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Abstract

The wealth of publications on matters relating to Old Testament poetry is witness to the fact that 
this subject has become a focal point in Old Testament studies. In this paper, an overview of 
contemporary publications is given. The basic issues, both on the level of poetic theory and 
practical application, are pointed out. A tendency towards a comprehensive literary approach is 
definitely present and should be encouraged. Only when a poem is analysed on all levels and by 
all means, will the richness of its meaning be appreciated.

1 . Introduction

It can safely be stated that the analysis of poetry became one of the focal points in Old 
Testament studies during the past decade. The wealth of publications is a witness to 
this fact.
The aim of this study is neither to analyse any of these publications in detail, nor to 
elaborate on the history of research in this field, but simply to point out some of the 
basic issues in contemporary exegesis and discuss some of the problem areas yet 
unsolved.

2. A constant flow of publications

Over the past decade a constant flow of publications on the subject of the analysis of 
Old Testament poetry has appeared. These can be divided into two categories. Some 
publications elaborated on methodological issues, others on the practical analysis of 
the poetic corpus.

2.1 Publications on methodological matters

Collins' study on syntactic patterns in Hebrew poetry may be taken as point of departure 
in the discussion of recent publications^. According to Collins two basic approaches 
characterised studies on Old Testament poetry up to the publication of his book. On 
the one hand it was believed that a clear metrical principle constitutes the essence of 
Hebrew poetry. On the other hand the occurrence of parallelisms was regarded as the 
most striking phenomenon of Hebrew poetry. Collins propagated the theory that the 
grammatical and syntactic structure of poetic lines according to certain basic patterns 
constitute the essence of Hebrew poetry'*.
Since 1978 a vast number of publications on this subject appeared. In 1979 Geller

64 ISSN 0257-8891 = SKRIF EN KERK Jrg 12 (1) 1991



discussed the nature and function of parallelism in Old Testament poetry®. 1980 saw 
the publication of several articles of Freedman®. He paid special attention to the nature 
of Hebrew metre. In the same year O'Connor’s study on the structure of Hebrew verse^ 
as well as Van der Lugt's analysis of strophic structures in the Psalms were published. 
In 1981 Kugel’s book on the nature of parallelism in Hebrew poetry® followed. In 1984 
Watson's book on Biblical Hebrew poetry^° was published. Watson analysed and 
described virtually every aspect of Biblical poetry. The same year saw the publication 
of Krasovec's study of antithetic structures in Biblical Hebrew poetry^ ^. A lter’s study of 
Hebrew poetry followed in 1985^^. He gave a comprehensive analysis of parallelism 
as poetic device. There are many points of contact between his book and Kugel's. The 
metre of Hebrew verse was the subject of Van Grol's study which appeared in 1986^^. 
fvlany of the new trends in research on Hebrew poetry were touched upon in a volume 
of essays edited by Follis, which appeared in 1987^'’ . In 1962 Alonso Schokel published 
a study on Hebrew poetry. A revised and enlarged edition appeared in 1988^^ In this 
book, he gave a comprehensive analysis of various characteristics of Hebrew poetry. 
In the same year a number of essays by various Dutch scholars from the Theoloqical 
School in Kampen were published, with Van der Meer and De Moor as editors ®. It 
contained the results of research done by a research team on Hebrew poetics.
In the South African context, this flow of publications did not pass by unnoticed. In 
various publications Burden paid attention to the theory of Hebrew poetics^^. In 1989 
Nel discussed the problem areas in research on Hebrew poetry at length^® and made 
valuable remarks on shortcomings in contemporary studies. In the same year Cloete 
discussed the problems and nature of Hebrew rhythmics in great detail®. In my own 
dissertation I ^ p l ie d  a comprehensive literary approach to Hebrew poetry on the book 
of Habakkuk .

