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TA’AMEY HAMIKRA: A CLOSER LOOK

Jositua R, JACOBSON

What's wrong with these tunes?
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In the first example the word la-nu was changed by the composer!
to la-nu. La-numeans "o us;” fa-ni mcans “they stayed overnight.”

In the second example the same composer changed the woeds ve-
a-chal-tg and u-vey-rach-1a to ve-a-chaltaand u-vey-rach-1a. Ve-a-chal-
ta and u-vey-rach-ta mean “you shall eat” and “you shall bless;” ve-a-
chal-ta and u-vey-rach-ta mean “you ate” and “you blessed.”

In the third example we see how the careless application of nusach
1o this text changes its meaning from “He who abides for eterity, exalted
and holy is Ilis name!” to “He who abides for etemity is exalted, and holy
is 11is name!” ' :

Well, who cares aboutsuch linguistic nit-picking? and what does all

this have to do with ta’amey hamikra, anyway?
Ta'amey hamikra refers to the Jewish traditions of scriptusal
cantiliation: the system of motifs that are assigned (o the text and the

} Moshe Nathansen
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graphic symbols that represent those motifs. The iree i’ii?iiﬁiins o
ta'amey hamikra are (1) to enbance the aesthetic guality of public reaémg

by providing the texts with melodies, (2) w0 indicate the qy!labic stress of A
each word? and (3) to clarify the syntactical sense by parsing each Verse. g

As Jewish music professionals, we are most often concernied with
the first two funclions: how to chant the Torah, the haftarot and the
megiliot with appropriate allocation of the motifs.

According to traditional Jewish practice, one is obliged to be
scrupulous about prorunciation when reading scripturein public. Haba'al
k’riyah makes an error in cantitlation that results in a change of meaning,
he is to be interrupted, the correct reading is to be pointed out and heis
repeat the phrase with the correction.

The Shulchan Aruch, a sixteenth-century code of Jewish law
compiled by Joseph Caro in Venice, stipulates:

Ini the first place, the reader is obligated to read with
ahsolutcly correct te"amim and pronunciation, so that he
docs not confuse voiced schwa with unvoiced schwa and so
that he knows which letiers take daggesh.... [f he makes an
error in the reading, even in the pronunciation of a single
letter, hie is obliged to repeat it and pronounce it correctly

'The Mishnah Berurah, a nineteenth century commentary on the
Shudchan Aruch by the Chafetz Chayyim, elaborates on this passage.

If the reader makes an error in the melody of the
i¢’ amim, and that error results inachange in the sense of the
text (for example, if he chanted a word with a conjunictive
ta"am in place of a disjunctive la'amy), he is obliged to repeat
{the phrase].4

tUnfortunaiely, many of those who are scrupuious about observing
the correct word stress ‘in cantiflation are not always as careful when
chanting the liturgy and singing hymns. As we saw in the first two
examples cited above, a change in a word’s stress can change 4 word's

2 Most te"amim (except the prepositive, postpositive and interlogic signs)
indicate where-in the word we should sing the “body of the trope” (fo borrow
Prof. Binder's term). Those who are confused about where to place the proper
stress on words which have prepositive and postpositive tropes should consult
the Koren editions of the Bible. The editors have consistently adhered to the
policy of placing a secondary tropal sign on the stressed syllable of any word in
which the trope falls on an snstressed syllable.

3 Shulchan Aruch. Orach Chayyim, §142 (the present author's translation}.

4 Mr?imak Berurah, Orach Chayyim, §142 (the present author's transiation).
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meaning. Example four shows Louis Lewandowski’s well-known setting
of the verses included in the zichronot portion of the Rosh [laShanah
service:
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Ezek. 16:60

Note the differenice in accentuation of the word ot In the verse
from Jeremiah, the word is za-char-ti, “] remembered.” But in the verse
from Ezekiel the word appears with “vav consecutive” (onw n) as ve-za-
char-ti, “Lshall remember;” the accent has shilied and the tense is changed.
Was {ewandowski aware of this distinction when he composed his
setting 1

Exampie 4: Two excerpls from Zacharti Lach by Lewandowski.
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5 reatize that it is tremendonsty difficult to impose new rhythm on a hymn that
the congregation has been singing in its own way for years (althoagh [ confiess |
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Ta'amey hamikra also Function as an elaborate system of punctua-
tion, indicating the placement of major and minor pavses in (he reading,
as well as groupings of words which are 10 be syntactically connected,
Every word in scripture is marked with a masoretic accent, or “ta’am.”
Te'aimim are either conjunctive or disjunctive. A conjunctive ta'am
indicates that the word is joined in meaning to the word which immediately
foliows. Adisjunctive ta’am indicates asyntactic separation following the
word. The masoretes instituted the te’amim as a means of elarifying the
meaning of the sacred texis at a time when the Jewish people were no
tonger fluent in the use of the Hebrew language.

