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CHAPTER I. 

ABRAHAM IBN EZRA'S WORLD AND WORLDVIEW 

--



The life of Abraham Ibn Ezra reflects t he dissolution 

of Jewish symbiosis with Islamic civilization in the Iberian 

Peninsula, and the growing dissemination of its broad c ultural 

world view into Europe, north of the Pyrenees. Born in Toledo 

in 1092, he travelled through France, England and Italy .. His 

wanderings were not produced by political persecution, but by 

an internal restlessness which rende~ed him unable to remain 

in a single place for any length of time . This geographical 

diversity also reflects a diversity of intellectual trends. 
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In every place where Ibn Ezra lived a nd wrote his commentaries, 

he encountered different approaches to understanding Scripture. 

His temperament would lead him to strong disagreement with 

some of them, and to an adaptation of other approaches for 

his own use. This synthetic process is most clearly reflected 

in Abraham Ibn Ezra's introduction to the commentary on the 

Five Books of Moses. 1 

The introduction to the Torah commentary begins with~ 

prayer for Divine assistance in completing his task of inter­

preting the Torah. He establishes that his goal is to ascer­

tain the truth. He suggests a metaphor for the truth as a 

point within the center of the circle. Each method is visual­

ized as central or peripheral to the point and the circle. 

The First Method is that of the uncircumcised scholars, that 

is, the Ct : istians, for they understand the Torah as riddles 

and p&rables. The laws and commandments presented in the 

Bible are understood by them as having only symbolic meaning. 

Ibn Ezra criticizes their method, for he claims that they add 

or diminish the meaning according to their own thinking . The 



only way to understand these commandments is as they a r e 

written in the Torah, if this is in agreement with reason. 

If reason does not support the literal meaning, a deeper mean­

ing must be sought . There are some commandments which could 

not have been intended to be understood on a literal level. 

These can only be reinterpreted by recourse to rules of langu­

age. In addition, some narrative sections seem a l so to be 

intended on a symbolic level, such as the Garden of Eden, 

the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. Ibn Ezra accepts 

that the Biblical text can be understood on both the literal 

level and the symbolic level. This only proves the glory 

inherent in God's words. However, it is not appropriate for 

the Christian scholars to reinterpret the text, for they do 

not recognize the importance of beginning on the literal 

level of the text. They assume that the literal level should 

be reinterpreted. Thus, Ibn Ezra concludes that Lheir method 

is beyond the boundary of the " r ircle" of truth. 

It is thought that this recension o f the Introduction 

was written in France, in 1156 . 2 At that time, disputatio ns 

between Christian and ~ewish scholars were quite frequent, 

and this repudiation of their method of Bible interpretation 

may reflect that historical fact. 
3 

After leaving Spain in 

1140, he spent a great deal of time developing a system of 

grammatical terminology, and translating the works of well­

k,own Jewish grammarians who had written in Arabic. 4 His 

desires were to develop systematic, consistent usage in 

grammatical works , in order to facilitate the purification 

of the Hebrew style in Christian countries, and to create a 

3 



foundation for Biblical exegesis. If exegesis were based on 

the studies of grammarians, it would be more likely that the 

exegete would arrive at conclusions that were justifiable. 

This emphasis on grammar facilitated the development of the 

"true" Biblical exegesis. It is in this context that his 

critique against the Christian scholars can be better under­

stood. We do know that Ibn Ezra lived in several cities in 

Southern France, Beziers, Narbonne, Rodez and in Rouen in 

Normandy, between the years 1155 and 1166. While there, he 

had contact with the Tosafists, particular l y R. Jacob Ben 

Meir, Rabbenu Tam, Rashi's grandson. 5 Ibn Ezra had many 

opportunities to develop his exegetical method while living 

among the Christians. 

Ibn Ezra next criticizes the method oz the Karaites, 

for their disregard of the Oral Law. He mentions two Karaite 

scholars, Anan and Benjamin, for their misinterpretation of 

the Bible. I bn Ezra rejects their insights, because they 

rejected the Oral Law. BPeause their interpretation is based 

only on the Written Law, they come to faulty conclusions . He 

continues by showing the indispensibility of the Oral Law 

for the comprehension of the commandments . The Torah alone 

does not provide enough information for the full understand­

ing of one's religious responsibility. For example , the 

Torah does not give the details of the labors prohibited on 

the Sabbath; nor does it include enough information about 

the observance of holidays, or the maint enance of the calen­

dar, all of which rely on the supplementation given in the 

Oral Law. Ibn Ezra claims that even Moses had knowledge of 
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the Oral Law, having received it from God. In addition, the 

Karaites' ignorance of grammar often leads them to remove a 

word from its proper context or to misconstrue a verbal form . 

Thus , the Karaites are considered incapable of presenting a 

total, valid exegesis of the text, because they deny the 

presence and importance of the Oral Law. Ibn Ezra c laims 

that they are at times around, at times within, and at times 

beyond the circle of truth. 

Ibn Ezr~ was not the only one who participated in this 

t k h K . 6 a tac on t e arai t es. The opponents of Karaism focused 

on the Karaitic deni al of the Oral Law as binding, for the 

Karaites believed it to be of human, no t Divine, origin. 

5 

This denigration of al l rabbinic works, including midrashic 

collections, caused a vicious cycle of polemic literature 

between both camps. Ibn Ezra's knowledge of their works and 

beliefs may have its origin in two different sources. First , 

although the Karaite movement developed in the Far East, in 

Egypt, Iran and Iraq, there are several reports of Q high 

concentration of Karaites in Toledo, Spain. Karaism was 

brought to Spain by a Jewish convert to Karaisrn, after a trip 

to Palestine. After his return to Spai n , the works, doctrines, 

beliefs, and exegeses developed by the Karaite community re­

ceived wide circulation among the SpRnish- JeMish community. 7 

Ibn E~ra's familiarity wi th their words, t heir practices, and 

their doctrines , indicate the wide- spread nature of their 

sect, and this familiarity is faun~ in the works of his con-

8 temporaries. Karaism must have achieved, by Ibn Ezra's 

time, enough size and significance to create concern in the 



thinkers of the day . The challenge presented by the Karaites 

must have been very great. This challenge was also felt by 

Saadiah. Early in his life, he wrote a polemical work against 

Anan, and many of his other words show a familiarity with the 

works of Banjamin Nahawendi, and other Karaites. Saadiah's 

opinion was certainly known to Ibn Ezra, andwas an additional 

source for him. 9 

6 

D~spite the challenge they presented , their literary 

achievements had to be recognized by the Jewish community. Ibn 

Ezra mentions two Karaites, Anan and Benjamin, both of whom 

are considered to be the founders of the Karaite sect. Ben­

jamin Nahawendi , who lived in Persia in the ninth century, 

wrote Biblical exegesis, forthe study of the Bible was con­

sidered to be one of the basic principles of Karaism . His 

commentaries were characterized by the:r brevity and direct­

ness. lO However , he also utilized this focus on the word 

as a vehicle for the communication of his philosophical 

doctrines. 11 Ibn Ezra's disapproval of his method and his 

opinions may be the reason for Benjamin's inclusion in the 

Introduction. However, Ibn Ezra may also have been indebted 

to him for ushering in , and initiating, Biblical exegesis as 

a form of literature. 

Ibn Ezra was probably also aware of the other grammatical­

exegetical works by Karaite scholars. However , they "treated 

problems of Hebrew grammar as mere aids for their Biblical 

exegesis." 12 Their contribution to the study of grammar can 

be seen in the works of exegetes like Yephet ben 'Ali, Joseph 

ben Nuh, and Abu'l Faruj, all of whom advanced the study of 



grammar and lexicography in their day. 13 However, by the 

time of Ibn Ezra's adulthood, their work was second to the 

accomplishments of the grammarians from the opposing camp of 

the Rabbanites. 

The third method criticized by Ibn Ezra is that of the 

Geonirn . The failing of the Geonim is that they include 

"alien" scholarship (secular learning) to display their 

erudition and knowledge, and to interpret the Bible. He 

gives several examples of this inappropriate utilization of 

areas of knowledge. They mention different theories of 

creation; they expound t he laws of astronomy in their inter­

pretations of "Let there be light"; they give a full theory 

of dream interpretation in the exegesis on Jacob's ladder. 

They use information gleaned from sourc~s other than Torah 

in their interpretations of the Torah. Although t here are 

mysteries in the Biblical text, lbn Ezra contends that one 

should look to the Torah itself to explain these ideas . The 

Geonim move around the point of truth, and even move around 

the outermost circle of what is permissible . In their use of 

the Torah to explain these fields of knowledge, they totally 

obfuscate the true sense and significance of the Torah text . 

The Torah should not be seen as a textbook for science or 

philosophy. 

Ibn Ezra • ~ crit~que can be understood as an attack 

against Aaadiah's method in his commentaries and philosophi­

cal works. 14 Saadiah wrote frequent excurses on various 

texts, which included non-Biblical material. Ibn Ezra felt 

that the Bible should be interpreted on its own terms. 
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However, his own interpretations are also filled with excurses 

on different subjects. One can fi nd treatises on creation, 
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the names of God , the Jewish calendar, the Ten Commandments,on 

Asmachta, the superiority of Angels to man, the Oral Law , f ate , 

the form and nature of the universe, the knowledg~ of God and 

on prayer in his commentaries to Biblical books. 15 There 

must have been a boundary wi thin which it was permissible t o 

write digressions within a commentary. It may be that he may 

not have wanted to see the Torah as a textbook of science or 

philosophy, but he must have felt t hat these subjects could 

illuminate problems in the Biblical text. Thus, it makes a 

difference if one's exegesis of the text is the end , and 

these areas of inves~igation are the means of achieving that 

end, or if one's goal is the understanding of science, and 

one uses the Bible as the means of achieving that goal. Per­

haps Ibn Ezra was expressing this distinctio n. 

However, it is clear , simply by looking at the list of 

subjects that he addressed in hiE commentary, that his interest 

in extra- Biblical subjects was broad. In his digression on 

the form and nature of the universe, he explains the rel ation­

ship between God and the creations , a nd d escribes the divisions 

of the world into three worlds: the superior , the middle and 

the inferior. 16 Ont.he knowledge of God, he explains what 

one must do in 0rder to approach God and to understand God ' s 

e ss~nce . Thus, despite his censure of d igressions, he himself 

includes information on metaphysical , astronomical , astr olog­

ical, theological and grammatical issues. 

Ibn Ezra did not limit the presentation of these ideas t o 



his commentaries. He wrote an entire work, Keli Hanechoshet, 

about the astrolabe as an instrument for astronomical investi­

gation. His book, Yesod Mora, "The Foundation of the Fear 

of the Lord," was a religious-philosophical work on the study 

of the Law and the nature of God's commandments. Iggeret 

Hashabbat, "The Letter of Shabbat," dealt with the time of 

the commencement of the Shabbat. His work, The Book of 
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Number, was a work on mathematics and arithmetic processes. 

His most concentrated efforts ouside the field of Biblical 

exegesis were in grammar. He wrote many books on the subject 

in order to develop a correct unde~standing of Hebrew grammat­

ical terminology and to increase familiarity with Hebrew liter­

ary style. All of these writings ebabled him to develop his 

scientific method of Biblical exegesis. One can see that Ibn 

Ezra was familiar with all realms of scientific investigation, 

and that he appropriated them for his own use . However he 

may have been careful about maintnining the distinction be­

tween the sacred texts and th~ disciplines which led to its 

more profound understanding . He would not deny the import­

ance of these fields as areas of study; he just put a boundary 

around them. 

In Method Four, Ibn Ezra criticizes the method of the 

Aggadists , who are both on the dot, and around the dot , of 

truth. They correctly utilize the method of explaining the 

plain :anse of the words in the Scriptural text, but they also 

rely a great deal on homiletical devices, which lead them far 

off the course. He discusses in detail how the Rabbis recon­

cile contradictions in the text and shows how aggadic material 
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can be used to interpret the Bible in an appropriate manner. 

He proposes that if there is a passage which is difficult to 

understand, based on common sense or reason, of if the passage 

contradicts the logic found in another text, or if the text 

contradicts tradition, then the interpreter must have recourse 

to other methods which will help him to understand the text. 

These supplementary methods include allegory , or the addition 

of a letter or word, that is some linguistic device which will 

enable the reader to comprehend the text. However, if these 

methods do not adequately solve the problem, then the passage 

is best left unexplained, for there is then a deeper problem 

or meaning inherent in the text, and current knowledge will 

not suffice to unlock it. 17 Ibn Ezra continues by pointing 

out the problems with the midrashic-homiletical method of 

interpretation. He is particularly critical of their inter­

pretation of the Creation, in which they po sited the creation 

of five, or seven, or ten things before the CLeation of the 

world, which Ibn Ezra believes May be supported by the plain 

meaning of the Biblical text. Ibn Ezra brings in many examples 

of their interpretations, which seem to be based primarily on 

the use of the plain meaning. Since this is the starting 

point for them, even if they do interpret the Torah according 

to its "seventy facets," their method is the closest of all 

of the methods ~enticned in this introduction. 

Ibn Ezra•~ commentaries reveal a broad knowledge of mid­

rashic exegesis. He was familiar with the Talmuds, and all 

available midrashic texts, especially Midrash Canticles, as 

we will see later on . In referring to these texts, Ibn Ezra 
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was able to show his own grounding in t raditional Jewish 

exegesis. The works to which he r efers we re the basic works 

known to every Jewish scholar; one had to r -ecogniz e their 

authority and not totally d iscount i t. Yet , Ibn Ezra may have 

also been responding to some of h is contemporaries who misused, 

in his opinion, the midrashic legacy. Tobiah ben Eliezer , 

from Bulgaria, was able to combine rational exegesis, a t t ention 

to grammar , and midrash within his commentaries to the Torah 

and the Meqillot. However, his major work, Lekach Tov, was 

criticized by Ibn Ezra for its over-reliance on homiletical 

interpretations , and for its distance from the ordinary mean­

i ng of the Scriptures . 18 Samuel ben Hofni, even though he 

may have "preached discrimination" in the integration of homi­

letical interpretation within Biblical exegesis, could not 

ignore the power and richness inherent within the midrashic 

literature, 19 and was also sharply censured by Ibn Ezra. 20 

Ibn Ezra's attention to these (and other) exegetes indi­

cate that there was a limit whic~ they clearly had overstepped. 