2.2 Publications on the analysis of individual texts

A vast number of publications in this field appeared over the past decade. Within the 
scope of this article, it is impossible even to give an overview of these publications. A 
few studies of the Psalms may be highlighted: In German publications such as the 
books of S tro lz^ \ Beyerlin^^, Seybold , Zenger^"*, Schreiner^® and Spieckermann^® 
much attention has been focussed on the analysis of individual psalms. From English 
side Allen's commentary in the Word Biblical Commentary series^^ may be mentioned. 
French structuralism influenced Auffret's approach to quite a large number of psalms^®. 
The analysis of the Psalms also received much attention in South Africa. Prinsloo 
analysed several psalms in great detail^®. Burden applied the theory of Watson to 
Exodus 15:1-21^°. Recently, a research project on poetic conventions in the Psalms 
has been initiated by the Department of Semitic Languages and the Department of Old 
Testament Studies, Faculty of Theology (Section B) at the University of Pretoria. A 
number of publications has appeared as a result of this research \
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2.3 Problem areas

When all these publications are taken into consideration, two basic problem areas 
come to the surface. The first concerns the question: ‘What constitutes the essence of 
Old Testament poetry?’ The second problem is: ‘How does one apply the theory of 
poetry to individual poems?' or, to put it another way: 'How does one go about to 
analyse a poem?'

3. The problem areas in perspective

3.1 The essence of Hebrew poetry
In recent publications, no agreement exists when the question is asked: What con­
stitutes the essence, what are the main characteristics of Old Testament poetry? 
Different answers are given to this question.

3.1.1 Pnrallelism

The theory that the existence of poetic lines with two basically equal or parallel half-lines 
or feet^^, is the most outstanding characteristic of Hebrew poetry, is propagated by a 
large num berof contemporary exegetes. However, diverging views exist as to the exact 
nature of parallelism^^. Geller^"* regards parallelism as a grammatical and semantic 
phenomenon. Kugel^^ emphasises the semantic aspect of parallelism and points out 
that the second foot is not a mere repetition of the first, it has an emphatic character, 
it supports the first, 'carries it further, backs it up, completes it, goes beyond it'^®. Alter's 
analysis of parallelism^^ largely corresponds to the views of Kugel. Burden^® describes 
parallelism as a figure of speech but relates it to balance on the cognitive level as well. 
The exact nature of the relationship between the cognitive and literary structure is, 
however, not spelled out.
The importance of parallelism as characteristic of Hebrew poetry, can’t be denied. On 
the other hand, parallelism should not be regarded as f/ie feature which distinguishes 
Hebrew poetry from other poetry. Many poetic lines do not contain parallelisms^®. A 
large amount of monostichs and tritichs occur in Hebrew poetry often without any trace 
of syntactic or semantic parallelisms. Therefore Nel’s warning ° that parallelism should 
not be regarded as the only criterium in declaring a text as poetry, must be taken to 
heart.

3.1.2 Metre

The question as to the nature of Hebrew rhythmics is very controversial. On the one 
hand Kugel is of the opinion that metre does not exist in Hebrew poetry. He regards 
parallelism as 'the only meter of biblical poetry'^^. On the other hand the long standing 
theory that a combination of accentuated words according to certain patterns con­
stitutes the essence of Hebrew metrics'*^, is defended. Watson points out that no poem 
has the same metric pattern throughout"*^. Therefore other models have been proposed
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which give a more constant pattern. Thus Cross'*'* and Freedman'*^ count syllables, 
while Loretz'*® counts consonants. When everything is taken into consideration, it 
seems best to conclude with Watson'*^ that the mechanical counting of consonants or 
syllables does not do justice to the subtleties of Hebrew rhythmics. The theory of 
accentuating metric patterns still seems to be the most viable possibility''®. It is 
confirmed by Van Grol’s detailed analysis of several poetic texts'*^. Van Grol points out 
that rhythmic patterns often don't occur on the level of individual lines, but in strophes 
where each strophe has a strophic ‘theme'^°.
On the one hand, the existence of metre in Hebrew poetry should not be denied. On 
the other hand the value of metre should not be overestimated. Metre is not the only 
criterium to distinguish poetry from prose. The modern exegete simply does not have 
enough information about the metre of Old Testament poetry to make accurate 
calculations about it's characteristics. Thus metre could never play a decisive role in 
the analysis of a poem. Every effort to emend texts simply to get an even metrical 
pattern, must be rejected.

