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METRICAL VERSE IN THE PSALMS

Morris Halle

About fifteen years ago, John McCarthy and I noticed that psalm 137 was
composed in accordance with a syllable-counting metrical scheme that is quite
similar to that used in many of the modern Romance languages, and we
published this observation in Halle and McCarthy, 1981. In the years that
have elapsed since, I have continued to study metrical properties of biblical
poetry, and [ have found a number of additional texts in the Old Testament
that are composed in accordance with the same metrical scheme as psalm
137. In addition to psalms 54 and 23, which I discuss below, these metrical
texts are psalms 2, 24 and 114, the curse of Lamek (Gen. 4, 25-24), and one
of the prophecies of Amos (3, 3-8). I have little doubt that there are
additional texts in the Old Testament that are composed with the same
syllable-counting metrical scheme, but [ have not succeeded in finding them.

‘My metrical analyses of the texts just mentioned except those of psalms 2 and

24 were published in Halle, 1989. Since the latter paper was written well
over a decade ago, I have had occasion to revise somewhat my analyses of
these texts.' I believe, moreover, that I have discovered several further
properties of these texts that, if correct, shed provocative light on a number
of peripheral topics, such as the influence of Greek models on Hebrew
poetry, the use of numerological devices in the Old Testament and, last and
most speculative, the date of composition of psalm 137.

"lam grateful to Elan Dresher and Robert Hoberman for general advice, to Alan
Prince for a suggestion about a numerological aspect of psalm 137, and t0 Israel
Shahak for critical remarks on realistic vs. ideal representation of objects in classical
art. The papers of David N. Freedman (see Freedman, 1980), and especially his study
of the structure of psalm 137 provided the original impetus for my study of biblical
versification. I am indebted to Professor Freedman also for his kindness in discussing
with me by letter most of the matters addressed below. None of the above necessarily
shares any of my views, and | alone bear responsibility for errors or other
inadequacies in the paper.
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INDIA AND BEYOND
1. ON THE NATURE OF METRICAL VERSE

Metrical verse is distinguished from prose in that it obeys special .conditiopg
on word sequences above and beyond those that sequences in prose texts must
obey.? Some of the additional conditions are illustrated in example (1),

1 2 3 45 67 x
(1)  Lives of great men do remind (us),
1 2 34 5 6 7
We can make our lives sublime,
1 234 5 67 x
And departing leave behind (us,)
1 2 3 45 6 17
Footprints on the sands of time.

Thus, if we stop the count with the last siressed mw:mzn,mz the line, then as
shown above all lines in (1) consist of seven syllables.®> Moreover, the
stresses by and large fall on the odd-numbered syllables. And each of lines
ends with a syllable (or syllable sequence) that rimes: i.e. (sub)lime - time;
(re)mind us- (be)hind us.

1 Poems with a different metre are composed by placing different numerical
restrictions on the lines. Thus, in (2) each line consists of ten syllables, the
stresses fall on even-numbered syllables, and the lines do not rime.

1 23 45 678910
(2) It little matters that an idle king,
12 3 4 56 7 89 10
By this still hearth, among these barren crags,
Maiched with an aged wife, I mete and dole
Unequal laws unto a savage race,
That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.

The .&micc:oz of stresses in the line is clearly an important factor in
English metrical verse and in the poetic traditions of many other languages,
but there are numerous poetic traditions that disregard the placement of
stresses  and are based exclusively on syllable counting. Such purely
wv;_mc_n-oocsssm metres are employed in the Japanese haiku, in the major
verse forms of Polish, Italian, Spanish, French, and - as noted above - in
some of the poetry of the Old Testament.

To get some feeling for what poets do when they write syllable counting
VErse We examine the well-known lines by Verlaine in (3).
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3)

De la musique avant toute chose

Et pour cela préfere I'Impair

Plus vague et plus soluble dans 1'air,
Sans rien en lui qui pése ou qui pose.

Music above everything,

And for this prefer the uneven
Vaguer and more soluble in air
With nothing in it that weighs
and that counts.

In standard French pronunciation the reduced schwa vowel, which is
represented by the letter e in the French orthography, is not pronounced in
a great many contexts, most notably not at the end of a polysyllabic word.
In French grammars this vowel is often referred to as e-rmuer ‘mute e'. Thus,
in (3) the words musique, ioute, chose, prefere, vague, soluble, pése, pose
all end with a ‘mute ¢’ that is not pronounced. If we now count the syllables
that are actually pronounced we find there are eight such syllables in the first
three lines and nine in the fourth.

