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The Cantillation of the Psalms
By Joshua R. Jacobson

Cantillation is the art of chanting a biblical text in the context of a synagogue service . Tradition-
al cantillation is performed by a soloist in free rhythm using an ancient system of musical motifs.
The motifs are notated in the text using a system of ekphonetic symbols, called te'amim, devised
at the Ben Asher academy in Tiberias more than 1100 years ago, and eventually universally ac-
cepted in all Jewish communities. These symbols represent more than just the musical motifs;
they also serve to indicate the proper pronunciation of each word and to punctuate the syntactic
structure of each sentence.

The te'amim are found in all twenty-four books of the Hebrew Bible, but they are
arranged differently in three of those books: Proverbs, Psalms and Job.' No one is certain why
the te’amim are different in these three books.? Perhaps it is because of the compact, epigraphic
nature of the text. Indeed, these three books, known by their acronym, n’»X 190 (standing for
D97 ,°9Wn ,a1R), are often referred to as the "poetic books."

Biblical poetry is characterized by a style known as parallelism®, and this style is most
consistently notable in the Three Books. Each verse is divided into two balanced halves or
"hemistichs," the second echoing the content and/or the structure of the first. As Prof. James
Kugel has observed, the second half of the verse often "sharpens" or expands on the idea posited
in the first half.’ To illustrate, let us examine this well-known verse from Psalm 145. 01232
Y1 0297 IRW 27981 72728, "Every day I will bless You, and I will praise Your name forever
and ever." The second hemistich takes the idea of "I will bless You" and expands it into "I will
praise Your name." Likewise, "every day" is expanded in the second hemistich into "forever and
ever."

Traditional performance practice of Psalms in many synagogues and churches is based on
this parallel structure. In this practice, known as "psalmody," the entire Psalm is treated as a
strophic composition, with the same musical pattern applied to each verse. Furthermore, each of
the two hemistichs is allotted its own unique melodic pattern, with a half cadence at the end of
the first hemistich and a full cadence at the end of the second.

The first hemistich begins with an appropriate opening pitch, the "initium," which then
rises or falls to the "running tone" ("tonus currens" or "tenor"), a pitch that is repeated as many
times as is necessary to accommodate the syllables, and then rises or falls (sometimes through a
brief melodic formula) to the "mediant" pitch, its half-cadence marking the first resting point.
The second hemistich then begins with its initium, its tonus currens and its "finalis," or full ca-
dence. This pattern is then applied to each verse of the Psalm. With some variations, this pattern

1. The book of Job comprises both poetic and prose sections. The te'amim for the concise poetic verses, 3:2-42:6,
are the same as those used for Psalms and Proverbs. The fe'amim for the narrative sections with longer verses,
1:1-3:1 and 42:7-17, are consistent with those used for the rest of the Hebrew Bible.

2. In the (pre-Tiberian) Babylonian notation system, the three books in question were punctuated no differetly
from the other twenty-one books.

3. In this article, I will refer to them as the "Three Books."

4. This same parallel sctructure also characterizes the poetry of other ancient Middle Eastern cultures, yet is absent
from Indo-European literature of the same period (Werner, "The Origin of Psalmody," Hebrew Union College
Annual 25, 1954: 331-333).

5. James Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its History, New Haven: Yale University Press,
1981: 8.
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can be seen in numerous traditional chants from both Jewish and Christian traditions, as can be

seen in the following examples.
Tone 5. a.

Mediant of 1 accent, Ending of 2 accents.

a
1 [] -~ 1
{ = H

1. Laudé-te pu-e-ri Dominum ; ¥ lauda-te n6- men Démi-ni.

9. Sit némen Démini benedictum, ¥ ex hoc nunc, et 1sque in saé-

culum.
3. A sélis 6rtu usque ad ocedsum, ¥ laudabile némen Démini.

Ex. 1. Gregorian Chant for Psalm 113 "Laudate pueri Dominum" (first three verses).’

Tonus Peregrinus,

Mediant of 1 accent with 3 preparatory Ending of 1 accent with 1 prepara-
syllables. tory syllable.
| . L
§%3 Ca | NN
0 [} | & & = LI o 1
1 e Fat 10

1. In éxi-tu Isra-elde Aegy-pto, * domus Jacob de poépu-lo barbaro :

I
L] P T

EX ] ] * | & ma a_n H’

I B Ll

2. Facta est Judaé-a sancti-ficd-#i-0 &- jus:*Isra-el pot-éstas é- jus.

£
L] &
3

Flex : palpdbunt : { And so for all the Verses.

