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Introduction

The Glossa Ordinaria is a series of glossae (glosses),
exegetical comments relating to individual words, phrases,
or short passages of biblical text. This series of glosses
differs from a “continuous” commentary, which includes
within it the words of the biblical text as and when the
commentator discusses them, in that the Glossa Ordinaria
is designed to accompany the books of the Bible rather than
to be written separately. The format of biblical books
accompanied by the Glossa Ordinaria is distinctive (see
fig. 1): the manuscript page is divided into three columns,
with the biblical text written in large letters in the central
column, with lines left empty between the lines of text, and
glosses written in smaller letters (typically half the size) in
the left- and right-hand columns, as close as possible to the
words of scripture they are glossing. Glosses are also
written between the lines of the biblical text.

Figure 1. De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible and the Origins
of the Paris Booktrade, p. 16. Reproduced by permission.

The books of the Bible were provided with marginal
and interlinear glosses by magistri, “masters” of schools in
northern France between ca. 1100 and ca. 1130. Some
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biblical books are glossed much more lightly than others
(the latter chapters of 2 Chronicles, for instance, are devoid
of glosses); the Song of Songs is one of the most heavily
glossed books of all. Because of this, the central column of
the manuscript page is narrower than the outer column, to
allow more room for marginal glosses (see plate 1; Here-
ford Cathedral Library MS P I 8, fol. 53r).

This set of glosses integrated with the biblical text was
at first called simply Glossa (the Gloss). In the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, institutional libraries in northern Eu-
rope avidly collected glossed books of the Bible, and their
catalogues contain entries such as “Glossed Psalter,” or
“Glossed Song of Songs,” or Libri Salomonis Glosati,
“Glossed Books of Solomon,” that is, Proverbs, Ecclesi-
astes, and the Song of Songs. No complete glossed Bible
survives in manuscript, although the Proverbs—Apocalypse
volume of a two-volume set written in France ca. 1225 is
now in the Bodleian Library in Oxford (MS Laud lat. 9).

From the fourteenth century, the Gloss came to be
known also as Glossa Ordinaria, the “ordinary” or “stand-
ard” gloss, a name confirming its normative status. The
first printed edition, by Adolph Rusch of Strassburg in
1480/1, was entitled Biblia Latina cum Glossa Ordinaria:
Rusch imitated the manuscript format of the Gloss as
closely as possible, a highly complex compositorial task.
Rusch’s text was the basis for many later reprints, the final
edition appearing in Antwerp in 1634. In the preface to the
Douai edition of 1617, the editors imagine the plight of
Catholic readers who might be unwise enough to follow
the example of their Protestant fellow-Christians by trying
to read the Bible “bare,” unaccompanied by the Glossa
Ordinaria. The words put into these benighted readers’
mouths are “when scripture speaks with [its usual tongue]
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we understand, but when we read the sacred words without
it we think we hear a language which we do not know.”
The writers of the preface are playing on the hyper-literal
meaning of Glossa Ordinaria (normal tongue). For five
hundred years the “ordinary gloss” had been a tongue
giving voice to the meaning of the Bible and had become
as familiar as the words of scripture themselves.

A word of warning: be wary of the so-called Glossa
Ordinaria included in Jean-Paul Migne’s Patrologia Latina
(vols. 113—14, 1852). Migne’s text is based on a reprint of
Rusch, but (following late-medieval German bibliograph-
ers) he wrongly attributes the compilation of the Gloss to
the German Carolingian scholar Walafrid Strabo of Fulda
and regards the interlinear glosses as being a twelfth-cen-
tury addition to Strabo’s text. (The old version of the Cath-
olic Encyclopedia, online at www.newadvent.org/cathen,
repeats this error.) The Patrologia Latina therefore omits
every interlinear gloss and also those parts of the marginal
gloss and the prefatory material that postdate Strabo. With
the exception of my edition of the Glossa Ordinaria in
Canticum Canticorum, there is no modern edition of any
glossed book of the Bible. Fortunately, Rusch’s 1480/1
edition has been reproduced in a handsome facsimile, and
Rusch’s is certainly the most reliable text of the Glossa
Ordinaria to work with.