Without punctuation, a verse could be open o more than one
interpretation. For example, this short verse from Gen. 24:34, 1y m
o orar could be read in any of three ways: '

(1) with a disjunctive accent on ay: _

A servant said, “L am Abraham.” Y238 D728 AR NN
(2) with a disjunctive accent on g :

Abrahain’s servant said, “Itis1.” IR ODIIK 129 NN
(3) with a disjunctive accent on ey

He said, “Fam Abraham’sservant.” 238 D28 1D Y KN
The third version is the masoretic punctuation,

Another verse from the same chapter serves tefurther iflustrate the
point. Observe this phrase from Gen. 24:65.

The servant satd, “fic is my master.”, I8 RN QPN PRN

One who is careless about the to’amim, making the “insigaificant”
error of confusing a mer'cha (a conjunclive ’am) with a tipcha (a
disjunctive ta’am), might easily pervert the sensc of this verse, rendering
it: ‘

[Te said, “the scrvant is my master.” 2 IR™RITI380 NN
Another interesting example is this enigmatic verse from 1Sam.
3:3. ‘ '

am one of those noisy congregants who swims against the tide, bellowing out
the courect pronunciation of ba-ruch, no-deh and a-rah in En Kelohenu), OQutof
respect for the composer's ideas and in the interest of correet performance
practice, Freject the idea of changing “wrong™ text rhythuns in the clagsical
compositions of Lewandowski and others. Would one consider correcting the
playfully “incorrect” text rhythins in Stravinsky's Symphony of Psalins or
Pouiene’s Gloria? However, there is no excuse for incorrect pronunciation in
thythmically free nusach. And, furthermore, composers of the liturgy need to
be scrupuious in the pre-compositional practice of ascertaining the correct
pronunciation of the text sbout to be sct.
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Al first glance we might translate this verse as “The famp of the
Lord had not yet gone out, and Samucel was sleeping in the Tempie of the
Lord where the ark of God was.”® However, the masoretic interpretation
is quite different, and takes into account the fact that the young Samuet
would never have been allowed o sleep in the sancwary. The ta’am
etnachta on the word ao¢ indicates the main dividing point in the verse.
The phrase ending with the einachia must therefore be treated as a
parenthetical phrase. The adverbial phrase “in the Temple...” modifies
“gone oul,” not “slecping. . .

19 DYR ﬁcg;;*m:; 328 Hrmes 39 op wnby M
o Saliyip
“The tamp of the Lord bad not yet gone out (while Samucl was sleeping)
in the Temple of the Lord where the ark of God was.”

Attimes animproper inflection in the reading canlead to s heretical
interpretation.  In Isaiah 6:2 we encounter the following four words:
" S o™INY DB . Connecting the fast two words 49 ‘:::pn
wotld result in the unacceptable translation, “Seraphim are standing
above Him."” [saiah’s vision surely would not have allowed any creatures
to appear superior to the Deity. The masoretic interpretation places the
disjunctive ta’am pashta on the word Sunn, separating it syntactically
from the word 12: 12 DYRN 1D 0Y OB, “Seraphim are standing
on high for {10 serve] Him."

In the liturgy for the High Holidays we frequently cucounter the
phrase: ‘T1RY2 RPN, In chanting this phrase, should we pause after
the first woird or after the second word? According to the masoretic
interpretation, the latier would be inore cosrect. The source of this phrase
is Exod. 34:5. ) Dlg'.‘; R7pM D Y 23N 13a NN
*“The Lorp came down in a cloud: He stood with him [Moses] there, and
proclaimed the name Loro.™7 According to fbn zra, ‘N is the subjectof
the verb R"?P"’; God uttered His own name to teach Moses how to invoke
Him.8