12 34 56 7 8
De la musique avant toute chose,
1 2 34 56 7 8
Et pour cela préfere |'Ilmpair
1 2 3 4 56 7 8
Plus vague et plus soluble dans |'air,
1 23 4 5 6 7 89

Sans rien en lui qui pese ou qui pose.

This is a somewhat irregular and implausible distribution of line lengths in
this kind of lyric poem. It suggests that there is something wrong in our way
of counting syllables. In fact, we can readily regularize the line lengths by
assuming that for purposes of French metrics not all e-muets count equally.
Specifically, as books on French versification standardly tell us, for metrical
purposes a word final e-muer counts when followed by a consonant, but not
otherwise. Hence in the first stanza of (3) the e-ruer in route, préfere,
soluble counts, but not in musique, chose, vague, pése, pose. As a result, the
number of metrical syllables in the first three lines of (3) increases from eight
to nine, and the stanza is now made up of lines of equal length. To obtain
this result, however, we must admit that the rules of French metrics are
based not on the facts of pronunciation directly, but on the essentially
non-phonetic principle stated just above. To support further the proposition
that the rule for counting metrical syllables is not directly based on French
pronunciation I cite the lines in (4), which are taken from scene iv, act 1 of
Moliére's play Tarwuffe. At this point in the play there is a series of
exchanges between the character Orgon, and his wife’s maid, Dorine.
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4)
12 345 6 7 8
O. Et Tartuffe? D. Tartuffe? Il se porte a merveille, 233
12 3 45 6 78
O. Le pauvre homme! D. Le soir, elle et un grand dégodt, 235

12 3 4 5 6 78 9
O. Et Tartuffe? D. Il soupa, lui tout seul, devant elle, 239
12 3456 738

O. Le pauvre homme! D. La nuit se passa toute entiére 241
12 3 4 5 6 78
O. Et Tartuffe? D. Pressé d’un sommeil agréable, 245
123 45 67 8 9
O. Le pauvre homme! D. A la fin, par nos raisons gagnée, 249
1234567 89
O. Et Tartuffe? D. 1l reprit courage comme il EE..- 251
12 345 6 78
O. Le pauvre homme! D. Tout deux se portent bien enfin, 256

Like most French classical plavs of the seventeenth century, Tartuffe is
composed in the Alexandrin metre. For present purposes we can say simply
that a line in this metre consists of twelve syllables.* Each of the eight
exchanges in (4) begins with Orgon saying either Er Tariuffe? ‘And
HBA.:Q%. or Le pauvre homme! ‘The poor fellow!" This is 3:0?8 by
Dorine’s response, which makes up the rest of the line. Notice now that both
of O.nmoz,m phrases end with an e-muer, which, as we know, is metrically
E:v_mco.cw it counts if followed by a consonant, but not otherwise. In the
m:wmnE instance, whether or not Orgon’s mute e counts metrically will
epend on whether Dorine’s response begins with a consonant or with a
vowel. Specifically, Orgon’s Er Tartuffe? and Le pauvre homme! will count
as ncwaa.-mv;_mgo if Dorine’s response begins with a consonant, but as tri-
w\wwwnm if her response begins with a vowel. By the same token, since
m:ocao w _,nomwo:mn in lines 239, NA.P 251 begins with a vowel, the response
begins €.n9 syllables long, and since in the other five lines her response
@) boer, 1 ; a oosmocE.F. the response must be 8 syllables long. As shown in
b & of these predictions are correct.

mﬁ_mcmw»wE% of Oam,os,m phrases above I said that they must ‘count as tri-
moB“Em:MM: er :.:E be pronounced as a tri-syllabic sequence’. I used this
2 fact o n to canm out clearly that ,.S_m: we are dealing with here cannot be
Know 5:@35:92.5? m.o~ at En point of uttering his words, Orgon cannot
ether Dorine will begin her response with a vowel or a consonant
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and cannot therefore know whether to pronounce the e-muer that ends his

response.
In sum, we have in (4) an inside joke that is likely to have been noticed

only by a few of Moliére’s fellow actors, and perhaps by one or two literary
critics. We turn next to the metrical verse in the Bible, where, as I shall try
1o show, ‘inside jokes’ similar to those just examined can be found.

2. ON SYLLABLE COUNTING VERSE IN THE BIBLE

As remarked above, in Halle and McCarthy, 1981 and other papers, it has
been argued that certain poetic texts of the Old Testament are composed in
a syllable counting metre that is similar to that of French. Like French,
Hebrew has reduced vowels - i.e. schwas - which I have represented in the
transcriptions below with the capital letter E. Like in French, the schwas
count for purposes of metre only in certain contexts but not elsewhere. In the
transcription of the biblical texts below the uncounted schwas have been
omitted. The conditions under which vowels are counted for metrical

purposes are detailed in (5).

