CHAPTER 38

The David Story and Gendered
Discourse

SEBASTIEN DOANE

38.1. Introduction

KinG David’s story has inspired many cultural artistic productions throughout history, from
paintings to movies, but also pedagogical tools such as children’s stories, religious discourse
such as sermons, and political speeches. With its vivid characters and emotionally charged
central drama, David’s story has inevitably migrated from the biblical texts to many other
settings.! The suspense, moral ambiguity, and rich characters of the books of Samuel have left
amark on the imagination of many generations of artists, religious leaders, politicians, con-
tent creators, and Sunday school children. For this reason, cultural studies and reception his-
tory need to be utilized to better understand the impact of David’s story as it is reconfigured
in these diverse settings. The following study examines this extended vision of David’s story
as gendered discourse to analyse its ethical effects through a form of ideological criticism
developed by feminist and masculinity studies. How has David’s story been used to address
discussions of gender, violence, and power in popular and religious settings?

Studies of masculinity highlight the ambiguity of David’s characterization in the biblical
texts. The “original story” (1 Sam 16 to 1 Kgs 2) presents David as a very complex and morally
ambiguous figure. However, most retellings have painted him as a positive hero, reflecting
the relevant and important values for a male leader in their own socio-cultural setting. For
instance, biblical texts such as Chronicles present a positive David to comfort a community
trying to forget its pain. Also, “David’s story helped shape, in no small way, the gospel con-
ceptions of Jesus, who is presented as his messianic descendant.” For example, the Gospel of
Matthew’s first verses present Jesus Christ as a son of David, but at the same time undermine
the king by stating that David begot Solomon by the wife of Uriah (Matt 1:6).* These biblical
retellings of the story of David already illustrate the different interpretative strategies that
emerge in the subsequent reception history: heroization, actualization, or minimization.

After exploring gender discourse and masculinity studies, particular attention will be
paid to violence between men in the representation of David and Goliath, as well as the sexu-
alized violence in the representation of David and Bathsheba. These episodes are chosen
because they are arguably the best-known parts of David’s story and generated the most
post-biblical retellings. Of course, many other Davidic episodes could be explored, such as

! Gunn, Story of King David.

2 Fewell, “Broken Hallelujah.”

3 Linafelt, Camp, and Beal, “Introduction,” xiii.
4 Doane, “Masculinities.”
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the relationship between David and Jonathan that is used to create a discourse of resistance
vis-a-vis hetero-patriarchal structures. Homoerotic or queer possibilities have been ex-
plored by many such as Olyan, Peleg, Wernik, Zehnder, Bailey, and Tiemeyer.’ The present
chapter concludes with an ethical discussion of the effects of David’s story as violent gen-
dered discourse.

Investigating David, beyond the Bible, requires us to ask what it means to be a man in a
given culture. What is the role offered to boys and girls, men and women, or to those who do
not correspond to these binary categories? Important biblical stories have shaped, in many
ways, the cultures of those that read and represented these stories.

38.2. Sticks and Stones May Break My Bones,
but Words Can Never Hurt Me?

Gender and discourse have been at the heart of many theories, literary and otherwise.
However, they are far from being merely theoretical, because discourses that convey violence
harm real people. They shape our minds and lead to real actions. “Gendered discourse” re-
fers to the ways in which discursive practices reflect and reinforce societal gender roles and
inequalities. In cultural studies, gendered discourse is a concept used to discuss how men,
women, and other genders are represented in media and culture.

Discourses, in the interpretative sense, are ways of seeing the world that refer to relations
of power and domination.® Power relations between women and men are at the origin of
gendered discourses and produce them.” An important way to theorize gender comes from
Judith Butler, for whom performativity is “that aspect of discourse that has the capacity to
produce what it names.”

Something that is gendered can also be gendering. Discourse is gendered when it con-
structs representations and expectations associated with men and women in different ways.
In a literary setting, a reader or writer can negotiate, contest, reproduce, or resist the ways
gender is performed, constructed, and represented. Artistic, literary, religious, and political
reinterpretations of David are gendered discourses that have diverse effects on gender con-
structs, including ideals of masculinity. Thinking of David’s story as a gendered discourse
requires us to explore the ethical implications of the power dynamics involving the way
gender is performed in its many retellings.