6 Note that this is how the verse is tanslated in the new JPS Tanakh (Philadcl-
hia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985).
Tanakh. ‘
& Note that in this case Rashi disregards the masorctes and follows instead the
Targum, interpreting the subject of wyn as Moses.
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. Contrast this verse with Genesis 12:8,
men brena b o b o n nhn odn ;:m:m
"‘! Dtt?ﬁ &“XP"? 'Tl"‘i" n:atfa i }:5’1 m':ra win
JHere the cezz}unaivc (" am mer'cha on the word ov3 zmimlcs Wit the
word is in construct forin (8" michut), implying that Abram is calling “in
the name of the Lord.” The disjunctive @ am tipcha on the word xp
causes a daggesh (o appear in the first letter of pwa,
Another commonly misrcad verse is the quote from Jeremiah 3111 1
which we chant in the ma’ariv service ‘}5&1'1 2‘39"”5‘\& an|Te
SR PN 2L, “Tor the Lord will ransom jacab and redec him from
one (oo Strong for him.” ‘The ta’am tipcha indicates a siight pausc after the
word n , while the mer'cha on pm indicates that it is connected
syntacticatty to the word uon. “The common practice of pausing between
prr and nmn contradicts the sense of the text.
In the Torah service, we oflen hear the fourth verse from Psalm 34
chanted as:

Lixampic 4
ﬁé‘ﬁﬁmﬁw Beml FeE==

Ga-de - ln - ﬁmhem_ i~ B e - $0 TR <ip-nm..,.... yau.hdaw

Butobserve the biblicaltext: Y NG ANNITNMOR ?1'7 "1‘?"}23
The presence of a disjunctive ta’am on the word monma niight suggest the
fotlowing alicration?:

Example 5

i i

(la-de¢ -~ #t la-doshem.. ¥ - 8 G- - ro- e 13A ahe o R0 YACHHARY.

Note that Sulzer'soriginat setting of the textshows that he wasduite
sensitive (o the correct accentuation and phrasing.

9 Note that the te’ amim for the book of Psalms are different from those of the
twenty-one prose books.
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Example 6, Salomon Sulzer, Gad'lu
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Ga-de- lu fa-doshers i - & u-ne-to-me- mo shee-mo  yach. dov,

We would also do well to follow more closely Sulzer’s original
setting of the “Yehalelu” from the Shabbat Torah service. From an
examination of the te’amim? we observe that there should be aslight pause
afier (not before) the word ww.

DY PINTAY ST 72 S0 i A odng b
“Let them praise the name of the Lord for His name is sublime—Flis alone.”

Example 7: Salomon Sulzer, Yehalelu
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Up until this point the emphasis has been on demonstrating how the
te'amim can serve as a gaide to the correct pronunciation of individual
words and the proper inflection of verses. But we can also reverse the
process. By applying the principle of “cnmmuons dichotomy” %6 a verse
of scripture we can analyze the sentence structure and thereby predict the
ta’am for each word,

Let us examine a simple verse: s 133 wm rnxe ner vam
“His wife looked back and she became a pillar of salt.” (Gen. 19:26)

The main syntactic division of the verse separates the two predi-
cates vam and

? Note that the e’ amim for the book of Psalms are different from those of the
twenty-one prose books.

0 Continuous dichotomy refers 1o the process of dividing a scriptural verse
into two paits according to the syntactical structure, then further subdividing
each part into two smaller parts, and continuing until the smatiest indivisible
syntactic unit is reached. While this process was probably originally derived
from the paratlel structure of Biblical poetry, it was later applied to the prose
books as welf.
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ln‘m 0 *nm‘ ' VI PR vam

Each of the two halves of the verse ¢an then be further subdivided.
According to one of the basic rules of syntactic subdivision, a phrase that
begins with a verb is subdivided before its final complement. !

PIIRA i mexR vam
modifier  subject verb

In the second half of the verse we apply the principle that two words
in construct state must remain together as a syntactic unit. Since 3w and
ton must remain together, the division must come before the word 2w,

In’m 3*330m
cmpound noun vetb

Now (hat we have successfully parsed the verse down to its smallest
possible units, we next insert the te’amim appropriate to each syntactic
position. The disjunciive ta’am marking the last word in a vesse is siluk.

‘ n‘,,m x| l YIRS | NOR  bam

The disjunctive ta’am marking the last word in the first balf of a
verse is etnachia,

f n‘:n n*xxmlﬁ*nrjgm NUR vnmi

The disjunctive ta'am marking the next subdivision is tipcha.

I noM 20 WIW’BQ&QDBWR vam

The conjunctive ta’am “serving” tipcha is mer'cha.