3. Mare vidit, et flgit : * Jordanis convérsus est retrdrsum.

4. Montes exsultavérant ut arietes : * et célles sicut agni Ovium.

5. Quid est tibi mare quod fugisti? * et tu Jordanis, quia convérsus
es retrorsum?

6. Montes exsultdstis sicut arietes, * et célles sicut 4gni Gvium?

7. A facie Démini méta est térra, * a ficie Dé&i Jdcob :

8. Qui convértit pétram in stdgna aquirum, * et ripem in fontes
aquarum.

Ex. 2. Gregorian Chant for Psalm 114 "In exitu Israel."’

* Psalm 114 Lithuanian Jews
) sy Ssin N N | N i S\ amm N
B—H—D—n—HP b T —t Nttt 1
b A1 =}
P — 7 — L N e
§ =
B' weth Yis-ra- e mi-mitz-ra - yim, beth Ya‘c kov me -‘am lo - ez .
- « ~ - 7 I
Psalm 29,
4. 1 1 N - 1 i N A 1 [ e
PP A Sy N—h— 57

c

Miz - mor [‘-zﬁ-vil.ﬂa—gu a-do-naj 6'-1.@' e fim, Ha-w - do-mh-vgf va ‘¢ a{.;

Ex. 3. Lithuanian Jewish psalmody for Psalm 114 and Sephardic Oriental Jewish psalmody for
Psalm 29.°

6. Liber Usualis, Great Falls, Montana: St. Bonaventure Publication, 1997: 150.

7. Ibid., 160.
8.  Eric Werner, The Sacred Bridge, New York: Columbia University Press, 1959: 419.
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Psalm 145 Traditional
F C F
H N . | I .
L‘“"H_'L}}}‘L{}}=}{{"ii=§(j§j
D] o 3 x5 -
Ash - rei yosh - vei vei - te - cha od y-ha-01-1lu - cha se - lah Ash -
3
+ ¥ Thot
= { =
b AN S —
rei ha - am she - ka-cha lo— ash -rei ha - am-she A-do-mai e - lo -
F
hav
Ex. 4. Traditional Ashkenazic psalmody for the "Ashrei" (excerpt).’
8. Ashkenazic 'msex  Aschkenasisch
0 R
Lt ey
Lé_hu né.ra.né.no la_do - noj no.ri.o lé_tsur jis.& . nu

—

IR - T TS SIS ) Y ‘JK'*' IS5l S T i
I IR 1 1y IAY h 5,

Ng . kad . mo fo _ nov bc} - 80 - dg biz . mi_ros no . ri . a 16. ete.

Ex. 5. Ashkenazic psalmody for Psalm 95:1-2."

9. Zamru Lo, The Next Generation: Congregational Melodies for Shabbat, ed. Jeffrey Shiovitz. New York: The

Cantors Assembly, 2004: 290.

10. Abraham Z. Idelsohn, Thesaurus of Hebrew Oriental Melodies. Volume II: Songs of the Babylonian Jews.
Berlin: Benjamin: Harz, 1923: 68.
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Ex. 6. Yemenite psalmody for Psalm 29:1-5."

Another performance practice derived from parallelism is antiphony. In the performance
of Church psalmody, often the priest will chant the first hemistich and the choir will respond
with the second (see ex. 7).

Psalm 122,
The Cantor. The Choir.

L S S B

————= —a—8

= - 8 . .° i 75 "0 A
——0—& &

1. Ad te levavi 6cu-los mé- os, * qui habi-tas 2z caé- lis.

2. Ecce sicut 6culi servérum * in madnibus domindrum szérum.
3. Sicut éculi ancillae in ménibus déminae sitae : * ita dculi néstri ad
Déminum Déum néstrum, donec miseredfur nostri.

Ex. 7. Gregorian chant for Psalm 123:1-3, "Ad te levavi.""

The Talmud provides evidence of a different kind of practice in performance of the Hallel
Psalms (113-118). When an adult chants the Hallel, the congregation responds to each line with a
refrain. When a child chants Hallel, the congregation responds by repeating what the child had
just chanted." Vestiges of this practice can be found in contemporary Yemenite performance of
the Hallel. In the example below the word "halelluyah" is chanted as a congregational refrain af-
ter each phrase of Psalm 113 that is chanted by the leader.

11. Abraham Z. Idelsohn, Thesaurus of Hebrew Oriental Melodies. Volume I (1914): Songs of the Yemenite Jews.
Berlin: Benjamin Harz, 1925:13.

12. Liber Usualis, 1997:1733.
13. b. Sota 30b, Tosefia Sota 6:2, y. Sota 24b (5:4), Midrash Mekhilta Exodus 15.
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Ex. 8. Yemenite antiphonal performance practice."

