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Strophes in Peshitta Psalms? A Study of Selected
Examples
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Abstract: As the Peshitta plays an essential role in literary and textual criticism, the
literary features of the Peshitta must be examined not only from the perspective of
translation technique but also from the perspective of other factors, such as poeti-
cal devices and form. Little attention has been paid to the translation technique in
the Peshitta Psalms despite the substantial research conducted on the Peshitta. Most
studies have focused on the relationship between the Peshitta Psalms, the Hebrew
Masoretic text, and other ancient versions. Therefore, the Peshitta Psalms have yet to
be examined from the perspective of classical Syriac poetry. This study investigates
how well the Syriac translator employed poetical devices to produce strophic struc-
tures and poetic style in the psalms, with particular attention to potential approaches
to strophic structure that have not previously been explored. The paper addresses
the question of whether the Peshitta Psalms are strophic. The study indicates that
Peshitta Psalms 29, 96, 136, and 148 use strophic markers such as word repetition,
alliteration, repetition of syntactical structures, parallelism and a balanced number
of syllables and words.
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1. Introduction

As part of the Syriac translation of the Bible in the second century AD, biblical
psalms were translated into Syriac from the Hebrew text." The Syriac Bible
Peshitta (P) is presumed to be based on the pre-Masoretic Hebrew text - i.e.,
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! Thus, according to, for example, Joosten (2013: 76), Dirksen (1993: 23-25), Weitzman (1999:
1-2), Carbajosa (2008: 2). The theory that the Syriac version was not translated directly from
Hebrew but rather from a Jewish Aramaic translation was examined and eventually rejected by
Weitzman (1999: 160-162).
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unvocalized, partly unstable text .2 It is important to examine the features of
P and particularly of the Peshitta Psalms (P-Ps) not just from the perspective
of translation technique, but also from the standpoint of poetical devices and
form, since it helps to understand better the significant role P plays in textual
and literary criticism.

The translation technique in the P-Ps has received little attention despite
considerable research on the Peshitta. The first comparative study of the
Peshitta translation was conducted by F. Baethgen (1878, 1882).’ In some
cases, Baethgen claims the Syriac translator deviated from the Hebrew
Masoretic text (MT), either arbitrarily or depending on Greek texts. Then
B. Oppenheim (1891) examined Psalms 107-150.* Vogel (1951) analysed
the P-Ps more comprehensively, concluding that they are similar to the MT.
Eriksson (1989) compared only the Hebrew and Syriac texts.® Furthermore,
some short works discuss translation of the P-Ps directly or indirectly.” A
detailed analysis by Carbajosa (2008) of 61 psalms found that the Syriac trans-
lation is independent of the MT word order.® Based on the verbal systems of
Biblical Hebrew and classic Syriac and on an analysis of Psalms 73-89, Moretsi
(2019) concluded that the P-Ps were composed with a proto-Masoretic text
as a Vorlage.

This study will analyse the P-Ps through a poetological lens, seeking to
identity poetic figures, with specific attention to potential approaches to

? Haefeli 1927: 7; Gelston 1987: 192-193; Carbajosa 2008: 2

> Baethgen released two studies. One was an investigation of the Peshitta Psalms, the second

of the value for the textual criticism of the Psalter. In his works, Baethgen considers how the
Peshitta Psalms differ from the Masoretic text alone or from other ancient versions.

4

This is a brief work showing the peculiarities of the P-Ps compared with MT and Septua-
gint and Targum verse by verse. The author simply provides suggestions for each verse without
concluding the survey.

> There are two parts to this work. The first part examines the relationship between P and
MT, the second between P and Septuagint.

¢ According to Eriksson, most of the discrepancies are caused by word order, use of the waw
copula, elements that are irrelevant to accuracy, or changes in semantic content.

7 According to Carbajosa (2008: 12), there are a few works that are primarily concerned with

the influence of the Septuagint on the P-Ps (Berg 1895; Rowlands 1939; Lund 1988). Moreover,
scholars such as Zimmerman, Barnes, Weitzman, Oliver, and David have studied the P-Ps’
characteristics directly or indirectly.

8 In the first part of his study, Carbajosa discusses the morphological and syntactical discrep-

ancies between Hebrew and Syriac verses and continues the study comparing the P-Ps with the
Septuagint and the Targum.
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strophic structure, which has not been explored previously. Emphasis will be
placed on stylistic elements of the P-Ps” poetry and how the Syriac translator
employed poetic devices to achieve a poetic and strophic style. The ultimate
goal is to ascertain whether the P-Ps are strophic in nature.