Anselm of Laon and the Glossa Ordinaria

The Glossa Ordinaria on the Song of Songs was com-
piled by Anselm of Laon, perhaps assisted by his brother
Ralph; both men were masters at the cathedral school at
Laon in Picardy (Mary Dove, Glossa Ordinaria in Canti-
cum Canticorum, 33-39). In Anselm’s time (from ca. 1080
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until his death in 1117), this school had the reputation of
being the best place in northern Europe to study theology.
Because of its reputation, the philosopher Peter Abelard
went there in 1113, but he was disappointed by Anselm.
He boasts in his Historia Calamitatum (story of misfor-
tunes) that with minimal preparation he lectured brilliantly
on Ezechiel, whereas “when [Anselm] lit the fire he filled
his house with smoke, not with the light of illumination.”
Abelard had the ability to grasp a subject rapidly and make
unexpected connections between ideas: evidently he did
not appreciate Anselm’s strength, which lay in his exten-
sive knowledge of biblical scholarship and his minute atten-
tion to the details of the biblical text.

As well as the Song of Songs, the following books were
in all probability glossed at Laon, by Anselm and/or Ralph
(who died 1131 or 1133): Psalms, Matthew, John, and the
Pauline Epistles. Genesis, Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the
Minor Prophets, the Canonical Epistles, Luke, and the
Apocalypse may also have been glossed at Laon. Accord-
ing to Peter the Chanter, writing ca. 1170, Anselm would
have glossed the whole Bible if he had not been distracted
by administrative duties.

Anselm almost certainly invented the idea of a Glossa
Ordinaria for all the books of the Bible, although the Song
of Songs and the Pauline Epistles had been glossed in the
eleventh century, and in the tenth century the Song of
Songs, Daniel, and Isaiah were accompanied by glosses in
manuscripts written in Germany for Otto III. The Laon
project originated in the desire to yoke the text of the Bible
with a guide to how it should be read, and as more and
more libraries began to want copies it must have become
clear that the difficulties for scribes of ensuring that the
glosses were correctly aligned with the biblical text would
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lead to an unwillingness to add or alter glosses, and there-
fore to the standardization of glossed books of the Bible
(just as happened with the printed Gloss). The Song of
Songs was glossed again, very extensively, by William of
St. Thierry (ca. 1120-30), who drew on the mystical works
of Ambrose of Milan (not, unfortunately, used by Anselm).
Several manuscripts of William’s gloss survive, but it was
the Laon gloss that became the glossa ordinaria.

Authors of the Glosses

The marginal and interlinear glosses comprising the
Glossa Ordinaria are selected by the compilers from bib-
lical commentaries and exegetical works by a range of
authors from the patristic period onwards. The compilers
of the Glossa Ordinaria often abbreviate or summarize the
original text. In the case of the Glossa Ordinaria on the
Song of Songs, the works of the authors listed below are
the most important sources of glosses, although the authors’
names are almost never acknowledged (see further below).

Origen of Alexandria, ca. 185-254

The Glossa Ordinaria preserves throughout the late
Middle Ages and beyond the allegorical interpretation of
the Song of Songs originating with Origen. According to
Origen, the sponsus (bridegroom) is Christ and the sponsa
(bride) is Christ’s beloved, that is, the church or the indi-
vidual soul in the state of perfection. The alternative iden-
tifications of the bride are apparent in prefaces to the
glossed Song of Songs deriving from Origen: in preface 2
the bride is “the church without stain or wrinkle”; in pref-
aces 3 and 4 she is “a beautiful soul.”
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In the glossed Song of Songs there are forty-four
glosses drawn from Origen’s Homiliae in Cantica Canti-
corum (244 CE), translated from Greek into Latin by
Jerome (ca. 383), who regarded these homilies as the finest
work of an excellent exegete. (No use is made of Origen’s
commentary on the Song of Songs, intended for more ad-
vanced readers than the homilies; the commentary may not
have been available at Laon.) Unfortunately, Origen’s hom-
ilies only comment on the Song of Songs as far as 2:14,
and it has to be admitted that there is a richness and
diversity in the first quarter of the glossed Song of Songs
that is lacking later. Origen has a high regard for the
literary qualities of the Song of Songs as an epithalamium
(marriage-song) in the form of a drama, which he expli-
cates on the literal level as well as allegorically (see for
example ch. 1, glosses 10 and 157).