The presence of a congregational refrain is attested in an ancient copy of Psalm 145
found in the Qumran caves". The doxological refrain 71 09w 1w 71121 71 12 (Blessed be God
and blessed be His Name forever and ever) has been inserted after each verse of the Psalm.

Fig. 1. Ancient copy of Psalm 145 found in Qumran Caves.'®

But psalmody is not cantillation. In the practice of cantillation a unique musical motif is
assigned to each word, while in psalmody a generalized musical outline is assigned to each
phrase. In fact, the musical realization of the te'amim for the Three Books has been almost com-
pletely lost and forgotten. Judaism ordained regulated cyclical cantillation in the synagogue of
the complete Torah, as well as selected portions of the nevi'im (haftarot), and ketuvim (Esther,
Lamentations, Song of Songs, Ruth, Ecclesiastes). But there was no corresponding tradition of

14. Reinhard Flender, Hebrew Psalmody: A Structural Investigation. Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1992, ex. 12.
("S" indicates solo; "C" indicates congregation.)

15. Psalm 145 (excerpt) from 11QPsa. (http://e-homoreligiosus.blogspot.com/2011/07/reverence-for-
tetragrammaton-in-11qps.html)

16. Psalm 145 (excerpt) from 11QPsa (loc. cit.).
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cantillating the Psalms. Psalms that were included in the liturgy were chanted in psalmody, as de-
scribed above, or using appropriate nusah, or set to new music performed by cantor, congrega-
tion or choir. Even those congregations (primarily Mizrahi) that have traditions of chanting the
complete book of Psalms, especially in times of communal trouble or illness, chant them in rapid

psalmody, rather than using the te'amim."”

Let us turn our attention now to the te'amim for the Book of Psalms. While they may at
first look strange to us, we can recognize several symbols that are familiar to us from cantillation
of other books of the Bible. It will be instructive to compare a passage from Psalm 105 that reap-

pears almost identically in 1 Chronicles.

1 Chron 16.8-22

Psalm 105:1-15

iAW1 IRTp MY 170
P9y onya WwrTin

W3 3 M TN
PNy oy WrTin

:nRY83-903 1y H-1nr 5 1w

:PNIRDDI522 I H-nr 9w

TR owWa 5%nnn
TN Wpan 17 naw

WwTp owWa 550ni
S Wpan | 3 nwy

TTRY TID WP Y MM W

TR 39 TWP3 ) M WY

MY WK PRRYD) 1T
2P0V PHAN

TWY-IWN PNIRYDI 11
PTREYR PN

T3 3P 33 TTAY SR Y

P03 2PYY 13 T3P 0N3R YN

PDOYR PIRAO2D IR M XA

ROWR PIRAO22 WIHOR I XA

17 AoR7 My 137 inma ooih Ny

T APNY NI 137 103 DRIy 1t

DI3RTY 112 WY
:PRRY? InYIav

ChRER RN ERIR
PR, YA

PhAD 3PS ATNHYN
1071 "2 YR

PR 2P aTRYn
021y M3 9870

WIDTPIN IR 77 IARY
100703 930

IWIDTPIRTIR IR 77 IDRT
:0pn7m 531

:A2 033 PRI 180R "Nn DaNhAa

3 0731 PR3 T80 "D DOP73

"13-5% *i3n 1990
10N DP-OR NYnR

"R "1 13700
DR DP-OR NRRN

DPWY? VXY MITRD
10270 D%V NN

DRWY? TR MITR7
107250 DoY N2

HYIRTOR "R YN WIROR

AP0 "R LIWRI WINON

17. Flender, Hebrew Psalmody, 95-99.
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Table 1. Verses from Psalm 105 with corresponding verses from 1 Chronicles."®

The last word of each verse in both systems is marked with the strongest disjunctive ac-
cent, ?17°0. In Chronicles, because of the shortness of the verses, the primary dichotomy is
marked with q7; in Psalms it is marked with mnx (or HmInNK).

But the rest of the fe’amim in the Psalm may look strange to us. Some words are marked
with two te'amim. Look at the word 0%y32 in the first verse, bearing both ¥°37 and w13. That
ta'am is called W3n-y27 and may be used to indicate the subdivision of a hemistich. The word
127 in the third verse has a 7977 and a vertical line that looks like P92 or 1A7737. That ta'am is the
disjunctive 1A37-727%.

There are some symbols that look out of place. The word *¥p2n in the third verse seems
to have a nn placed over the word rather than under it. That is the conjunctive »%y. Also in the
third verse, the word 1777071 has what looks like X9t but in a prepositive position. That is the
disjunctive 7.