The present study, which analyses the Syriac text according to the Leiden
edition, is based on classic Syriac poetic models.’ In order to understand
how the Syriac translator arranged strophes, this study firstly maps repeti-
tion, mainly word and sound repetition. Furthermore, syllable'® and word
numbers will be analysed statistically."" This study has the phenomenon of
isosyllabism as its starting point, which has been recognized by theorists as
an important feature of Syriac poetry.”” In addition, word pairs, parallelism,
syllabic balance and word meter will be considered. A selected strophe from
each of four psalms (29, 96, 136, and 148) will be examined, along with a brief
look at other strophes to confirm the results. The psalms were selected from
the corpus of hymns because they are more likely to exhibit repetition, balance
and poetic features.

®  Douayhi, Hage 1987.

' The author of this paper is fully aware of the fact that, etymologically, short vowels in

unstressed open syllables have been reduced over time (Knudsen 2015: 37). According to Beyer
(1990: 234-259), this phenomenon began during the first half of the third century, resulting in
a significant decrease in the number of syllables compared with earlier language stages within
the period of the Classical Syriac poetry in the fourth century and later. However, this study
stands by the classical vocalization and counting of syllables, hoping to gain more diachronic
insight in future studies.

"' Due to the fact that the author of this paper has not found any hint at word meter patterns

(counting words) in the previous scholarship on Syriac poetry, this study has adapted the word
counting from scholars who advocated the method, such as Kosmala (1964) for Hebrew poetry
and Margalit (1975) for Ugaritic prosody.

2 Jeannin (2009: 58-65) provides a summary of the arguments made by advocates of this

method, such as Bickell and Emerau.
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2. Selected strophic examples from the P-Ps

In the following, I will provide a short description of the structure and poetic
patterns in the first strophe of Psalm 29:"

Table 1.The strophe

la | Bring to the Lord young rams;" iaa 4 i\ adare
b | bring to the Lord praise and honour. ~ioua usar izl ahurd

2a | Bring to the Lord the honour due to his name; | m=e\ <o oz adure

b | worship the Lord in his holy court. mriant hiis izl araam

Verses 1 and 2 form a strophic unit, primarily due to the repetition of ad.~ in
cola la, b, and 2a, as well as =i=\ in the second position in all four cola. The
third verse cannot be included in the first strophe for two reasons: firstly, it has
a different syntactic structure, and secondly, it is thematically and semantically
unrelated since it belongs to the next strophe discussing “the approach of the
storm from the sea”'® Accordingly, the syntactical structure of the strophe is
similar throughout because of the use of the imperative verbs in the initial
position (ed.r ‘bring’ in 1a, b, and 2a; axaxe ‘worship’ in 2b) and the indi-
rect object 1=\ along with the preposition lameth in the second position.
In the third position, we find the direct object(s) (1a, b, 2a) or prepositional
phrase (2b). In addition, the repetition of <.~ in cola 1b and 2a emphasizes
the strophe. Hence, both synonymous parallelism and syntactical parallelism
shape the whole strophe.

The example strophe shows that the question of whether we deal here with
a tetracolon or two bicola remains open. The following analysis will reveal that
there are more reasons to evaluate the strophe as two closely connected bicola.

An important feature of the strophe is its balance of syllables and words in
the verses. Following is a table showing the words and syllables:

*  The English translations here and in the following are according to Taylor et al. (2020) but
have been modified occasionally.

14 See Taylor et al. (2020: 99): ‘young rams, lit. ‘sons of rams’ for MT 0> 72 ‘sons of gods’
Taylor’s contention is that the difference is the result of the similarity in the orthography between
the two words in Hebrew. For the MT o5& ‘gods; the Syriac translator interpreted DR ‘rams,
but it might also be a pious emendation to avoid polytheistic connotations.

15 Terrien 2003: 277.
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Table 1.1. Word and syllable counts

o g g
() — o
& > =
> = ks
=) 1%} 1%} 1)
%) %) ; 2 < L
S| 2| B 8| 8 <
522 5 5 3
> = = %) %) 197
la 4 8 7 16 | 2424142 | <iad 8 iz o
b 4 9 2424243 | Kins<a uoar i\ okl
2a 4 8 9 16 | 2424342 | oar\ Ko i) adu
b 4 7 1424242 | ;mraaos his izl asan o

Syriac translators have created an unsound quaternary strophe based on the
Syriac model strophe.'¢ This shows verses with different values.'” Another way
to express it is to say that cola represent a different number of syllables. The
number of words is balanced (4:4, 4:4) and the number of syllables is sym-
metrical (7:9, 9:7). As for bicola, there is an excellent balance between words
and syllables (8, 8 words, 16, 16 syllables).