Allegorically, the bride in the glosses derived from
Origen is nearly always the church (he says more about the
bride as soul in his commentary). His representation of the
history of the people of God and Christianity’s Judaic
origins is profound and subtle (see for example ch. 1, gloss
21). His discussion of Christ’s divine nature (ch. 2, gloss
16) centers on the Neo-Platonist concept of profectus, “ad-
vances” towards truth, and reminds us that Origen was
posthumously (in 553) declared a heretic; ironic, then, that
this becomes one of the “standard” glosses on Song of
Songs 2:3.

Origen was not the first to allegorize the Song of
Songs. He knew that for Jewish interpreters the bride-
groom was God and the bride the people of Israel, and that
Jews read the Song of Songs as Solomon’s prophecy con-
cerning aspects of the history of God’s dealings with his
chosen people. As E. Ann Matter says, two exegetes influ-
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enced by Origen, Gregory of Elvira, in the fourth century,
and Apponius, ca. 400, “pass on to [Christian] medieval
exegetes a vision of the Song of Songs as a narrative about
the true, pure and ultimately triumphant Church led
through persecutions by the Bridegroom Christ” (The
Voice of My Beloved, 91-92). Apponius appears sporad-
ically in the glossed Song of Songs (at ch. 3, gloss 53 in
the seventh-century abbreviation of his commentary attrib-
uted to Jerome).

Gregory the Great, ca. 550-604

The final book of Bede’s commentary (see below) is
a compendium of the comments of Gregory the Great on
the Song of Songs. This book is the source for the 23
glosses in the glossed Song of Songs deriving from Greg-
ory’s best-known work, Moralia in Job (ca. 595), the thir-
teen glosses deriving from his homilies on Ezechiel, and
the four glosses from his homilies on the Gospels. Greg-
ory’s commentary on the Song of Songs, however, was not
known to Bede, and it appears in the glossed Song of Songs
only in one gloss in Rusch’s edition (ch. 1, gloss 42).

Gregory’s glosses contribute to the glossed Song of
Songs the moral realism of a man at the center of the
institutional church in sixth-century Italy (elected pope in
590), witness his comment on “like a lily among thorns”
(2:2): “In the church there cannot be bad people without
good people or good people without bad people; there has
been no good man who has not been able to tolerate wicked
men” (ch. 2, gloss 7). Other glosses on this verse have the
“thorns” as tribulation (Alcuin), heresies (Fulgentius Rus-
pensis), or the devil (Anselm), but for Gregory they are
fellow churchmen who enable him to practice pastoral
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forbearance. Because the mysteries of the nature of God
are beyond human comprehension, “the best understanding
of God that can be had in this temporal life is in accord-
ance with his [marvelous] works alone” (ch. 5, gloss 173).

Moral realism is by no means the only Gregorian tone.
The church mediates grace, and the “young girls” (1:2), the
separate churches of which the one church is comprised,
are “not old through sin but new through grace,” not old
and sterile but spiritually youthful and fruitful (ch. 1, gloss
26). There is erotic fervor, too; the saints glow more and
more ardently the longer they yearn for the absent object
of their desire (ch. 1, gloss 147). The bride is also, as for
Origen, the soul; the double identification is made explicit
in chapter 8, gloss 118. The soul turns towards her creator
when she remembers, “placed among sinners,” that she is
made in his image (ch. 1, gloss 111), and “a certain initial
sweetness from the eternal life of blessedness” encourages
her to advance towards contemplation of God, Gregory’s
monastic ideal (ch. 2, gloss 89).