There are some combinations that look odd. In the fourth verse the punctuation of 1/p2
:7nR 119 is at odds with what we would expect in the other books. We expect a conjunctive on
wp2 and a disjunctive on 119. In fact, R0 is a conjunctive, even though it looks like Xav. And
n1m has been transformed from a conjunctive to a disjunctive, according to one of the many
complex rules of transformation that one finds in the punctuation of the Psalms.

In verse 11 we may be surprised to see two words in a row marked with ¥°37 in the phrase
TWIDTPIRNN AN 77 K7, In the corresponding verse from Chronicles we see the expected pattern,
¥°21 followed by Xvws. But in the punctuation of the Psalms, these two words are both marked
with 9373 ¥°27, the second 9373 ¥°27 serving as a substitute for the disjunctive *77.

The rules governing the puctuation of the Three Books are quite complex, due to the nu-
merous exceptions, also known as substitutions or transformations. I will give just a few exam-
ples. In Psalm 105 we saw that the closing word of the first hemistich was always marked with
mnx, and this is the most common way to punctuate the primary dichotomy of a verse." Psalm

1:4 illustrates this punctuation: ;737 397R™ WK vH3 08 2 YU 17X

However, in longer verses in which the second hemistich comprises five or more words,
the last word of the first hemistich is marked instead with 77i" m91w.%° Psalm 123:1 illustrates this
punctuation: :2°2%32 *2WPT LY IR DXWI TR Ny Y

In some short verses, the last word of the first hemistich is marked instead with y>37.”'
Psalms 150:6 and 21:1 illustrate this punctuation: =977 7% 9930 w3 72
TP iR nang

And in a few rare cases, in which the first hemistich comprises only one word (such as
the Psalms beginning with 7™%%7 or a one-word superscription such as 7172), the main division is
marked with [72737"X718,” or 1f9. Psalms 138:1 and 30:1 illustrate this punctuation:

18. Compare also 2 Samuel 22 with Psalm 18 and Jeremiah 10 with Psalm 79.
19. manx markes the main subdivision in 2,011 (80%) of the 2,527 verses of the Psalms.

20. 791 795 marks the main subdivision in 352 (14%) of the 2,527 verses of the Psalms. This ta'am comprises two
symbols placed on one word: a &7 placed under the first letter of the stressed syllable and a 7271 placed over the
first letter of the preceding syllable.

21. y>37 markes the main subdivision in 131 (5%) of the 2,527 verses of the Psalms. This substitution will occur if
the second hemistich comprises only one word or only two short words.

22. 1An737-KR71% markes the main subdivision in only 17 of the 2,527 verses of the Psalms. This ta'am comprises two
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STV DTOR T UEY3 TR T
FTT? M3 DAY WM

Following the principle of recursive dichotomy, each hemistich is then further syntacti-
cally bisected. If the first hemistich is terminated with m3nX then w137 ¥°37 will usually be used to
subdivide the second hemistich.” (See Psalm 1:4 above.)

If the first hemistich is terminated with 773 7% instead of minX then Nk will be used to
subdivide the second hemistich. (See Psalm 123:1 above.)

But sometimes p17°0 is preceeded by two conjunctives: X0 and n3In, as in Psalm 1:6—
TARA DOYYI 7717 2°R°7X 7717 MM VT2, In this case m1In has been transformed into a disjunctive.

The complete set of rules and exceptions and substitutions is quite complex. Those wish-
ing to delve deeper could consult the excellent monographs by Wickes, Perlman, Breuer and
Yeiven.** Here we will just provide a list of the te'amim that are used to punctuate the Three
Books. Those who are familiar with the te'amim for the Twenty-one Books will notice that some
of these te'amim are identical, while others are slightly different. The conjunctive X0 resembles
the disjunctive Xv. Note that there are two forms of n2¥/5¥, one a disjunctive and one a con-
junctive. The disjunctive In7¢% is marked with a postpositive vertical line, as does the disjunc-
tive IN7¢9% used in the Twenty-one Books, even though in the latter case it has no conjunctive
equivalent. There are two forms of 9i1¥; again, one is a disjunctive and the other a conjunctive.”
The disjunctive form is distinguished by being marked as a postpositive accent, as is the disjunc-
tive &1 used in the Twenty-one Books, even though it also has no conjunctive equivalent. These
observations suggest that the punctuation of the Twenty-one Books may have developed subse-
quent to that of the Three Books.

The disjunctive accents:

nYow W v i ot A jbp a7 0T ,pa  mnR ;T A%y i
ARy R iR L IApsh TN LIy

The conjunctive accents:

2473 K070 TR ,ngvp NPWHY ,RIIR J8A0 M5y im0

symbols placed on one word: X71X placed over the first letter of the stressed syllable and a vertical line placed after
the word.
23. Using the principle of recursive dichotomy, the following verse (Psalm 111:9) would be bifurcated at the nanx,
and the first hemistich then bifurcated again at the ¥°31.