He acknowledged their contribution to exegetical activity, but 

criticized it, just as he criticizes the work of the Rabbis 

in their midrashic exegesis. He firmly believed that aggadic 

material could be used, but only if its use was in agreement 

with the standards of his day . The ultimate criterion for 

deciding the suicability of a midrashic explanation is its 

~greement 'Ali th reason o r logic . In Ibn Ezra's system, this 

means grammatical or lexical support for a conclusion. This 

would include g rammatical or lexical informati on, based on 

the Biblical text itself . Once this peshat l evel is establi shed 
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as a basis, will the midrashic method be justified. 

Ibn Ezra describes his own method of Biblical exegesis 

in Method Five. He bases his commentary on explanations of the 

words, their form, their grammar and their plain meaning. He 

distinguishes between his method of explicating legal passages 

and non-legal passages. In interpreting those sections which 

contain legal matter, he will first rely on the explanations 

given by the Sages, and will only develop his exegesis based 

on what they have said. When explaining non-legal material, 

however, he will first mention the grammatical form of every 

word, and will also present the comments of other exegetes, 

in order to reach the true meaning of the word. He concludes 

this section by indic~ting the presentation of grammatical 

principles, which follows, so that other scholars may know 

the foundation of Ibn Ezra ' s work on the Bible, 

Ibn Ezra's method, as he explains it here, is heavily 

dependent on the explanations of the Rabbis. Ibn Ezra i s 

intent t o prove his reliance on their works. Two reasons have 

been suggested for this; either Ibn Ezra made these concessions 

to tradition to avoid conflict with the Karaites, or he de­

sired to pacify those who objected to his unconventional 

exegesis. 21 Ibn Ezra, whatever his reasons, was indicating 

that his use o f gramma~ as the foundation of his exegesis was 

only a part of cite totat method he utilized. 

It ma,· be the same reverence for the tradition that pushed 

him to seek the plain meaning of the Biblical text. One had 

to understand the Bible, what it meant, and grammar was the 

best tool available to him to reach that type of understanding 



of the text. The work of the Rabbis, which attempted to 

achieve that same goal, had to be recognized. If we look at 

this admiration for the Rabbis, alongside the comments Ibn 

Ezra makes about the Rabbis in Method Four,a clearer i mage of 

which method takes precedence may appear. I have no doubt 

that Ibn Ezra understood the grammatical method to be more 

clear because it was c l oser to reason. 

13 

This emphasis on grammar was one which was only newly 

accepted into the forum of Biblical exegesis . Grammar reached 

the status of a scientific discipline in Spain in the tenth 

century. The increased study of grammar had two purposes: 

one , the aesthetic purpose, in which grammarians were concerned 

with the beauty of the Hebrew language, clarit} of speech, the 

development of r ules for its use, and elegance of expression , 

and two , the religious purpose, in which a particular exegetical 

interpretation could be supported by a particular grammatical 

discussion, and in which the treasures of the Arabic- Jewish 

community were transferred to the northern French community, 

which was seen as holding the future of Jewish life and learn­

ing. 

Most grammarians of this age belong in the first category, 

concerned with the transmission of a pure Hebrew style, and 

the enrichm~nt of the Hebrew language, which only the expansion 

of the Hebrew vocab~lary and grammatical furms could facilitate . 

Biblical lexic-0graphy reached new he~ghts in t he century and 

a half between Saadiah and lbn Janach. Bc>th men attempted t o 

create dictionaries of Biblical Hebrew, to present the meanings 

of t he words in any of its different contexts, based predornin-

-
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antly on the evidence gleaned from Hebrew. 22 Solomon Ibn 

Parchon also presented t he findings of his research in phil­

osophy and lexicography in a dictionary . These lexicograph­

ical advances were accompanied by advances in the field of 

grammar. Yehudah Hayyuj, in his grammatical treatises, 

presented theories of verbal forms, and established the theory 

of trilateral r oots. He d id not do this for reasons of estab­

lishing the meaning of Biblical texts , although he did include 

the Bible as his main source. His intent was to present the 

linguistic rules which could be derived from an empirical 

study of the Biblical text. Ibn Janach, his student and 

successor , elaborated these rules, and was able to reinterpret 

other Hebrew ling uistic works in light of Hayyu j 's contribu­

tion. 23 

These works were slowly accepted into the mainstream of 

Jewish scholarship. Because both Ibn J anach and Hayyuj wrote 

in Arabic, their translations into Hebrew facilitated their 

acceptance in the northern Fre11ch Jewish communities. These 

t ranslations were done by Moses Ibn Chiquitilla and Abraham 

Ibn Ezra. Neither one of them simply translated the works of 

others who had preceded them. Rather, both were critical of 

these contributions, and wrote their own g rammatical works 

as well. Ibn Ezra's grrunmatical works received greater popu­

lar acceptance . In them, he attempted t o communicate the 

a c hieve~ents ~f th~ Spanish-Jewish community, and to transmit 

the importance of correct forms of speech and writing in 

Hebrew. Howe ver, in the introduction to his Fo~ndations of 

Grammar, he wrote , 

--



... he who tries to explain Scripture 
without penetrating the mysteries of 
Hebrew grammar gropes along the walls 
like a blind man and does not know on 
what ha stumbles. 24 

15 

With Ibn Ezra, we get an understanding of the full scope 

for utilizing grammar in Bibl ical exegesis. It was not suffic­

ient to explain grammatical principles, or to write lexico­

graphies. These works of grammar were not the ends. They 

served a higher purpose, establishing the true meaning of the 

Biblical text. Ultimately, they were tools to be used in de­

coding the Biblical text. In this sense, Ibn Ezra went beyond 

the grammarians who preceded him. He created a new science 

and methodology for Biblical exegesis. He utilized the achieve­

ments of all who came before him, but recast their work in a 

new mold, to conform with what he felt to be the pressing need 

of the time, that of Bible study and exegesis. 

Ibn Ezra's world was multi-faceted, filled with the spirit 

of intellectual inquiry , and hunger for the truth. Ibn Ezra 

was familiar with many different fields of investigation, as 

seen in his piercing comments about them. He recognized that 

they were legitimate fields of study, but was clear about their 

application to Bible study and exegesis. He was not one to 

avoid different means of reaching the truth, but with regard 

to a sac=ed tex~, h e insisted on grammar as the primary focus, 

and on the contribution~ of the Sages, in estaolishin,g the 

meaning of the Biblical text. Th~se in~linations did not 

present him from becoming a scholar in rtifferent fields, such 

as astronomy, astrology, poetry, philosophy and theology. 

Yet , these fields were meaningful only insofar as they enabled 

--
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Ibn Ezra to arrive at the true meaning of the Biblical text. 

What was the essence of Ibn Ezra's attitude towards exeg­

esis of the Bible? What was his method? First, the Oral and 

Written Law was the ultimate criterion of any interpretation. 

Their truth cannot be doubted. The interpretation of the 

Sages is of utmost importance. However, all interpretation 

must be based on the plain sense meaning of the text. Grammar 

became the primary means of reaching this meaning of the text, 

as it is the method based on reason. If a passage cannot be 

interpreted according to reason, that is, if that grammatical 

analysis fails, another method will be appl ied, and the exis­

tence of a deeper meaning will be recognized. Thus, more than 

one meaning of a text is &ossible. However, midrashic inter­

pretation can never replace the status of the plain meaning 

of the text. 

The book of Song of Songs stood as a challenge for Ibn 

Ezra and his emphasis on establishing the plain sense o f the 

text as a basis for deeper meanings. The methods he suggests 

test the strength of his methods and force him to be creative 

and flexible. He will explica te the lexical difficulties of 

the book and will recognize and explain the deeper meaning 

within it. His method will be totally congruent with his 

introduction to the Torah commentary. His program of Biblical 

exegesis is consisten cly ma~ntained throughout the commentary 

to Song o.f Song~. The way in which he does this, as well as 

tre histcrical backg•cound of his commentary to Song of Songs, 

will be addressed in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER II. 

ABRAHAM IBN EZRA'S COMMENTARY TO SONG OF SONGS: 

ITS STRUCTURE, THEMES AND CONTENT 
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A numher of different areas of investigation should be 

addressed in setting the stage for a complete discussion of 

Ibn Ezra ' s allegorical treatment of Song of Songs. First 

would be an investigation of allegory as a medieval literary 

technique. This will enabl e us to understand Ibn Ezra's works 

in the light of general exegetical activity. Does Ibn Ezra's 

work fit into a general understanding of allegory as a legiti­

mate mode of literary activity? Second, a survey of how 

allegory has been used as a specific technique in the inter­

pretation of Song of Songs would a llow us to recognize that 

Ibn Ezra's utilization of this technique is consistent with 

the Jewish exegetical tradition surrounding Song of Song s. 

The history of Jewish allegorical exegesis to Song of Songs 

will be d i scusse d , concluding with Ibn Ezra's own particular 

contribution to th i s history. 

C. s. Lewis' theory of allegory expressed in The Allegory 

of Love , is that it represents "the subjectivism of an objec­

tive age. 111 Allegory develops iu response to social change . 

In this context, the change was movement towards greater 

o bje ctivity in literature, and, as a r e sponse, the allegory 

will have a polemical purpose, a desire to look inward, and 

co unde rstand the i nner world. Allegory attempted to incor­

porate the ''world of myth and fancy" into the world of real­

ity. This did not impl y a total repudiation of the world-as-is, 

but o nly 0 ncourdged the addition of the very necessary world-

. . h b 2 
as-it-mJg t - e. 

The allegory consisted of drarnatis personae, who repre­

sented virtues and vices . Although translatable into a literal 



narrative, the allegory was only meaningful on its deeper 

level of meaning. The allegory spoke of ideas which were not 

permitted to b e spoken of, such as life, love, and spiritual 

adventure. 3 Through using tangible entities, the allegory 

helped the reader to Wlderstand the intangible entities. As 

Lewis' study indicates, allegory was a literary method, fre­

quently utilized in the Middle Ages in secular l iLerature. 

It enabled the writer to create a fuller picture of reality, 

by allowing for a conjunction of the objective, empirical 

world and the subjective, inner world. The achievem~nts of 

objective inquiry , such as philosophy and science , could then 

be brought to bear on che subjective perspective. In this 

view, allegory had a polemical purpose, in which new inform­

ation was supplied in a way which did not totally destroy 

the status of the old information, y e t it made a judgment 

about which path led you to the real t r uth of the literary 

piece. If one was alert and aware enough, one would under­

stand the literature on the literal l e vel, but would also be 

fully cognizant of the higher l e vel of meaning inherent in 

the book, One could not ignore the literal meaning of the 

book, but the reader was expected to discover the symbolic 

charact~r of the book as we ll. 
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The allegorical method within the Jewish interpretive 

tradition also foc~se d on the apparent dichotomy between ex­

ternal and internal. meaning. I saac Heinemann, in his essay, 

"Scientific Allegorization During the Jewish Middle Ages," 

presents a different view of allegory's purpose. He recog­

nizes that there is a view of allegory which sees it as serving 
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the "apolege tic purpose of appearing to bridge tlle gap be-

tween advanced understanding and the holy documents . 114 His 

understanding of allegorization is that it operated with 

scientific motivations, rather than polemical ones. There­

fore, allegory is not presented in order to amplify the true 

meaning of a text, nor to deny the literal meaning of the text. 

Rather, it functions to present the "secret meaning," which 

could be developed only through recourse to scientific modes 

of inquiry, i.e. the blending of lexical investigation and 

allegorical interpretation. The secret meaning was there, but 

it was not derived with an intent to destroy the literal mean­

ing of the text. 5 

The belief i n the literal meaning of the text was an 

integral part of Jewish r eligious belief. Heinemann examines 

the use of allegory in Biblical exegesi s. Lewis ' study focuses 

on allegory as it developed in secular lit~rature. These two 

genres of literature, i.e. the sacred and the secular, oper­

ated with different rules, and their production was governed 

by different standards. Therefore, Lewis' theory of the intent 

of allegorical literature applies only to the literature he 

examines, just as Heinemann's theory is applicable specific­

ally to Biblical literature . 

The scientific motivations, as Heinemann presents them, 

work to maintain the literal meaning of Scripture, through a 

reliance on obJective modes of inquiry, such as lexical, gram­

matical, and philosophical investigations. Yet, these same 

modes of interpretation will support the deeper meaning when 

there is something in the text which is unsupportable by reason. 
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The allegorical, and the surface, meanings will be supported 

by the same modes of inquiry. There are also religious motiv­

ations for allegorization; the dual meaning ascribed to sacred 

texts was further proof of their Divine nature. In t he process 

of reinterpretation, the text itael f became more significant 

because it conveyed a plural ity of meanings. This is partic­

ularly true regarding the book of Song of Songs . However, 

these religious interests also served to restrict the use of 

allegorization, 

in the interest of preserving the Jewish faith 
(and also) corresponded to the doubtlessly 
correct insight that the historical and legal 
sections of the Bible were meant literally. 
Allegorization was limited precisely to those 
sections whose content called for a more 
profound interpretation ... which ... were6 capable of more than one interpretation. 

Heinemann is drawing a distinction between the texts that 

were understood only on the literal level, and those which 

encouraged allegorical interpretation. Those which needed 

allegorical interpretation, were precisely those books whose 

literal meaning itself contradict~d reason, or transcended 

the boundary of acceptability in some way. Song of Songs, 

which on a literal level is an erotic love poem or series of 

love poems, falls into this category . It had to be inter­

preted in accordance with its identity as a sacred book from 

the canonized tex~ of the Bible. 