A complement (r'wn) can be subject, object or modificr.
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The conjunctive ta’am serving siluk is also mee cha.

o v FAm o fnds vam

The verse s now fully accented.
Let us examine a slightly more complex verse.
AONARRD LHOS oY mo o uYT XY YON Maph urn o wrna MR o
“We have brought in our hands other mouies with which 1o buy food: we

do not know who put the money in our bags.” (Gen. 43:22

The primary dichotomy separates the {wo predicates nrw and
’3?*‘. t

WOARRG MB0D BT °n YT x‘:% l’v:m 3ITY WD WTH TR )

In the first hatf, we mark the primary subdivision before the final
compiement.

Sar w3 W MR
modifier modifiar verb  subject

We can now sub-divide the inner phrase; the dichotomy is before
the predicate,

T }3“1"1'!11; R ooy

modifier verb  subject

The second half of the verse subdivides before the compound
compiement.

WRANNART NDOD 0w il uyr XB

objact varb
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The objectitseif isa phrase which further subdivides before its final
complement,

fummnm] unoD DT M
modifier  object verb

We now apply the te’amim according to the hierarchical structure
of the parsed verse. The final word of the verse is marked with the

disjunctive siluk, and the final word of the first half of the verse is marked
with the disjunctive etnachta.

l:‘il‘f}hﬂ?}g& 'uzm pw n ]mm' x> l":k‘""&;ﬁ‘} l}rv:: W

In the first half-verse we mark the last word of the first sub- cimsian
with the disjunctive tipcha.

e oo

|
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The last word in a phrase which is subordinate to tipcha is marked
with the subordinate disjunctive, t'vir.

I:%J’Qhﬂ?;g:;: [umm o n | e

We can now mark the conjunctives which “serve” the disjfunctives,
Before tipcha—mer’cha,

‘::315"1;;?‘?!1:3:; wis | R e

, APDIRRD| usos aw » oy &

oy fom wyn o )

Before t'vir, since there are two intervening unstressed syliables—
darga. '

’ APRhEES] w0y 0w o juwr K lbgg“wg';lum [ ans o

The second half-verse is accented in a similar fashion. The final
phrase before siluk must end with the disjunctive, tipcha.
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The first subdivision, since it is on 4 higher level than tpcha, must
be the disjunctive, zakef,

b3 s | o)
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The conjunctive which serves tipcha is mer’cha,

5::4"*7:@54 PR xmm] N MO

The conjunctive which serves zakef is munach.

5@3‘%@@‘:’ WY WA )

The verse is now fully accented.
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With knowledge of the rules of parsing scripture and of the
hierarchy of the te'amim, one can apply this method o any verse in the
Bible. Although this procedure may seem complex when revealed in such
a cursory fashion, a practiced reader studying the subject with a step-by-
step approach can become rather proficient,

Regrettably, this method of analysis is not well known outside of
Israet, where it is taught to young children in many schools. The benefits
of this knowledge to a ba'al k'riyah should be obvious. The ability (0
predict patterns of te’amim can greatly facilitate the process of what often
seems to be rote memorization. The introduction of this method of analysis
into the curricuium of our day schools and Hebrew high schools could
potentiatly improve the students’ ability to understand the Hebrew Bible
and could even increase the number of skilled ba'aley k'riyah in the next
generation, Ta'amey hamikra does not have to be taught as a purcly

~ musical pre-confirmationexercise. Itcanand should beintegrated intothe
curriculum of Bible study.

Unfortunately, there are no textbooks in English that adequately
treat this subject, Binder's text is an excelient resource but is Hmited to
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musical interpretationof the motifs.'2 Cantor Samuel Rosenbaum’s books
on Torah and Haftarah chanting reflect an earnest attempt to present the
techniques of cantillation in a logical manner, but contain a number of
errors.!3 Pinchas Spiro has a sound pedagogical approach, but his bock is
riddled with inconsistencies. 14 Maurice Gellis and Dennis Gribetz’s book
presents many grammatical rules which are extremely helpful to the ba'al
K'riyah.} Yet none of these authors explains the relationship of the
te’ amim to the grammatical structure.