Considering syllables per word, it seems that Syriac translators preferred
words with two syllables: this is the case for 12 of 16 words. Noticeably, every
colon in the strophe begins with the same consonant (~), except for colon 2b,
which seems to underline the phenomenon of the last unit varying in form.

In the comparison between the Hebrew original and its Syriac translation,
it becomes evident that the Syriac text adheres to the same word order as the
Hebrew text, albeit employing certain elements in a distinct manner. A notable
example of this can be observed in the utilization of two different Syriac words,
namely ~usax and «ia.w, to convey the meaning of the Hebrew word 7122
in lines 1b and 2a, thereby exerting a direct influence on the patterns of repeti-
tion within the text. Consequently, owing to this adherence to the original
word order, nearly all the features are faithfully reproduced in the Syriac
strophe.

As shown in the first example strophe, the number of words is more regular
and consistent than the number of syllables within the strophe. However, our

¢ Douayhi, Hage 1987: 81.

17" The term refers to cola in different syllable counts.
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analysis suggests that syllable and word numbers within the strophe can be
considered balanced.'®

Let us now turn to another example of a strophe from Psalm 148. The first
strophe of the psalm is as follows:

Table 2. The strophe

la | Praise the Lord from the heavens;" e o Giml auar
b | praise him in the heights. 0370 ;anay.
2a | Praise him, all his angels; smanidsn L omla smanar
b | praise him, all his armies. mhalis « omls smasar
3a | Praise him, sun and moon; ~imwa ey ,manay.
b | praise him, all the stars and light.* ~imaia hada A ,;manay.
4a | Praise him, the highest heavens, v, v ,manar.
b | the waters that are above the heavens. | < & Ls\1 was

This strophe can primarily be considered as a separate strophe because each
verse has a similar syntactical structure. This is due in particular to the rep-
etition of imperative verbs aav at the beginning of every colon except 4b.
The imperatives are accompanied by a direct object in 1a, personal suffixes
in 1b-4a, and vocatives in 2a-4b. Furthermore, not only is the word ~=e
‘heavens’ repeated four times in cola 1a, 4a (twice) and 4b, but the phrase =
~a=e creates an inclusion in cola 1a and 4b, thus making the strophe more
prominent. The intensive word repetition highlights another aspect of this
strophe: the impressive use of alliteration of = repeated twelve times and »
repeated six times within the cola. The strophe clearly consists of parallel
bicola, which are marked by word pairs == ‘heavens’ / =aiz ‘heights’ (1),
smaard= ‘his angels’ / mhalss ‘his armies’ (2), and «icmwa ese ‘sun and moon’
| <3imaua anéa ‘stars and light” (3). The repetition of M- in verse 2 and of <use.
‘heavens’ in verse 4 similarly underscores the strophe. The bicola are fully con-
nected thematically and semantically and apply synonymous and syntactical

'8 Here, it should be clarified that the term ‘balanced’ still means slight variation (+- 2
syllables).

1 The MT includes the phrase 7" 1557 ‘Hallelujah’ at the beginning and the end of the psalm;
the Syriac psalm does not include the phrase.

2 See Taylor et al. (2020: 611): for the MT’s & *2212 stars of light; the P-Ps interpret «imasa
~anaa‘the stars and light
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parallelism within the strophe. Within the Hebrew text, an analogous course
of action unfolds, characterized by the emergence of identical processes and
features, owing to the adherence of the Syriac translator to the prescribed word
order of the Hebrew source.

The numbers of syllables and words are as follows:

Table 2.1. Word and syllable counts

o g 3
O = 3
4 > =
> g S
= ) 17} )
D N R B e <
S B2 8| B <
E1 81235 %
S22 & & 97
la 4 6 7| 122424142 | < >0 il quax
b 2 5 2+3 0o ;;massayr
2a 3 6 71 15| 2+2+3 smaaiis ( amla ,;masne
b 3 8 242+4 ohalis \C\m.\a Neplatt-T 2
3a 3 7 6 13 | 2+2+2 ~inwa deav ,oncsAav
b 4 7 2414242 | <icaua anda \n ;;masnar
4a 3 7 5| 12| 24+1+2 av. ,Sav ,oncesar
b 4 7 2424142 | e o0 Li\a s

It is evident that the Syriac translator has created the strophe with the help of
bicola. The number of words (4:2, 3:3, 3:4, 3:4) and the number of syllables
(7:5,7:8, 67, 5:7) says that the structure is balanced. The number of words and
syllables in bicola is accordingly 6, 6, 7, 7 words and 12, 15, 13, 12 syllables,
demonstrating a rather coherent and balanced structure altogether.

Looking at the number of syllables in the segments, the Syriac translation
prefers words with two syllables, seen in 19 words out of 26. As can be seen,
the result is similar to the first example from Psalm 29. As reported in the latter
example, it should also be noticed that our current example strophe has the
feature in which every colon in the strophe begins with the same consonant
(=) or word, except for the last colon 4b.