Despite the great variation among the a l legorical 

exegeses ot so~g of Songs, attention to these concerns can be 

$~en. Inde ed, all exegetes, whether they were the Rabbis of 

the Midrash, the author of the Targum, Saadiah, Rashi, or 

-



Abraham Ibn Ezra, were forced to confront the religious real­

ity of the Divine nature of the Biblical text. Each of these 

allegories establish the narrative framework of their inter­

pretation of the Song of Songs as a love story between God 
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and the people of Israel. This re l ationship is presented 

between God, as the Shechinah , and the Congregation of Israel 

as the corporate body of the people of Israel, as this rela­

tionship developed through history. Each of these allegories 

presents a different view of Jewish salvation history; that 

is, each one will understand the historical, redemptive events 

which are descriptive of God 's intervention in Jewish h istory , 

a s also being descriptive of God's evolving r elationship with 

Israel. 7 Yet, each of these allegories has the particular 

stamp of its compiler, as we shall see l~ter on. 

In the three Midrashic collections which constitute 

Midrash Canticles, compiled by the Rabbis of the third and 

fourth centuries, there is a combindtion of va~ying allegor­

ical modes of exegesis, each of which are accorded equal 

importance. 8 The historical-allegorical interpretation of 

Song of Songs addressed the history of the relationship be ­

tween the Shechinah and the Congregation of Israel, from the 

time 0£ the Exodus from Egypt onward. 9 The mystical inter­

pre tation of this book s aw it as a description of the passion 

of the human so- 1 in i ts yearning to be closer to God, to 

~nter the Garden of esoteric teachings, and to learn the 

· f h Ch . lO R . . . secret of the ~ork o t e ariot. uminations concerning 

the End of Days can be seen in the eschatological interpreta­

tion of the book. Some interpretations of verses refl ect 



the recounting of particular historical events in the gener­

ation of R. Haninah, the Deputy High Priest , before the de­

struction of the Temple , and include events from the period 

lmmediately after the Temple's Destruction . 11 Presentati on 

of the literal meaning of Song of Songs was not encouraged, 
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as seen in Rabbi Akiba's comments to that effect , in Mishnah 

Yadayim 3:5. Our concern here is with the historical­

allegorical method expounded in the Midrash. The history 

described within it begins with where the "kisses" were given, 

i .e., where the revelation took place. The mutual love be­

tween God and Israel is seen in God giving the Law to Israel 

and redeeming them from Egypt, and in Israel ' s acceptance of 

the Law, and in their readiness to become martyrs for God ' s 

sake. 12 The thrust of the historical allegory is the estab­

lishment of the covenantal relationship between God and Israel 

as the ultimate end of the Exodus from Egypt. The exegesis 

found in the Midrash focuses on Israel's observance of the 

commandments, the transmission of the Written and Oral Law, 

God ' s punishment of Israel when she does not observe the 

commandments, and the promise of ultimate redemption, if 

Israel is worthy of it. The exposition contained in this 

work , includes many different historical events and person­

ages in its interpretation of song of Songs. However, they 

are not presented in chronological order within the Midrash, 

and one cannot derive~ periodization o f Jewish history from 

t he text. 

The Targum is the next major contribution to allegor­

ical interpretation of Song of Songs , written within the first 
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millenium. Scholars have assigned its date to the seventh 

century, although it clearly contains material which is much 

earlier. Therefore, it also reflects the types of midrashic 

interpretations found in the different Rabbinic Midrash, such 

as the Mekhilta,in the Talmuds and in other tannaitic works.
13 

It has been divided into five movements. 1 4 The first is a 

commentary to 1:2-3:6; it includes the Exodus , the Revelation 

at Sinai, the sin of the Golden Calf, Moses• ability to inter­

cede for the Jewish people and to atone for t hem, the merits 

of the patriarchs, and the construction of the Tabernacle, 

which will prefigure the glory of the Temple yet to be. The 

second movement, on 3:7-5:1, discusses Solomon's Temple, its 

dedication, the role of certain functionaries in the cult, and 

the protection the cult gives to Israel if she participates 

in it. The third movement, on 5:2-6:l , focuses on Israel's 

sin, despite God's desire for her righteousne ss , and I srael 's 

penitence, which does not forestall the Exile. Israel expresses 

her lovesickness for God to the prophets. The descript ion 

of the lover's body is transformed into a praise poem on Torah 

and the importance of study and of the sages. Israel is 

shown how to recover God's love through penitence. The fourth 

movement, 6:2-7:11, includes the rebuilding of the Temple with 

Cyrus and Ezra: Israel is praised for her devotion and observ­

ance of the cult and of scholarship. Israel is given a guaran­

tee o[ God's e t e rnal care fo~ her. The obedience ~o Torah 

becomes the ultimate criterion for God•s decision to guard 

the people. The fifth movement, 7:12- 8:14 , includes the exile 

throughout the R~man Empire, and Israel's desire for redemption , 



which will come only when God is ready . The Messiah is in­

vited to teach Israel the fear at God and to wait for God 

before she attempts to return to Jerusalem. The righteous 

are returned there, to the Land of Israel, newly purified. 

The y receive the acclaim of the gentiles, because of their 

study of the Torah. Yet, there is recognition of the exiled 

status of Israe l and of the defilement of the Land, and that 

the Land cannot adequately house God. God should retire to 

heaven until Israel can be restored to Jerusalem and the 

service of the cult. 

The Targum•s historical allegory emphasizes the 
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Written and Oral Torahs as the form and content of the rela­

tionship between God and Israel. This emphasis is the basis 

upon which the history of Israel develops. The obseTvance of 

the Law will enable Israel to reach the climax of its history, 

redcmpcio11 and the Messianic Age . Until that time comes, 

Israel's h i story is destin~d to be one of intense longing for 

that time; b~t, this longing does not prevent Israel from 

sinhing. However, Israel is given several methods for effect­

ing atonement, which are derived from the Torah: participation 

in eithP.r the sacrificial cult or in Rabbinic l earning. Both 

of these methods will enable Israel to be responsive to God's 

demands for her, and to be prepared for that future time of 

15 redemption. 

Saadiah Gaon (892-'342) wrote a commenlary to Song of 

Songs which also retains the allegorical interpretation of 

the book. He desc~ibes it as a lock for which the keys have 

been lost. Although we do have a copy of this commentary in 

........ 



a printed edition, it may be that it is only mistakenly 

attribute d to Saadiah, and may be written by another scholar 

16 with the same name. In his allegorical interpretation, 
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the book d escribes the love story between God and Israe l, from 

the Exodus from Egypt through the Coming of the Messiah. His 

commentary paralle ls bo th the theme and the method of the 

Targum in the c reation of the dllegory, and in the emphasis 

on the Oral and Written Law. However, the content of their 

interpretations are different. For example, Saadiah's comments 

to 1:4 refer to Israel walking a fter God afte r the Ten Command­

ments are given, while the Targum interprets this verse as 

referring t o Israe l being drawn to God and desiring to rece ive 

the Commandments. On 3:5, Saadiah refers tc Israe l's desire 

t o revenge Sihon and Og b ut needing to wai t for the appro pri­

ate time, but the Targum explains the verse a s a cautionary 

remark to I s rael, that they should not enter t he Land u~til 

the appropriate time . Saadiah ' s comm~nts t o 5:4 refer t o God 

sending the prophets to reproach the people , and the Targum 

discusses the calf worship of the J ews while they are in 

Exile. The verse 7:3 is explicated as a praise of Israel as 

the center of the world, bu t the Targurn explicates this verse 

as referring to the Sanhedrin and the be auty of the Law whe n 

the Sages would expound it. One can see that the historical 

framework is r e ta ' ned, but the particular historical events 

referr~d to in each may differ from verse to verse. 

The chro~ological nature of this commentary allows a 

pcriodization tc be develope d. As Pope has described Saadiah 's 

commentary, 



in 1:2-3:5 is described Israel's servi­
tude in Egypt, the emancipation, the giving 
of t he Law, the battles with Sihon and Og, 
and God's displeasure at Israel's reaction 
to the report of the spies . In 3:6-4:7 the 
erection of the Tabernacle, the wilderness 
wanderings and the status of Moses and Aaron 
are described. The entry into Canaan, the 
building of the Temple, the separation of 
Israel and Judah, the move of the Shechinah 
to abide with Judah, and the people's 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem at the three great 
festivals are the subjects treated in 4:8-
5:1. Verses 5:2-6:3 take the history through 
the destruction of the Temple, the Babylonian 
Exile and Return, the Second Temple and 
renewed covenant with the penitent people. 
The spiritual welfare of the returnees was 
seen as treated in 6:4-9. Some were faith­
ful and godly, but others married foreign 
women and forgot the holy tongue. The on­
going dispersion is the concern of 6:10-7 :9 
in which the people remain many days wich­
out king or priest, but still belong to God. 
The sufferings of the Messiah son of Joseph 
and the manifestation of the Messiah son of 
David and obedi ent Israe l and God's joy with 
his bride, are the subjects of 7:12-8:4. 
From 8:5 to the end are described Israel's 
restoration, the building of the Third 
Temple, and a grate ful people acting in 
accord with the divine will. 17 
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Rashi, Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac (1040-1105) was familiar 

with the allegorica l mode of int~rpretation as it flourished 

around Song of Songs, and also wrote a commentary which con­

tains a dual interpretation. In his introduction, he explains 

his method of interpreting the book and its importance. He 

sets out to establish the peshat, the plain sense of the book, 

yet knows th~t a verse may have multiple layers of meaning 

apart from the peshat. He understands that the book was 

wri tten by Solomon, and ·that with the aid of Divine Inspira­

tion , Solomon was able to foretell the history of Israel. 

Thus , he knew that both exile and destruction would be a part 



of Israel's history. The people would long to be with God, 

and would pray for the reinstitution of their status as God's 

people. 

In the shape of t he changing relationship 
between the lovers , representing Israel and 
her God, he depicted the vicissitudes of 
the Jewish people, concluding with the 
certainty of final reconciliation with 
their Maker. 18 

His commentary utilizes a dual interpretation. Both 

the literal and the figurative stories are given a place in 

his commentary . At times, he mentions only the figurative 

meaning for a word. Rashi's use of the allegorical mode of 

interpretation indicates how widely used and accepted it was. 
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In light of this survey of the the varying allegorical 

interpretations of Song of Songs, which had been offered prior 

to Ibn Ezra's time , it is now possible to turn to Ibn Ezra's 

allegorical interpretation. This will enable us to anal yze 

how he both built upon and expanded the literary legacy of 

allegorical interpretation which had be~n bequeathed to him 

by these predecessors. Ibn Ezra, i n his allegorical inter­

pretation of Song of Songs, presents another version of J ewish 

salvation history , in which God ' s acts are unders t ood as 

paradigmatic of the relationship between God and I srael . 

However, in this allegory, the Shechinah, God ' s presence , 

becomes the focus of this interpretation. Its periodization 

has alreeidy been presented in Chapter Two. A f ull expansion 

of the allegucic&l narr ative follows. 

Abraham Ibn Ezra's narrative of t he allegory in 

Canticles can be divided into nine sections, each one desc r ip-



tive of a different historical period. Part I, 1 :2-4, de­

scribes Abraham, and how he came to bel ieve in God and t o 

spread news of God everywhere. He instructed peopl e in God ' s 

ways and converted people, bringing them under the wings of 

the Shechinah. He is brought to Canaan, to further i nstruct 

people about God. Ibn Ezra sees verses 1:5- 6 as refer ring 
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to the Egyptian ensl avement. The Israelites a r e blackened 

with bad deeds, but they still maintain the covenant. They 

are punished by their exile in Egypt. Yet, they desire to 

repent, and to follow the way of the patriarchs, but they do 

not know how . In Part III, 1:7-3:8, which is descriptive of 

Moses, Aaron and the Wanderings in the Wilderness, the people 

have Moses to show them the way. God, through this prophet , 

speaks to Israel with praise, and foretells the going out 

from Egypt with material wealth. God promises to bring them 

to the mountain. The Shechinah dwells with Israel and brinys 

them close to the Land. The people are f ~ightened, hut the 

Shechinah protects them and helps the.m to keep the command­

ments. God's omnipotence is seen with the Ephraimites. 

God is seen at the bush and agai~ at Mount Sinai. God sees 

how pained the people are while in Exile, and promises to re­

deem them. Israel accepts responsibility for the covenant, 

but the calf worshippers destroy God's vineyard, the people 

of Israel. The Shech. nah withdraws from Israel , but intends 

to enter th~ Land with Israel it she enters at the appointed 

time. Israel arrives at Solomon's couch, Canaan, with 

600,000 people and they kill all of Canaan's inhabitants 

who might bring Exile upon Israel. 

cd 
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In 3:9-4:15, there is a description of the Temple, as 

Solomon built it. The Ark of the Covenant is brought into it . 

There are many different functionaries there, all in the service 

of God, in transmitting the two Torahs. The Shechinah dwells 

on Mount Moriah where the Temple is built, and will remain 

there as long as Israel maintains the Covenant. The people 

of Israel are praised for their steadfastness to their faith, 

as seen in their observance of the holidays, their repentance, 

and their righteousness . 

The Exile is seen in 4:16-5:4. The Shechinah ascends 

to heaven; there is no need for sacrifices because the Shech­

inah is sustained by the angels. Israel is exiled to Babylon . 

She is asleep in Exile but longing to be with the Shechinah. 

God, who determines when the peopl e should dwell in the Land, 

brings in Cyrus. The prophets prophecies about Darius' reign 

are all proved true. 

The people attempt to rebuild t he Temple in 5:5-5:10. 

But the Shechinah was not there, as the people had thought. 

The Kings of Greece took over. Israel found herself unable 

to keep the commandments, but she refused to engage in idol 

worship. God stayed with them, while they were in Exile. 