®)

Vowels following the last stress are not counted.

Secondary Hdrépim are omitied; thus, instead of Massoretic ?a9alé ‘1
shall ascend’ we read ?a9lé.

The schwa is omitted in ‘doubly open’ syllables of the form
VC, G,V where C, and C, are not identical. We therefore read
2omrim ‘say’ (pl.) and bin?6t ‘in pastures’ rather than ?omErim and
binE?61. 1f the consonants flanking the schwa are identical, the schwa
counts metrically; i.e. we read [EsérEray ‘to my enemies’ rather than
IEsorray.

The pataH associated with word final gutturals is omitted. We
therefore read koH ‘strength’ rather than koaH.

Massoretic  yErasalaim and YME,E} is read systematically as

yErisalem and yahweh.

ii.

iil.

Like in English and in French, the syllable count in biblical verse stops with
the last stressed syllable: the syllables that follow the last stress are not
counted and have therefore been enclosed in parentheses.
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2.1. METRICAL ANALYSIS OF PSALM 54

As an example consider vv. 3-9 of psalm 54 given in (6).°

/ original poem, and I shall assume that the psal
 seven lines long. Below we shall see a modicu

(6)

2&16him bESimka hodi9e(ni) 9 God, save me by thy name

ibigbiratka tEding(ni) 8 and judge me by thy strength.

7¢16him 3Ema9 tEpillatt 9 God, hear my prayer,

ha?zina 1E?imré-pi 7, give ear to the sayings of my
mouth.

ki zarim gamu 9alay 7 For strangers have risen against
me,

wE9aricim biq$i nap3i 8 and oppressors seek my soul:

16? $§ami ?€lohim 1Enegdam 9 they have not set God before
them. e

seld Selah.

hinné ?€16him 96z€r li 8 Behold, God is my helper,

74doniy bEsomké napsi 8 the Lord is with them that

) uphold my soul:

yasib hara9 |EsorEray 8 he shall return evil to my
enemies,

c.mwBEmWM hacmitém 7 cut them off in thy truth.

cmsamww %ezbEHa-1lak 7 Freely I will sacrifice unto thee

?0de §Simka yahweh ki-Tob 8 I shall praise thy name, o Lord,

o for it is good
ki mikkol cara hiccila(ni) 8 for he has delivered me out of
X all trouble.

(db?oybay ra?ta 9éni) 7 (and to my enemies my eye has

seen)

,Ez.u psalm is composed of two stanzas that are separated by the word Selah,
EEow is a Hebrew word whose exact translation is a matter of dispute, but
i:o.u appears to be used as an exclamation like Amen. The first stanza
consists of seven lines whereas the second seems to have eight lines.
However, the eighth line is somewhat problematical. The King James version
:mbm_m.ﬁm it ‘and mine eye hath seen his desire upon mine enemies’,
mmwnﬁwﬂnmd&n text by E.wanim mwn phrase \:..h desire that is not in the Hebrew
mcmwow:& etter translation is ‘My eye ;::. gloat over my enemies’, as
eliminates ﬂmu me Robert IovonBN.S. But 5.962 of .Sn two modifications
g e mvEm” and unmotivated shift E.m:EnQ matter. 1 proposeé

at this line was added by a later editor and is not part of the
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m consists of two stanzas each
m of additional motivation for

this proposal.

That psalm 54 was subject to later editing is almost certain. It is generally

i supposed that the psalter is composed of five separate collections. The

divisions between the collections are marked by the appearance of the
formula

barik yahweh ?€lohé yiéra?el méha9slam wE9ad ha96lam ?amen
wE?ameén
Blessed be Yahweh God of Israel for ever and ever Amen and Amen’

which appears in this form at the end of ps. 41, and in somewhat modified
form, after pss. 72, 89 and 106. That pss. 41,72 represent a separate
collection from the rest is made even more likely by two further facts. First,
among the texts in Ppss. 41-72 there are three passages that appear with
slightly varied readings elsewhere im-thoagitsmbooies. | have listed these

duplicated texts in (7).

ps. 14 ps. 57:8-12 + ps. 60:7-14 = ps. 108
ps. 40:14-18

(7) ps.53
ps. 70

1

separate collections

The hypothesis that our text of the Psalms consists of five
¢ same poems were

provides a plausible explanation for these duplications: th
chosen for inclusion in more than one collection.
Moreover, as the article on the Psalms in the fourtee

the Encyclopedia Britannica states:

nth (1928) edition of

We have clear evidence of other editorial work in the overwhelming
predominance of the name ‘Elohim’ for God in Psalms xlii-lxxxii as
compared with the personal name “Yahweh' (the occurrences are 200:43;
in psalms 1-xli 15:272); this is confirmed by the fact that Ps. xiv .