38.3. Masculinity Studies

In biblical studies, the construction and role of men and masculinities is still “in its in-
fancy.” Simply put, Creang defines the field as “the study of the representation/s of the male
gender (what ‘mans’ a man or a woman, including what ‘mans’ God) in biblical and related
literature.”! To cite Tiemeyer, the study of masculinity in the Bible “uncovers the structures
of male dominance and privileged male behaviour inherent in the texts, and it locates tra-
ditions in those same texts that resist the dominant structures while exploring how these

5 Olyan, “Surpassing” Peleg, “Love” Wernik, “Will the Real Homosexual”; Zehnder,
“Observations”; Bailey, “Reading Backwards”; and Tiemeyer, Search, 36-63.

¢ Sunderland, Gendered Discourses.

7 Weatherall, Gender; Sunderland, Gendered Discourses.

8 Butler, “Gender as Performance,” 33.

° Smit, Masculinity, 2.

10 Creanga, “Introduction,” 2017, 4.
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alternatives can diversify and enrich our understanding.”!! We will see in this chapter how
David’s biblical masculine performances are read in different contexts. Masculine ideals are
fluid: a culture’s masculine ideals are shaped by the biblical stories it conveys, but biblical
masculinities are also interpreted through the prism of culture.

Moore criticizes the “missing political agenda” of the study of biblical masculinities and
invites scholars to critique contemporary hegemonic masculinities that appeal to biblical
texts for legitimization.!? This chapter responds to Moore’s invitation by developing a critical
eye towards the ethical effects of the masculinities of David’s stories. Biblical androcentric,
patriarchal ideologies therefore must be challenged.

38.4. David, the Man

How does the David’s story construct, perform, and represent masculinities? In 1995, David
Clines published a seminal article that inaugurated masculinity studies of biblical texts by
exploring the main characteristics of David. Masculinity, like femininity, is a social con-
struction. For Clines, David’s story reflects the cultural norms of men of the author’s time.
He points to the first words about David, in 1 Sam 16:18 (NRSVue), in which he is “skilful in
playing, a man of valour, a warrior, prudent in speech, and a man of good presence, and the
Lord is with him.” Clines defines David’s masculinity in six attributes: fighting male, per-
suasive male, beautiful male, bonding male, womanless male, and musical male. The biblical
text represents David as a great hero, but also fallible. Yet for Clines, his fallibility only serves
to inscribe more deeply the authority of the cultural norms of his time.?

Clines’s attributes of David’s masculinity have been challenged and seem close to “gender
essentialism.”* Tiemeyer also warns that the tendency to see everything that David does as
characteristic of hegemonic or ideal masculinity is complicated in the books of Samuel by the
fact that David is not always presented as admirable.’> However, Clines asks a question that
is at the centre of this essay: “Why do scholars so unanimously defend David and gloss over
his faults?”!¢ Artistic, religious, and political reinterpretations of David also almost always
work with a positive apologetic hermeneutic. This is somewhat disconcerting, since David’s
physical violence towards men and women is very disturbing. He is personally responsible
for the deaths of fifteen individuals and about 140,000 men as a political leader. As women
sing in 1 Sam 18:7: “Saul has slain his thousands; David, his tens of thousands!” 1 Sam 27:5-12
represents him as a “mass murderer” leaving no men or women alive.”” His relation to women
is also problematic. In the biblical story, David has sex with at least twenty women. His first
wife, Michal, shows how he uses women for political gain. She is presented as a trophy for the
warrior that accumulated two hundred enemy foreskins (symbolically castrated and fem-
inized). Indeed, by marrying into King Saul’s family, David legitimates himself as potential
king. Koenig presents David as the hegemonic male'® that upholds his unstable position with
acts of aggression and sex, with the support of lesser men and women as well as YHwH."?

Tiemeyer, Search, 54.

Moore, “Masculinity Studies,” 545.

See Gudme in this volume.

Creangé, “Introduction,” 2019, 3.

Tiemeyer, Search, 57.

16 Clines, “David the Man,” 234.

7 Kirova, Performing Masculinity, 138-139.

18 Cf. Connell and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity.”
Koenig, “Make War Not Love,” 513-515.
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Worse than the military, political, and gendered violence in David’s biblical story is the way
interpretations have defended David, explained away his faults, and uncritically transferred
this narrative violence to their own audiences.