The syllable and word counts reveal that the number of words tends to be
more consistent in strophes than syllable numbers, as shown earlier. Both the
number of syllables and the number of words in the strophe are balanced.
This strophe is therefore an example of the Syriac translator’s use of bicola in
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constructing strophes. The translator(s) have undertaken minimal departures
from the original text in terms of form, verse, and parallelism, thus yielding
an impression of continuity in the Syriac rendition due to the meticulous
preservation of word order. Consequently, it can be surmised that the Syriac
text upholds equivalent structural and poetic features.

A further example of a strophe can be found in Psalm 96. The first strophe
of the psalm reads as follows:

Table 3.The strophe

la | Praise the Lord (with) a new song; his Khwaneh im quar.
b | praise the Lord, all the earth. i mlas im\ asar

2a | Praise the Lord and bless his name; v\ aaina iz amny
b | declare his salvation from day to day. ciniaa nas\ pas & oiaw

3a | Relate his glory among the peoples Y nioa ashss asherd
b | and his works among all the peoples. Mot ashs o aglana

Considering the poetic unit as a strophe, it is strongly influenced by the syntac-
tic structure. The primary characteristic of cola 1a, b, and 2a is the systematic
and frequent use of the imperative verb asu=e ‘praise; followed by two direct
objects =i\ and 1) <has hwaneda, b). In cola 2b and 3a, the verbs ainw
‘declare’ and s hew ‘relate’ are accompanied by the direct object and preposi-
tional phrase (only in 3a). The repetition of Aax ‘all’ in cola 1b, 3b and ~sas
‘peoples’ in cola 3a, 3b also accentuates the strophe. Moreover, the strophe
features .« alliteration six times and repetition of the consonant » eight times
as the dominant sound. Verses 5 and 6 of the Hebrew text do not belong in
the first strophe due to their syntax being different from the verses in the first
strophe, and because these verses follow a different theme, which is “Foreign
gods do not exist”? This strophe demonstrates how the bicola benefit from a
similar theme and semantic concept to the previous strophic examples. With
slight variation, syntactic and synonymous parallelisms are adopted through-
out, only the last bicolon is elliptic, with a verb only in 3a. Upon undertaking

2 As manuscripts 10/6t1 8a19t3 10t1.2.4-6 11t1 12al 12t4.8, (Leiden edition 1980: 113) and
the syntax of previous cola use the imperative verb without waw copula, this study would prefer
not to use waw copula. In addition, this type of reading confirms the closure of the strophe
more clearly. In addition, it should be noted that the Antioch Bible does not use a waw copula
here (Taylor et al. 2020: 394).

2 Terrien 2003: 675.
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a comparative analysis between the Syriac text and its Hebrew counterpart, a
conspicuous revelation emerges, whereby all constituent elements are faith-
fully transposed from the Hebrew source to the Syriac rendition, owing to the
scrupulous adherence of the Syriac text to the prescribed Hebrew word order.
Similar to the previous strophic examples, Psalm 96 begins with a balanced
number of syllables and words, emphasizing the tendency towards balance.
Syllables and words are shown below.

Table 3.1. Word and syllable counts

> = b
[=) 173 » »
P O N R
1222 =
S22 55 &
la| 4 8 9| 17 | 242+3+2 i Khvsaneh il asar
b| 4 8 2424242 i mlaa s\ asar
2a 4 9 8| 16 | 24+2+2+2 o\ anina iz asar
b 5 8 24+1+1+143 | cuniaa mas) pas > oiaw
3a| 3 6 8| 15| 3+2+43 Min ashas ashea
b| 3 7 34242 smonhs. s  agalana

As observed in the strophic examples so far, the number of cola and syllables
suggests that the strophe is composed of bicola. Also in Psalm 96, the numbers
of syllables (9:8, 8:8, 8:7) and words (4:4, 4:5, 3:3) can be considered balanced,
even though the last bicolon tends to be shorter than usual. The same is true
for the syllable count in bicola (17, 16, 15) and word count in bicola (8, 9, 6),
where only the number of words in verse 3 is lower.

Based on the number of syllables in words, the results are similar to those
of the previously studied strophes, 15 out of 23 words having two syllables per
word. Although Psalm 96 also shows the poetic technique of initiating cola
with the same consonant (1a, 1b, 2a) and using similar syntax finalized by a
varying colon in 2b, the last bicolon 3 differs. However, since the bicolon is
distinctively marked by a copula at the beginning of both cola, the translator
seems to be aware of the poetic technique of a varying final colon and even
underlining it with a different bicolon.