The Venerable Bede, ca. 673-735

The commentary of the Northumbrian Benedictine
Bede on the Song of Songs, In Cantica Canticorum (ca.
720-30), is the primary source of the glossed Song of
Songs, appearing in every verse and contributing about
450 glosses (not including the glosses derived from Greg-
ory the Great that comprise the final book of Bede’s com-
mentary). As well as what he takes from Gregory the Great,
Bede borrows comments on the Song of Songs from
Origen, Gregory of Elvira, and Apponius. He also makes
use of Jerome’s Interpreting Hebrew Names and Isidore of
Seville’s encyclopedia Etymologies or Origins for the prop-
erties of animals, birds, trees, and so on.
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The first book of Bede’s commentary, a refutation of
a lost treatise by Julian of Eclanum which apparently vin-
dicated human sexuality, is not represented in the glossed
Song of Songs, but the following five books supply it with
what continuity it has as a narrative. In medieval biblical
exegesis, narrative continuity was normally provided by
means of literal interpretation and there was no expectation
that allegorical interpretation would make continuous sense.
In the exceptional case of the Song of Songs, however,
Bede emphasizes that there is a continuous allegorical
sense replacing the usual continuous literal sense by pro-
viding a synopsis of the narrative in thirty-nine capitula
(chapters) before the commentary on Song of Songs 1
begins (ch. 1, gloss 114, and ch. 6, glosses 5 and 67, derive
from these “chapters™). It must be admitted that if the
“chapters” are read by themselves, in isolation from the
commentary, their relationship to the text of the Song of
Songs is highly obscure.

Bede’s commentary begins with the voice of the syn-
agogue “awaiting the incarnation of the savior,” joined at
“draw me after you” (1:3) by the voice of the church, that
is, Jewish converts to Christianity after the time of the in-
carnation (ch. 1, gloss 36). The first gloss insists that both
synagoga and ecclesia share “the inheritance of the just.”
“My mother’s sons have fought against me” (1:5) refers to
the persecution of the church by the Jews (as Origen says
also, although another glossator reads this as the Jews com-
plaining that the apostles have destroyed their “sect” [ch.
1, gloss 78]). The story of the joys and vicissitudes of the
church of converted Jews continues until the gentile church
comes in saying “on my bed, night after night I have
sought him” (3:1). The Jewish church regards with wonder
the gentile church, appearing before her in the form of
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Solomon’s litter (palanquin) (3:6, 9; the allegory is ex-
plained in gloss 79). Christ praises the gentile church just
as he had formerly praised the church of the Jews (4:1).
The gentile church in turn experiences joys and vicissi-
tudes until the Jewish church, aware of her own “sluggish-
ness,” asks the gentile church about her beloved, Christ,
wishing once more to “burn with the fervor of the divine
love” (5:9, gloss 96). The gentile church responds with
praise of Christ (5:10-16), and he with praise of her (6:3).
At “there is one dove, my perfect one” (6:8), there is “great
praise of catholic unity” (gloss 47).

The latter part of the Song of Songs, according to
Bede, tells of eschatological events. “At the end of time,”
the synagogue regards the church with wonder (6:9, gloss
56), repents (“I did not know,” 6:11), and is converted
(7:10). The church in her turn regards the converted syn-
agogue with wonder (8:5), and asks Christ how the new
young church will survive hardship (8:8-9). Finally, the
conjoined church asks Christ to “flee” (8:14), not “of her
own volition—for who would want the one she loves to
flee?” (gloss 126), and waits patiently until she is finally
united with Christ in heaven. Throughout the Song of
Songs, as Bede reads it, the loving and admiring relation-
ship between Jewish and gentile Christians counterpoints
the mutual love of Christ and the church. Love and praise
predominate, and there is always the possibility that an
individual lover of Christ may become “sublimely drunk
with the richness of the house of God” (ch. 7, gloss 57),
but at every stage of her history the church is in danger
from within and from without.