In many biblical stories, violence is generated by men competing for hegemony. David’s
masculine qualities can be destabilized by studies that present him as a murdering, lying
trickster that cheats, steals, and uses violence and manipulation to gain political power.?°
From the slaying of Goliath to the secretly arranged murder of Uriah, King David is respon-
sible for killing men in ethically problematic ways. But this violence also has extra-biblical
consequences. Critical investigation is thus of the utmost importance since “in the Books of
Samuel, the ideal man is someone who often engages in sexual violence. He takes women and
he rapes them. He symbolically rapes men too. Sexual violence is an essential instrument for
maintaining his control over other men and for performing biblical standards of model mas-
culinity.”* With this broad picture of David’s masculinities in mind, let us turn to two of the
most important episodes in reception history.

38.5. David and Goliath

King David is often depicted as a warrior and a conqueror who defeated enemies and ex-
panded the kingdom of Israel. This violence can be seen as problematic because it glorifies or
normalizes violence and aggression as a valued trait for a male leader.”* Another problem is the
ethnocentric nationalist aspect of a violent act that is presented as good as long as it is aimed
atan “other,” described using animal imagery, dehumanized by his monstrous physical traits
and Philistine origins.?* For Doak, Goliath is the biblical personification of an overconfident
masculinity based on pure brute force. “In the biblical imagination, the giant is the embodi-
ment of that which is anti-God, anti-order, anti-Israel, and anti-monarchy. In many ancient lit-
eratures . .. the giant plays a fundamental role of the ‘other, defying cultural norms, speaking
arrogantly, overeating, and taking up too much space.”?* Through rhetorical propaganda,
Goliath is depicted as a “feminised sexual victim,” killed with weapons that could stand for
male genitalia as David confronts him with a “stick in his hand and a pouch full of stones.”*

In 1 Sam 17, there is a reversal in which David goes from a position of vulnerability to that
of an aggressor, unnecessarily cutting Goliath’s head after he is already dead.?® God’s role in
this killing is also problematic because it facilitates a religious justification for this violence.
Later interpretations show that this scene is often used as ideological discourse. Most of the
interpretations invite a positive identification with David, although a few depictions under-
mine his heroic aspect.

To take a patristic example, Augustine treats Ps 143 as a victory hymn following David’s
battle over Goliath, presenting David as a figure with whom his Christian readers should
identify: “You know who David is? Be yourselves David.” He identifies “the humble David”
with “the Body of Christ [ . .. ] fighting in this world.” Moreover, Jesus is portrayed as “our
David” who “overthrew the devil with his own weapons” as Goliath’s head is cut off with
his own sword. David is presented as Christ, and Goliath is vilified as a figure for the devil.

McKenzie, King David; Halpern, David’s Secret Demons; Baden, Historical David.
2 Thiede, Rape Culture, 22.

See Thiede in this volume.

23 Millar, “Goliath.”

Doak, “Conclusion,” 146.

25 Wilson, Making Men, 101; Thiede, Rape Culture, 83-84.

Doak, “Conclusion,” 160.
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Augustine’s commentary on the passage is also anti-Jewish, since he speaks of five stones
symbolizing the five Torah books, while only one stone, representing divine grace and the
New Testament, is necessary for David-Christ.?”’

In the Middle Ages, Li quatre livre des reis (twelfth century), written in Normandie, pre-
sents David as a “perfect knight.”?® In the medieval period, the “chansons de geste” equated
the crusades against the Saracens with the battle of David against Goliath. Roland, the most
famous character of this genre, must fight with Ferracutus, described as “de genere Goliad.”
The portrayals of David as a warrior in arms subverts the biblical narrative in which David
refuses the king’s armour (1 Sam 17:38-39). Mazo Karras studies the masculinity of David in
the Christian and Jewish Middle Ages in biblical and Talmudic commentaries and visual
arts. She presents David and Goliath as a case study of how ideas of masculinity may be bent
to support a variety of purposes within medieval cultures. Indeed, Mazo Karras shows how
the interpretation of the story differed markedly for Jews, who, unlike Christians, did not
have armies or kingdoms.?

