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GENERAL EDITORS’ PREFACE

Much scholarly work has been done on the Bible since the publication 
of the first volumes of the International Critical Commentary in the 
1890s. New linguistic, textual, historical and archaeological evidence 
has become available, and there have been changes and developments 
in methods of study. In the twenty-first century there will be as great a 
need as ever, and perhaps a greater need, for the kind of commentary 
that the International Critical Commentary seeks to supply. The 
series has long had a special place among works in English on the 
Bible, because it has sought to bring together all the relevant aids to 
exegesis, linguistic and textual no less than archaeological, historical, 
literary and theological, to help the reader to understand the meaning 
of the books of the Old and New Testaments. In the confidence that 
such a series meets a need, the publishers and the editors are commis-
sioning new commentaries on all the books of the Bible. The work of 
preparing a commentary on such a scale cannot but be slow, and devel-
opments in the past half-century have made the commentator’s task yet 
more difficult than before, but it is hoped that the remaining volumes 
will appear without too great intervals between them. No attempt has 
been made to secure a uniform theological or critical approach to the 
problems of the various books, and scholars have been selected for 
their scholarship and not for their adherence to any school of thought. 
It is hoped that the new volumes will attain the high standards set 
in the past, and that they will make a significant contribution to the 
understanding of the books of the Bible. 

G. I. D.
C. M. T.





PREFACE

Ecclesiastes has been treated already in the ICC series, and George 
Barton’s 1908 commentary remains a valuable resource, often 
cited. Barton necessarily engaged, though, with the scholarship 
on Ecclesiastes of his own time, much of which was pre-occupied 
with issues that proved to be of limited interest to subsequent 
generations. In his own preface, indeed, he felt obliged to write: 
‘Those who expect to find here the advocacy of new and startling 
theories of this fascinatingly perplexing book will be disappointed. 
In the judgment of the writer there has been something too much 
of these things in the recent literature on Qoheleth.’ Arguably, in 
fact, he wrote at just the wrong time: no modern period has been 
entirely free of attempts to slice the book into layers, or to butcher 
it altogether, but in the work of scholars like Siegfried, Haupt, and, 
rather differently, Zapletal, the end of the nineteenth and beginning 
of the twentieth century saw redactional bloodthirstiness of an 
unprecedented sort. More recent scholars have largely, and rightly, 
backed away from that whole approach, and although scholarship 
on Ecclesiastes has yet to achieve even the limited consensus that 
Barton hoped his own commentary would promote, it has tended 
to concern itself with very different issues, sometimes returning to 
questions that had preoccupied scholars long before his time. Things 
have changed in other areas as well. Although new discoveries have 
by no means rendered obsolete the extraordinary text-critical work 
by scholars like Euringer and McNeile, which did much to inform 
Barton’s commentary, they have entirely changed the scholarly 
perspective on some issues, while modern approaches in linguistics 
and lexicography are markedly different to those of his era.

So long as texts remain important to us, there will always be 
a need for new commentaries on them: the texts may not change, 
but the way we read and receive them most assuredly will. I offer 
the excuse of Barton’s partial redundancy, therefore, not because a 
new commentary on Ecclesiastes needs an excuse, but because this 
commentary is not entirely ‘new’ in that sense: to a great extent, 
it is merely informed by more recent data and engages with more 
recent scholarship. Although, to be sure, it has also been influenced 
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by more recent developments in areas like literary theory, and 
by modern sensitivities in some areas that were less troubling to 
earlier generations, there is little in much of my text that would 
have seemed alien to Barton or his contemporaries. If in very many 
respects, however, this is a rather old-fashioned piece of work, I feel 
no need to apologize. Our engagement with a text in every age also 
requires us to have a form of that text that we can trust (or at least 
agree), and an understanding of the ways in which its words can be 
read. Establishing those things for Ecclesiastes, so far as is possible 
on the evidence available, has been my primary purpose, as will 
be clear from the proportion of space devoted to text-critical and 
philological issues. Although I have suggested many new readings 
or interpretations myself, moreover, I have also made an effort 
throughout to show that, despite the difficulties and the plurality 
of opinions, reading Ecclesiastes should not be a free-for-all, and 
that many of the ways in which particular passages have been 
understood (often by very fine scholars) are either wholly specula-
tive or demonstrably wrong. There are many problems, and many 
places where more than one reading is possible, but the accretion 
of suggestions over the centuries has made it much harder than it 
should be for readers to determine what the text certainly does or 
does not say, and much easier for the less conscientious simply to 
cherry-pick suggestions that suit their own interpretations.