appears as Ps. liii, with its fourfold “Yahweh’ changed into ‘Elohim’ (so

also Ps. xI, 13-17 and Ixx).°®

Since the psalms included in Book Two thus underwent important editing it
, is not implausible that the Jast line in (6) is a later emendation that was not
in the original text, and that the original text consisted of two stanzas each

seven lines long.
We now turn to the syllable count of the lines. In the text given in (6) the
(8), where that

of the first syllable is noticeably different from that of the second.
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(8) 9897789 8887788

ta9rok 1Epanay $ulHan

neged corEray

dissanta baddemen ro?3i

ko6si rEwaya

?ak Tob waHesed yirdEpii(ni)

You prepare a table before me

In front of my enemies,

You have anointed my head with oil
My cup is full.

Only goodness and mercy shall
pursue me

At this point the fact mentioned in the quoted passage that part of the editing
that psalm 54 has undergone consisted of replacing yahweh by 2élohim
becomes important. It tells us that not all occurrences of ?élohim need 1o
have been in the original text; at least some of them could be replacements
of the original yahweh. I propose that this is the case in lines 1, 3 and 7 of wo~-wm8m.mm§w.,\ All the days of my life,
hau &fav. As a result the three lines in the first that were nine syllables long are wEyasabti bEbét-yahweh And T shall dwell in Yahweh’s
' now shortened to eight syllables. The emended text will then have instead of house

(8) the line length distribution below

8887788 8887788

With these emendations psalm 54 consists of two identjcal stanzas composed
in syllable counting metre. 1 also draw attention to the fact that the total
number of syllables in each stanza adds up to 54 = 3% 18, a number which,
in the light of what follows, may not be altogether accidental.

2.2. GEMATRIA IN PSALM 23

Another syllable-counting poem is the famous psalm 23 ‘The Lord is my
shepherd’. The Hebrew text and a somewhat modernized translation of the
King James text is given in (9).

%
yahweh r69i 16? ?eHsar Yahweh is my shepherd, I shall not
want,
bin?6t dege? yarbicé(ni) He makes me lie down on grassy
pastures,

9al-mé mEniHo6t yEnahlé(ni) He leads me beside still walters,
napsi yE3obéb He restores my soul,

YanHeni bEma9gElé-ce(deq) He leads me into paths of
righteousness

For the sake of his name.

Though I waik through the valley of
the shadow of death

I shall fear no evil,

IEma9an §Emo
gam ki-?elek bEgé-calma(wet)

16221137 ra0a
For you are with me.

Your rod and your staff
They comfort me,

w.m,..v»:m 9::«5&
w_,U.H,mwm umis9anté(ka)
bemma yEnaHmi(ni)
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IE?0rek yamim To the end of the days.

I have emended the official (Massoretic) text in two places. In the last line
of the first stanza I have replaced the ra9 ‘evil’, whose grammatical gender
is masculine, by its feminine counterpart ra?4. In the penultimate line of the
poem, I have replaced the MT wEgabri ‘1 returned’ with wEyasabti ‘1
dwelled, sat’, which fits better not only metrically, but also semantically, and
which has also been adopted by many other writers.

The line lengths of the poem are then as given in (10).

(10) 77858585 675 75858585

As shown in (10) the poem is readily sub-divided into two eight-line stanzas
separated by a three-line stanza. The two eight-line stanzas consist of three
couplets of an 8-syllable line paired with a line of § syllables preceded by a
*couplet that is composed of two 7-syllable lines in the opening stanza, and of
a7- and a 5-syllable line in the closing stanza. We shall return to these facts
below.

Bazak, 1987 has suggested that psalm 23 has a covert structure somewhat
paralleling that of Moliére's Tartuffe passage (4). In order to appreciate
Professor Bazak's proposal it is necessary to recall that the Hebrew letters
standardly serve as numerals. For example, in the Jewish calendar the present
year 5755 <since the creation of the world (= 1994/95 CE) > is designated
by the letter sequence taw $in nun heh, which respectively stand for 400 +
300 + 50 + 5 and add up to 755. (The millennia are usually omitted.)

Letter sequences representing certain numbers make up recognizable
words. For example, 14 is represented by the letter sequence yod daler,
which stands for the Hebrew word ydd ‘hand’. Following this procedure we
should expect the following integer 15 1o be represented by the letter
sequence yod heh. This letter sequence, however, stands for yah, one of the
appelations of Yahweh. Since there is a tabu on using the name of Yahweh,
the number 15 is represented not with the letter sequence yod heh, but with
the letters Ter waw i.e. 9 + 6.
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The fact that letters also serve to represent numbers has led 1o certaip
numbers being replaced by words whose letter sequence has the same value,
Thus, the word for ‘dog’ keleb has the numerical value of 20 + 30 + 2 =
52,7 and 1 recall my father telling me on his fifty-second birthday that he had
now reached a ‘dog’s age’. My father was thus referring to a number by
means of a word whose letters add up to the number.