In the period from 1550 to 1650, Western poetry often praises the heroism of David against
Goliath: “David’s prowess is seen as the physical incarnation of moral energy which evokes
a sense of wonder in the reader; he may, then, be seen as a sort of religious ‘Herculean hero,’ a
superior mortal whose virtu and élan put him outside the common moral order.”** The bib-
lical David is transformed into a baroque epic hero: “David was primarily a champion. His
victory over Goliath was the triumph of truth, beauty, and virtue over hideous evil.”*! For
instance, Michael Drayton’s poem “David and Goliath” (1630), tells “the story in a baroque
epicstyle [ ... ] to glorify David’s coming of age—his ‘proving his manhood’ upon Goliath.”
The embellishment of David in the process has corporal aspects, such as his incredible hair
and lavish hand that move the watching soldiers to praise him. David’s beauty is opposed to
Goliath’s beastly monstrosity. This conflict represents not only good versus bad but beauty
versus ugliness, as “David represents order, proportion, and harmony, Goliath the disorder
of nature without the civilising arts.”>?

Renaissance paintings and sculptures of David and Goliath also supply interesting nu-
ances to the ideal man. In some cases, David reflects the image of a virile fighter. Daniele da
Volterra (David and Goliath, 1550-55) and Peter Paul Rubens (David Slaying Goliath, towards
1616; Figure 38.1) represent a grown warrior with flexed muscles engaged in violent action.

In these examples, David’s skin is pale compared to Goliath, a detail that is coherent with
the development of European whiteness as a social and ethnic marker, and darker skin as an
othering strategy. Conversely, the David with the Head of Goliath of Domenico Fetti (1614—
1622; Figure 38.2) and of Felice Ficherelli (seventeenth century) portray a young, immobile
David looking away from the giant’s cut-off head.

Despite their nuances, all these representations underline the domination of David over
Goliath: in his hand-to-hand combat (Volterra), in his impulse to behead (Rubens), or in his
pose after the act (Fetti, Ficherelli), the painters position the body of the giant under David’s
hand, foot, knee, or body. How are we to interpret the contrast between the more innocent,
peaceful, childlike representations of David (Fetti, Ficherelli) and the violence of a decapita-
tion? Does David’s position as young underdog mitigate this violence? Does his pale skin

27 Schaff, Nicene.

28 Maser, L’image de David, 42—46.

29 Karras, Thou Art the Man.

30 Frontain and Wojcik, “Transformations,” 4.
31 McKenzie, King David, 3.

32 Allingham, “David as an Epic Hero,” 93.
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FIGURE 38.1. David Slaying Goliath, Peter Paul Rubens, c. 1616, oil on canvas, 208 X 149 cm,
Gemildegalerie Alte Meister, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden. Image via Wikimedia
Commons (public domain).

tone and beauty legitimate the killing of the ugly dark other? Do these representations con-
tribute to the legitimation of a “just war”?

The decapitation of Goliath is a very common motif in which the sword assumes a prom-
inent place. The choice to depict the sword instead of the sling makes David the hero that cut
off a giant’s head. Bravery, courage, and honour are attributed to him for this victory, by em-
phasizing 1 Sam 17:51 (“David ran and stood over the Philistine; he grasped his sword, drew it
out of its sheath, and killed him”) instead of 1 Sam 17:50 (“David prevailed over the Philistine
with a sling and a stone, striking down the Philistine and killing him; there was no sword in
David’s hand”). Decapitation seems to facilitate a more effective glorification.

Contrary to 1 Sam 17:45-47, almost no Renaissance art seeks to attribute David’s victory to
God: David’s masculinity is not inflected as religious. Indeed, typically, there are no signs of
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FIGURE 38.2. David with the Head of Goliath, Domenico Fetti, c. 1618-1622, oil on canvas,
approx. 111 x 92 cm, Gemildegalerie Alte Meister, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden. Image via
Wikimedia Commons (public domain).

religious devotion. The important exemption is Titian’s David and Goliath (1542-1544; Figure
38.3), in which David’s hands are joined in prayer and lifted upwards. His face and indeed his
whole body is oriented to the sky.

This more religious representation of David is interpreted by Coughlin as an exploration
of a “radically different expression of idealised masculinity, one that can be interpreted as re-
pudiating previous models of masculinity that were experienced as violent and oppressive.”
Coughlin highlights opposing masculinities in Titian’s painting: the hyper-masculinity and
its consequences, represented by Goliath’s dead body, are contrasted with the alternative
feminine and religious exemplary masculinity of David.*

In Protestant literature of the sixteenth century such as La Desconfiture de Goliath by
Joachim de Coignac (1551), readers are invited to identify with David in his attacking of the

3 Coughlin, “Titian,” 4.
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FIGURE 38.3. David and Goliath, Titian (Tiziano Vecellio), c. 1542-1544, oil on panel (transferred
to canvas), approx. 300 X 179 cm, Santa Maria della Salute, Venice. Image via Wikimedia Commons
(public domain).