In contrast to our findings above, however, perfect evidence of the prefer-
ence for more coherent and balanced word numbers than syllable numbers
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was not detected. The initial strophe of Psalm 96 shows a tendency towards a
more regular and consistent number of syllables compared to the word count.
Similarly, as observed in the preceding examples, the analysis here indicates
an appropriate balance in the number of syllables and words.

Let us examine the sixth strophe of Psalm 136 as a final example for our
strophic analysis.

Table 4. The strophe

17 | To the one struck down great smazni_pla\y waioi alsl amal
kings, for his mercies are forever.

18 | And killed powerful kings, for his | ;maswi pls\s <hivs ol N\ ooa

mercies are forever.

19 | Sihon king of the Amorites, for smamvi ala\s oy als (asam)
his mercies are forever.

20 | And Og king of Bashan, for his TS PANE R E A TGN b
mercies are forever.

On the one hand, this sixth strophe is centred on the reiteration of the word
~lsy ‘king(s)’ in verses 17-20; on the other hand, the focus is on the refrain
;ma=si s \s for his mercies are forever, which occurs at the end of each
verse and characterizes the whole psalm. Secondly, \-alliteration punctu-
ates the strophe and serves as inclusion in verses 17 and 20. Furthermore,
the strophe uses the nominal clause except for the first colon of 17 and 18,
making them not only synonymously parallel but also syntactically similar.
Through the meticulous undertaking of a comparative analysis between the
Syriac text and its Hebrew counterpart, an unmistakable revelation unfolds,
wherein each constituent element is transcribed from the Hebrew source to the
Syriac rendition, as the Syriac text dutifully conforms to the ordained Hebrew
word order. However, the sole differentiating factor lies in the versification
employed, whereby the Syriac texts, unlike their Hebrew counterpart, derive
advantage from the implementation of monocola. The question is whether the
strophic example represents a tetracolon, two bicola, four bicola, or even four
monocola. The refrain in every colon makes both a tetracolon and two bicola
unlikely. Even though the solution of two bicola would be possible from the
point of view of synonymous parallelism, and the copula at the beginning of
18 and 20 would even underline this, in the rest of the psalm, the initial copula
is rare, and generally, the bicola would be extraordinarily long. Four bicola are
supported by the Hebrew MT and the Antioch Bible, but the Leiden edition
and the following quantitative analysis will suggest four monocola.
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Throughout the strophe, there is an entirely perfect balance of words and
a well-balanced number of syllables, giving significance to the strophic form.
The number of words and syllables are shown below.

Table 4.1. Word and syllable counts

words

Words in verses
Syllables

Syllables in verses
Syllables in words

242424342 | ,;amand alala oioialsl usnl
242434342 | ,masani plaly <uivs alsh N\ooa
242444342 | ;;masani wla\s iasds als (asam)
11 |11 | 242424342 | soeamaei plala amy ks 3 asla

—
—
—
—

—
[\S)
—_
[\S}

g |ur | U |
[S2 BN, NG, RO |
—
w
—
w

The Syriac translator apparently used a strophe consisting of monocola to
shape this strophe rather than a strophe with bicola used in the previous
examples.”” The model is called unsound quaternary strophe.* The verses
demonstrate slight differences in syllable count, between 11 and 13, yet the
number of words is entirely the same throughout the strophe - i.e., 5. This
means that both the syllable and word numbers are balanced. A similar trend
was observed in other examples for the counting of syllables, resulting in less
coherent and consistent numbers than word counting. It should be noted,
however, that both syllable and word numbers are balanced in this strophe.

According to the Syriac translator, 14 out of 20 words in the strophe have
two syllables, which proves the translator’s preference for two-syllable words.
In conclusion, we have seen the same feature in all four strophic examples.
Psalm 136 also continues to exhibit the remarkable characteristic that every
colon in the strophe begins with the same consonant, except for 18. This was
the clear tendency in previous strophic examples.

#  Due to the high number of words (5) and syllables (11-13) in the strophe, the theory of
bicolon form in the psalm is also plausible. It is not our intention to change the original versi-
fication, however.

* Douayhi, Hage 1987: 81.
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All in all, strophic structures are influenced by a variety of factors, such as
repeated words, word pairs, parallelism, balanced levels of syllables and words,
and alliteration. It is also clear that there is a balanced ratio of syllables and
words within strophes, as well as a relatively even number of cola.