Y RN WITR AT oRivymIR /Yy mad | miTs
"He sent redemption to His people; He ordained His covenant for all time; His name is holy and awesome."
But some authors argue that such verses display a symmetrical three-part division. That viewpoint seems to be
reflected in the punctuation of the JPS translation cited above.

Sy R9IN WiTR /A2 aRivhmmix /inyh nad | ni7e

24. William Wickes, 4 Treatise of the Accentuation of the Three So-called Poetical Books of the Old Testament:
Psalms, Proverbs, and Job, 1881; Michael Perlman, Sefer tehillim mefusak al pi ta'amei ha-mikra, Tel Aviv: Zimrat,
1982; Mordecai Breuer, Ta'amei ha-mikra, Jerusalem: Horeb, 1989; Israel Yeivin, Introduction to the Tiberian
Masorah. Translated and edited by E. J. Revell, Scholars Press, 1980.

25. The conjunctive form is known as n"13%, and is combined with a second ta'am. E.g. *3y>%in (Psalm 3:8).
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This system of notation was developed at the Ben-Asher academy in Tiberias prior to the
tenth century. But while the symbols have come down to us intact, their sound, preserved only in
oral tradition, has largely disappeared.

The earliest witnesses of Psalm chanting seem to describe psalmody rather than cantilla-
tion. Augustine (354—430 CE) describes the singing of Psalms in the early churches of northern
Africa as "nearer speaking than singing."**

There are a few intriguing documents that suggest that in some Eastern Jewish communi-
ties in the middle ages, Psalms were performed not in cantillation, but with elaborate artistry.
Rabbi Petahia (late 12th century) of Regensburg, Germany kept a diary in which he recorded im-
pressions of his extensive travels. Of the Jews of Babylon he wrote,

There is a youth with a pleasant voice who sings the Psalms with his pleasant voice. On
the intermediate days of the festival they sing Psalms with musical instruments.
Moreover, they have a tradition as to which melodies [are appropriate]. They have ten
melodies for the "Asor" Psalms, and eight melodies for the "Al-Ha-sheminit" Psalms.”’

Petahia's contemporary, Benjamin of Tudela (Spain) was another world traveler who left a record
describing his encounters. He relates that Psalm tunes of levitic origin existed in the Baghdad
community circa 1170. "Rabbi Elazar ben Tsemabh is the head of the order, and he traces his
genealogy back to the prophet Samuel the Korahite. He and his brothers know to perform the
Psalms (z'mirot) in the same manner as the musicians were performing them when the Temple
was standing."*®

Ovadiah Ha-ger (born c. 1070)* was an Italian Christian priest who converted to Judaism in
1102, and eventually settled in Egypt. The earliest notation of Jewish music is attributed to his
hand. His notation of a piyyut bears a remarkable resemblance to contemporary Jewish
Psalmody, and many scholars have speculated that he may have been transcribing a traditional
Egyptian Jewish chant. Even though the lyrics of Ovadia's music are not from the Psalms, this
notation may provide us a window to an early practice of chanting that may have been used for
psalmody as well.

26. Augustine, Confessions. Tr. by Edward Bouverie Pusey. http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/augconf/aug10.htm.

03 June, 2013, 10:33.

WO LW U002 DTN DI TV DWW DIpa MRt IR LDVl DI WD whw I 27

OPIIA 7D WO IATA 9D YT .1 O1NW DP1AWR DRI LO01IA WY Oa% w0 WY DR .0ONA PR NNon
(46 TNY ,AMAWINNM 7°nNd Sw nvonn WDO)

Travels of Rabbi Petachia, A. Benisch, ed., London: Trubner & Co., 1856. HebrewBooks.org. 03 June, 2013.

AW D MATH 13]5 DOYTY 1PARY RIM O0Pa X210 SRINW 7Y 0N RIM 707 WRD X 12 TYOR "2 .28

("o MAY) .ovp WP NIAW AT 01N IR
The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela, Marcus Nathan Adler, ed., Oxford University Press, 1907; Reprint ed., New
York: Feldheim, Inc. n.d.

29. Reinhard Flender, "Parallels between the notation of Ovadiah ha-Ger and a psalmodic cantillation transmitted in
the oral tradition of the Jews of Djerba." In Giovanni-Ovadiah da Oppido, proselito, viaggiatore e musicista dell'eta
normanna: atti del convegno internazionale, Oppido Lucano, 28-30 marzo 2004, 225-230. Edited by Antonio De
Rosa and Mauro Perani. Firenze: Giuntina, 2005.
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Jeremiah 17:7

Proverbs 35,6, 13 Barukh Ha-Gever
. Ovadia Ha-Ger

ba-rukh ha - ge -  ver a-sher yiv-tah__ ba-do - nai, ve-ha - ya__ a - do - nai miv - ta - ho.