Catholic pope presented as Goliath. Charles Leopard (1561) in Le glaive du géant Goliath,
philistin et ennemy de I’Eglise de Dieu imagines the pope’s neck cut by its own sword. In
Puritan military sermons, David is seen as a model for the soldiers as praying, religious,
fighting men. Ahearn points to Samuel Mather’s sermon in 1739 to explain how the David
and Goliath story is used to show the lawfulness of war, and that arms are a requisite and
must be provided for war. Here again, this emphasis on the need for weapons runs directly
contraryto1Sam 17.34

In the eighteenth-century in France, David and Goliath draws less attention and is asso-
ciated with a passé heroism.*® Voltaire questions the veracity of David and Goliath’s scene
and infers that David’s motive is purely personal gain.>® In France, with first the end of the
monarchy in the eighteenth century and then the fall of Napoleon’s empire in the nineteenth

34 Ahearn, “David,” 114-115.
35 Maser, L'image de David, 133.
36 Voltaire, Collection, 315-316.
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century, there is less interest in David as a royal character. Indeed, his “heroic act” against
Goliath is no longer seen as a show of strength, but an example of a ruse.?’

With respect to more recent reinterpretations, Flinker discusses the rather more intro-
spective portrayal of David by Yehuda Amichai, a modern Israeli poet, in “Two Hopes
Away 1958.”% David feels uncomfortable and lonely when returning with Goliath’s head
surrounded by spitting, laughing, cursing, and noisy soldiers. In Five Smooth Stones, Ann
Fairbairn proposes a more radical adaptation of the biblical scene to fit an important chal-
lenge of her time. She presents Goliath, the evil enemy, as racism, and David is imagined as
David Champlin, a warrior in the battle for civil rights in America in the twentieth century.*
Alternatively, in Mémoire du roi David, Carlo Coccioli describes David as a universal man
par excellence.*’ His defeat of Goliath is meant to show how intelligence must win against
brutal force. Here, David is still presented as the epitome of masculinity, but one which is re-
configured and infused with twentieth-century values that rate intelligence over might and
universality over nationalism.

In Exum’s survey of David in children’s Bibles, “the story of the boy of faith who overcomes
the older, bigger, and stronger bully is a favourite subject. . . . The younger David appears, es-
pecially through illustrations but also by means of the retelling, the more an inspiration he
is to young readers.”! Typically, this episode underlines David’s—and young readers’—faith
in God. They exemplify a gendered discourse that conveys to children that violence is valued
when associated with a religious ideology. The way the story is told suggests to young readers
that you can be violent if God is with you and that violence is permissible if it is used against
an ugly, bigger, and strange opponent.

In sum, literary and visual representations of David have been used as ways of engendering
roles for male and female readers and viewers. The glorification of David’s masculine ag-
gression against Goliath (and other men) has contributed to a gendered discourse that en-
couraged men to perform this type of violent masculinity. At the same time, there are a
few exceptions that show how David can be portrayed as a graceful and pious man in this
episode.

38.6. David and Bathsheba

As Fewell and Gunn put it, “androcentric interpretive tradition, anxious to lessen the blame
that falls so unavoidably in this episode upon the great man, have [sic] not been slow to point
their finger at the woman. The woman made him do it! Why was she bathing where she could
be seen, flaunting her body, tempting him?™? In 2 Samuel, from the prophet Nathan and
God’s perspectives, David is culpable.*> However, the king’s punishment is transferred “onto
the bodies of women and a newborn baby.™**

“Himpathy,” an “inappropriate and disproportionate sympathy powerful men often enjoy
in cases of sexual assault, intimate partner violence, homicide and other misogynistic be-
haviour,” seems to fit with most retellings of the David and Bathsheba episode. There is an