In the next section, based on 5:11-6:3, visions of 

Ezekiel's chariot and ~f angels are described. Ezekiel, as 

the prophet of Ex_le, hns a message for the people regarding 

God's funct i oning in the world and how God created the world. 

God , no matter whether hidden or present, immanent or tran­

scendent, is always aware of good and evil. God is eternal 

and so are his works. God's faith never fails . God may dwell 



with the righteous ange l s, but he will return to the people . 

The people still know that the God- Israe l relationship is 

secure . 

In Part VIII on 6:4-12 , Israel decl ares her faith in 

God , they repent , the Shechinah comes to them, and the Second 

Temple is built. There was no prophecy at this time, as Dan­

iel had foretold. There were Temple officers and function­

aries . All the descendants of Noah we re kingly . The Hasmon­

eans are praised for their restoration of J ewi sh sovereignty 

in I srael. Yet, because of t he hatred throughout the Land 

at this time, the people became exiled aga i n. 
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The final section of the c omment ary deals with the future 

return of Israel to Zion, based on Chapters 7 and 8 of Song 

of Songs. This part describes the joy inherent in the return 

to Zion, when Israel will return from every place she is 

found. The great Sanhedrin will reconvene , studying the Two 

Torahs . The King Messiah will rule, the prophets wi ll return 

and the High Priest will function agai n in his office. I srael ' s 

prominence will be restored, in all her righteousness. Israel 

fully repents, so God redeems tllem; he recognizes their piety 

and joins them with their ancestors. But, the people discuss 

their performance of the commandment i n private: How will 

God know that they have been fulfilling their responsibilities 

if they have not bee .. observed doing them? Once the Shechinah 

returns , they wilJ b~ able to do them publicly. Solomon re­

minds them that thi~ will happen only a t the right time. 

Israel says to the Messiah, "It is because of me that I prayed 

t o and for you, that you are here . I awakened you. " 



The unification o f the tribes will take place in this 

future time of redemption. Exile will be over, there will be 

no more punishment for Israel's sins. At that time, she will 

bP. tested to see how far she strayed from the c ommandments. 
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If she has remained faithful, she will be rescued . If not, 

she will not be . But she has remained faithful. Solomon's 

vineyard will be l eft for the Messiah, his descendent. Israel 

will dwell in the Garden, the angel will near the voice of 

Israel. I srael entreats God to come down from the angels, to 

come to the hills of Zio~, where God commanded them e t ernal 

life. 

Ibn Ezra's work in this section is clearly conjunctive 

with traditional Jewish allegorical exegesis . The thematic 

content is very similar to that expressed in the other a l le­

gories discussed above . Ibn Ezra addresses the Exodus from 

Egypt and the Revelation as central formative experiences fvr 

the Jewish people. He also understood Jewish history as 

unfolding from the ongoing relationship between God and Israel. 

Exile from Israel is also a theme found in other allegories 

and incorporated into Ibn Ezra's allegory. The table found 

ir. Appendix 1 will enable the reader to have a synoptic view 

of the entire Jewish allegorical tradition surrounding Song 

of Songs and to determine the place of Ibn Ezra's cont ribution 

in the historical con' in~wn. However, Ibn Ezra was able to 

go beyond t~e legacy he received from those who went before 

him. These i nnovations will be addressed in the following 

chapter . 

--
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CHAPTER III. 

ABRAHAM IBN EZRA ' S ALLEGORICAL EX EGESIS 

OF SONG OF SONGS AND ITS HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

--
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"This book is most honored, and is entirely delightful, 

and there is none like it among all the 1,005 songs of Solo­

mon." Thus begins Abraham Ibn Ezra's introduction to his 

commentary on Song of Songs . One could use the same descrip­

tion for Ibn Ezra's commentary itself, for its style, method­

ology, and content are quite unique , and there could be no 

other like it among any of his writings on the Bible. It is 

a three part commentary, with a four part introduction, o n a 

book which has provoked controversy since its acceptance into 

the canon . It has come down to us in two recensions, the 

longer French recension , found in Mikraot Gedolot, and the 

shorter Italian recension, edited by H.J. Matthews. Matthews 

based his edition on three manuscripts: the Oxford, and the 

Paris, which contain the commentary in its entirety, and the 

Berlin, containing only the Firs t Exposition. 1 The printed 

edition is based on a manuscr i p t in the British Museum. The 

British Museum also contains manuscr i pts of the Italian 

recension, but these are different from those examined by 

Matthews. 2 The commentary in the prlnt ed edition, a .sit is 

found in the Mikraot Gedolot , is divided into 18 sections, 

e ach of which is accompanied by the corresponding parts of 

the three expositions of the commentary. In the manuscript 

ve rsion, eact exposition is presented in its entirety; the 

First Exposition to ·•11 the verses is followed by the Second 

Exposition , which is then followed by the Third Exposition. 

The=e have be~n many attempts to determine a relative 

dati ng for these t~1O recensions of the commentary. It is 

thought that the Italian is the earlier. Matthews' tentative 



conclusion to this effect is based o n the knowlecge that Ibn 

Ezra' s commentary to Ecclesiastes was completed in Rome in 

1140 , and on the supposition made by Gratz that Ibn Ezra's 

commentaries to the othe r fou r Megillot were completed at 
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the same time. This conclusion is also supported by the 

dedication t o the commentary on Ecclesiastes. This book was 

thought to have been dedicated to the same person to whom Job 

is dedicated. The commentary to Job was also writte n in Rome, 

possibly at the same time as the commentary to Ecclesiastes 

was written. 3 Other facto~s which enabled Matthews to arrive 

at this conclusion are: the use of an Italian word, found 

only in the edition edited by Matthews but omitted in the 

printed edition of the text; a reference to the Commentary 

to Daniel, a late r commentary, which is found only in the 

printed edition and omitted in Matthews' edition; two quota­

tions from the commentary on the Minor Prophets are found 

in che Mikraot Gedolot but not in Matthews , while the exact 

opposite situation applies to two quotations from the Penta­

teuch Commentary . 4 

Friedlander also attempted to de ve lop criteria wh i ch 

would distinguish thea earlier Italian recens i on of Ibn Ezra ' s works 

from the later French recensions, based on references to 

other commentaries, r eferences to other scholars and Rabbis , 

sources uti l ized i n the commentaries , and the pre~ence of 

explanations in lar,guages otliler than He brew. 5 Howe'Ver , the 

application of these criceria do not allow che r esearche r t o 

teach a mor..:! definitive conclusion abt'ut the ir relative dates . 

The potential tampering with the t ext, additions and emenda-

---
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tions by later readers, in addition to the fact that Ibn Ezra 

himself wrote several different versions of the same work in a 

variety of geographical locations, force one to decide not 

to rely on " internal evidence " in reaching a conclusion 

about the relative dates of Ibn Ezra's works . This thesis 

will focus exclusively on the recension considered to be the 

later French edition as it appears now in editions of Mikraot 

Gedolot. 

In both recensions of the commentary to Song of Songs, 

Ibn Ezra prefaces his commentary with introductions . The 

presence of an introductory paragraph is no t unusual in and 

of itself; indeed, Ibn Ezra wrote introductions to all of his 

commentaries. There are several different purposes served by 

these introductions: 

the author either justifies h is method 
and views, or makes some remarks conceLning 
the contents and character of the book; in 
some books the introduction begins with a 
few lines in which he praises his patron who 
had encouraged him to write the work, or he 
describes his own misery and sufferings.6 

These concerns are all addressed in his introductions to his 

commentaries on the Torah, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Job, 

Zechariah, Psalms, and Song of Songs . In each introductory 

statement, there is a discussion of some issue which will 

help the reader comprehend the true meaning of the text at 

hand. Of Ibn Ezra ' s _ntroduction to Song of Songs, Fried­

lander wriles, "he explains the symbolic character of the 

book. 117 This one sentence synopsis of this introduction is 

quite apt. The method and structure of the introduction is 

complicated, for it seems to have several t asks t o accomplish . 
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The introduction also seems to be constructed of sev~ral 

different introductions t hat were combined int o one. Because 

several items are repeated , it would seem that there is more 

than one introduction. The introduction itself begins with 

a paragraph entitled "Introduc tion to the Interpretat ion of 

Ibn Ezrn." In this paragraph, he discusses why t he book is 

called Song of Songs; that it is by virt~e of its exalted 

and superior status among the o t her writings of Solomon. 

He continues by acknowledging the secret hidden wi t hin the 

text, of the history of the Jewish people from the time of 

Abraham, through the Age of the Messiah. He discounts the 

book ' s uniqueness in this regard, for t ne poem Ba'azinu in 

Deut. 32 is also interpreted as an allegory of history from 

the generation of the Flood, through the Exile, after the 

War of Gog and Magog. He indicates that poetic allegoriz­

ation is an unique vehicle for the commun1cation of Jewish 

salvation history. Furthermore, in the metaphor of the 

lovers, the bride and groom is commonly used to describe 

the relationship between God and the Congregation of I srael , 

as seen in the books of Isaiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, and Psalms . 

The book is not an erotic love story, he contends , but an 

allegory , and as such, it is of great merit and importance. 

Before conr.luding this section of the introduction, Ibn Ezra rren­

tions the sacred nature of Song of Songs, in repeating the 

statement from Mishnah Yadayim, that the book of Song of 

Songs defll~s tbe hdnds. He concludes the first section of 

the introduction with three statements in rhymed prose, in 

which he says that he will int erpret the book in three ways: 

-



fi r.st, by revealing the meaning of each obscure word; second, 

by presenting it according to its plain meaning; and third, 

by following the paths of the midrash . 
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The introduction continues with three additional para­

graphs, one for each of the three methods of interpretation. 

In the first paragraph, entitled "The First Exposition", he 

opens , "Abraham ben Me ir the Spaniard, t he Compiler, says , " and 

then proceeds to addr ess the contents of the three parts of 

the commentary and the interpretations given to Song of Songs. 

He first refers to the Philosophe rs who explained this book 

by referring t o the union of the highest soul and the body, 

and then to those who interpret the boo k according to its 

essential me ani ng. Yet, the true understanding of the book 

is conslste nt with the unde rstandi ng of the Rabbis, that the 

book isabout the Congregation of Israel. In the first para­

graph , Ibn Ezra explicat es various interpretations of the 

book, and concludes that the explanation of the Sages is the 

correct one. He will present their inte r?retation in the 

Third Exposition. 

Ibn Ezra con t i nues, in thi3 paragraph, by focusing on the 

meaning of "Solomon" as it appe ars in the text, and concludes 

t hat, excluding its citation in 8:12, each reference to Solo­

mon refers to the historical figure of King Solo mon himself. 

He states that in t 'e second interpretation, he will address 

himself to the e rotic content of the book, by recourse to the 

literal meaning . Even in this interpretation, each "Solomon" 

will re(er to the personage of King Solomon. Ibn Ezra will 

also attempt to expl ain the difficult words in the text, after 



whlch he will explain the meaning of the parable described 

in the Second Exposition, and of that which is allegorized 

from it. 

In the next section, entitled "The Second Exposition" , 

Ibo Ezra shifts to the second level of interpret ation. He 

stat es that it is not appropriate to d iscuss matters of 

erotic content in public. Thus, this becomes a parable, of 

a young woman, pre- pubescent, who is guarding a vineyard, 

sees a shepherd pass by, and intense longing immediately 

breaks out in the hearts of both of them. 

lbn Ezra begins the paragraph entitled , "The Third Ex­

position" with praise of Midrash Canticles by the Rabbis. 

He acknowledges that othP.rs also wrote expositions, and that 

they added and t ook away; he is simply follo~ing in the ir 

footsteps. He then repeats his identification of Solomon as 

the hi s torical King Solomon, e xcept for i t s occurence in 

8:12, which , the reader now learns, ref~rs to the Messiah. 
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The Messiah is called So lomon because the Messiah will be 

Solomon's descendent , just as the Messiah will also be called 

David , in Ezek. 37:25, or as the Childre n of Israel are 

called "Jacob, my servant, " in Jer . 30:10. Psalm 90, although 

attributed to David in authorship, says "A Prayer of Moses, " 

perhaps because a descenaenc of Moses would play i t musically . 

Thus, Ibo Ezra is a~le to justify one person being called by 

another name. 

He continues by giving the various meanings for " the 

daughters o f Jerusalem , " since it is problematic for the 

reader. They could be the angels dwel ling in the "Upper 
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Jerusalem," or the nations of the world; or a s Ibn Ezra under­

stands this phrase, according to the parable, that they a re 

a verbalization of the thoughts of a woman speaking t o her­

self , and the thoughts are called "the daughters of Jerusa-

lem." 

He then continues by claiming that since we know that 

God appeared to Solomon twice, it is not surpris i ng that Sol­

omon should, as a result, prophesy about an event in the 

future , for this prophecy came about as a result of Divine 

inspiration. He mentions both Heman and Assaph, who served 

as singers for King David, and woo are referred to as "seers". 

Therefore, it is not just the creation of the Song o f Songs, 

but its potential t o prophesy about the future , which char­

acterizes this Divine inspiration to Solomon . Solomon's 

creation of the Song which refers to a time in the future, 

seal s Song of Song ' s identity as a divinely revealed text. 

This is the only way to understand the text of Song of Songs. 

Ibn Ezra concludes this paragraph with rhymed prose, in which 

he prays for Divine assistance in completing his task. 

It is not clear why the introduction takes the form in 

which it exists t oday. According to one opinion, the text 

includes two and perhaps t hree introducti0ns combined into 

o ne . The first one is the general lntroouctory paragraph. 