Anselm of Laon very often begins the marginal glosses
on a verse of the Song of Songs with a gloss derived from
Bede, in the place where a medieval reader would nor-
mally expect to find a literal reading. Bede’s continuous
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allegorical sense is therefore firmly written into the glossed
Song of Songs, although his name is never mentioned. But
the glosses from Bede are characteristically shorn of their
allusions to other books of the Bible, so that his sense of
the centrality of the Song of Songs in the canon, an im-
portant aspect of his commentary, is not fully present.

Alcuin, ca. 735-804

Alcuin’s Compendium in Cantica Canticorum is an
early forerunner of the glossed Song of Songs in that
Alcuin adopts Bede’s continuous allegorical sense but sim-
plifies and considerably abbreviates Bede’s comentary.
Alcuin, servant and schoolmaster to Frankish kings, did this
in the interests of a church that knew that the average
reader wanted his biblical exegesis compendious, digesti-
ble, and relevant to his circumstances. About half of the
104 glosses derived from Alcuin in the glossed Song of
Songs derive in turn from Bede or Gregory, including
material from Gregory’s writings not used by Bede. The
other half do not have a direct source. We see Alcuin’s
moral and pedagogic imagination at its best in his com-
ment on “with all the finest perfumes” (4:14): “that is, with
the most excellent gifts of virtues, and [there is] a pleasing
conjunction of plants and trees with perfumes [in the verse
as a whole], because when we hold back the flesh from
unchaste acts the consequence is that we receive greater
spiritual gifts” (gloss 137).

Hrabanus Maurus (Raban Maur), ca. 780-856
Hrabanus Maurus is the specter haunting the glossed

Song of Songs. This Carolingian exegete is known to have
commented on the entire Old Testament (except Baruch);
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he appears elsewhere in the glossed Bible and the first
gloss of chapter 1 of the glossed Song of Songs is attrib-
uted to him in one manuscript (Oxford, New College
Library MS C 21, fol. 78r). Unfortunately, no copy of his
commentary on the Song of Songs has yet been located.
It is a distinct possibility that many of the glosses here
attributed to Bede, abbreviated or summarized, are in fact
derived from Hrabanus, and some unattributed glosses may
also be his.

Haimo of Auxerre, fl. mid-ninth century

Haimo of Auxerre’s commentary on the Song of Songs
has an eclectic range of sources, including Bede and Alcuin
but also Plato and Aristotle. The glossed Song of Songs
derives far less from Haimo than from Alcuin (twenty-five
as against 104 glosses), but it notably incorporates some of
Haimo’s comments against the Jews. Of “I raised you [the
synagogue] up under the apple-tree” (8:5) Haimo com-
ments, in the bridegroom’s voice, “which was a deed of
great good will, because by that same tree your mother [the
Jewish people] was inwardly blinded, and consequently
said his blood [be] upon us and upon our children” (ch. 8,
gloss 41; see also ch. 3, glosses 91 and 95). There is very
little anti-Jewish comment in Bede, where synagoga is
always about to become one with ecclesia. Unfortunately
Anselm seems to have gone to Haimo to look for material
less sympathetic to Judaism as well as contributing further
anti-Semitic material on his own account.

Robert of Tombelaine, ca. 1010-ca. 1090

Given that Anselm of Laon had access to Robert of
Tombelaine’s commentary on the Song of Songs, or at
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least to part of it (the earliest of the eleven glosses derived
from Robert is at 4:8), it may be somewhat surprising that
he did not make more use of Robert’s comments on the per-
vasive corruption of the eleventh-century church. Robert,
a Benedictine, wrote his commentary while living as a
hermit, although after 1066 he played an active role in
church reform. I suspect that Anselm, a secular (that is, not
a member of a religious order), was unsympathetic to
Robert’s desire to make monastic life a pure, protected
enclave, believing that holiness was equally possible within
every estate of the church.

