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Scene
This painting shows the door into the walled garden
as it slowly swings open to welcome the visitor. The
slightly ajar door affords just a glimpse of the lush
garden inside. A single lily plant springs through the
narrow opening to rise over the neglected and
weedy ground. The land outside the garden has
been sorely neglected and weeds sprout from the
rough pavement. A micrographic border surrounds
the painting.

Interpretation
The slow opening of the gate begins to reveal the
symbolic message of love hidden within. The scene
alludes to a famous midrash about the role of the
Ten Commandments in the corrupted world. One
day, the Rabbis tell, as the king traveled through
his lands, he happened upon an old orchard just
outside his palace. This orchard had once been a paradise, planted with pomegranates, grapes, roses, and figs.
Sadly, its caretakers had neglected it, allowing the fine plantings to wither and become overgrown with
thorns. Suddenly, just as the king was about to order the orchard razed, he noticed a single stalk of fragrant,
rose-colored lilies rising from the weeds. Catching sight and scent of the flowers, he ordered, “For the sake
of the lily, let the orchard be saved!” The Rabbis compared the role of the Ten Commandments in the world
to that of the lily in the overgrown orchard: only for the sake of the commandments does God allow the cor-
rupt world to survive. I introduce The Song of Songs with this midrash to present the notion that the world
exists for the sake of the spiritual and human love expressed in The Song of Songs.1

The carved frieze surmounting the wall presents a grapevine motif commonly found in structures from the
Second Temple period. The present example is drawn from a Jewish sarcophagus in the collection of the
Israel Museum.

The micrographic border includes a selection of biblical texts. According to the Targum, The Song of Songs
is the ninth in the series of ten great songs to be sung in the course of pre-messianic human history.2 The
micrography is worked in a wave pattern common to mosaics and frieze-painting of the Second Temple period
in Jerusalem and bears the texts of these 10 songs. The songs include: (1) Psalm 92, sung by Adam upon his
first Sabbath; (2) the Song of the Sea, sung by Moses and the Children of Israel following the parting of the
Red Sea; (3) Numbers 21:17, the song sung by the Children of Israel when the well of water was given them;
(4) Ha’azinu, in Deuteronomy 32, the song that Moses sang as he prepared to finally leave the people; 
(5) Joshua 10:12, the song that Joshua sang, calling upon God to cease the motion of the sun during the bat-
tle with Gibeon; (6) the triumphant Song of Deborah in Judges 5; (7) Hannah’s hymn of thanks to God, in
1 Samuel 1; (8) David’s song of gratitude for the miracles that God had performed for him, recorded in 2
Samuel 2; (9) Solomon’s Song of Songs (first line only included here); and (10) the song sung by the
redeemed and returning exiles written by Isaiah, recorded in Isaiah 30:29. The full text of each of these songs
is included in the micrography.

Commentator’s Notes
1 Song of Songs Rabbah II:2:3, 95–96, also found in Midrash Rabbah: Leviticus (London: Soncino Press, 1961), XXIII:3, 293.
2 A. J. Rosenberg, trans., The Books of Esther, Song of Songs, Ruth (New York: Judaica Press, 1992), Song of Songs, 2.
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Scene
Here we see a scene of grapes ripening against the garden wall. A shadow cast by a skulking fox contrasts with
the brightly sunlit wall.  

Interpretation
This passage emphasizes the difficulty of overcoming a force that threatens the sanctity of life. Throughout
Jewish lore, grapes and wine symbolize joy and sanctification. Every ritual of the Jewish life cycle involves
expressions of gratitude for the divine gift of the vine. The midrash compares the foxes to Egypt, which, with
Divine assistance, Israel overcame at the Red Sea.1 Indeed, the Rabbis might have had in mind the Egyptian
fox-deity Anubis, a god of death and the underworld. 

A note on the grapes is in order here. Wine grapes develop their sweetness according to the amount of sun-
shine falling upon them. Growers manipulate their grapes’ flavor by altering their sun exposure by selectively
trimming the leaves that shade the young grapes. Here, then, we see vines bearing grapes, with leaves
trimmed to produce the sweetest fruit.

Commentator’s Note  
1  Song of Songs Rabbah II:15:1, 134 –35.

JPS Translation
15Catch us the foxes,
The little foxes
That ruin the vineyards—
For our vineyard is in blossom.

Alternate Translation
15Catch the foxes for us—
the little foxes ravage vineyards—
and our vineyards are in bloom.
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