The sec0nd one wo uld be the or~ entitled "The First Expos­

it ion.'' The third J.ntroduction would consist of the two 

paragraphs titled , "'!'he Seco nd Exposition" and "The Thi r d 

Exposition . 118 Yet another opinion c laims that the French 

recension has two introductio~s , which originally be longed 

-



to two different receosions of the commentary. The first 

introduction includes the first introductory paragraph, and 

the second would include the three paragraphs following it. 9 
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However, it is entirely possible that these separate 

paragraphs are all parts of one single introduction . Its 

appearance in this form is supported by a British manuscript. 10 

It should be noted that, in the manuscript, the comme ntary 

itself starts with the first introductory paragraph, fo l lowed 

by all three expositions, each of which is preceded by its 

own introductory paragraph. In its development into a 

printed form, the introductory paragraphs originally found 

at the beginning of each exposition may have been combined 

into one whole introduction, in the form seen today in the 

printed edition. In addition, there is an identifiable 

pattern which Ibn Ezra utilizes in his introductory state­

ments. In his commentary to Lamentations, the introductior, 

consists of a short rhymed section, followed by another rhyme 

beginning, "I, Abraham ben Meir "which praises different 

inte rpretations to the book, as well as recounts his life's 

e ve nts. His introduction to Ec~lesiastes also starts with 

a r hyme d introduction in which he describes himself; this is 

followed by a lengthy prose section which addresses the con­

tents of the book. The introduction to Esther has a short 

rhyme, then a sectio1 which begins, "The discourse of Abra­

ham the Spaniard, called Ibn Ezra," and is followed by prose. 

The commentary to Daniel is introduced by a section beginning, 

" The disco urse of Abraham ben Meir lbn Ezra the Spaniard" 

followed by a short rhyme. Job also begins with a rhymed 

= 



section , followed by "the discourse of Abraham," and a prose 

explanation of t he book. Although one could not conclude 

definitively why Ibn Ezra composed a multi-paragr aph intro­

duction to so many of his commentaries, there is adequate 

evidence to show that lbn Ezra maintained this pattern in 

42 

many of the introductions to his exegetic works. In t hese 

introductory statements to the commentary to Song of songs, 

Ibn Ezra sets certain parameters for what is and is not appro­

priate exegesis. He gives the reader a brief synopsis of 

the e xegetical methods he appropriates in his c ommentary, 

and also indicates what he wishes to accomplish in the com­

mentary itself. A survey of the t hree parts of the commentary 

will help detarmine the extent to which the commentary ful­

fills the aims Ibn Ezra sets for himself in these intro­

ductory passages. 

Each of the three parts of the commentary addresses a 

different goal. The first exposition corisists of grammatical 

and lexical information, and aims t o provide the meaning of 

the words . The second includes a description of the parable , 

in which a young girl falls in love with a shepherd. The 

third exposition includes the historical- allegorical int er­

pretation of song of Songs . This division of the commen tary 

into parts is not unique tothe Canticles commentary. lbn 

Ezra utilizes s uch a ji~ision in hi s commentaries on Lamenta­

tions and on J~b. T~is division may have been Ibn Ezra ' s 

original inten tion in all of h is commentaries, that is, "to 

explain, first, each word of the section, and then, t he sense 

11 and context of the whole." 'iet the numbe r of commentaries 

--



which preserve this method in the ext ended presentation of 

the Song of Songs commentary is limited to fragments of the 

commentaries to the Pentateuch , Job, and Lamentations. 12 

The first exposition of the book as Ibn Ezra stated in 
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the Introduction, establishes the meaning of words and phrases 

in the Song of Songs, a necessary task for understanding the 

book. Ibn Ezra utilizes the lexicon of t he Bible to explain 

the grammatical structures and unique words within the t ext. 

In 1:2 , in his comments on "Let him kiss me ," he states that 

the verb "to kiss" when not followed by the l etter lamed 

means "a kiss on the mouth," but when it i s followed by a 

lamed, it will mean a kiss on another part of the body. Ibn 

Ezra gathers evidence for these two conclusions from the 

Bible; as proof for the meaning, "a kiss on the mouth," he 

mentions Gen. 33 :4, and brings forth Gen. 27:26-27 and Gen. 

29:11 as proof foi: the meaning, "a kiss of the ha11d , shoul..i­

er or cheek." Thus, two possible meanings for the verb "to 

kiss" are substantiated by recourse to the Biblical text. 

An additional example is his comment t o "Grab," in 2:15, 

whose grammatical form he compares to "Love", in Ps. 31:24, 

or to "Offer," in Job 6:22, which are both imperative verbal 

forms. In this section of the commentary, Ibn Ezra utilizes 

121 different Biblical teAts to support his definitional and 

. 1 l . l3 grammat1ca cone us1Jns. 

Abrahum Ibn Ezra, the grammarian, is ever-present in 

t his exi:,osi tion. H•: uses many grammatical terms in his 

search f or the correct meaning of a word. Ibn Ezra worked 

to establish a consistent vocabulary for grammatical 

-



discussion , wr iting several treati~es on this subject , a s 

well as translating those in Arabic into Hebrew. 14 
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Ibn Ezra's attempts to determine the meanings of words 

led him to resort to his knowledge of Hebrew ' s cognate 

languages. He frequently indicates when he finds a word 

which is une xplainable by available Hebrew knowledge, but 

when a word in Arabic will shed light on its meaning. His 

name for Arabic is "the language of Ishmael ." His familiar ­

ity with Arabic can be seen in his ability to locate Arabic 

cognates for Hebrew words, and in his translation of Arabic 

grammatical works into Hebrew . The Aramaic of Targum Onkelos 

is an additional resource Ibn Ezra uses in uncovering a poss­

ible meaning for an unfamiliar Hebrew word. He refers to 

the Targum several times, and mentions Onkelos in 2:14. 

Ibn Ezra frequently uses the phrases "ayn l o baver" or 

"ayn lo domeh", but these do not indicate that the word to 

be explicated is a hapax legomenon. Rather, Ibn Ezra is 

indicating that the word cannot be interpreted through reli­

ance on his usual sources, the cognate literature, classical 

Rabbinic literature, or the Biblical text. There is not 

enough e vidence to support a conclusion about its meaning. 15 

At the conclusion of the First Exposition, he includes 

an apologetic paragraph, justifying his use of Arabic to ex­

plain the Hebrew in Song of Songs. He writes , 

One whJ views this composition may perhaps 
wonder why it says here ' in the language of 
Ishmael.' [".'his is] due t o our lack of 
knowledge, for we only have knowledge of 
the Holy Tongue (Hebrew) through that which 
is written in Scriptures , for the Prophets 
needed to speak, and that which they had 



no need of , we cannot know. [This is also] 
due to the fact that the ' Arabic language ' 
is very close to 'Hebrew ' f or with respect 
t o verbal patterns, the letters yod, ha y, 
and aleph, the s ervile l etters, the n if ' al 
and the hitpa'el, and the construct state, 
both (languages) have one method . And so 
too, with numbers ; and in more than half 
the language, one (word) j ust like it will 
b e found in the Holy tongue . For this 
r eason, when there is a (Hebrew) word for 
whi ch no similar one can b e found in 
Scripture, the re wi ll be a similar word 
in Arabic , and we will s ay that pe rhaps its 
meaning will be so (according t o the word' s 
meaning in Arabic), altho ugh the matter i s 
in doubt. 
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Ibn Ezra states the similarities b e tween He brew and Arabic 

very clearly in t his paragraph . As noted above, he was very 

familiar with Arabic grammatical works , and wo rke d to trans­

mit the information to non-Arabic speakers in Chris t ian 

count ries in the North. Arabic was not the language of 

intel l ectual discourse in this geographical r egion , and this 

fact may have caused him to be more tentative about using 

Arabic as a foundation for establ ishing the meaning of Hebrew 

words. On the other hand, this paragraph may simply be 

serving an explanatory purpose, of describi ng the simi l ar­

ities between Hebrew a nd Arabic to an audience with no know­

ledge of Arabic, in order to justi fy his use of Arabic in 

th~ commentary . Although he recognized many similarities 

between Hebrew and Arabic , he also r ecognized the limitation 

of constantly dra\1ing parallels between ~he tw~ languages . 

This causes his re ticence i~ stating that there is some 

doubt about their li:,guistic correspondence . This reticence 

does not prevent him from presenting the Ar abic whe n he feels 

it is appropriate, but he does utilize great selectivity in its use. 
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Ibn Ezra also uses the Rabbis as sources fo~ establish­

ing the meaning of the text. He calls them, ttour Predeces­

ors," or "Our Sages," and presents t heir interpretation s of 

words as "the language of classical r abbinic l iterature . " 

Although Ibn Ezra may, in the Third Exposition, reject their 

interpretation, he does r e ly on them here, in the First Inter­

pretation, to establish the plain meaning of the text . 

Ibn Ezra also utilizes the works of writers in the post­

•ralmudic literature as a source for his lexical i nvestiga­

tions . The only time he ever names the scholar whose opinion 

he presents is with reference to Saadiah, who he cal l s "The 

Gaon." Most of the t ime, these scholars go unnamed, referred 

to only as, "Some interpret , " or "Some say," or "The Grammar­

ians," or "The Masoretes ." Just because he mentions them 

does not mean that he agrees with them. His disagreement can 

be registered in a variety of ways : from a simple "This is far 

from the meaning," in 2 :5, or "We have no need for this inter­

pretation , " in 1:5 , to scathing denunciations of an inter­

preter ' s knowledge, as in 1 : 3 . Sometimes, Ibn Ezra simply 

presents a diversity of explanations without really committing 

himself to any of them, as in 1:13, on "bundle of myrrh ," 

or in 2:J , on "lily ." Other times, he makes it c l ear which 

the correct interpretation is , as in 8 : 6, on "the flame of 

the Lord" when he sa)$, "tte nearer interpretation is .. . " , 

or on 3:20 , wh~re he says, "and this is the correct inter­

pretation, in my opi nion . " This frequent citation of schol­

ars ' opin ion s could serve several goals. One might be that 

through mentioning so many different opinions, he could show 

--:ri4 



off his own erudition and familiarity with literature. 

Another possibility is that the presentation of various 

opinions, punctuated by Ibn Ezra's own conclusions, serve to 

point up the inadequacy and/or inaccuracy of other interpre­

tations. His is the most correct, and only those writers 

who present this correct opinion will be mentioned by name. 

Those whose opinions are incorrect are subject to anonymity 

and censure from lbn Ezra's pen.
16 

Ibn Ezra's purpose in using a methodology based on gram­

matical, linguistic, and lexical analyses, is to establish 

the true meaning of the book of Song of Songs. He does ac­

complish this task in the First Exposition. In doing so, 
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he may also be establishing a foundation for the Second and 

Third Expositions. The narratives which unfold in these two 

expositions may be completely dependent on the analysis made 

in the First Exposition, synthesizing the information con­

tained within it into the narratives. 

In the Second Exposition of the book, Ibn Ezra presents 

his unders tanding of the narrative of Song of Songs. It is, 

as he explains in the introductory paragraph to this section, 

a love story between a young girl and a shepherd who desire 

one anocher. In this section, the lexical text of the Song 

oi Songs is incorporated into a developing narrative, de­

~cribing therelationship between these two characters, with 

the Daughters of Jerusalem as the accompanying chorus. The 

text of Song of Songs is woven into the story line as Ibn 

Ezra understandsit. Since the text of the book does not give 

all the details necesary for its understanding as a narrative, 
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the Second Exposition expands the basic story found in the 

text . An exrunple of this expansion of the narrative can be 

foand in 1:3, on "the scent of your oils". The expansion 

reads, "The sce nt of your oils, for your oils have a good 

scent from afar, and whoever remembers your name, it is as if 

myrrh were poured out before you. Therefo re the maidens love 

you . And just as your oils are fragrant from afar , so too 

are the k isses of your mouth." (All underlined words are 

fonnd in the text of Song of Songs. ) This is also found in 

his comments to 4:6, 4 : 16, 5:1 and 6:7. The narrative is 

enhanced by Ibn Ezra's comments, just as his comments prove 

the viability of developing the literal understanding of the 

book itself. This expansion of the text is one way he justi­

fies thi s reading. The objective of the First Exposition is 

to establish without any doubt, the peshat meaning of the 

text. Ibn Ezra could not ignore the literal meaning of the 

text any more than the Rabbis could. 

The narrative, as it unfolds from aliteral reading of the 

book with Ibn Ezra•s commentary is as follows: The young 

gir l has desire for the shepherd, for he is alluring, not 

o n1y to her , but to many wome n. She tells the other women 

not to look down upon her, just because she is dark. She 

~oes out to the fields t o meet her lover as he goes to pas­

ture his flocks. There , they praise one another's beauty, 

and expres s des ~re for one another. She returns to her home 

and he comes to her. This happens when the winter has passed 

and the summer has begun. They go out to the vineyard to 

spend the night and when the day ends, he leaves her. She 

-



has a dream vision, in which she seeks her beloved in the 

city, asking the guards if they have seen him . When she 

awakens , she goes out to find him. He sees her , a nd t ries 

49 

to protect her from outsiders , just as King Sol omon might do 

for his beloved. He praises her physical attrib utes with 

imagery. He joins her in the garden, and they share their 

love there. She then praises him and his physical attributes 

to the women of Jerusalem. The lovers recognize each others ' 

uniqueness , and praise each other again . They go , the follow­

ing day, to another secluded area , the vineyard, to be to­

gether. They desire only each other, and decide to be mar­

ried, and never to separate again . 17 

The commentary in this section is characterized by a 

lack of explanatory comments relating to definition of words, 

etymology, or gramrner. Unlike the First Exposition , there is 

no need for Scripturaltexts t o prove a particular meaning of 

a word or phrase. Rather, Ibn Ezra utilizes an alternative 

method to establish the meaning of the words, utilizing them 

within the narrative established by his commentary. Thus, 

the style of the commentary conforms to its purpose . The 

only Scriptural texts cited by Ibn Ezra in this exposition 

are from Song of Songs. The only time Ibn Ezra gives a def­

i nition of a word is in 1.9, where he defines susati as the 

feminine form of the word 'horse ' (sus). This enables the 

reader to apply rhe word to the woman in the narrative. Ibn 

Ezr~ explains the man, similes found in t he text, to f a cili­

tat~ their comprehension on the level presented in this ex­

position . In 4:1, on "your hair is like the flock of goats , " 



Ibn Ezra states, "the meani ng of t hi s is that it is in the 

manner of goat s t o perch on tall mountains, and to stand on 

their legs to gather leaves from here and there . Thus did 

he compare the hair on her head which falls t his on that." 