— - A A

K
D)

be-tah__ el a-do-nai______ be-khol li- be - kha, ve-el bi-na-te-kha____ al ti - sha - en.

n a) o)

w
Dj

be-khol de - ra - khe - kha da - e - hu, ve - hu ye-ya-sher—_ o - re-ho - te - kha.

ash-re___ a - dam___ ma-tsa hokh - ma, ve - a - dam ya-fik __  te - vu - na.
fa) — /_\= — o) o)
J

hi-ne ash -re__ e-nmosh_____ yo - khi-he-nu e-lo - ah, u-mu-sar__ sha-dai__ al tim - as.

Moroccan Jewish psalmody for Psalm 19:2

n o) — "N
D)
ha - sha-ma-yim me-sa-pe-rim ke -vod__ el u-ma-a-sey ya-dav ma-gid ha - ra-Kki - a.

Ex. 9. Transcription by Hanoch Avenary of Ovadia Ha-Ger "Barukh Ha-Gever" and Moroccan
psalmody for Psalm 19:1.%°

The ealiest transcription of a Hebrew Psalm chant into Western notation is found in
Grammatica Hebraica from Quadratum sapientiae, continens in se septem artes liberales
veterum by Johnnes Mader (a.k.a. Johannes Foeniseca), published in Augsburg in 1515. The first
two verses of Psalm 1 are printed with the Hebrew words running right to left and the musical
notes accomodating that directionality. We may assume the clef to designate F. The chant is ex-
tremely simple, traversing only a minor third. Each phrase begins and ends on D (see fig. 2).

30. Alfred Sendrey, The Music of the Jews in the Diaspora (up to 1800). New York: Thomas Yoseloff, 1970: 161;
Abraham Z. Idelsohn Hebraisch-orientalischer Melodienschatz. Volume V: Gesdinge der marokkanischen Juden.
Berlin: Benjamin Harz, 1929, no. 17.
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Figure 2. First two verses of Psalm 1, printed with Hebrew and music running right to left.”!

The earliest transcription of the fe'amim for a Psalm was notated in Sefer ha-niggunim by
Jacob Levi Finzi of Casale Monferrato, a book written sometime between 1605 and 1650, but
subsequently lost or destroyed (see ex. 10). What did survive is a copy made by Abraham Joseph
Solomon Graziano in 1669/1670. Graziano wrote,

With the help of God. The fe'amim of Psalms and their melody, from the manuscript of
the sage, the author J[acob] L[evi] F[inz]i, in his Sefer ha-niggunim, his transcription of
musical notes in a big book containing the order of the chant of the liturgical poems ac-
cording to the cutoms of the Holy Congregation of Ashkenazim, and according to what
he received from his rabbi the exalted leader Abraham Segre, blessed be his memory, of
Casale Monferrato, as was written by the above mentioned sage, the author of the above

mentioned book, Sefer ha-niggunim.”

31. Johannes Foeniseca (a.k.a. Mader), Quadratum sapientiae, continens in se septem artes liberales veterum.
Augsburg, 1515. http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/bsb00003168/image 6. 20 June, 2013, p. 2.
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(Israel Adler, Hebrew Notated Manuscript Sources up to circa 1840. Munich: G. Henle Verlag, 1989: 24.)
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Ex. 10. Transcription by Israel Adler of Graziano's Ta'amei tehillim.”

Note that the nomenclature of the te'amim differs from the standard. Graziano adds sever-
al interesting annotations describing the application of the te'amim.*

We have no knowledge of any further serious attempts to transcribe the cantillation of the
Psalms before the twenieth century. In his thorough study of cantillation published in 1881,
British scholar William Wickes wrote, "the Jews themselves allow that the musical value of the
accents of the three Poetical Books is altogether lost."** But in a footnote, Wickes adds, "Such is
the testimony of the European Jews. But according to Eben Sappir 55a, the Jews of Yemen have
still a particular melody for the three books." Even Sappir (1866) is a book by Jacob Saphir
(1822-1886) in which he describes his travels to Yemen, India, Egypt and Australia. He writes
that the Yemenite Jews "have a separate melody for Torah reading, a separate one for the
Prophets, a separate one for the Ketuvim, and a separate one for ta'amey emet (that were forgot-
ten by the Ashkenazim)."*®