To that extent, at least, this is intended to be a commentary for 
commentators, who will find, I hope, not just my opinion, but 
also all the information that they need to reach their own conclu-
sions about the more controversial passages. For that reason, the 
philological and text-critical notes are undoubtedly daunting for 
the non-specialist, although by translating readings where appro-
priate, I hope I have at least made it possible for those without any 
expertise in the languages to get a good sense of the issues, and for 
those with a limited knowledge to work their way through them. I 
have, in any case, summarized key issues from the notes in the main 
commentary, which is pitched at a more general audience. Inevi-
tably, this main commentary is more particularly an expression of 
my own views, although I have tried to summarize and engage with 
those of others, and again to clear away some of the assumptions 
and speculations that have established themselves over the years.

The main commentary is also, perhaps, significantly less 
old-fashioned, and I am not sure how Barton or his contemporaries 
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would have reacted to my understanding of the book as a thought-
provoking entertainment, loosely in the form of a memoir, or to my 
suspicion that it devotes great effort to undermining some of the 
ideas that are often considered to be its key assumptions. Given the 
history of the book’s interpretation, however, and despite my prede-
cessor’s optimism that he might recall critics to some consensus of 
judgment, I am very sure indeed that my ideas will no more unify 
scholarship around them than have those of any other commentator 
on Ecclesiastes. If this book is not to prove wholly ephemeral, I 
hope that it will make some lasting contribution to scholarly house-
keeping—throwing out the rubbish, polishing the silverware, and 
upgrading the appliances—at least until such time as a new ICC is 
due.

A number of previous scholars have commented on how time-
consuming and frustrating it is to work closely with Ecclesiastes, 
and had I paid more attention to those comments when I took this 
task on more than a decade ago, I might not have agreed so readily: 
on a personal note, I owe thanks and apologies to friends, family and 
colleagues who have put up with the extent to which it has gradually 
taken over my life and consumed my waking hours. Equally, I am 
grateful to the many colleagues and students, especially at Durham, 
who have discussed the text with me over the past decade, and 
made it possible to share the otherwise very lonely task of writing 
a commentary. My particular gratitude, however, is reserved for 
Graham Davies, who as series editor has contributed so much to 
the closing stages of this volume, and whose encouragement has 
been important throughout the many years it has taken. I am also 
indebted to Duncan Burns, who has worked so hard on the material 
at the production stage, and saved me from many infelicities. 

The commentary has spread into a second volume, but the nature 
of Ecclesiastes is such that it is difficult to talk sensibly about any of 
it without having examined it all. Accordingly, the critical notes and 
much of the commentary are all but complete for that volume, and I 
hope that it will appear reasonably soon after this first.

Durham, January 2019
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MJSS Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences
MM J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek 

Testament (London, 1930)
MPIL Monographs of the Peshiṭta Institute Leiden
MSU Mitteilungen des Septuaginta-Unternehmens
NBE Nueva Biblia Española
NCB New Century Bible Commentary
NCLS Nottingham Classical Literature Studies
NEchtB Die Neue Echter Bibel
NGTT Nederduitse gereformeerde teologiese tydskrif
NICOT New International Commentary on the Old Testament
NJPS New Jewish Publication Society translation
NT New Testament
OBO Orbis biblicus et orientalis
OCT Oxford Classical Texts
OIP The University of Chicago Oriental Institute Publications
OLA Orientalia lovaniensia analecta
OLP Orientalia lovaniensia periodica
OLZ Orientalistische Literaturzeitung
ORS Oriental Research Series
OTE Old Testament Essays
OTL Old Testament Library
OTS Oudtestamentische Studiën / Old Testament Studies (journal)
OTS Oudtestamentische Studiën / Old Testament Studies (series)
PAAJR Proceedings of the American Academy of Jewish Research
PAT D. R. Hillers and E. Cussini, Palmyrene Aramaic Texts 

(Baltimore and London, 1996)
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PEQ Palestine Exploration Quarterly
PG Patrologia graeca (Patrologiae cursus completus: Series Graeca). 