37 Lautréamont, Les chants de Maldoror.

38 Flinker, “Saul.”

3 McKenzie, King David, 4. Fairbairn, Five.

40 Coccioli, Mémoires du roi David, 68.

4 Exum, “King Fit for a Child,” 241

42 Fewell and Gunn, Gender, Power, and Promise, 157.

43 See Chapman in this volume.

44 Fewell and Gunn, Gender, Power, and Promise, 158-163.
45 Manne, “Brett Kavanaugh.”
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overall tendency to legitimize David’s behaviour, either by means of a positive allegorical
reading of his crimes, or by emphasizing his repentance, presenting David as deeply human
and fallible and deserving of forgiveness. Readers have argued against understanding 2 Sam
11 as rape.*® However, the David and Bathsheba story has generated gendered discourses in
which gender inequality and class privilege are vectors of power that are exerted through
violent male sexuality. Arguably, legitimizing David might also reflect and encourage what
is now described as “rape culture”—“a complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual ag-
gression and supports violence against women | . .. ] a society where violence is seen as sexy
and sexuality as violent.™” Thiede expresses well how sexual violence towards women is
embedded in our culture and in David’s stories: “Men become men through using women’s
bodies and through humiliating men who challenge their authority.”8 The history of artistic,
religious, and catechetical interpretation of the David and Bathsheba episode suggests that
often, this story can encourage the exploitation of women. Important ethical problems arise
from the normalization of David’s violence.

For example, Talmudic and patristic writings strive to justify David by offering positive
interpretations of his sexual union with Bathsheba. According to Wojcik, “Rabbi Raba inter-
prets this to mean that David deliberately sinned in order to allow God to assert his super-
iority over David.™’ In Talmud Shabbath, Rabbi Samuel ben Nahmani quotes that “David
behaved himself wisely in all his ways” (1 Sam 18:14) and states that “wartime soldiers were
‘divorced’ from their wives.”° Church fathers develop allegorical readings that tie misogyny
with anti-judaism.” Saint Eucherius’s Commentarii in Libros Regum (434), for example, pre-
sents Uriah as a figure for Israel that is proud but limited in its understanding of Torah, in
order to redeem David, whose union with Bathsheba becomes a means of enlightening Israel
regarding the Law. Saint Isidore of Seville in Questiones in Vet. Testam in Regum II (seventh
century) invites readers to love David who delivered the Church (Bathsheba) from the Devil
(Uriah)!?

In sermons and speeches from the Middle Ages to modern times, David’s crimes are ac-
knowledged as presenting him as the model of a fallible man who repents and is pardoned.
Bossuet wrote a speech intended to train the young prince of France in which David is pre-
sented as model: great king, conqueror, prophet, man of God. Thanks to his repentance, even
David’s crime adds to the glory of the Creator.>*

European paintings focus mostly on a nude Bathsheba’s bathing without representing
David. As spectators, we take David’s position from a masculine, heterosexual voyeuristic
perspective. For Exum, Bathsheba is portrayed as the object of sexual male desire and ag-
gression. Indeed, the focus on her body reinforces the gendered discourse that women are
objects of the “male gaze.” Moreover, Bathsheba’s rape is semiotic: “By portraying Bathsheba
in an ambiguous light, the narrator leaves her vulnerable, not simply to assault by David
but also to misappropriation by those who come after him to spy on the bathing beauty and
offer their versions of, or commentary on, the story.”>> Gunn asks, “What did the bathing

46 Abasili, “Was It Rape?”

47 Buchwald, Fletcher, and Roth, Transforming, v; see also Stiebert, Rape Myths, 51-61.
8 Thiede, Rape Culture, 3.

Wojcik, “Discriminations,” 28-29.

See Nir in this volume.

Maser, L'image, 37-38.

Wojcik, “Discriminations,” 34.

%3 Huttar, “Frail Grass.”

Bossuet, Discours.

> Exum, “Bathsheba Plotted,” 50.
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scene mean to men? Subliminally at least, the message is that the female body is dangerous;
but also that the male gaze is dangerous.”® In his analysis of prayer book representations of
the scene, Gunn suggests that “perhaps, the naked body is seen not as invitation to violate
but as negative reinforcement against looking, let alone acting.” For Scholtz, the paintings
that display Bathsheba nude “reinforce the notion that she is a temptress.”® Similarly, for
Létourneau, the focus on the bathing of Bathsheba’s beautiful body and “her motion towards
the king, her self-sanctification and her pregnancy—frames the episode in a very erotic way,
suggesting adultery. It conceals the sexual violence committed by the king who sends, takes
and sleeps with the woman.” The biblical text and this artistic motif participate in the gen-
dered discourse of exposed female nudity as consent for male sexualized violence. Exum
suggests that viewers “look away,” while Guest and Létourneau state that not all viewers are
oppressive.®? Indeed, we are not obliged to adopt David’s perspective or validate the assump-
tion of Bathsheba’s passivity. For example, Létourneau observes that in Rembrandt’s Bathing
Bathsheba (1643), Bathsheba’s eyes are filled with a personal desire that contrasts with the
biblical account. Létourneau also sees in Gentileschi’s Bathing Bathsheba (1645) a form of
self-care.®!