The reverse of this procedure is even more widely used: a number is used
as a kind of code to refer to a word whose letters add up to the number in
question. The latter type of numerology has a very ancient history. According
to the Encyclopaedia Judaica (‘Gematria’) its first use ‘occurs in an
inscription of the Assyrian king Sargon II (727-707 BCE), which states that
the king built the wall of Khorsabad 16,283 cubits long to correspond to the
numerical value of <the letters in> his name’.

This type of numerology was explicitly recognized also as a valid principle
of exegesis in the Mishnah (R. ?eli9ezer b. Yosi HaggElili. second century
CE). ‘According to this (principle) words with identical numerical value can
be substituted for one another’ (Dornseiff, 1925, p. 95). An example
commonly quoted is the Talmud's interpretation of Genesis 14:14, which
reports that Abram armed 318 of his servants to fight against the Kings who
had captured his kinsman Lot. The Talmud explains that in fact Abram only
sent his retainer named éli9ezer into battle and justifies this assertion with

reference to the fact that the numerical value of the letters that make up the

name ?éli9ezer is 318; i.e. that 318 is a code for ?éli%zer. " Z!

Bazak points out that the text of psalm 23 is 55 words long. He no es that
if we divide these 55 words into 26 + 3 + 26, the poem will then consist of
two large stanzas separated by a line of three words, which in translation
reads ‘For you are with me’ (cf. (9).). This division, as Bazak notes, has the
effect of highlighting the 3-word line ‘For you are with me’. This is highly
plausible since the line epitomizes the ideological basis of the poem: the
author’s faith in God. More important for what follows, Bazak remarks that
the word beginning the poem is yahweh, whose numerical equivalent is 26,
and argues that this explains the division of the poem into two 26-word
sequences separated by a 3-word sequence.

I believe that Bazak's lead can be pursued even somewhat further with
results that are at least suggestive. Examining the stanzaic organization in (9),
We see that the total number of syllables in the first stanza is 53 = 2 x 26 +
1 Whereas the last stanza is 51 = 2 x 26 - 1. The middle stanza contains 18
syllables.

We know that the number 26 is a code for yahweh. The number 18 is an
€qually well known code, it stands for Hay, which is a form of the stem
Meaning ‘life’ or ‘be alive’.* Thus, ps. 23 can be viewed as encoding the
Message
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Yahweh Yahweh Hay Yahweh Yahweh

a cheer of the sort that was heard at a visit of a pope 10 France, where the
crowd is reported to have spontaneously shouted ‘vive Dieu!" (H.

Cartier-Bresson The Decisive Moment.)

It will be recalled that in the discussion of ps. 54 it was noted that each
stanza was composed of 54 or 3 x 18 syllables. If 18 is the code for vivar!
«cheers!” then 3 x 18 is the equivalent of '3 cheers’.

2.3. GEOMETRY AND GEMATRIA IN PSALM 137

[ conclude with a discussion of the formal properties of psalm 137, which,
if 1 am correct, include not only numerological devices quite similar to those
of psalms 23 and 54, but also additional covert features of a rather surprising
kind. The text of the psalm is given in (11). The text reproduced below is
essentially identical with that published in Halle and McCarthy, 1981.

(11)
9al nEharot bEbabel 7 By the rivers of Babylon
§am yasabni gam baki(nd) 7 There we sat and wept
bEzokrént ?et ciyyon 7 As we remembered Zion.
9al-9arabim bEtoka 7 By laurels in its midst
talinG kinnoroté(nu) 7 We hung up our harps.
ki §am SE?elu(nu) 5 For there they asked of us,
$0bénu dibre-3ir 6 Our captors, words of song,
wEtolalént simHa 7 And those who mocked us,
rejoicing:
$ird 1and misdsir ciyyon 8 ‘Sing for us of Zion's song.’
7€k nasir ?et-§iré-yahweh 8 How can we sing Yahweh'’s songs
9al ?admat nékar 5 On alien soil?
?im-?e3kaHék yErisalem 8 If I forget thee, Jerusalem,
tiskaH yEmini 5 May my right arm wither.
tidbaq-1E$6ni 1EHikki 8 May my tongue stick to my palate
2im-16? ?ezkEré(ki) 5 1f 1 remember thee not,
7im-16? ?a9le yErisalem 8 If 1 fail to ascend to Jerusalem
9al ro?s simHati 5 As my chief joy.
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zEkor yahweh libné-?€dom 8 Remember, Yahweh, to Edom’s
sons