2.1. Psalms 29,96, 136 and 148: an overview

Now we should discuss whether the same strophic markers discussed above
could also be applied to other strophes of the same psalms. The Syriac text
of Psalm 29 as a whole can be divided into five strophes (1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7-9,
10-11).” The reasons for delimiting the first strophe in 1-2 have already been
described. The other strophes can be delimited similarly in accordance with
major strophic characteristics, including word repetition, word pairs, similar
syntax, alliteration, and word and syllable numbers. Word repetition empha-
sizes the strophes with phrases and words: .= oo ‘the voice of the Lord’ at
the beginning of cola (3a, twice in 4); =i Lord’ (3a, 3¢, twice in 4); M\ =i
~sy ‘the Lord is over the waters’ (3a, 3¢); sanvs ‘glorious’ (3b, 4); =vire ‘cedars’
(twice in 5); a=\ ‘Lebanon’ (5b, 6b); i1 mla ‘the voice of the Lord’ (at the
beginning of 7, 8a, 9a); s~  tremble’ (8a, 8b, 9a); ioxs ‘desert’ (8a, 8b); and
i ‘the Lord’ (10a, 10b, 11a, 11b). The balanced numbers of syllables and
words — another strophic technique - is seen in the third and fifth strophes,
where syllable numbers are 9:8 and 7:9 respectively; equally balanced word
numbers are 4:4 and 4:5; and the ratio of syllables is 7:8, 8:9 and of words 3:4,
4:4. In addition, similar syntax and x-alliteration are utilized in the fourth and
fifth strophes. As the last aspect of strophic marking, the use of word pairs in
the third strophe with a collection of words 1 ‘Sanir’ / a=\ ‘Lebanon; g
‘calves’ / =i ,is ‘young bulls” enhance the focus of the strophe.

Psalm 29 contains eight bicola, a tricolon (verse 3), and two monocola
(4 and 7). In general, the Syriac translator forms the poem as an unsound
mixed poem, containing four unsound quaternary strophes in the first (vv.
1-2), second (vv. 3-4), third (vv. 5-6), and fifth strophes (vv. 10-11), as well
as an unsound quinary in the fourth (vv. 7-9). All strophes except the fourth
strophes in Psalm 29 has four cola, demonstrating the appropriate balance of
strophes. The fourth strophe (vv.7-9) includes five cola and is nearly similar to
the others. The Hebrew text displays a remarkable and concomitant composi-
tional prowess by employing the first and fifth strophes, each comprising four

» For how scholars have divided the Hebrew psalm into strophes, see an overview by van der

Lugt (2006: 294-300).
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cola, alongside three strophes, each encompassing five cola. This structural
configuration not only stands as an impressive feat but also serves to create a
sense of inclusion within the text. A colon predominantly contains four words,
making it highly balanced, although occasionally there are three words. As
evidenced by the number of syllables in the strophes, the Syriac translator
used 9 and 8 syllables in each colon. Accordingly, the first, second, third, and
fourth strophes are balanced with a total of 32, 33, 33, and 32 syllables and
16,17, 17, and 15 words. Strophes and psalms show that the Syriac translator
prefers words with two syllables.

The next step is to examine Psalm 148 from an overview. There are four
strophes in Psalm 148 (1-4, 5-7, 8-12, 13-14).® We now proceed to the
remaining strophes of the Psalm using the strophic markers that have already
been explained for the first strophe. In Psalm 148, as in Psalm 29, the primary
strophic marker is word repetition, bringing more focus on strophes. The sec-
ond strophe contains a tricolon and two bicola, and the fourth contains two
tricola with repeated words: s.ax ‘to praise; =i Lord’ (5a, 7a), saax ‘to praise’
(13a, 13c, 14b), n= ‘name’ (13a, 13b), and =s ‘people’ (14a, 14c). A similar
syntactical structure is emphasized in the third strophe. Aside from allitera-
tion of s and ~, the second strophe shares a common thematic and semantic
aspect (invitation to praise). The third strophe features the same syntax and
a series of word pairs s ‘fire’/ «ais ‘hail; (8a), add ‘snow’/ wal_ frost’
(8a), ~wai ‘winds’/ As\s ‘hurricanes’ (8b), ~ia), ‘mountains’ / <= ‘hills’
(9a), wirgan alire fruit trees’/ =i ‘cedars’(9b), haus ‘animals’/ <iass ‘cattle’
(10a), xsi reptiles’/ i), birds’/ «hwia flying creatures’ (10b), s i land’/
~hase Nations’ (11a), =aoiei Nobles’/ wia judges’ (11b), «adas_ ‘young
men’/ ~x\a¥s ‘young women’ (12a), and ~as ‘0ld men’/ s ‘youth’(12b).
In the fourth strophe, a balanced structure of syllable numbers (21, 23), and
word numbers (11, 11) , the root repetition of s« © praise, to praise’ in cola
13a, 14b, and reiteration of o=« ‘his name’ in cola 13a, 13b, and =~ ‘people’
in cola 14a, 14c act as strophic markers.?”” Psalm 148 consists of eleven bicola
and three tricola (verses 5, 13, and 14).