Some paintings such as Johann Zoftany’s King David Playing the Harp (1795; Figure 38.4)
convey a critical view of the biblical king. A small innocent angel painted behind a huge ana-
chronistic harp points to the seventh commandment (against adultery in the reformed trad-
ition) while looking at David. Spectators are thus invited to look at David and judge him for
his crime.

More recently, movies such as David and Bathsheba (1951) and King David (1985), treat the
biblical episode as a love story, without any suggestion of aggression and violence. For Gunn,
in David and Bathsheba, Bathsheba gets what she desires: David.®* For Exum, both movies
make David less guilty, at Bathsheba’s expense.®® In addressing the reception of Bathsheba
in 2 Sam 11 in both text and cinema, Henriksen Garroway examines how the gaps in the bib-
lical story are filled and investigates how feminist scholarship has changed the reception of
Bathsheba’s story.** Gunn also shows that since 1980, Bathsheba emerges as a subject in her
own right in movies and novels, as well as in feminist scholarship.®

Nevertheless, most retellings of this episode convey problematic gendered discourse.
Bathsheba’s silence until she is pregnant suggests that women have nothing to say about
whether their bodies can be penetrated. She is looked at, owned, and exchanged as an object
of a man’s desires.®® Blaming Bathsheba for seducing the king—an interpretive trope
that is not founded on the biblical narrative®’—is akin to blaming modern victims of sexual
assault.®® The scene exemplifies biblical hegemonic masculinity in which the power is in the
hands of the man that can take the women he wants, use other men to help him, and kill the

56 Gunn, “Bathsheba Goes Bathing,” 79.

57 Gunn, “Bathsheba Goes Bathing,” 80.

38 Scholtz, Sacred Witness, 100.

5 Létourneau, “Beauty, Bath and Beyond,” 72.
60 Guest, “Looking Lesbian”; Létourneau, “Bethsabée regardée.”
6l See Létourneau in this volume.

62 Gunn, “Bathsheba Goes Bathing.”

63 Exum, “Bathsheba Plotted.”

64 Garroway, “Was Bathsheba.”

%5 Gunn, “David and Bathsheba.”

%6 See Kipfer in this volume.

67 Stone, Sex, Honor, and Power, 97.

68 Stiebert, Rape Myths, 62-65.
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FIGURE 38.4. King David Playing the Harp, Johann Zoffany, c. 1770, oil on canvas, approx. 76 x 63
cm, private collection. Image via Wikimedia Commons (public domain).

men that hinder him. This transmits an extremely dangerous message to men who read this
story uncritically.

While noting that “Biblical rape texts describe human interaction as sexually violent but
they do not prescribe it,” Scholtz suggests seeing ethically challenging biblical texts as oppor-
tunities “to examine hermeneutic assumptions, to discover the history of interpretation, and
to ponder marginalised perspectives such as those of raped victim-survivors.” However,

% Scholtz, Sacred Witness, 7.
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the problem comes with the idealization or justification of important biblical figures such as
David. As Koenig states, the “idealisation of David comes at an ethical cost.””°

Thiede insists that without a critical stance, biblical sexual violence such as we see in David
stories, where he takes wives and concubines, “legitimates today’s rape culture.” Thiede goes
on to say, “In valorising male power and accepting male aggression in biblical texts, we do
not simply condone rape cultures, we help perpetuate them.””! David’s expression of his mas-
culinity is ethically wrong within 1-2 Samuel’s narrative, but also when depicted as an ideal
by those who read and retell it.

387 Hermeneutic and Ethical Implications

On a personal note, writing this chapter has caused me to reflect on the ways I have been re-
counting David’s story to my own children. Like most parents, I usually try to limit violent
or misogynistic stories I read to them. However, I noticed that this did not apply when the
stories are biblical. And my children have noticed! When he was two years old, my son would
always ask for Bible stories, specifically the violent ones: Daniel and the lions, David and
Goliath, Revelation. He was attracted to the violent stories that he could only get in biblical
books because my passion for the Bible circumvented my normal parental screening process.