7et yEmé yErusalém 7 The days of Jerusalem,

ha?6mrim 9ari 9a(ri) 6 Who say: ‘Strip bare, stri

*9ad hayyEsod bah 5 To its very mo_wuam:ou_._._v -
bat-babel had$Edida 7 Daughter of Babylon, the doomed
2airé SeyyESallem-lak 7 Happy he who renders you .
gEmulek $eggamalt la(nu) 7 The payment you paid us

7airé 3eyy0?HEéz wEnippéc 8 Happy he who grasps and wgna
9olalayik ?el-hassa(la9) 7 Your babes upon the cliff. °

The psalm is thus made up of five stanzas in a chiastic arrangement:
ABCBA. The first and fifth stanzas consist each of five lines that with oEw
exception are all 7 syllables long. The second and foeurth stanzas are made u
of four lines that increase in length in the second stanza and decrease %,
length in the fourth: 5-6-7-8 vs. 8-7-6-5. Finally the middle, third stanza is
composed of four couplets of two lines each, of which one is 8 and the other
5 syllables long. I have summarized these findings in (12).

(12) 77777 5678 85858585 8765 77787

I conjecture, following a suggestion made to me by John Hollander, that the
extra syllable in the last stanza is an irregularity introduced by Ea. poet on
purpose, reflecting his belief that only God can create a perfect thing and that
all things made by men must therefore be imperfect.

In addition to the symmetries already noted, to which we return below, the
poem Ea a number of numerical properties that rather resemble those =~:&
.mc0<m in psalm 23. First, the total number of lines in the poem is 26, which
it will be recalled, is the code number for yahweh. The syllable 8E.: in Em
three innermost stanzas is 26 + (52 = 2 x 26) + 26 = 104. Disregarding
m:n extra syllable in the last stanza the total number of syllables in the poem
is :u.r which equals 18 + 156. We already know that 18 is the code for the
blessing Hay - ‘vivat!’ 156 is the sum of the letters of the word cywn ‘Zion'.
These numbers therefore encode the message ‘long live Zion!"®
| The H.EEGS 174 may also be analysed as 34 + 140. 34 is the sum of the
etters in the word bbl ‘Babylon’. If this is correct then 140 must encode
some curse, but unfortunately I have been unable to find a plausible biblical
curse word whose letters add up to 140.

Im.ﬂuoo mwﬂo«&:m does not nﬁ.ﬁ:ﬂ all formal properties of psalm 137. In
e o 7, I posed the question as to the motivation of the verse lengths in
poem. Why would a poet choose to assemble lines with such odd
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umerical properties? One part of the answer was given above: the numbers .
& sere chosen for numerological reasons. A second part of the answer might
found, 1 suggested, in the graphic interpretation (13) of the metrical

X X X X X X
XXXXX XX X X X X XX XXXXX
XXXXX XXX X X X X XXX XXXXX
XXXXX  XXXX XX XX XX XX XXXX XXXXX
XXXXX XXXX XX XX XX XX XXXX XXXXX
XXXXX  XXXX XX XX XX XX XXXX  XXXXX
XXXXX' XXXX XX XX XX XX 'XXXX ' KXXXX

i

s

In (13) each column of X's represents the metrical syllables in a line of the
poem. Fhe poem has been rotated through an angle of ninety degrees so that
the seven X’s of the first column in (13) represent the seven syllables that
compose the first-line of the poem; the seven X's of the second column stand
for the seven syllables of the second line, etc. In Halle, 1987 I conjectured
that the graphic shape (13) represents a building with two wings, a sloping
roof and a fagade with columns, and I speculated that it might be the Temple
in Jerusalem. We return to this speculation below.

‘Pattern poems’; i.e. poems whose graphic shape represents a physical
object, were known already in classical antiquity. The direct antecedents of
‘pattern poems’ were formulas of Orphic magic of classical Greek antiquity
‘whose graphic shape imitated specific objects. Most frequent among them
are instances of wings ..." (Wojaczek, 1969, p. 60) Subsequently the idea
was adopted by the poets of the so-called Bucolic group, of whom the best
known is Theocritus, (c. 310-250 BC). The technical term for such poems in
Greek literature was fechnopaignia. This word means ‘playful creations in
which the art of the poet is shown off ... . Often these poems were called
simply paignia; i.e. literary jokes (literarische Scherze)’ (Wojaczek, 1969,
p. 56).

