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Series preface

How can a potential reader be sure that a Guide to a biblical book is balanced and reliable? One answer is ‘If the Guide has been produced under the auspices of an organisation such as the Society for Old Testament Study.’

Founded in 1917, the Society for Old Testament Study (or SOTS as it is commonly known) is a British and Irish society for Old Testament scholars, but with a world-wide membership. It seeks to foster the academic study of the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible in various ways, for example by arranging Conferences (usually twice per year) for its members, maintaining links with other learned societies with similar interests in the British Isles and abroad, and producing a range of publications, including scholarly monographs, and collections of essays by individual authors or on specific topics. Periodically it has published volumes seeking to provide an overview of recent developments and emphases in the discipline at the time of publication. The annual Society for Old Testament Study Book List, containing succinct reviews by members of the Society of works on the Old Testament and related areas which have been published in the previous year or so, has proved an invaluable bibliographical resource.

With the needs of students in particular in mind, the Society also produced a series of Study Guides to the books of the Old Testament. This first series of Old Testament Guides, published for the Society by Sheffield Academic Press in the 1980s and 1990s, under the general editorship of the late Professor Norman Whybray, was well received as a very useful resource which teachers could recommend to their students with confidence. But it has inevitably become dated with the passage of time, hence the decision that a new series should be commissioned.

The aim of the new series is to continue the tradition established by the first Series, namely to provide a concise, comprehensive, manageable and affordable guide to each biblical book. The intention is that each volume will contain an authoritative overview of the current thinking on the traditional matters of Old Testament/Hebrew Bible introduction, addressing matters of content, major critical issues, and theological perspectives, in the light of recent scholarship, and suggesting suitable further reading. Where appropriate to the particular biblical book or books, attention may also be given to less traditional approaches or particular theoretical perspectives.

All the authors are members of the Society, known for their scholarship and with wide experience of teaching in Universities and Colleges. The series general editor, Adrian Curtis, taught Old Testament/Hebrew Bible at the University of Manchester for many years, is a former Secretary of the Society, and was President of the Society for 2016.

It is the hope of the Society that these Guides will stimulate in their readers an appreciation of the body of literature whose study is at the heart of all its activities.



Preface

This Guide is the product of many years of researching and teaching the Song of Songs. It is considerably influenced by the lively discussions that took place in my classes on the Song of Songs at the University of Sheffield, and I take this opportunity to express my thanks to my students for their ideas and their enthusiasm. The first four chapters of this Guide deal with questions that are routinely asked, or should be asked, about the Song – questions about its unity, date, authorship, canonicity, the history of its interpretation and its historical-cultural context. The final chapter, ‘Current issues in Song of Songs research’, treats contemporary approaches that raise new and challenging questions about the Song. One might argue that an introductory Guide for students is not the place for some of the current issues I treat here, especially since a number of the works discussed are specialized studies that are often technical and theoretical (I have tried to keep theoretical arguments at a minimum). I believe a Guide is the place for dealing with these issues because current developments are where exciting new work is being done on the Song and students should be aware of it.

A special word of thanks goes to David Clines for his extremely helpful comments on this Guide as it was being written. I am also greatly indebted to Francis Landy and Anselm Hagedorn for reading the final draft and offering sage advice that led to numerous improvements. A special word of thanks also goes to the series editor, Adrian Curtis, for his careful reading of the manuscript and helpful suggestions, and to Karalina Matskevich for assistance in reading proofs. Finally I would like to express my appreciation to Fiona Black, Elaine James and Timothy Lim for sending me copies of their work not yet published at the time of writing this Guide.

It is my hope that this Guide will help students in orientating themselves to the Song of Songs and its research and, in addition, that they might find here inspiration for research of their own.

J. Cheryl Exum

Sheffield, September 2021
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