According to Exum, “retellings of the story of David and Bathsheba suggest that sex is
considered more problematic than violence in Bibles for young readers. Authors often rely
on brevity and omission of detail and circumlocution.””? Gunn and Exum also observe that
children’s Bibles seek to make David a “better man.”’®> Exum presents three interpretive dy-
namics in David stories for kids: reproduction, of the biblical text without addressing the
disturbing violent elements; omission of these problematic details; and creative adaptations.
She considers how the Harry Potter series provide complex children stories that could in-
spire us to preserve David’s ambiguity.”*

Clearly, King David’s portrayal in children’s stories can have an influence on children’s
understanding and perception of violence and sexuality, and the way they are performed by
masculine and feminine characters. This suggests that it is important in family settings but
also in religious education to critically evaluate the ways in which these themes are presented
in such stories and to provide children with a more nuanced and informed understanding of
these issues. In the case of the David and Bathsheba episode, my personal choice has been to
omit the episode when reading the David stories to my young children.

Let us return to Clines’s question: “Why do scholars so unanimously defend David and
gloss over his faults?””> He answers by positing that there is a “gender-based hero-worship”
among male scholars that identify with David in light of shared masculinity: “In brief, for
these commentators, everything questionable, distasteful, and gross about David has been
swallowed up by the modern myth of masculinity: if he is a real man, he has to be suc-
cessful.””¢ If this is the case, it may be that another approach is needed.

Towards this end, I propose to follow the provocative hermeneutic that Cavan Concannon
developed to interpret Paul’s letters. In contrast with most readings, which approach Paul’s

Koenig, “Make War Not Love,” 517.

7! Thiede, Rape Culture, 11.

72 Exum, “King Fit for a Child,” 250.

7> Gunn, “David and Bathsheba”; Exum, “King Fit for a Child.”
¢ Exum, “King Fit for a Child,” 257.

7> Clines, “David the Man,” 234.

76 Clines, “David the Man,” 237.
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sexism, racism, and exclusivism by explaining it away, Concannon compels biblical readers
to engage Paul by “staying with the shit.””” This interpretative move may also be of interest in
the case of King David. Indeed, like Paul, David has been redeemed by most of his academic
and religious interpreters as well as by many artists and faith educators. Maybe it is time to
name the disgust that comes with David’s story and stop masking what stinks. If manure can
be excellent fertilizer, it can also make us sick when consumed. Instead of sifting through
refuse to find something good in David’s stories, it is time to depict David “owning up to his
own shit” and name what is unredeemable.

David stories give life to ethically problematic gendered discourse, such as the idea that
aggression towards others is required of a successful man or that women are assumed to
be agents of temptation without any evidence. David has been uncritically adopted as a
role model for many political and religious leaders, but also for boys and fathers; his stories
have also affected women, wives, and daughters. Acknowledging the narrative violence that
permeates David’s stories and examining the gendered discourse speaks to the necessity
of taking a stand against the violence of our own culture: “In rape culture, no man rapes
alone.””® While there are many secondary male characters that contribute to the sexual vio-
lence associated with David in the biblical narratives, artists, preachers, and scholars also
have a contribution to make and need to become more aware of the ethical impact of their
interpretations: “Biblical gender violence extends beyond words on pages and ‘continue([s] to
have power in contemporary communities to sustain rape-supportive discourses.’””?

A critical approach to David’s story is not only important in order to reveal the ethical im-
pacts of our interpretations, it is also a better way to understand the books of Samuel. For ex-
ample, in a recent study of innocent blood and the bloodguilt that is associated with the David
story in the books of Samuel, Shepherd shows how violent deaths of innocent men shape the
entirety of David’s story and help readers understand the downfall of David’s dynasty.®

Just as Emanuel argues that Paul’s letters “function as intersectional sites of trauma,
contend that David’s stories (biblical and otherwise) should be studied as intersectional sites
of trauma, in order to examine the ethical effects of overlapping or intersecting social iden-
tities and related systems of oppression, domination, or discrimination. I suggest we refuse
to redeem David’s gendered and ethnocentric violence simply because it is Scripture. Why?
Because “Stories have power.”8? Storytelling reconfigures histories by weaving real and im-
agined memories. They affect us and configure our own identities, and gender studies bring
much-needed attention to the ethical effects of David’s stories. Co-opting Leonard Cohen
(and Fewell),* David’s story is, in many ways, a “broken hallelujah.”

»81 I
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