In HOM Volume II, Songs of the Babylonian Jews, Idelsohn writes, "These three Books
[Psalms, Proverbs and Job] have notoriously an individual accentual system. ... The intonantion,
i.e. the modes of the three Books seem among the Ashkenazim to have been forgotten. On the

33. Adler, Hebrew Notated Manuscript Sources, 25. Also cited in Idelsohn HOM, vol. 6, p. 234, where it is
attributed to Abraham Sagri, 1600.
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.Adler Hebrew Notated Manuscript Sources, 25-26

35. William Wickes, 4 Treatise ... (1881), 2.

(X55) .72 (2°TDWRIN MOWIY) N'AR AYLY 727 0°21031 727 2°K°217 722 101 7707 DRPD o7 wN .36
Jacob Saphir, Even sappir (Iben Safir). Lyck: Siebert, 1866. HebrewBooks.org. 26 June, 2013.
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other hand the Babylonians as well as the Syrians and the Sephardim have preserved their
modes."”’

While Idelsohn regularly provides transcriptions of the complete "Zarqa Table" for the
cantillation of Torah, haftarah, and the megilot, for Psalm cantillation he presents his analysis of
only five of the fe'amim. (And two pages later he presents the different melodies used in the
cantillation of Job.) Idelsohn is perhaps implying that motifs are assigned only to these five dis-
junctives, and that some degree of improvization is allowed with the rest of the words, in which
case this praxis is closer to psalmody than to cantillation.

sillug atnal ‘ole wejored rébi'a mugras ;tmchuppah légarme
S TE == — Rl S S sies
g e —

Ex. 11. Motifs for the cantillation of Psalms. Idelsohn HOM, vol. 2, p. 13.

gillng  ‘ole wgjored ainah rébi'a mugras
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——

Ex. 12. Motifs for the cantillation of Job. Idelsohn HOM, vol. 2, p. 15.

Idelsohn identifies the last measure as representing the motif that is shared by what he
terms the "dynamic accents: zarqa, pazer, etc."

Idelsohn included numerous transcriptions of biblical cantillation in his monumental 7he-
saurus of Hebrew Oriental Melodies, but there are only two examples of Psalm cantillation.
Example 13 shows Babylonian Jewish cantillation from Psalm 104. Notice that Idelsohn sup-
plied the fe’amim over each word, a practice that the author consistently used for transcriptions of
cantillation. The te’amim are not supplied for other Psalm transcriptions. Some of the te'amim
align with Idelsohn's analysis cited above. But the w13 ¥°21 in verse 2 is different. The 771 79w
in verse 3 is different. p17°0 sometimes ends with A rather than B-flat.”® And Xm0 appears in four
different forms.*

37. 1delsohn HOM, vol. 2, p. 13.

38. Reinhard Flender called this practice "Versiiberlappung" (verse overlapping), and it describes the linking of the
end of one verse to the beginning of the next through alteration of the cadence pattern. (Flender, "Neue Aspekte zum
Strukturellen Zusammenhang zwischen ta'ame emet und hebraisch-orientalischer Psalmodie," in Yuval: Studies of
the Jewish Music Research Centre, Volume 5, pp. 318-355, edited by Israel Adler, et al. Jerusalem: the Magnes
Press. 1986: 344).

39. Idelsohn, Ibid., no. 183.
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Ex.13. Babylonian Jewish cantillation of Psalm 104:1-11.

In his transcription of a Sephardic Oriental Jewish performance of Psalm 1 in HOM vol-
ume 1V (1923),% Idelsohn included the only other notation of Psalm cantillation with the te'amim
written over the notes (see ex. 14). But does this indeed represent an authentic Psalm cantilla-
tion? Here again we seem to find consistency only in the performance of ?17°0 and Xnninx. Flen-
der posits that we should not analyze the cantillation of the Psalms using the same criteria by
which we observe the cantillation of the Torah, haftarot or megillot. In the first place, all non-
Ashkenazic cantillation tends to be rather free in its musical performance. In some traditions no
fixed melodies are assigned to the conjunctive te'amim. In some traditions the lesser disjunctives
all share a common melody. And all of the contemporary examples of Psalm cantillation that we
have encountered derive from non-Ashkenazic sources. Flender writes, "It is therefore a miscon-

40. Abraham Z. Idelsohn, Hebraisch-orientalischer Melodienschatz. Volume IV: Geséinge der orientalischen
Sefardim. Berlin: Benjamin Harz, 1923.
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ception to try to search for each accent its own musical motif."*' He adds that the "Oriental Jews"
who cantillate the Psalms do not conceive of the te'amim as an abstract paradigm; they do not
learn to chant the names of the fe'amim apart from the biblical text. "The realization of the poetic
accent system as it is performed by the Oriental Jews, however, does not follow such a method,
the sequence of stationary designs. It follows the principle of psalmody, by which the accents are
seen as structural indicators."*
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Ex. 14. Sephardic Oriental Jewish cantillation of Psalm 1:1-5.%