One of the glosses from Robert’s commentary in-
cluded in the glossed Song of Songs is a reminder that
Christ’s summary of the law applies to the whole church
equally. He comments that the “breasts” of the bride (that
is, the church [4:10]) are “love of God and neighbor, by
means of which the holy mind nourishes its senses when it
is glued to God with charity and devotes itself to neighbors
as much as it can” (gloss 94). The mind glued to God like
a child glued to the breast is a striking image, but the
“holy” mind does not forget fellow Christians.

Anselm of Laon, ca. 1050-1117

Anselm of Laon (perhaps with his brother Ralph) is the
compiler of the glossed Song of Songs, but we can only
confidently ascribe to his authorship about a sixth of the
1,440 glosses. These are the glosses that are shared with
surviving reportationes, “written reports” of lectures on
the Song of Songs which Anselm gave at Laon ca. 1100—
10. No doubt he (or Ralph) is also the author of many of
the glosses for which no source has been found: he seems
to have wanted every phrase of the Song of Songs to be
supplied with a gloss.
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Although the first of the two commentaries of Honor-
ius Augustodunensis on the Song of Songs, interpreting the
bride as Mary (Sigillum Beatae Mariae, ca. 1100) predates
the glossed Song of Songs, there is no sign of influence.
For Anselm, the bride is nearly always the church. An-
selm’s glosses show a concern with commonsense order
and logic in the narrative at the literal level: “you ask who
is this one? Most certainly [she is] my garden, to which /
went down” (ch. 6, gloss 69). He offers moral-semantic,
even punning, readings (for instance, eyes are “those who
provide for [‘see for’] you” [ch. 4, gloss 13]; see also the
note on ch. 8, gloss 32). Anselm seems less charitable
towards post-incarnation Judaism than is Bede, perhaps
because his anticipation of the conversion of the syna-
gogue is less visionary. Where Bede speaks of the wonder
of the gentile church at the converted synagogue (8:5),
Anselm recalls the “punishment” of the Jews for crucifying
Christ, the “vengeance of Titus and Vespasian” (ch. 8,
glosses 42—43; see also note on ch. 7, gloss 105).

Anselm is concerned to maintain the ecclesiastical
hierarchy whereby the maiores (greater ones), such as
himself, renounce the world and the minores (lesser ones)
are permitted worldly things such as marriage (see for
instance ch. 5, gloss 147). The two “estates” of the church,
he believes, should live harmoniously together, recog-
nizing each other’s differences. The “lesser ones” have the
right to expect the “greater” to take responsibility for them,
but in return they should allow their superiors time for
contemplation. The final appeal for Christ’s presence he
puts in the mouth of the church, “although you fix your
feet on the mountains, deign to move down to the valleys”
(ch. 8, gloss 129), sounds as close as the serene and cour-
teous Anselm comes to a cri de coeur.
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Reading the Glossed Song of Songs

Some modern theologians and literary scholars (in-
cluding Mary Daly and David Aers) have no patience with
the medieval tradition of allegorizing the Song of Songs,
regarding it as self-evident that human love and sexuality
are the subject-matter of this collection of Hebrew poetry.
On the other hand, if medieval commentators had allowed
themselves to share Aers’s opinion that the subject of the
Song of Songs is “carnal and very literal love” (Medieval
Literature, 63) they would never have written about it at
all. In their view, “carnal desires” (preface 7; Isidore of
Seville) did not merit adult intellectual attention, and
could not conceivably be the materia of a book belonging
to the biblical canon. Even Nicholas of Lyra, famous for
reading the Bible literally, says in his commentary on the
Song of Songs (ca. 1330) that “the description of [carnal]
love does not seem appropriate to the canonical books of
sacred scripture.”

Matter argues that the medieval Song of Songs com-
mentary is best regarded as a distinct genre, “provid[ing]
an unparalleled opportunity for finding the truth hidden
beneath the figures of the text” (The Voice of My Beloved,
10). As well as creating a genre, Song of Songs commen-
tators created a poetics of the erotic. Commentators felt
licensed to explore to the full the affectio and desiderium
(emotion and desire) the bridegroom and bride express
because they believed that the finis (end, goal) of the Song
of Songs is dilectio dei (love of God) (preface 6; perhaps
by Anselm).