In 5 : 1, in commenting o n, '' I have come to my garden," and 

"I have plucked my myrrh," he says , "This me ans that I am 

sated from all goodness, and I lack only y o ur counte nance." 

Or on "A king is held captive in the tresses , " in 7 : 6 , he 

writes , "The reason f or a k i n g to b e held captive in the 

tresses is that he likened the hair which cascades 
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this upon that to the image of water in water-troughs , wi th 

the k ing being the head, or its meaning could be that the 

king longed to b e held captive and tied up in the cords of 

her hair." In each of these explanations found in the Second 

Exposition, Ibn Ezra is explaining the words ' meanings, as 

well as supplying the reader wi th the context for the me aning 

of the words. In addition, t he presentation of two possible 

meanings for the verse 7:6 shows that the text itself was 

difficult to understand, and that Ibn Ezra's e xpansion was 

not always easily derived. 

In this exposition , the commentary develops the text 

into an o n-going narrative, as a love story b e tween a man 

and a woman, with other groups, the Daughters of Jerusalem 

and the watchme n, a l so participating in the story . Ibn Ezra 

shows that the 'j?ng of Songs does consist of a who l e narra­

tive , and therefore his utilization and expansion of the text 

is the vehicle he utilizes . He thus establishes a context 

into which the words' meanings (as d e veloped in the First 
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Exposition) can be fully integrated. 

On the third level of exposition , the narrative of Song 

of songs moves beyond a love story between a young ma n and 

woman. Ibn Ezra reads the text as the history of t he Jewish 

people ' s relationship with God, in the form of God ' s presence, 

the Shechinah. This history can be d ivided into nine sections, 

tracing the development of this relationship from the days 

of Abraham, to the Messianic Age with the return of the Exile 

to Zion. The literary form of Ibn Ezra 's exposition is sim­

ilar to the form employed in the Second Exposition, in which 

the narrative progresses accoraing to the text of Song of 

Songs, which Ibn Ezra will utilize in his comments. A sig­

nificant difference in method between this exposition and 

the second is the reliance on Scriptural citations from Bib­

lical books other than Song of Songs, and the inclusion of 

some grammatical issues into the comments. These lexical 

comments then set a framework for the new narrative . Ibn 

Ezra ' s comments to 1:2 would serve as a usefu l example. "He 

begins with Abraham, for he is the primary person; and 'kisses 

of the mouth' are the Torah and the mitzvot, as it is written, 

'because Abraham listened to my voice, and kept my mandate, 

my commandments , my laws, and my teachings.' (Gen. 26:5) And 

do not be surprised that it says 'let him kiss me ' (in the 

future) with r esp~ct to something in the past, for such is 

the way of the scrtptural text, as in 'Then Moses Sang, ' 

(Ex. 25 : 11) and ' Th~y made a calf a t Horeb,' (Ps. 106:19 ) . 

The opposite is also found, ' God , heathens will enter your 

temple,' (Ps. 79:1), and there are many such as t his ." In 



this comment, Ibn Ezra does several things . First, he es­

tablishes the historical context of the verse in Canticles 
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as referring to Abraham. Secondly, he expla ins t he new, 

allegorical meaning of t he "kisses of his mouth," meaning the 

Torah and the commandments. The signs of love , the kisses , 

are re - interpreted to mean the revelation of bot h the Wri tten 

and the Oral Law . Ibn Ezra substantiates this meaning by 

referring to a text, Gen. 26 : 5, in which Abraham is praised, 

not only for his obedience to God, but also for his perform­

ance of the commandments. In this way , Abraham is understood 

as the first member of the People I srael, those who receive, 

accept, and affirm God's Revelation. Ibn Ezra then provides 

a grammatical discussion of how the future tense in the Bible 

is often understood t o refer t o the past, and vice versa. 

This e nables him to interpet, vhe will kiss, " a ~ referring 

t o a past event, i. e. the life of Abraham. Ibn Ezra gives 

several other examples of this linguistic use in the Bible. 

Ibn Ezra's primary task in this exposition i s to show 

t he validity of the meaning of the book on an historical­

allegorical leve l. This is achieved through a re- e xplanation 

of the book's meaning in accordance with this theme . 

The narrative created in the Third Exposition fo l lows 

the chronology of the canonical Biblical text. It examines 

th~ history of Israel and her relationship with God in diff­

erent periods. T'.1ese include: Abraham; the Egyptian Ens l ave­

ment: Moses and Aaron c.nd the Wilderness wandering; the b uild­

ing of the First Temple ; the Exile to Baby l on; Reb ui l ding; 

Ezekiel ' s Prophecies; Building the Second Templ e; and the 
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Future Return of Israel to Zion. This context for the under­

standing of the book, i.e. Jewish history, is not one which 

Ibn Ezra created. Allegorical exegesis of Song of Songs is, 

historically, an acceptable mode of exegesis , and can b e seen 

in the Targum, Midrash Canticles, Saadiah Gaon , Rashi, and 

Ibn Ezra's interpretations. A comparison between them will 

be found later on in this work, as will a fuller description 

of the actual narrative that Ibn Ezra creates in his allegory. 

In dividing the h istory of Israel into these periods of 

time , Ibn Ezra is setting up the context for the Third Exposi ­

tion. At the beginning of each section, he will indicate that 

a new historical period is about to be addressed. The first 

chapter illustrates this method in his comment on 1 : 2, o n 

''kisses." The expositlon states, "He begins with Abraham, 

tor he is the primary person," and then proceeds to interpret 

the next two verses with respect to events in Abraham's life, 

his good deeds, and his rewards. 

(period of) servitude in Egypt." 

At 1:5, "This begins the 

The exposition of 1:7-3:8 

includes the leadership of Moses, the prophet, Israel's de­

parture from Egypt, and the beginning of the en-going rela­

tionship between the Congre~ation of Israel and the Shechinah. 

This section also addresses the main events of the wilderness 

experience, such as the Golden Calf , the Revela~ion , and 

Israel's arrivGl in Canaan. I bn F.zra ' s comments to 3 : 9- 4:15 

focus on the establishment of the Temi;, le aJld t he presence of 

the Shr chinah with Israel because of ~heir r ighteousness, as 

well as festival observances in t he Temple. In the comments 

to 4:l~-5:4, the Shechinah leaves Israel, causing the people 
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to go into exile. Despite their attempt to reb uild the 

Temple, as seen in 5 : 5 - 10 , the Shechinah does not c ome to 

Israel ' s aid, and the Temp l e is not built. In t he secti on 

5 : 11- 6:3 , Ibn Ezra ' s comment s a r e based o n Ezek i e l' s proph­

ecies made while Israel was in Ex ile, and t hus a ddresses 

cosmological ideas, such as t he creation of the wor l d, and 

Ezekiel's chariot. The inter pret ation of 6:4-12 illust rates 

the building of the Second Templ e, a period of Jewish sover­

eignty in I srael , the rule of t he Hasmoneans, and the Shech­

inah ' s descent to Israel. This historical period ends with 

Israel's exile, and the disappea rance of the Shechinah. The 

final ~ection of the commentary, based on chapters 7 and 8, 

includes the anticipated return of Israel to Zion, the re ­

turn of the Shechinah to Israel, the restoration of Istael's 

grandeur among the nations, ahd the unification of the tribes. 

At that time, Israel will remain by God's side, performing 

the commandments, presenting sacrifices, a~d doing God's 

will . God will always remain by I srael's side , for all eter­

nity. 

In constructing the allegory, lbn Ezra relies on three 

methods. The most prevalent method seems t o be a simple 

redefinition of the text in accordance with the particular 

historical reference . Ibn Ezra views the text as possessing 

a deeper meaning , \1hich he hopes to bring t o the surfac e. 

In "redefining , he is ~eally discovering t he true de f inition 

of the word . Exampl~s of this are found throughout t he 

entire exposition. I n 2: 8 , Ibn Ezra exp lain s "the voic e of 

my beloved," to refer to God who appea red o u t of t he bush. 
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The phrase, "For the winter has passed," is interpreted as 

a metaphor for Israel's Exile in Babylon. In 4:1-4, a section 

which he interprets as referring to Temple functionaries, Ibn 

Ezra simply presents another meaning for the words; e.g. "your 

eyes" are the prophets, "your t eeth" are the warriors, "your 

lips" are the singers, and "your forehead" is the king. These 

redefini tions are not arbitrary , but are consistent with the 

allegorical method in which texts are invested with double 

meanings and can be interpreted on two levels . 18 In 4:5, 

the phrase, "your bre asts," is understood as the two Torahs, 

the wr itten and the oral . This particular interpretation is 

found not only in Ibn Ezra's work, but is deeply rooted in 

traditional allegorical exegesis of Song of Songs. In 5 : 2 , 

he divides the phrase, "I am asleep but my heart is awake," 

into two parts , the first part referring to the Israelites while 

in Exi l e in Babylon, while the second part re£ers to the 

peoples ' longing to be with the Shechinah. Ibn Ezra interprets 

" the \<latchmen , " in 5 :4 , as the Kings of Greece. Thus, in 

this method, Ibn Ezra creates a new sys tem of meaning, based 

on a newly created c0ntext. 

Ibn Ezra does buttress his redefinitions with Scriptural 

r.itations. An example of this is found i n 7:5, in the comment 

to "your nose," interpre ted to refer to the High Priest, 

based on Deut. 33:10, "They shall place incense in your nos­

trils." In 7:1, "Retur n, return," refers to the fut nre time 

when "God will return the captives of Zion," as found in ?s. 

126:1. The meaning of "Let me hear your voice , " in 2:14 

given by Ibn Ezra, is based on Ex. 24:7. Hosea 5:15 is 



utilized to show that "My beloved ran away to his garden," 

really means that the Shechinah went up to heaven. God ' s 

eternality is seen in 5:15, in the phrase "excellent as the 

cedars," because of Ibn Ezra's use of Lam. 3:23 . 
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Ibn Ezra uses the Biblical text in this exposition t o 

s~pport the history he is writing in his commentary. His 

citations are always from the portion of the Biblical text 

which is descriptive of the period of history he is address­

ing . That is, he utilizes both the t ext of Song of Songs and 

t he text of the Bible to establish the historical periodiz­

ation in the commentary. For example , the citations support­

ing Ibn Ezra's interpre tation of 1:2- 3 as referring to 

Abraham are Gen. 26:5, Isa. 41:8, Gen. 13:4, and Gen . 12 : 5 , 

which all refer explicitly to Abraham ' s relationship with 

God. The interpretation of 1:7-3 : 8 as the years of wander-

ing in the Wilderness incorporates Scriptural citations from 

Ex. 4;13, 12:35, 3:7, 3:17, Ezek. 34:12 , Hos. 9:10 , and others 

which mention the time Israel spent in the Nilderness . The 

i nterpretation of 6:4-12, referring to t he time of the Second 

Temple , is supported by Daniel 9:24, II Sam. 7:23, Deut . 32:15, 

33 : 29, and Isa . 58:14, which relate to the historical period 

of the Second TemplP.. By using Sciptural t exts in t his way, 

the chronology Ibn Ezra derives frcm Song of Songs is sup­

ported by the ch~onology established i n the Bible itself . 

On~ could conclude t11at ! bn E:7.ra was able to create an 

histori~al- allegoric3l interpretation of Song of So ngs with­

out leaving the Biblical text of the book behind. There was 

a r ecognition of several different layers of meaning for the 



t ext i tself, for the Bible could be used to support both the 

literal sense and the allegorical s ense of the book. 

In the following chapters, an analysis of the structure 

of the commentary as a who le will be made . This analysis 

will focus on the intersections of the three parts o f the 

commentary, in order to determine the presence of a pattern 

inherent in the commentary. This will be preceded by an in­

depth analys i s of other allegorical interpretations to Song 

o f Songs, and of Ibn Ezra ' s alle gory, both on its own and in 

comparison with other allegories. 
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CHAPTER IV . 

THE UNITARY NATURE OF ABRAHAM IBN EZRA ' S TRIPARTITE 

COMMENTARY TO SONG OF SONGS 

5 8 

-



The tripartite structure of Ibn Ezra's Commentary on 

Canticles causes the reade r to question the relationship be­

tween the three parts. Does e ach section stand independent 
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of the others, or do the three parts intersect? What ele­

ments do they have in common? What distinguishes th~m from 

each other? What is the organizing principle of the three 

parts in the commentary? In this chapter , I will demonstrate 

the presence of a pattern of interrelationship among the three 

parts of the commentary by looking at the points of inter­

sectio,, between the m. 

In his introduction t o this commentary, Ibn Ezra explains 

that the purpose of the three Expositions is to present three 

different types of interpretative material . The First Expos ­

ition is designed to present the lexical meaning of the diffi ­

cult words. The second interpretation deals with the narra­

tive of the text, i . e. the love story between the young woman 

and the shepherd. The Third Exposition creates an allegorical­

historical meaning for the boo k (one which is consistent with 

the peshat meaning of the text), in which the Shechinah and 

the Community of Israel are in a dynamic relationship which 

unfolds throughout Jewish history. At first reading, there 

does not seem to be any apparent relations~ip between the 

t hree Expo&itions. Th~y each have an unique task, a diffe rent 

objective. Since their presen ' ·ation within the commentary is 

as three &eparate e ~positi0ns, one would think that each part 

would be totally i ndependent nf the others. In addition, 

nowhere iu the introduction o f this commentary does I bn Ezra 

state that there is a direct relationship between them . 