3.1,3 Syntactic patterns

Collins deliberately wants to deviate from the traditional approach to Old Testament 
poetry where either parallelism or metre played the decisive role. According to him the 
syntax of poetic lines is the decisive characteristic of Hebrew poetry. He claims: 'a 
poet's syntax is the most fundamental aspect of his effort to produce the ordered unity 
of words which is his poem '^ \ Collins analyses a large amount of poetic lines and 
reaches the conclusion that four basic types of sentences occur in Hebrew poetry. They 
combine to form four general lyne-types . According to Collins all Hebrew poetic lines 
can be classified according to this system.
Collins’ book did bring new perspective in the debate on the essence of Hebrew poetry. 
His system forces the exegete to analyse the text in detail. However, Collins' theory is 
one-sided. The syntax of a poem is but one of the constituent parts of the whole poem. 
Collins based his analysis on the prophetic corpus and even there he analysed only a 
limited number of lines. Thus the basis for his theory is not broad enough to cover all 
poetic lines. The essence of Hebrew poetry should not be sought in the syntax of 
individual lines.

3.1.4 A comprehensive approach

It is clear that no single theory can succeed in describing the essence of Hebrew poetry. 
Both language and the process of understanding an utterance and deriving meaning 
from it, are complex. In the end any given utterance becomes intelligible only after all 
its constituent parts are taken into consideration.
What is needed, therefore, is a comprehensive approach to poetry. In many of the 
recent publications exactly this is propagated.
O'Connor uses structural criteria to describe the nature of a poetic lin e ^ . In this process 
he combines the syntactic, metric and parallellistic approaches. According to O'Connor 
certain markers (tropes) provide the links between the constituent parts of a text. The
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markers occur on the morphological, syntactic and structural levels . Unfortunately 
O'Connor does not pay enough attention to some obvious markers in a text. He ignores 
the existence of inclusio, changes in person, repetition of certain words or the 
repetition of identical forms in his approach to Old Testament poetic texts. He, also, 
does not take all the constituent parts of a poem into consideration.
W anke’s approach represents a step in the right direction^'*. He indicates that a text 
should be analysed on different levels, namely on the phonological, morphological and 
syntactic levels. When dealing with poetry, metre, figures of speech and other poetic 
techniques should also be accounted for. In accordance with this, Hrushovsky^^ 
regards the essence of Hebrew poetry as ‘the intimate, almost inseparable relationship 
between the semantic, syntactic and accentual aspects of its rhymic patterns of 
language’. This definition implies that a comprehensive approach is a necessity when 
dealing with Old Testament poetry.
The methodology of Watson^® represents such a comprehensive approach. Watson 
follows the following steps in his analysis of a poem: Demarcation, segmentation, 
detailed analysis of individual strophes, discussion of poetic techniques, tabulation, 
synthesis and comparison with other literature. Van der Lugt's approach^^ towards the 
analysis of strophes and stanzas corresponds to that of Watson. A comprehensive 
approach is also characteristic of Alonso Schókel's^®analysis of Hebrew poetry. He 
focuses attention on phonological patterns, rhythm, parallelism, synonyms, repetition, 
merism, antithesis, figures of speech, dialogue and monologue and development and 
composition. According to Korpel & De Moor®^ a step by step approach to Hebrew 
poetry, where the exegete works from the smallest element to the large composition, 
provides the most fruitful results. This is also stressed by Burden®°. He concludes that 
all poetic conventions should be taken into account because they convey meaning in 
a poetic text. Nel®  ̂ warns that a poetic text should not be reduced to its syntactic and 
semantic levels, but that a structural-semiotic approach should be followed where each 
level of the text receives appropriate attention.

3.1.5 Tendency

When all these publications are taken into account, a tendency towards a comprehens­
ive approach is definitely present. No single feature of Old Testament poetry is 
dominant enough to be described as the essence of poetry. Rather, Hebrew poetry is 
the sum-total of all the individual features.