Solomon Rosowsky’s revered tome!6 is many things. It is an
extremely thorough treatise on every possible permutation of the ta'amey
hamikra as they would appear in Westemn notation, It even presents a
method for cantillating the Bible inSwedish translation. While Rosowsky
does deal with grammatical aspects of the te’amim, he does so primarily
from the antiquated concept of the “chain of command” (emperors, kings,
dukes, and so forth). There is no attempt to correlate the te'amim to
grammatical parsing of the text,

The best (and only) book on the subject in the English ianguage
remains William Wickes’ Treatise onthe Accentuation ofthe Prose Books
of the Old Testament, available now in a reprint edition.!” Wickes gives
a thorough explanation of the refationship of te’amim to the syntax,
including the rules for parsing scriptural verse. Buthis book isbetter snited
to scholars than to young students,

In Isract, many scholars have delved into the complex functions of
the te’ amim. Rabbi Mordecai Broyer has writtena thorough explication of
the subjectinhis Ta’amey HaMikra '8 'There is one author, however, who,
until his untimely death last year, stood alone in his single-minded
dedication and his ability to present the complexity of ta’amey hamikra in
a clear and understandable way, Michael Perlman, of K’ vutsat Yavach,

2 Abraham Binder, Biblical Chant. (NY: Sacred Music Press, 1959).

13 Samuel Rosenbavm, A Guide to Torah Chanting and A Guide 1o Haftarah
Chanting. (New York: Ktav Publishing, 1973).

14 pinchas Spiro, Haftarah Chanting. (New York:The Board of Jewish
Fducation, 1964).

15 Morris Gellis, and Dennis Gribetz, The Glory of Torah Reading.  vevised
1983 ed. ( Jerscy City: MLP. Press, 1982).

16 Solomon Rosowsky, The Cantillation of the Bible. {New York: The
Reconstructionist Press, 1957).

7 William Wickes, Two Treatises on the Accentuation of the Old Testament.
2vols. 1881-1887. {reprint ed., New York: Ktav Publishers, 1970).

18 Mordecai Broyer, Ta'amei HaMikra. (Jerusalem: 1982, Reprint ed.
Jerusalem: Chorev, 1989),
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had written more than tweaty books on this subject. His seven-volume
Dapim LeLimud Ta’amey HaMikra 12 presents the subject in a serics of
fully-explained graduated lessons, withexercises for the studentat theend
of each lesson. His six-volume Chug LeTa'amey HaMikra 29 is a
collection of lectures on various topics related 10 cantifiation, including
fascinating parshanut based on the te¢’amim, FHe has also initialed a scries
displaying the text of the Bible grammatically parsed with his owii system
of analytical symbols. Always concemed with the practical application of
his work, Mr. Perlman has issued pamphiets for the shaliach isibbur which
display liturgical texts with the parsing symbols, a tremendous boon 0
those who are concemed with the correct rendering of the prayers.?!

* * *

This article represents an attempt to stimulate interest in an area of
study which is largely unknown in this country and to raise the banner for
correct pronunciation and inflection of the sacred texts. Many performers
are extremely carefil about consulting an authoritative ur-text score in
order to discover a composer’s oniginal intentions regarding the notation,
phrasing and articulation of a particular passage; yet these sarrfe musicians
are ignoramt of the phrasing and articulation of the text of a Biblical
passage. i

If we betieve that Hebrew isalanguage meant to be understoad, not
merely a gobbledygook of meaningless sounds to be spun o, then we
must make every effort to speak and chant the language correctly, Would
we respect a professional actor who constantly mispronounces words,
destroys syntax and evidences only a minimal understanding of a script?
Certainly we, as Jewish music professionals, shouid hold o the same
standards in both performance and eaching.

The fact that most congregants can’t tell the difference should not
be a determining factor. ww nnx n 1w v1. Acknowledgement of the

19 Michael Perlman, Dapim LeLimud Ta’amei HaMikra.' 7 vols. {Jerusa-
lem: HaMachon HaYisra'elt LeMusikah Datit, 1962).

20 Michael Perlman, Chug LeTa'amey HaMikra. 6 vols. (Tel Aviv: Zimrat,
1971}

2} To my knowledge, there has been only onc attempt to translate Mr.
Perlman's work into English. Alan Smith, a student of Periman’s, has put
together a booklet entitled, Removing the Mystery from Ta'amey HaMikra, &
lucid and entertaining introduction 1o the subject. Copies may be obtained
directly from Mr. Smith at 27 Bet Zayit, Harey Yehudah, 90815, Israci.
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Divine Presence demands that our public prayers and reading of scripture
be formulated in the ancient sacred language. We now have the opportu-
nity and the sacred obligation to lead our communities with this know-
edge.
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