A more careful reading reveals otherwise . There are 

indeed many examples of intersection between the three parts 

of the comm~ntary. That is, when the three parts of the 

commentary comment on the same word, a relationship between 
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the three parts becomes discernible. In examining the verses 

and words on which the different expositions intersect, one 

sees that the meaning established through grammatical exegesis, 

or through lexical analysis based on the Biblical text, will 

be utilized in the Second Exposition within the context of 

the love story . This medning will be further expanded in the 

context of the love relationship between Israel and God, as it 

is reflected in the unfolding of Jewish history. There is a 

hierarchial tendency, in which the movement or progression 

exists , not just within one exposition , but also across all 

three expositions, so that one's understanding of the text 

increases with each exposition. Each exposition gives a 

d1fferent layer of meaning. One will not understand the 

intention of the author if one does not recognize the inherent 

hierarchy present in this commentary, from the first, to the 

second, to the third exposition. The three parts of the 

commentary are not separate entities, but are rather three 

expositions , whose content and purpose are integrally relat~d 

to one another. Several examples, illU$trative of this hier­

archic tendency, will be presented. 1 

The first example is in 1:2 1 on the word "yishakeni." 

In the level one of the commentary, Ibn Ezra utilizes scrip­

tural citJtions to present the differenc~ between lenashek l ' 

and lenashek m', a grammatical distinction which then creates 
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a semantic distinction . In the case of lenashek m', the mean­

i ng is "to kiss on the mouth . " In the Second Exposi t ion, the 

commentary tells the reader that the young girl wants the 

shepherd to kiss her again and again, for she is not satis­

f i ed from only one. ln the third part of t he commentary on 

this verse, the historical context is Abraham, and the "kisses 

on the mouth, " really mean the Torah and the commandments , 

those t hingswith which God blessed Abraham and which Abraham 

was very willing to obey. Abraham is the r ecipient of these 

"ki5ses from God" because of his obedience t o God , and his 

observance of God ' s mandate, commandme nts, laws and Torah. 

In this third part, Ibn Ezra utilizes a Scriptural citation 

which emphasized Abraham's great merit. In all t hree parts 

of the commentary, the meaning of "a kiss on the mouth" appears. 

The context of the young girl and the shepherd demands peshat 

understanding of the kisses, as a sign of l ove between them. 

While the peshat meaning of the word is appropriate to this 

setting, kisses must be unde rstood in a different way to fit 

with the context of Abraham and his relatiJnship to God. We 

know from reading t~e Second Exposition that the kisses are 

the sign of love between the shepherd and the young girl. 

The Torah and the commandments are the sign of love between 

God and the People Israel who are represented here by Abraham. 

The meaning of the word in its literal sense, to kiss, is re­

tained: however , a deeper level of me aning is added on to it . 

This new meaning wi~l be congruent with the historical c ontext 

createtl by Ibn Ezra in the third part of the commentary. 

In Ibn Ezra ' s comment s to alamot i n 1:3, in the First 
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Exposition, he defined this word as "young maidens." In the 

Second Exposition, the meaning of alamot as maidens is used in 

the context of the maiden praising her lover , and claiming that 

because of his "fragrance" and the goodness of his name , all 

of the maide ns love him. The meaning of "young maidens" is 

integrated into the context created by the narrative of the 

Secor~ Exposition. In the Third Exposition, Ibn Ezra creates 

a metaphor; these maidens, who have no husband, are like people 

who have no God. These god- less people were brought i nto the 

Covenafi~ and came to believe in, and love , the God of Abraham. 

This interpretation is supported by the verse in Gen. 12:5, 

which reads, "and the souls which they had made in Haran," 

a verse interpr eted to mean that Abraham actively sought to 

convert these god-less heathens in the land of his birth. The 

peshat mean ing of alamot as maidens cannot b e maintained in 

the third level of exegesis; rather , its meaning is developed 

by means of the metaphor created. In addition, the Biblical 

text is then brought in to support the metaphoric me3ning Ibn 

Ezra presents. In the interpretation of this verse, the young 

maidens a re not just those who are in love with the young 

shep herd ; they are also the people converted by Abraham, who 

come to love God and keep God 's laws. Again, the word is 

interpreted and given two meanings; the meaning established in 

the First and Second Exposition will form the kernel of meta­

phoric meaning established in the Third Exposition. 

Another example is found in 1:12, on the word nardi. In 

the first ~art of the comment.ary, Ibn Ezra translates t his word 

as~ type of fragrant spice, like saffron. In the Second 



Exposition, this word is understood in its context as the 

scent which the young girl exudes , and which the king longs 

to inhale. In the Third Exposition, t his is understood in 

its context as the scent of the incense offered up by Israel 

as a sacrifice, on God's Holy mountain , which God desires. 

The incense becomes the scent of the Children of Israel when 

they reach the mountain of God in their prP.parations for the 

Revelation. Again, the meaning found in the Third Exposi­

tion is directly derived from the meaning established by the 

First Exposition and from the context created in the Second 

Exposition. This peshat meaning and context receive another 

layer of meaning when transferred to the Third Exposition. 

In that context, the word develops a meaning consonant with 

the new context created in the Third Exposition. As in the 

other examples , the metaphor does not destroy the basic mean­

ing of the text. 

Ibn Ezra's comments to "Grab us the foxes ,~ in 2:15, 

also show the progression within the three parts of the 

commentary . In part one, lbn E~ra provides a grammatical 

category for the word "Grah", saying that it is an imperative 

form, and he gives several other examples from the Biblical 

text, of imperatives which are similar: "Love" in Ps. 31:24 

and "Offer'' in Job 6: 22. In the second part, this is given 

a meaning. In · he context , the young girl is talking to the 

youn~ men, a nd commanding them to guard the vineyard from 

foxes so that ~he may go there with her lover without any 

danger. In t he third section, the foxes are re- interpreted 

to mean those who worshipped the calf , and thereby destroyed 
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the "vineyard of God," which is Israel, who were fragile . 

The command is given to Moses. Again, while the kernel of 

the peshat meaning is retained in the Third Exposition, that 

additional layer, the allegorical meaning, comes to be the 

meaning accepted. It is totally derived from the plain mean­

ing of the text and from the context presented in the Second 

Exposition. 

The comments to apirion in 3:9 a re: in part one, the 
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word is described as a "hapax legomenon," having no other 

appearance in the Biblical text. Ibn Ezra defines it as an 

honoredbuilding. In the Second Exposition, Ibn Ezra puts his 

readers in the historical contexc of King Solomon, who needs 

a palanquin for his beloved. Ibn Ezra has already indicated 

that all occurrences of the name of Solomon indicate the true 

historical personage of the King. In this verse, then, one 

understands this word as referring to the structure into which 

he will bring his beloved. In the Third Exposition, we are 

again confronted with Solomon, but in this interpretation, 

the King desires to build a "palnquin," the Lord's house,into 

which he will bring the People Israel . The word comes to 

refer to the Temple built by Solomon. 

The meaning of dagul mer'vavah in 5:10, is derived from 

the word, degel, meaning flag or standard . In this First 

Exposition, Ibn Ezra does not give any Scriptural basis for 

this in~erpretation, but simply states the meaning of the 

word degc l. In the second part of the commentary , the mean­

ir1g is exLended t o include the entire phrase dagul mer ' vavah, 

and a simile is created. The young man is being praised by 



the woman, for his beauty. He is compared to a flag, which 

stands higher than all others, just as he stands out among 

all of his companions, because of his characteristics. 

In the Third Exposition, Ibn Ezra brings in a verse from 

Daniel 7:10, which describes a vision of an ancient man with 

white hair , seated upon a throne, with thousands of thousands 

and tenthousand ten thousands of people serving him. The 

verse comes to refer to God who is pre-eminent above all 

others , for God has so many who minister to him. God is ab­

solutely unique, with no equal. 

This pattern is also seen in the comments to shor'rech , 

in 7:3. In the First Exposition, this is explicated as the 

navel , and lbn Ezra provides the reader with a Scriptural 

text in which this word is found, which supports this defin­

ition. In the Second Exposition, this word is understood as 

a belt around the area of the womar. ' s lower abdomen, which 

bears the shape of the crescents of the moon. In the third 

part, the round s hape implied by bo~h the navel and the moon 
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is maintained. This section is interpreted as the description 

of the great Sanhedrin which will again convene in the future, 

when the Messiani c Age begins, when all Israel will return to 

Zion. In this context , shor ' rech is taken as the physical 

description of the Sanhedrin, which was arranged like half 

of a threshing floor, which was itself round. This descrip­

tion of the Sanhedrin is found in the Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4:3. 

A connect :.on between the Sanhedrin that was, and the Sanhedrin 

that is yet to be , in the future time of Redemption, is created 

through this comment. In addition, it maintains the peshat 

-
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meaning established in the first and second parts. 

What pattern emerges from these e xamples? It certainly 

is not one of three independent exegetical methods. The 

reader is given, in part one of t he commentary, all t he defin­

itional information needed for underst anding the book . The 

narrative given in part t wo of the commentary , serves not 

just to justify reading the book on i t s literal l evel. It 

also functions as the foundation for the creation of the 

allegory as it is found in the Third Exposition of the book, 

Each leve l of interpretation is dependent on the i n formation 

contained in the level which immediately precedes it. The 

alle gory depends on the literal meaning of the book, which , 

in turn, depends on the lexical, grammatical and definitional 

information found in the First Exposition of the book. This 

pattern , seenwhen the three parts converge to interpret the 

same word, enables Ibn Ezra to develop an allegorical inter­

pretation that will be based on a clear enunciation of the 

plain meaning of the text, and on the literal reading of 

Song of Songs . It seems that the first two expositions do 

not just function to provide the information contained wi t hin 

thP.m . Their true function is t o support t he allegorical 

narrative of the Third Exposi tion. 

However , the allegory does not destroy the literal mean­

ing, nor does its presentation denigrate its importance. Ibn 

Ezra was a product of his culture and as one of his culture ' s 

ior~most ;pokespeople , he utilized all a vailable tool s to 

make his imprint on Bible exegesis. His reliance upon the 

grammatical and lexical forms of the words within Son g of 
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Songs is reflective of the importance of grammar in Ibn Ezra's 

system of exegesis . This scientific method allowed Ibn Ezru 

to acknowledge the literal meaning of the book, and also to 

prove the scientific basis of the allegorical mode of exegesis. 

In addition, Ibn Ezra's familiarity with other allegorical 

exegeses of the Song of Songs, Farticularly of the Midrash, 

prevented him from denying its importance. But the grammati ­

cal and lexical exegesis found in the First Exposition became 

the necessary scientific proof and justification for the 

allegorical interpretation. The allegory was justified by 

the same information that j ustified the literal reading of 

the book. Thus, Ibn Ezra proved the malleability, flexibility 

and utility of the First Exposition, by using it t o support 

both the Second and tlae Third Expositions. 

All roads in this commentary lead to the allegorical 

interpretation as holding the ultimate m~aning of Song of 

Songs. By backing it up with the material found in t he first 

two expositions , and by grounding it in the history of e xegesis 

to Song of Songs, lbn Ezra legitimizes his own particular 

cont ribution to the history of allego rical exegesis of Song 

of Songs, thereby guaranteeing its survival and transmission. 

.-
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The achievements of Abraham Ibn Ezra in his lifetime can 

be seen in microcosm through the prism of his commentary on 

Song of Songs. The commentary reflects diverse cultural and 

intellectual influences in his culture , and the values and 

standards for the creation of Biblical exegesis. 

The commentary on Song of Songs reveals the development 

of grammar as a significant mode of understanding the meaning 

of the Biblical text. The advances made in the fields of 

lexicography, philosophy, and grammar were not, in Ibn Ezra ' s 

view, ends in themselves. They were important fields, but 

only insofar as they could provide access to the deeper 

understanding of Sacred Scriptures. lbn Ezra's principal 

aim was to understand the peshat of the text. Thus, the 

fruits of contemporary scholarship of his day served the 

traditional goal of Biblical exegesis, which was to give 

meaning to the text, while also enabling Ibn Ezra to create 
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a new and unique synthesis. This use of grammar as a found­

ation for exegesis is seen very clearly in the First Exposi­

tion of this commentary, and in t he way in which the grammati­

cal explanations serve as a basis for both the literal narra­

tive in the Second Exposition, and the allegorical narrative 

in the Third Exposition. Ibn Ezra is unique in this regard , 

for this type of exegetical work had never been done before. 

Grammatical exegesis is found in many of his works, but its 

separation into~ sepa~~te exposition which is an integral 

part of a ~arger commentary allows his readers to view his 

meth~d more clearly. 



70 

Another achievement of his commentary on Song of Songs 

is his presentation of the meaning of the narrative within 

the book. As we saw, allegorical interpretation of the book 

was considered to be part of the rabbinic tradition surround­

ing the exegesis of Song of Songs . Jewish exegesis prior to 

Ibn Ezra reflected a reading of Song of Songs as an allegory 

of the love between God and Israel . His presentation of the 

literal meaning of the book serves as the proof or the achieve­

ments of the science of his day. Through his utilization of 

grammar, he was able to construct the narrative of the book, 

based on the literal understanding. For a medieval Jew, 

raised in a culture which encouraged ~bjective study and which 

saw "reason as the mediating angel between man and God" (as 

he claims in his Introduction to the Torah commentary), a 

denial of the literal sense of the book would have weakened 

his argwnent of the utilitarian nature vf grammar study. As 

he presents the literal meaning of the book, as a separate 

exposition, he shows that it must be acknowledged, and that 

it also serves a purpose. The b~sic theme expressed thro ugh 

the literal reading of the book is the erotic desire expressed 

by the two characters in the story . This "desire" serves as 

the narrative which establishes the metaphor between God and 

Israel. The desire between the man and woman does not serve 

to cloud our understanding of the God-Israel relationship; 

rather, our u.nders'tanding of this relationship is illwnined 

by an ackr.o wledgment of it . 

However, tne presentation of the narrative based on the 

literal meaning of the book serves only as a basis for the 



presentation of the allegory in the Third Expositio~. There 

are several strengths inherent within Ibn Ezra's allegorical 

interpretation. First, it is based on the chronology of the 

text of the entire Bible, so that the history of Israel, 
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as it finds expression in Ibn Ezra's co!Mlentary is consistent 

with the history of Israel as it is found in the Biblical text. 

