual. He had to borrow terms,
parables, and metaphors, as well as vestments from the perceptible world. He
depicted the spiritual soul and its yearning for the hidden Lover, in the guise of
a maiden, leaning upon her beloved, the Holy Beloved, Who looks in with His
love upon the soul of His pious ones, depicted as a shepherd in the wildemess,
longing for the object of His affections, and the like, as all the words of the
song, for there are no expressions in language with which a person can describe
spiritual matters as long as he is still in his physical self.

Accordingly, 1 deviated from the manner of all the commentators.
According to their interpretation, the simple meaning of the Song 1s that it 1s a
love song between a man and his beloved, and that the “inside 1s paved with
love,” a dialogue between God and His treasured people. Accordingly, the
inside is holy whereas the external garb is profane. This is comparable to a high
priest attired in soiled raiment, and the angel of God, burning with fire from
within the thornbush. Moreover, according to them, the innermost meaning of
the interpretation of a parable is arrived at homiletically or through a far-
fetched allusion. It is so far from the simple explanation that if one asks what
the simple meaning is, the only answer he would find is that it is a love song.
Not so, according to the way I have paved; the simple meaning is holy, and the
attire is pure, for the simple meaning of the Song is that it is the words of
dialogue between the soul and God, her Lover. That is the outer garb, holy and
pure, and there is no other simple interpretation....