Several years ago a young man in my synagogue gave me a non-commercial CD that
contained instructions in how to chant the Psalms according to the te'amim. The CD had no label
or case. I have transcribed the spoken introduction from the recording.*

Unfortunately the Ashkenazic community and most of the Sephardi community no longer
have a mesorah for the tune of sifrei emes. Only the Syrian community retain such a
mesorah. A certain Ashkenazic kheder in Yerusholayim called Aderes Eliyohu decided
they were going to teach the children all of Tanakh including sifiei emes. One of the
children complained that they were learning the trop for all of Tanakh but not sifrei emes,
and that if a trop for sifrei emes exists somewhere the yeshiva should find it and teach it
to them. So a search was conducted. They obtained three recordings of the trop of sifrei

41. Flender, "Neue Aspekte," 327. The present author's translation.
42. Flender, "Neue Aspekte," 344. The present author's translation.
43. Idelsohn, HOM, vol. 4, no. 3.

44 In the transcription I have retained the speaker's Ashkenazic Hebrew pronunciation.
p p p
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emes from three Syrian Jews. The menahel of the kheder examined the three recordings.
The one that he felt was most accurate to the rules of the trop (something that was not
lost) was chosen to be taught. Another thing that must be mentioned is that the trop as
was taught to me doesn't sound exactly like the Syrians sing it. That's because it was an
Ashkenazi singing a Sephardi tune. It is by nature going to sound a bit different.
Therefore before you begin I need to thank Reb Yosef Silbermann shlita the menahel of
the kheder for his work in rediscovering a trop for sifrei emes that we Ashkenazim can
use.

Here is my transcription of the te’amim from this recording.
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galgal before pazer has no special melody. Just extend the pickups.

Ex. 15.

Transcription by the author of Psalm cantillation motifs.*

But one nagging question remains. Do these transcriptions of cantillation reflect an un-

broken centuries-old tradition, or do they represent a retrojection, an attempt to fill in the gaps in
order to create a consistent system? In the words of scholar Avigdor Herzog,

Although the Psalms are furnished with accents in the Masoretic texts, the question,
whether they were ever, or still are, sung according to the accents is still moot. Even the
17th-century Italian notation of accent motives for Psalms and the claims of present-day
informants that they sing according to the accents are not conclusive. Most scholars think
that the system of the accents is too sophisticated to be followed precisely or that there
was a "lost art" of Psalm cantillation. It may even be that some present day practices of
following the accents approximately are a back-formation phenomenon: since the accents
were there, it was felt that they had to be obeyed somehow and after many generations
some characteristic motives became attached to the accent-signs in coexistence with the
overall psalmodic line.*

It has been said that the Psalms have been set to music more than any other book. From

their original improvisatory creation, through splendid performances by the levitic orchestra and
choir in the ancient Jerusalem Temple, the psalmody of early churches and synagogues, the tradi-

45. Ta'amei Tehillim, as performed by the Aderes Eliyohu School in Jerusalem (adapted by Rabbi Joseph Silverman
from a Syrian tradition).

46. Avigdor Herzog, "Psalms, Book of: Musical Rendition in Jewish tradition." Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed.
Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, 2nd ed., Vol. 16, Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007. 679-683. Gale
Virtual Reference Library. Web. 25 June 2013, 681.
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tional nusah of the liturgy, impassioned performances by great hazzanim, magnificent works of
art by European and American composers, and popular contemporary congregational tunes, these
lyrics have inspired a tremendous variety of musical expression for thousands of years. The
cantillation of the Psalms, though little understood and rarely and imperfectly practiced, is yet
another manifestation of this enduring spiritual legacy.

A frequent contributor to JSM, Joshua R. Jacobson holds a Doctorate of Musical Arts from the
University of Cincinnati, is Professor of Music and Director of Choral Activities at Northeastern
University, and is Visiting Professor of Jewish Music at Hebrew College. He is also founding
director of the Zamir Chorale of Boston, and has guest-conducted the Boston Pops Orchestra,
the Bulgarian National Symphony and Chorus, the New England Conservatory Orchestra and
the Boston Lyric Opera Company. His book, Chanting the Hebrew Bible: The Art of
Cantillation (JPS), was a finalist for the National Jewish Book Award in 2002. His
article,"Jewish Music in the Italian Renaissance,” appeared in the 2013 issue of JSM.
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