Medieval readers of the glossed Song of Songs must
have read the biblical text and the glosses in all manner of
different sequences, moving slowly, as the complexity of
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the format makes inevitable, but also moving much more
flexibly than modern readers from one kind of meaning to
another. The biblical text is the signifier at the center of a
constellation of signifieds. Rather than separating the literal
aspects of the bridegroom and bride’s roles as lovers from
the other-than-literal (Christ and the church, or the indi-
vidual soul), as modern readers feel obliged to do, the
medieval reader was apparently content with, or positively
desired, a very mixed bag of meanings indeed.

He (or she, but male readers far outnumbered female
readers) might have been tempted to construct a hierarchy
of authority among the glossators, had the separate glos-
sators been named, but although the glossed Song of Songs
is a compilation it represents itself as speaking in a single
voice. Only three of the glosses in the glossed Song of
Songs are regularly attributed to their authors (one to Greg-
ory, one to Jerome, as translator of Origen, and one
wrongly to Augustine). The authors of continuous com-
mentaries did not normally name their sources, either, but
every medieval reader was aware that each auctor (author)
was heavily dependent on earlier authorities.

The glossed Song of Songs invites the reader to take
control of his own interaction with the text. When, for
example, the medieval reader of the glossed Song of Songs
arrives at the verse “a little bundle of myrrh is my beloved
to me, he will remain between my breasts” (1:12), it is up
to him to identify the speaker as the bride. He may recall
from a gloss positioned next to Song of Songs 1:11 that
Christ “is compared with a little bundle of myrrh since for
our sake he endured the agonies of the cross” (gloss 148,
commenting on 1:11-13) and may then read the marginal
gloss written closest to this verse, “the death of my be-
loved, which he underwent for my salvation, will always
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remain in my memory” (ch. 1, gloss 154), in which case he
needs to identify the speaker as the church (of converted
Jews), or the soul. Alternatively, he may first read the inter-
linear gloss on “a little bundle of myrrh,” in the voice of an
impersonal glossator, “everything associated with the
passion” (gloss 159). Although all these glosses evoke the
death of Christ, the reader must come to each gloss with a
fresh act of attention, since there can be no expectation of
continuity between the speaker or content of the glosses.
Having learnt (or been reminded) to associate this
verse with the Crucifixion, and having learnt (or been
reminded) of the properties of the myrrh tree (gloss 156),
the reader may (or may not) return to the biblical verse
before encountering marginal glosses that draw attention
to the erotic potential of female breasts: “in a nuptial song
it was fitting to speak of mammas, breasts rather than
pectus, chest” (gloss 157), and “it is not the breasts of
chaste women but the breasts of harlots that are damaged,
wrinkled with slack skin” (gloss 158), inviting consider-
ation of the smooth, seductive perfection of chaste women’s
breasts. To demand of the medieval reader “are you read-
ing these glosses literally or allegorically?”” would be to
attempt to do just what Aers argues the church attempted
to do, that is, to “control the interaction between the read-
ers’ imagination and the text’s diverse potentials” (Medi-
eval Literature, 64). If the church had really wanted to
exercise this kind of control (and I find no evidence for
this), it should have suppressed the Glossa Ordinaria.
The bride and bridegroom are glossators, too. The
bride offers three variant interpretations of her own words
“my beloved is mine and I am his” (2:16; gloss 165). The
bridegroom’s “your face is beautiful” (2:14) is glossed,
interlinearly, “I ask for [your] face because as [your] face
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Chapter 2

2:2

5 The word translated “darling” is proxima (near one), since this
gloss derives from Origen and Origen’s text of 2:2 reads “as a
lily in the middle of thorns so is my near one in the middle of the
daughters.”

8 The glosses are very rarely attributed to their authors, but in
this case the manuscripts wrongly attribute this gloss to Augus-
tine: “Augustinus. Quia aduersarum heresum [etc.].” The source,
Aduersus Pintam, is a sermon by one of Augustine’s followers,
Fulgentius Ruspensis, bishop of Ruspa in northern Africa
(468-533). Several of Fulgentius’s works were wrongly attrib-
uted to Augustine.