In view of the existence of the formulas of Orphic magic whose graphic
shape imitated the shape of particular objects there is no reason to suppose
that the Bucolic poets borrowed the idea of composing pattern poems from
a Jewish source, especially since except for psalm 137 no Hebrew pattern
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poems from that time has been found. That, on the other hand, the Greek
poems should have provided a model for a Jewish poet is fully to be expected
in view of the tremendous Greek cultural influence over all peoples living in
the area that was (to be) occupied by the Roman empire, and this included
the Jews, both in Palestine and elsewhere, both before and after the
Maccabean uprising. '

For matters under discussion here perhaps the most striking of all is the
statement in the Palestinian Talmud quoted by Rosén, 1979, p. 47.

(14) Four languages are appropriate for the world’s use: the language of the
foreigners (/9z) for poetry, the language of the Roman for combat, the
swrsy for lamentation, and the Hebrew (9bry) language for conversation.
(SoTa 21cl4).

Rosen comments: ‘That “the language of the fareigners™ to be used for
poetry is Greek, has never been in doubt, if only because Greek is not
otherwise mentioned and it is clear that it should have been.’ We thus have
it on the authority of the Talmud that Greek was at one time the language of
poetry for Jews. In light of this it should hardly be surprising to find a
Hebrew poem - i.e. ps. 137 - imitating a Greek model.

As I noted in Halle, 1989 additional corroborative evidence for the
suggestion that ps. 137 represents the Temple in Jerusalem is provided by the
existence of coins with representations of the fagade of the Temple. One such
coin has been reproduced in (15) and it shows a fagcade made up of four
.columns. It is not far-fetched to suppose that each of the four columns is
represented by the 8-syllable line in each of the four couplets that constitute
the central portion of the psalm.

(15)

The coin in (15), reproduced from Williamson 1894, is a silver tetradrachm
Struck by the organizers of the Bar Kokhba uprising between 132-135 CE.
Several thousand specimens of this tetradrachm have been found. Many
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ildi in is that
the facade of the building shown on the coin 1s
oy Ssn Romans; ¢.g. Muehsam, 1966 and

1984, the author of the definitive study of the
It, is somewhat less Sawo:n»‘r ‘In AD 132
the Temple was only a memory, H.v_,.” a BMMENMM_ Mnmww,om”ﬂﬂwcwb“ WMW
al i mple stood again. The rebels . A
M“MMHH_%%M ~no M_,ovumﬁn with their new tetradrachm design & M“M nvw_mk”
of the Temple to be re-erected in the ?::.o. a plan that 8:\%”: e
their memory of the old Temple or to their dream of a new Temple.’ (p.

- emphasis supplied).

writers have assu
of the Temple destroyed by
Avi-Yonah, 1968. Mildenberg,
coinage of the Bar Kokhba revo

(16)

i 1882 a fourth century (CE) gold glass

fragment of a Jewish drinking cup that was found Mﬂ ﬁwwmﬂ%:oﬂngw_mmww
. ; . . can.

Pietro and Marcellino in Rome and is now in e
i i i tion of the Temple 1s that 1t

especially interesting to us about this nnmamnns ;

mcanmﬁm%Ea each of the six 8-syllable lines in Soavmamsl mm_wwmu.vs .Mw:h.mw

i i s O 5

for an actual pillar in the Temple. In the wor

fragment .m?nm a bird's eye view of the .ﬂ.,oac_n surrounded by the

Tabernacle curtains (Exodus 26). The mm.EoEmQ in :

of Solomon with the two pillars, Jachin .Ea Boas, on ei

7:21)." Rossi, the scholar who first described the .m_mmm frag L

that ‘the glass reproduces in a summary and very imperfect fashion a p

In (16) I have reproduced from Ross
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or model of the Jerusalen: temple preserved by the Jews afier the destrucijgp
of the holy city and represented i accordance witn the memorijes ang
traditions of their ancestors. Thar it was nop altogether imaginary (faniasiigye)
is shown by the two isolaied columns and their position relative (o the
building, for we never find these shown in this wav in the representations of
the temple that is furnished 10 us by ancient Christian ar .. - (p. 153).

The pattern in (13) therefore reproduces salient fearures of the Tempje
found also on the Bar Kokhba coins and on the Vatican giass. In al] of Sms
we find a fagcade with four columns. Moreover, if we assume tha: each of tpe
six eight-syllable lines in the psalm Tepresents a column, ther both the psalm
and the Vatican glass fragment show- the two additional columns tha: were
originally in Solomon's Temple.