Psalm 148 also benefits from unsound mixed poetry: it consists of two stro-
phes with four bicola in the first (vv. 1-4) and five bicola in the third strophes
(vv. 8-12), as well as an unsound mixed strophe in the second (vv. 5-7) and

% For an overview of how scholars have divided the Hebrew psalm into strophes, see again
van der Lugt (2014: 561-546).

¥ No mention of other strophes means that this feature is not considered a strophic marker
within the analysis of those strophes.
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a strophe with two tricola in the fourth strophe (vv. 13-14). Comparing the
four strophes of Psalm 148, the first, second, and fourth strophes each show
a relatively balanced number of cola. These strophes have 8, 7 and 6 cola,
respectively. Compared to the other strophes, the third strophe, with ten cola,
appears to disagree. This psalm consists primarily of three words per colon
and, occasionally, four words as the alternative within the colon. Accordingly,
the psalm is primarily composed of seven syllables. Based on the number of
words and syllables, it appears that the Syriac translator tends to compose the
poem using three words and seven syllables in each colon. As far as syllables
and words are concerned, the second and fourth strophes, with 46 and 44 syl-
lables respectively, appear to contain a balanced number of syllables. Using the
word counting method, the first and second strophes, with a total of 26 and
25, indicate that the structure is balanced. In a manner reminiscent of Psalm
29, the Syriac translator employs lexemes characterized by the presence of
bisyllabic constituents.

The next psalm is Psalm 96. This study outlines the Psalm as having six
strophes (1-3, 4-6, 7-9, 10, 11-12, 13).*® Analogous to the aforementioned
psalms, lexical repetition greatly outweighs other strophic markers. The reit-
eration of words — sav ‘glory’ (4a, 6a, 6b), J\ = for’ (at the beginning of 4a,
5a), ix\ ‘to the Lord’ (7a, 7b, 8a, 9a), and ~ia.~ ‘honour’ (7b, 8a), asm ‘to
give / ascribe’ (7a, 7b, 8a), ~=usas. ‘peoples’ (10a, 10c), and o ‘to judge’ (13a,
13b) — underscores the second, third, fourth and fifth strophes. The same syn-
tax is utilized within the third, fourth and fifth strophes, highlighting them.
Additionally, the alliteration of ~ ,= and ~ and of = and s is dominant in
the second and third strophes, respectively. In addition, there are a number
of delimitations that influence the second, fourth and fifth strophes, includ-
ing the presence of a coherent thematic and semantic concept, the presence
of word pairs, and the use of synonymous parallelism. In addition, the third
strophe, which has a balanced number of words in bicola (4:4, 4:4, 4:5), and
of syllables (8:9, 8:7, 7:8), underlines the importance of this strophic marker.

Psalm 96 is composed of eleven bicola and two tricola (verses 10 and 13).
As a parallel to the preceding psalms, the psalm also reveals unsound mixed
poetry. It is a psalm that takes advantage of strophes with bicola in the first (vv.
1-3), second (vv. 4-6), third (vv. 7-9) and two unsound quaternary strophes
in the fifth (vv. 11-12), seventh (13-14) and two unsound ternary strophes in
the fourth (v.10) and sixth strophes (v.13). The first three strophes of Psalm
96 contain six cola, and the last three strophes contain three, four, and three

#  See once again strophic divisions by van der Lugt (2014: 75-76).
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cola, indicating a certain balance. As the Syriac translator mainly uses four
words per colon, and occasionally three, the predominant word ratio per colon
is four. Furthermore, based upon the number of syllables in each strophe, it
appears that the Syriac translator has primarily used eight syllables in each
colon and occasionally seven. Consequently, the three first strophes, totalling
48, 49, and 47 syllables, and 23, 25, and 25 words, and the fourth and sixth
strophes, totalling 22 and 25 syllables, and 12 and 10 words, are properly bal-
anced. According to the Syriac translator’s preference for two syllables per
word, the majority of the segments contain two syllables.