2:8

61 This gloss, which is not found in all manuscripts, consists of
the abbreviated word or, which may represent oratio (speech),
and I have understood it in this way here. The first printed edi-
tion (Rusch, 1480—81) has orum [orationum?].

2:9

71 being visible through the nets is from Origen’s text of 2:9.
The equivalent words of the biblical text of the glossed Song of
Songs are “peering through the lattice.”

2:11
106 This gloss recalls Origen’s text of 2:11: “for behold, the win-
ter has passed, the rain has gone after it.”

2:12

110 Origen says “[the turtledove] appears to Moses and one of
the prophets (it does not matter which), withdrawing into the
mountains and deserts and there receiving the words of God”
(Homiliae in Cantica Canticorum, 11, 12, 59:16—18). By Moses
and the prophet Origen signifies souls who have attained mysti-
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cal union with God; in his commentary on the Song of Songs he
explains that “the voice of the turtle-dove” is “the deep wisdom
of God which is hidden in mystery” (R. P. Lawson, Origen: The
Song of Songs, Commentary and Homilies [London: Longman,
1957], 241). The common, tame dove ministers to less elevated
souls (Lawson, 371).

Chapter 3

3:5

41 Alcuin’s identification of the church of the Gentiles with the
regina austri, the queen of the south who came to hear the wis-
dom of Solomon, leads Honorius Augustodunensis to identify her
as the second of the four brides of the Song of Songs, from 3:1—
6:10 (the other three are Solomon’s bride, the daughter of Phar-
oah, chapters 1-2, the Sunamite, 6:11-7:11, and mandragora, the
girl without a head, 7:12—14:8) (Expositio in Canticum Canti-
corum, PL 172, 347-496).

3:7
66 See note on 1:4, gloss 66.

68 “The decalogue of the law,” i.e., the ten commandments are
multiplied by “the perfection of works,” i.e., six, because per-
fection of works is associated with the six days of God’s work at
the Creation (Gen. 1), to arrive at the number sixty. The “penny
of reward” alludes to the pay promised to the workers in the
Parable of the Vineyard, Matt. 20:2.

3:11

The Latin genitive i/lius may be either masculine or feminine,
“her” or “his.” Glosses 93, 100, and 101 acknowledge this ambi-
guity and suggest alternative interpretations: for “her betrothal,”
Mary’s betrothal to the godhead at the annunciation (glosses 93,
100 and 101), and for “his betrothal,” the resurrection (gloss 93)
or Christ’s betrothal to the church at the annunciation (glosses
100 and 101).
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Chapter 4

4:4
44 The Hebrew name David means “beloved.”

4:13

128 Nearly all manuscripts read simply aliis (others), but
Pembroke College Cambridge MS 47 adds confessoribus scilicet
(that is, confessors), following Anselm “poma, id est confessores”
(GCCS, fol. 37v).

4:14
145 Robert of Tombelaine says “what is to be understood by
‘Lebanon’ except baptism?”

Chapter 5

5:2
40 Anselm explains that “twisted hairs adher[e] to the head bad-
ly” (ECC, 1212A).

5:4

50 The Latin text of this gloss does not include the word “only,”
but vix [scarcely] occurs in Gregory’s text, cited by Bede (CC,
VI, 460).

5:11

117 The words of the biblical text elatae palmarum mean “the
shoots of palm trees.” Bede, from whom the gloss derives, argues
that the Latin elatae should be understood not as “shoots” but as
the plural of the Latin equivalent of the Greek elates, meaning fir
tree. In that case, the biblical text would mean “his locks [are]
like fir trees,” and palmarum (of palm trees) would be an inter-
polated gloss.

123 Anselm explains that “the raven does not feed her chicks
until they are like her, that is, until they themselves are black”
(GCCS, fol. 44v; EAM, fol. 21r-v; ECC, 1214C).
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