Since the Bar Kokhba coins and the Vatican glass are DOSIerior 1¢ the
destruction of the second Temple it is mos: probable tha: e represen;
features of the second Temple. We recal] thai the w:“@, Tempie was aestroveg
by the Babylonians in 586 BC. Upon the return from the Babyvloniar exjje
SEVEDty vears later. the second Temple was constructed. bu: becapse ol the
difficult conditions that prevailed a: the time the feconstruciec Tempie wac
a rather ‘unpretentious building” (Encvclopaedic Judaice. empie’ anc
remained such for manv ceniuries. | 1s unlikely 10 have hac i & Sm.n:_,:nw:_
four-column porico presentar the representations undes o.._muu&_on-zna.

Concerning the structure representec in the glass fragmen: 16 Ross; 1882
Wrolte thai ‘even admitting tha: these (1wo) famous coiumns were ereciec pv
Solomon ... our glass represents them as they were in the temple o° Heroc".
(eémphasis suppliec. p. 148). Thus. if the structure representec ir u.mm:vn 137
Is the same as that depicted on the glass fragment. then psaim 137 .Rcﬁnmw::
.Inaon_,m Temple. This would date the COmposIlor. of ps. 137 afier 19 BC.
1.e. after Herod's reconstructior: of the Temple got under wav. Such a late
a.m:m of composition for the psalm. however, goes counter 10 generallv held
Views. The fact tha psalm 137 is included in the Psalm Scrol] of OC.BBB
Cave 1] (Sanders, 1965) would not of itself cut the ground out from under
the Proposed late dating of the psalm, since many of the Qumran documents
are of the first century CE and even later. More problematic, perhaps, is the
fact thar Psalm 137 is included in the Septuagint, which s generally held 1o
:m<.n been produced before Herod's time. In view of the greai no::u._nd? of
the issue the date of composition of psalm 137 musi be Jef; open here.,
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Notes .

1. Halle, 1989 unfortunately contains a number of typographical errors of which

the most important are corrected herewith:

p. 112: replace the two lines above ex. (4) reading ‘Since there ... to read” with

‘] have emended the second line of couplet IV to read’.

p. 112: in the second line below ex. (4), replace ‘seven’ with ‘eight’.

p. 112: in the third and fourth lines below ex. (4), delete ‘and in the fourth

couplet the second line has 10 syllables.”

p. 118: in the last line of the quoted text insert ‘roar’ afier ‘the forest'.

p. 119: in the quoted text move the three lines ‘wEiterep ?én 16 .. . if he have

taken nothing?’ to the top of the page.

For a general treatment of poetic metre, see Halle and Keyser, 1980.

Parentheses enclose the syllables after the last stress in the verse. These

syllables are extra-metrical, do not count for metrical purposes.

4. See also Halle and Keyser, 1980, where the passage in (4) was first analysed.

S. Thave omitted vv. 1-2, because these are clearly introductory remarks in prose.
They read in the King James Version: ‘To the chief musician on neginoth
maschil, a psalm of David when the Ziphim came and said to Saul: ‘Doth not
David hide himself with us?"’ I have enclosed the last line of the psalm in
parentheses for reasons to be detailed below.

6. The Britannica follows the verse numbering of the King James Version,
whereas in (7) I use the verse numbering of the Biblia Hebraica Stungartensia.
This accounts for the difference in the reference to the verses of ps. 40 in (7)
and in the quoted passage.

7.  Since the vowels of this word are not represented in the Hebrew orthography,
only the consonants are taken into account.

w N
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The significance of the number 18 is further highlighted by the fact that the
prayer that is ‘the core and main element of each of the prescribed daily
services' of the Jewish liturgy is ‘known popularly among Ashkenazim as
Shemoneh-Esreh (‘Eighteen’) because of the 18 benedictions which it originally
comprised.’ (Quotations from the article ‘Amidah’ in the Encyclopaedia
Judaica).

Mark Aronoff has pointed out to me that 156 is also 6 x 26 (=yhwh), but I
think my guess above is to be preferred.

Indications of the extent of this influence are provided not only by the fact that
the Gospels were writien in Greek, but also by such additional facts as that in
Palestine, of 168 grave inscriptions of this period 114 are exclusively in Greek,
that some of the letters from leaders of the Bar Kokhba rebellion found in the
Qumran caves are in Greek, that Jews widely adopted Greek names, so that
even rabbis had names such as Alexander, Antigonus, Pappus, Symmachus,
Tarphon, etc. (For additional information see Encyclopaedia Judaica, articles
‘Hellenism’; ‘Greek and Latin Languages, Rabbinical Knowledge of",
‘Symbolism, Jewish (in the Greco-Roman Period)" and also Bickerman, 1989.)
1 am indebted to Mrs. Robert Hoberman for drawing my attention to this

material.
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