3.2 The interpretation of individual texts

When publications on individual poems are taken into consideration, two main themes 
can be singled out. The first is the question whether the emphasis should lie on the 
final form of the text or the redactional process which lies at the back of the text. The 
second is the question whether the Gattung and Sitz im Leben of a text should play a 
decisive role in its interpretation.
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In virtually every study on any poetictext, one of the main issues is the question whether 
a poem should be analysed as a work of art with a coherent structure or an anthology 
of fragments from different authors. In German theology it became customary to take 
the history of a text as point of departure®^. In recent publications, however, this is no 
longer taken fo r granted. Zenger’s®  ̂ analysis of various psalms can be taken as 
example. While he refers to the history of a text from time to time, the emphasis lies 
on the strophic structure. Seybold®'' takes it as his point of departure ‘dass Texte nach 
einem bestimmten Plan gestaltet sind, der sich bewusst oder unbewusst in ihnen 
realisiert’. M ittmann’s studies on Psalm 23®  ̂and Zechariah 8:1-8®®illustratesthe shift 
from the history of a text to the detailed analysis of the text itself very clearly. This is 
also true of the studies of Diedrich on Psalm 2®̂  and Irsigler on Psalm 22^®. Auffret’s 
structuralistic approach to the Psalms®^ leaves no room for the redactional history of 
texts. Allen^° pays much attention to the structure of a psalm. Many publications in the 
South African context also breaths this sp irit^ \

3.2.1 Redaction history versus final composition

3.2.2 Cattung

Ever since the time of Gunkel^^ it has become customary to fit every poem into a literary 
category (Gattung), which in turn emanates from a specific setting of life (Sitz im Leben). 
The Gattungen of the Psalms are usually related to the cult. While Gunkel conceded 
that a Gattung does not necessarily reflect a specific Sitz im Leben^^, his successors 
became rigid in their theory that every Gattung in the Psalms should be connected to 
the cult^"*. This approach widely influenced the exegesis of the Psalms, as can clearly 
be seen in the popular commentary of Kraus^^.
In recent publications the strong emphasis on Gattung and Sitz im Leben makes room 
for emphasis on the meaning of individual texts. No one can deny that the genre of a 
text plays an important role in interpretation^®, but it is equally true that a genre provides 
the recipe, the general outline, which individual authors may adapt to fit their own 
needs. All too often in the past texts were altered to correspond exactly to a theoretical 
Gattung - that without any textcritical motivation, or the meaning of a poem was lim ited 
to suit only a specific Sitz im Leben. Zenger's analysis of Psalm 4^^ clearly represents 
a shift in emphasis. He indicates that Gunkel has been misunderstood by his followers. 
Gunkel saw the Psalms as ‘geistliche Lieder' which came from the ‘religiosen Leben 
des einzelnen Frommen'. A detailed analysis of the text should precede any reference 
to Gattung and Sitz im Leben. Only when the poem is understood, can it be interpreted 
against the sociohistorical situation of Old Testament times^®. In this field there is a 
gradual shift towards a literary approach.
The question of the literary genre of a text will always remain an important one. In recent 
publications the tendency is to make the question of genre dependent upon the 
interpretation of the individual text as a literary work of art and not vice versa.
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3.2.3 Tmdency

It is impossible to pay attention to the hundreds of publications on individual psalms. 
It is by no means a simple task to apply the theory of poetic texts In practice. There are 
as many applications as there are authors. However, a shift towards emphasis on the 
literary qualities of individual poems seems to become increasingly popular.

4. Conclusion

The analysis of Old Testament poetry is controversial. No single theory has yet 
established itself as the ultimate method. The flow of publications is indicative of an 
intense struggle to come to grips with the many facets of poetry. Exegetes seem to 
realise that no one-sided theory can do justice to the richness of Old Testament poetry. 
Thus the movement towards a comprehensive approach is promising. Only when a 
poem is analysed on all levels and by all means at the exegete's disposal, can it be 
appreciated for what it is really worth. In the context of this paper, it has been impossible 
to propose a specific comprehensive approach - that I hope to accomplish in another 
publication.
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