The last psalm which will be generally examined is Psalm 136. This Psalm
is made up of eight strophes (1-3, 4-6, 7-9, 10-12, 13-16, 17-20, 21-22,
23-26).” As the sixth strophe of the psalm has already been discussed, the
remaining strophes will be studied. It is noticeable that the psalm is composed
of monocola.”® The first, second, third, fifth and seventh strophes serve as good
examples of word repetition, with aiar ‘give thanks’ (at the beginning of 1, 2,
3), =i ‘Lord’ and wal\ ‘God;, 3as ‘make’ (4, 5), )\ \a=\ for the governance’
(8,9), preposition \ (at the beginning of 13, 15, 16), aawa ‘reeds’ (13, 15), and
~ahics ‘inheritance’ (21, 22). The first, third, seventh and eighth strophes, with
their syllable numbers (11, 12, 13; 12, 13, 14; 11, 13; 11, 11, 13, 13), and word
numbers (6, 5, 6; 5, 5, 6; 5, 5; 4, 5, 6, 5), are good examples of balanced struc-
ture within the strophes. Word pairs as strophic markers can be particularly
observed in the second strophe: === ‘Heavens’ (5) / ws i ‘earth’/ s ‘waters’
(6); in the third strophe: ~i.on lights’ (7) / <ese ‘sun’ / =as. ‘day’ (8), i
‘moon’/ wasai ‘stars’/ =\ ‘night’ (9); and in the fourth strophe: <1~ ‘hands’
/ =i ‘arm’ (12). Alliteration, as another feature of strophic delimitation, can
be seen in the strophes. For the purpose of illustration, there is alliteration of
~ and ~ in the first, of \ in the third, of « in the fifth, and of = and ~ in the
eighth strophe. A number of other markers can be discerned in the first, sec-
ond, fourth, seventh and eighth strophes, including synonymous parallelism,
similar semantic and thematic content, and similar syntax.

As a whole, Psalm 136 contains 26 monocola. The text also represents an
unsound mixed poem comprising four unsound ternary strophes, including
the first (vv. 1-3), second (vv. 4-6), third (vv. 7-9), fourth (vv. 10-12), and
three unsound quaternary strophes in the fifth (vv. 13-16), sixth (vv. 17-20),
eighth (vv. 23-26), and an unsound binary strophe in seventh (vv. 21-22),
as in the above-mentioned psalm. In the first six strophes, as well as in the

»  For different strophic divisions of the Hebrew text, see van der Lugt (2014: 455-456).

% According to the Antioch Bible, this psalm contains bicola, but see our arguments above.
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eighth strophe, the psalm appears to have a balanced number of 3-4 cola. The
seventh strophe with two cola is very close to them. Considering the number
of syllables and words within the psalm, the predominant number is 11, fol-
lowed by 12; the predominant number of words is 5, which is higher than the
number in the previous psalms. Moreover, the first, second, third and fourth
strophes contain relatively similar numbers of syllables (36, 39, 39, 37), but
the sixth and eighth strophes contain 47 and 48 syllables, showing a balanced
number of syllables. On the other hand, there is a balanced structure within
the strophes, as evidenced by the total number of 16, 15, 16, 17 words in the
first, second, third and fourth strophes, and the total number of 22, 20, and 20
words in the fifth, seventh, and eighth. Syriac translators prefer to formulate
the poem with two syllables per word, as in the preceding psalms.

This study examined strophic markers that are similar to those in other
strophes. The results are consistent with the sample strophic structures. They
indicate a balanced number of words and syllables within strophes and psalms.
Although the psalms usually have a balanced syllabic ratio, their word ratio is
more regular and consistent.

As a note of clarification, the P-Ps show some poetical correspondences
with Hebrew text, including parallelism, word repetition, and strophic mark-
ers. This illustrates that the translator of the P-Ps was conversant with Hebrew
poetic devices, even though they were used differently.

3. Conclusion

A conclusion from this comparative analysis is that the four examples indicate
strophic structures in the P-Ps and suggest the strong need to examine whether
other Syriac psalms are also strophic. Further research is necessary on the P-Ps
in order to gain a better understanding of their strophic structure. Syriac psalm
strophes are marked by various poetic techniques, including word repetition,
alliteration, repetition of syntactic structures, parallelism and balanced num-
bers of syllables and words. Word repetition, parallelism and word pairs are
clearly most critical indicators / markers. A particularly striking feature is the
use of strophic closure, which can be categorized as an additional strophic
marker.* Since psalms are generally composed of strophes and cola with vary-
ing numbers of syllables and with different verse types, psalms form unsound
mixed poetry. However, despite the absence of any strictly regular metrical

' For more details on the closure, see the classic work by Watson (2009: 62-65).
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pattern or steady syllabic arrangement within strophes, a tendency towards
balance regarding the number of syllables and words and the number of cola
in each strophe can be observed often enough. The earliest period of Syriac
syllabic poetry could have been characterized by such strophic poems with
heterosyllabic metrical patterns.’” According to our findings, it is evident that
Syriac translators frequently avail themselves of a diverse spectrum encom-
passing three to four lexemes, while simultaneously exhibiting an average
syllabic count of seven to eight per individual colon. This study also confirms
that Syriac poets primarily used two-syllable words in their poetry.**
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