Second, the allegorical understanding of this book is totally 

consistent with the earlier exegesis of Song of Songs found 

in traditional Jewish sources, so that the historical legit­

imacy of Ibn Ezra's exegesis is assured. Third, the presence 

of the First and Second Expositions provides validity to the 

allegory which is not found in previous commentaries. By 

presenting the grammatical and lexical support for his exeges is, 

and by acknowledging the literal meaning of the book, Ibn Ezra 

subjects his allegory to the rigorous standards of objectivity 

and reason which were so prevalent in his era and important 

to his contemporaries. By creating a foundation which in­

cludes both traditional exegesis and utilization of the new 

tools of his age, Ibn Ezra creatP.s a very strong basis for 

the acceptance of his allegorical exegesis of Song of Songs. 

However, it is my opinion that the major accomplishment 

of the convnentary is its structure . Ibn Ezra has created a 

commentary which enables the reader to add on to his /her 

existing knowledge at each step . The grammatical information 

fdcilitates a better understanding of the second interpreta­

tion; thif exposition, in turn, facilitates a clearer under­

standing of the allegory. The inter- relationship of the 

three expositions, in which each is dependent on the one(s) 
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which preceded it, show at once, the importance of each expos­

ition and the importance of all three . No one interpretation 

could stand alone . They rely upon one another,for t he full 

presentation of the meaning of the book i s accomplished only 

through an understanding of all three levels of interpretation. 

In this way, Ibn Ezra demonstrates extraordinary pedagogic 

skills. In its tripartite structure, his commentary allows 

the reader to move step-by-step into the world of the text. 

First the reader learns the meanings of the wo rds, based on 

the most important resource, the Bible. Once this is accomp­

lished, the reader moves to create a context for these words. 

The literal reading of the book becom~s the proving ground 

for the lexical and grammatical information. The information 

ascertained in the First Exposition is proven by its applica­

tion to the literal meaning of the book. However , the pro­

gression to the Third Exposition is the attempt to understand 

the actual meaning of the book, for it is not simply a love 

story. The longing for closeness expressed by the shepherd 

and the young girl reaches its f•1llest expression as the para­

digm for the love and longing for redemption expressed by 

Israe l to God. To Ibn Ezra, this was the meaning of the book 

of Song of Songs. This meaning may have been reflective in 

Ihn Ezra's own feelings of estrangement from his homeland, 

and his own desires for personal "redemption". 

The power of Ibn Ezra's commentary is its transformation 

from a si:.,ple narrative to a narrative which encompasses 

national meanir.g and personal mea.ning . All educators struggle 

to create contexts of meaning for their students, particularly 



when discussing sacred texts. The bind is how to preserve 

the sacred nature of the texts at the same time as one en­

courages personal and individual attempts to uncover the 

texts ' meaning. I believe that Ibn Ezra shows us how to 

accomplish this task. One must always strive to decipher 
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the text. What do the words mean? What forms do they take? 

Where else is that word mentioned? Then, one can attempt to 

create a context for the plain meaning of the text. The 

student of the text is forced to put defini tions into a con­

text which wi l l enable the text to be read on a literal level. 

However , the most important task is discovering what the text 

means , not on a literal level, but on an historical level, 

whether that be personal, or national, or religious history. 

The exegetical task is further complicated by the need to 

have the personal meaning derived totally from the text, and 

its literal meaning. 

This goal of discovering the deeper meaning, of discover­

ing and uncovering the potential meaning hidden behind the 

literal meaning of the book, is one which all educators should 

struggle to attain with their students. Abraham Ibn Ezra has 

epitomized that "ideal educator" in his commentary t o tile boo.le 

of Song of Songs. 
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Al'PENDlX I 

A COMPARISON OF PERlODlZATlON FOUND lN 
ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATIONS TO SONG OF SONGS 

T,\RGUM ONKEI.OS 

l: 2- 3:b Exodus , Revelation at Sinai, 
Sin of Lhc> C:olten Cal (, Moses ' inter­
cedini; t or the Jewish people , Lhe 
merits of Lhe Pa Lriarchs, i:onstruc­
lion of lhe Tabernacle. 

3:7-5:l So lomon •~ Temple , its 
dedicati on , description of cult 
functionaries, Lhc protect ive value 
of the cult. 

5:2-6:l lsrael's sin, repentance 
and tovesi ckness for God , praise 
of Torah study and the Sages, the 
power of peni tence. 

SAADIAH 

I: 2-J: 5 Servitude in Egypt, the 
emancipati on, Giving of the Law, 
Battles with Sihon and Og, God ' s 
displeasure aL Israe l's reaction 
to the Spies r eport. 

):6- 4: 7 The erec tion of the 
Tabernacle, Wilderness Wandering, 
Moses and Aa ron ' s status . 
4:8-5:l Entry into Canaan, 
building of the Temple, pilgrimage 
festivals. 

5:2-6:) Destruction of the 
Temple , Babylon ian Exil e and return. 
Building of the Second 7emple, 
renewal o f the Covenant. 

ABRAHAM IBN EZRA 

J:2-4 Abraham's life, his faith in God , 
conversion of other people to Judaism, his 
travel to Canaan, 
1:5-6 The Egyptian enslavement , Israel's 
sinfulness and attempts to maintain the 
Covenant, their punishment is enslavement . 
1:7-J:8 Hoses, Aaron, wandering in 
Wilderness, the Shechinah brings Israel 
nearer t he Land, they receive the Revelation, 
God is seen at the bush, the Golden Cal(, 
the Shechinah withdraws, Israel enters 
Canaan a nd kill s its inhabitants. 

3: 9-4:15 Solomon builds the Temple, the 
Ark of t he Covenant i s brought in , the 
Temple functionaries, Shechinah dwells on 
Mor iah, I s rael is praised for her faith. 
4:16-5:4 Exile, Shechinah's ascent, Israe l 
goes to Babylon, Cyrus brings the people back. 

5:5-5:10 Israel attempts t o -r~build t he 
Temple , but t he Shechinah was not with Israel , 
the Kings of Greece rule, but I s rael does 
not s i n. 
5:11-6:3 Visions expressed through Ezekiel's 
prophecies , during the i-r Exile, God ' s omni­
presence, omniscience, and omnipotence, the 
security of the God- Israel relationship. 

-V 



TARGUM ONKELOS 

6:2-7:11 ~ebuilding of Temple, 
Israel keeps the cult and maintains 
its scholer ship. 

7:12-8:14 Exile of the Roman 
Empire, Israel's desire for Redemp­
tion, the Messiah teaches Israel of 
God , they wait to return to Jerusalem, 
the righteous returr. because of their 
Torah study , but the Land is still 
defiled and cannot house God, so God 
waits in heaven until the cult can 
be restored . 

SAADlAH 

6:4-9 Spiritual welfare of those 
who returned from Exile. 
6:10-7:9 The ongoing dispersion , 
the people have no king or priest. 

7:12- 8:4 The sufferings of the 
Messiah , son of Joseph , the mani­
festation of the Messiah, son of 
David, and obedient Israel. 
8:5-8:14 Isr ael ' s restoration, 
building of the Third Temple, 
Israel ' s obedience to God ' s law. 

ABRAHAM IBN EZRA 

6:4- 12 Israel r epents , the Shechinah joins 
them, the Second Temple i s built, Jewish 
sovereignty is est ablished, the Hasmoneans 
are praised, the peoples ' hatred incr eases 
and Exil e a_g_ain descends on I s r ael. 

7:1-8: 14 The future Return of I srael t o 
Zion, reconvening of the Sanhedrin , the rule 
of the King Messiah, reins tatement of t he 
priesthood, rest oration of Israel's promin­
ence, unification of the tribes, observance 
of commandments, I s rael will dwell in God ' s 
garden, wher e God will join them. 

.... 
a 
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FOOTNOTES 

Chapter l 
1 The introduction to the Torah commentary is found 

in two r ecensions . The first version is thought to be that 
found in Mikraot Gedol o t. The second recension , more recently 
discovered, is supporte d by manuscript versions and is expli­
cated in several works on Ibn Ezra. On t his issue, see Morris 
Golomb, "A Critica l Study of Abraham Ibn Ezra's Pentateuchal 
Introductions" (Ph.D . disser tation, Hebrew Union College­
Jewish Institute of Religion, Los Angeles, 1970 ), pp. 28-36. 
Since the purpose of the Introduction is to analyze and eval­
uate exegetical principles, the second recension wi ll be used , 
because these principles of exegesis are more clearly explained. 
We will, however, utilize some elements from the first r ecension . 

2 M. Friedlander , Essays on t he Writing of Abraham Ibn 
Ezra, vol . 4 (London: Trubner and Co ., I nc. , 1877), p. 144 ; 
Golomb, "Pentateuchal Introductions" , p. 30. 

3 Gol omb, "Pentateuchal Introductions, " p. 66. 

4 Salo Wittmayer Baron, A Social and Religious History 
of the Jews, 17 vols. (New Y~rk : Columbia University Press, 
1958), 7: 46-55. 

5 Asher Weiser, lbn Ezra Al HaTorah (Jerusalem, Mcssad 
HaRav Kook , 1977), p. 10. 

6 Gerson Cohen, Sefer HaQabbalah by Abraham Ion Daud 
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 
1967) , p. xlv, n.5. 

7 Ibid., p. xlvii. 

8 Ibid., p. xlviii. 

9 Henry Malter, Saadia Gaon: His Life and Works (New 
York: Hermon Press, 1969), p . 46. 

10 Baron, History, 6:276 . 

11 Ibid., fi:283. 

12 Ibid . , 5: 37. 

13 Ibid., 5:38-39 , 6:290-291. 

14 Golomb, "Pentateuchal Introductions ," p. 88. 

15 Friedlander, ~ssays , pp. 109- 117. 



16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

Chapter 2 

1 

Ibid. , p . 117, 

Golomb, "Pentateuchal Introductions," p. 93. 

Baron, History, 6:174-175. 

Ibid., p. 177. 

Friedlander, Essays, p. 126, n. 1 , third example. 

Golomb, "Pentateuchal Introducti ons," p. 110. 

Baron, History, 7 : 26. 

Ibid., 7:42- 46. 

Ibid. , 7:51. 

H.J. Matthews, Abraham Ibn Ezra ' s Commentary on 
the Canticles (London: Trubner and Co . , 1874) , p . ix . 

2 Friedlander, Essays, p . 211. 

3 Matthews, Commentary, p. vii. 

4 Friedlander, Essays, p. 181. 

5 Ibid., p . 144-153; Richard Bloch, " Ibn Ezra ' s 
Commentary on the Song of Songs (Rabbinic thesis, Hebrew 
Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, 
1982) , pp. 35- 36 . 

6 Friedlander, Essays, p. 120. 

7 Ibid., p. 122. 

8 Bloch, "Song of Songs , ", p . 15, 16. 

9 Friedlander, Essays, p . 182. 

10 Ibid., p. 182, n. 2. 

11 Ibid., p. 123. 

12 Ibid. 

13 Bloch, "Song of Songs, II 16 . I p. 
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14 Baron, History, 7:21- 27 , 39- 46 ; Weiser, Ibn Ezra, 
p. 16 . 

JS Frederick E. Greenspahn, "The Meaning of 'Ein Lo Domeh 
and Similar Phrases in Medieval Biblical Exegesis," AJSreview 4 
(1979): 61,66. 

16 Friedlander, Essays, p. 105. 

17 Ibid. , p. 180 

18 J.A. Cuddon, ed. , A Dictionary of Literary Terms 
( New York: Doubleday and Co. , Inc, 1977), s.v. ''Allegory'' , 
p. 23. 

Chaeter 3 

1 C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1977), p. 30. 

2 Ibid., p. 82. 

3 Ibid., p . 166. 

4 Isaak Heinemann, "Scientific Allegorization During 
the Jewish Middle Ages, in Studies in Jewish Thought: An 
Anthology of German Jewish Scholarship, ed . Alfred Jospe 
(Detroit: Wayne State, 1981), p. 248. 

s Ibid . , p. 262. 

6 Ibid., p. 263. 

7 For a fuller description of Jewi~h salvation history 
as expressed in the Bible, see The Interpreter's Dictionary of 
the Bible, ed. George Arthur Buttrick (New York: Abington 
Press, 1962), s.v. "Salvation," pp. 169-171. 

8 E. E. Urbach, "The Homelitcal Interpretation of the 
Sages and the Expositions of Origen on Canticles and the 
Jewish-Chn.stian !::isputation," in Scripta Hierosolymitania, 
ed. Joseph Heinereann and Dov Noy (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 
1971), p. 247. 

9 Ibid ., 249 . 

10 Ioid., p. ~49-250. 

11 Ibid., p. 248-249. 



12 Midrash Rabbah, ed. H. Freedman and Maurice Simon, 
vol . 9 Song of Songs (London: Soncino Press, 1951), p. vii. 

13 Marvin H. Pope, Song of Songs, Anchor Bible, vol. 7C 
(N ew York: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1977), p. 94, 100. 

14 Ibid., p. 95. 

15 Ibid. , p. 100. 

16 Malter, Saadia Gaon, p. 321-322 . 

17 Pope, Song of Songs, p. 101-102. 

80 

18 Benjamin J. Gelles, Peshat and Derash in the Exegesis 
of Rashi (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1981) , p. 81. 

Chapter 4 

1 Other examples of this pattern are found in Ibn 
Ezra's comments to the following verses: l:~, dodecha; 
1:5 , shechorah and navah; 1:9, l'susati; 1:12, b'rn'siboh; 
1:14, eshkol hakofer; 2:1, havatzelet ; 2:17, ad sh'yapuah; 
4:9, libavtini; 5:2, dofek; 6:11, egoz; 7:1, Hashulamit ; 
7:6, k'karrnel; 7:14, haduda'irn and others. 
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