Edited and published by J.-P. Migne. 162 vols. Paris: 1857–86
PIBA Proceedings of the Irish Biblical Association
PL Patrologia latina (Patrologiae cursus completus: Series Latina). 

Edited and published by J.-P. Migne. 217 vols. Paris: 1844–64
POS Pretoria Oriental Series
PSB Princeton Seminary Bulletin
PTA Papyrologische Texte und Abhandlungen
PzB Protokolle zur Bibel
RA Revue d’Assyriologie
RB Revue biblique
RECAPO Revue d’Études des Civilisations Anciennes du Proche-Orient
REJ Revue des études juives
RevQ Revue de Qumran
RevScRel Revue des sciences religieuses
RIBLA Revista de interpretación bíblica latino-americana
RivB Rivista biblica italiana
RivBSup Supplementi alla Rivista Biblica
RNBC Readings: A New Biblical Commentary
RSR Recherches de science religieuse
RSV Revised Standard Version
RTP Revue de théologie et de philosophie
SBL Society of Biblical Literature
SBLABib Society of Biblical Literature Academia Biblica
SBLAIL SBL Ancient Israel and Its Literature
SBLDS Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series
SBLMasS Society of Biblical Literature Masoretic Studies
SBLSCS Society of Biblical Literature Septuagint and Cognate Studies
SBLSS Society of Biblical Literature Symposium Series
SBLWAW Society of Biblical Literature Writings from the Ancient World
SBT Studies in Biblical Theology
ScEs Science et esprit
SDM Scripta et documenta
SEE-J Hiphil Scandinavian Evangelical E-Journal: Hiphil
SeL Storia e Letteratura
SJOT Scandinavian Journal of the Old Testament
SJT Scottish Journal of Theology
SPAW Sitzungsberichte der Königlich preussischen Akademie der 

Wissenschaften
SR Studies in Religion
SSLL Studies in Semitic Languages and Linguistics
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SSU Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis: Studia Semitica Upsaliensia
StudBT Studia Biblica et Theologica
STDJ Studies on the Texts of the Desert of Judah
STHB Supplements to the Textual History of the Bible
STLI Studies and Texts (Philip W. Lown Institute of Advanced Judaic 

Studies)
StPat Studia Patavina
StT Studi e Testi, Biblioteca apostolica vaticana
TAD B. Porten and A. Yardeni (eds.), Textbook of Aramaic 

Documents from Ancient Egypt (3 vols.; Jerusalem, 1986–93)
TDOT G. J. Botterweck and H. Ringgren (eds.), Theological Dictionary 

of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, 1974–2006)
THBW Theologisch-homiletisches Bibelwerk
ThOrAr Theologische und orientalische Arbeiten
THOTC The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary
ThViat Theologia viatorum
TJ Trinity Journal
TLZ Theologische Literaturzeitung
TOTC Tyndale Old Testament commentaries
TransSup Supplément à Transeuphratène
TSAJ Texte und Studien zum Antiken Judentum
TSJTSA Texts and Studies of the Jewish Theological Seminary of 

America
TSK Theologische Studien und Kritiken
TSMEMJ Texts and Studies in Medieval and Early Modern Judaism
TThSt Trierer theologische Studien
TUGAL Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen 

Literatur
TynBul Tyndale Bulletin
TZ Theologische Zeitschrift
UF Ugarit-Forschungen
VCSup Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae
VD Verbum domini
VT Vetus Testamentum
VTSup Vetus Testamentum Supplements
WAS Wiener alttestamentliche Studien
WBC Word Biblical Commentary
WTJ The Westminster Theological Journal
WUNT Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament
WZKM Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde des Morgenlandes
ZAH Zeitschrift für Althebräistik
ZAW Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft


