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Psalm 81:1-17  

Translation, Logoprosodic Analysis, and Observations 

From Hymn to Oracle—Remembering the Exodus  Ps 81:1–17 

A. Summons to Praise: Take Up a Song with Musical Instruments (81:1–4) [6.8] 
81:1 For the music director / on the gittith—belonging to Asaph //   _15 2_ _4 4 0 
   81:19–81:1   17 11 6 

81:2 Sing for joy / to God our strength //   _17 2_ _3 3 0 
   81:16–81:2a   44 26 18 

 Shout for joy / to the God of Jacob //  _16 2_ _3 0 3 
   80:20–81:2   17 11 6 

81:3 Take up a song / strike the timbrel //  13 2 4 4 0 
  (play) the melodius lyre /a with the harp //  _11 2 _4 0 4 
   80:18–81:3   41 23 18 

81:4 Blow the shofar /a at the new moon //  11 2 3 3 0 
  at the full moon / on the day of our festival //  _12 2_ 3 0 3 
   80:18–81:4   47 26 21 

B. That Is the Law in Israel—a Statute for “Joseph” in the Exodus (81:5–6b) [4.4] 
81:5 For that is a law to Israel //  12 1 4 4 0 
  an ordinance / from the God of Jacob //  _13 2_ _3 0 3 
   80:15–81:5   78 44 34 
 

81:6 A testimony a for (the tribes of) Joseph he appointed /  14 1 3 3 0 
  in his exodus / from the land of Egypt //  _12 2_ _4 4 0 
    80:19–81:6   51 32 19 

C. In Your Distress You Cried Out and I Rescued You (81:6c–8) [6.4] 

 Speech I did not (previously) understand I heard (saying:) //  _12 1_ _4 0 4 
    81:1–6   42 25 17 

81:7 “I removed the burden /a from his shoulder //   _14 2_ _3 3 0 
   81:4–7a   27 17 10 

 His hands / from the baskets were freed” //  _13 2_ _3 0 3 
   81:6–7   17 10 7 
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81:8 In distress you called out /   _11 1_ _2 2 0 
   81:5–8a   26 16 10 

 And I rescued you //    9 1 1 1 0 
  I answered you a hidden in thunder //  __9 1_ _3 3 0 
   81:6–8c   23 16 7 

 I tested you at the waters of Meribah, Selah //  _16 2_ _5 0 5 
   81:7–8   17 9 8 

D. Hear, O My People, and Let Me Admonish You! (81:9) [2.2] 

81:9 Listen, my people / [and]a I will admonish  you  //   _12 2_ _4 4 0 
   81:6–9a   32 20 12 

 O Israel / if only you would listen to me //  _10 2_ _4 0 4 
   81:3–9   57 31 26 

E. Let There Be No Other Gods for I YHWH am Your God (81:10–11) [4.6] 
81:10 There shall not be in your midst / any strange god //  10 2 5 5 0 
  and you shall not worship / any foreign god //  _14 2_ _4 0 4 
   81:4–10   58 32 26 

81:11 I / Yhwh am your God /  _16 2_ _3 3 0 
   81:5–11a   55 32 23 

 I brought you up / from the land of Egypt //  12 2 3 3 0 
  open wide your mouth / and I will fill it //  _12 2_ _3 0 3 
   81:9–11   26 15 11 

F. My People Did Not Obey and They Walked In Their Own Devices (81:12–13) [4.4] 
81:12  And my people did not listen /a to my voice //  14 2 4 4 0 
  and Israel / did not obey me //  _14 2_ _4 0 4 
   81:11–12   17 10 7 

81:13 And I gave <them>a over / to the stubbornness of their heart //  _15 2_ _3 3 0 
   81:7–13a   54 31 23 

 And they walked / in their own devices //  _14 2_ _2 0 2 
   81:9–13   39 22 17 
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G. If My People Would Obey Me, I Would Subdue Their Enemies (81:14–17) [8.6] 
81:14 O that / my people / would listen to me //   12 2 4 4 0 
  that Israel / would walk in my ways //  _15 2_ _3 0 3 
   81:11–14   29 17 12 

81:15 Straightway / their enemies I would subdue //   12 2 3 3 0 
  and against their adversaries / I would turn my hand //  _15 2_ __4 0 4 
   81:8–15   64 35 29 

81:16 Those who hate YHWH a would submit to him //   15 1 4 4 0 
  and their time [i.e., lifespan] would be / forever //  _12 2_ __3 0 3 
   81:13–16   26 14 12 
   81:1–16   119 67 52 

81:17 And he would feed him [Israel] a from the finest of wheat //   17 1 3 3 0 
  and from the rock / (with) honey I would satisfy you //  _12 2_ __3 0 3 
   81:13–17   32 17 15 
   81:10–17   58 32 26 
   81:1–17   125 70 55 

Scansion in Accentual Stress Units: (6.8).(8.6).(4.4.4).(8.6).(8.6) 

 (14 + 14) + 12 + (14 + 14) = 28 + 12 + 28 = 68   

  or: 40 // 40 [with pivot counted in each half] 

 {68 = 17 x 4 and 40 = 17 + 23} 

Concentric Compositional Formula: 125  =  62 + 1 + 62 [word-count—with heading] 

 or:  63 // 63 [with pivot included in each half] 

Notes: 
81:3a Reading the sequence of mEr¸kA followed by munax before silluq in BHS as disjunctive.  
81:4a Reading the sequence of two successive occurrences of munax here in BHS as disjunctive.  
81:5a Reading the sequence of two successive occurrences of munax here in BHS as disjunctive.  
81:6a Reading the munax preceded by GavyA (= meteg) with maqqeph in Ginsburg and Letteris as 

disjunctive. BHS omits the GavyA (= meteg). 
81:7a Reading the sequence of two successive occurrences of munax here in BHS as disjunctive.  
81:9a Removing the wau-conjunction as dittography to improve the balance in mora-count.  
86:8a Reading the DexÓ here in BHS as conjunctive.   
81:12a Reading the sequence of two successive occurrences of munax preceded by GavyA (= meteg) 

with maqqeph in Ginsburg and Letteris as disjunctive. BHS omits the GavyA (= meteg). 
81:13a Reading wA'·Hall¸xE<m> in place of wA'·Hall¸xEh˚ in BHS with one Heb. Ms, 

Symmachus and LXX. 
86:16a Reading the DexÓ here in BHS as conjunctive.   
86:17a Reading the DexÓ here in BHS as conjunctive.   
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Summary of the Logoprosodic Analysis 
1. Psalm 81 has seven strophes: 81:1–4, 5–6, 7–8, 9, 10–11, 12–13, 14–15 and 16–17. 

A 81:1–2 balanced triad: [15 + 17 + 16] = 15 + 17 + 16 morae 
  81:3–4 2 balanced dyads: [13 + 11] + [11 + 12] = 24 + 23 morae 

B 81:5–6b 2 balanced dyads: [12 + 13] + [14 + 12] = 25 + 26 morae  

C 81:6c–8a 2 balanced dyads: [12 + 14] + [13 + 11] = 26 + 24 morae 
  81:8b–d balanced dyad: [(9 + 9) + 16] = 18 + 16 morae 

X 81:9 balanced dyad: [12 + 10]  = 12 + 10  morae 

C′ 81:10–11 2 balanced dyads + pivot: [10 + 14] + 16 + [12 + 12] = 24 + 16 + 24 morae 

B′ 81:12–13 2 balanced dyads: [14 + 14] + [15 + 14] = 28 + 29 morae 

A′ 81:14–15 2 balanced dyads: [12 + 15] + [12 + 15) = 27 + 27 morae 
 81:16–17 2 balanced dyads [15 + 12] + [17 + 12) =  27 + 29 morae 

2. The first strophe (81:1–4) has two parts arranged in five subdivisions on the basis of word-
count: 81:1, 2a, 2b, 3 and 4. 

• 80:19–81:1 17 words  
• 80:20–81:2 17 words  
• 80:18–81:3 23 words before atnach 
• 80:18–81:4 26 words before atnach  

3. The second strophe (81:5–6b) is a single part arranged in two subdivisions on the basis of 
word-count: 81:5a and 5b. 

• 80:15–81:5 78 (= 26 x 3) words and 34 (= 17 x 2) words after atnach 
• 80:15–81:6b 51 (= 17 x 3) words and 32 words before atnach 

4. The third strophe (81:6c–8) has two parts arranged in six subdivisions on the basis of word-
count: 81:6c, 7a, 7b, 8a, 8bc and 8d. 

• 81:1–6 17 words after atnach 
• 81:6–7 17 words  
• 81:4–7 17 words before atnach 
• 81:3–7 17 words after atnach 
• 81:7–8 17 words  
• 81:4–8 23 words before atnach 

5. The fourth strophe (81:9) is a single part arranged in two subdivisions on the basis of word-
count: 81:9ab and 9cd. 

• 81:3–9 26 words after atnach 

6. The fifth strophe (81:10–11) is a single part arranged in three subdivisions on the basis of 
word-count: 81:11ab, 11c, 12 and 13. 

• 81:9–10 17 words  
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• 81:5–10 52 (= 26 x 2) words and 23 words after atnach 
• 81:4–10 58 = 32 + 26  [compositional formula] 
• 81:9–11 26  words  
• 81:6–11 23  words after atnach 
• 81:5–11 26  words after atnach 

7. The sixth strophe (81:12–13) is a single part arranged in two subdivisions on the basis of 
word-count: 81:13ab and 13cd. 

• 81:11–12 17  words  
• 81:10–12 26  words  
• 81:9–13 17  words after atnach 
• 81:5–13 32 (= 2x2x2x2x2) words after atnach 

8. The seventh strophe (81:14–17) has two parts arranged in four subdivisions on the basis of 
word-count: 81:14, 15, 16 and 17. 

• 81:11–14 17 words before atnach 
• 81:9–14 46 (= 23 x 2) words and 26 words before atnach 
• 81:8–14 32 (= 2x2x2x2x2) words before atnach 
• 81:6–14 32 (= 2x2x2x2x2) words after atnach 
• 81:7–15 32 (= 2x2x2x2x2) words after atnach 
• 81:13–15 26 words  
• 81:10–16 52 (= 26 x 2) words and 23 words after atnach 
• 81:8–16 32 (= 2x2x2x2x2) words after atnach 
• 81:1–16 119 (= 17 x 7) words and 52 (= 26 x 2) words after atnach 
• 81:13–17 32 (= 2x2x2x2x2) words and 17 words before atnach 
• 81:10–17 58 = 32 + 26  [compositional formula] 

 
 
Observations 
1. The seven strophes of Psalm 81 may be outlined in a menorah pattern, which is determined 

primarily on prosodic grounds, as follows: 

From Hymn to Oracle—Remembering the Exodus from Egypt (Psalm 81:1–17) 
A Summons to praise: take up a song with musical instruments [6.8] 81:1–4 
B  That is the law in Israel—a statute for “Joseph” in the Exodus [4.4] 81:5–6b 
C   In your distress you cried out and I rescued you [6.4] 81:6c–8 
X    Hear, O my people, and let me admonish you! [2.2] 81:9 
C′   Let there be no other gods—I Yhwh am your God [4.6] 81:10–11 
B′  My people did not obey and they walked in their own devices [4.4] 81:12–13 
A′ If my people would listen to me, I would subdue their enemies [8.6] 81:14–17 
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2. In terms of the 125 words in Psalm 81, the arithmological center falls on the word ™b (“in 
you”) in 81:9a, with 62 words on either side. The initial Concentric Compositional Formula is:  

 125 = 62 + 1 + 62 [word count—with heading] 
  or:  63 // 63 

The meaningful center is found by including one word on either side of the arithmological 
center as follows: 

 l'rWy  ™b  hdyv'w And I will admonish you, O Israel. 

In this instance the Concentric Compositional Formula becomes: 

 125 = 61 + 3 + 61 [word count—with heading] 
 or: 64 // 64  [with pivot counted in each half] 

  {64 = 32 x 2 = 2x2x2x2x2x2 and 125 = 5x5x5} 

The meaningful center may be expanded to include 11 words on either side of the 
arithmological center as follows: 

 £vr rtsb ßnv'  I answered you in the hiding place of thunder. 

 hls hbyrm ym lv ßnxb' I proved you at the waters of Meribah, Selah. 

   ™b  hdyv'w ymv vmH Hear, O my people, and I will admonish you; 

 yl vmHt £' l'rWy O Israel, would that you would hear me! 

 rz l' ßb hyhy 'l Let there not be among you a strange god; 

 hwxtHt 'lw And you shall not worship (them). 

In this instance the Concentric Compositional Formula becomes: 

 125 = 51 + 23 + 51 [word count—with heading] 
 or: 74 // 74  [with pivot counted in each half] 

  {51 = 17 x 3} 

The meaningful center may be expanded further by adding fifteen words on either side of 
the arithmological center as follows: 

  hrcb hnrbvt They (fem. pl.) passed through distress— 

 ≠clx'w t'rq You called and I rescued you; 

 £vr rtsb ßnv'  I answered you in the hiding place of thunder. 

 hls hbyrm ym lv ßnxb' I proved you at the waters of Meribah, Selah. 

   ™b  hdyv'w ymv vmH Hear, O my people, and I will admonish you; 

 yl vmHt £' l'rWy O Israel, would that you would hear me! 

 rz l' ßb hyhy 'l Let there not be among you a strange god; 
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 rkn l'l hwxtHt 'lw And you shall not worship any foreign god. 

  hwhy ykn' I am YHWH. 

Note the unusual use of the word Tav·bORRRRr¸nAh, which appears elsewhere only in Jer 33:13 in 
the phrase “flocks shall again pass under the hands of one who counts them” (RSV). The 
root normally means “to cross over, pass (through).” The 3rd person feminine plural and 2nd 
person feminine plural forms of the verb are identical, bringing a certain ambiguity in 
meaning as the text unfolds. 

In this instance the Concentric Compositional Formula becomes: 

 125 = 47 + 31 + 47 [word count—with heading] 
 or: 78 // 78  [with pivot counted in each half] 

  {78 = 26 x 3} 

3. Summary of the concentric compositional formulae: 

125  = 61 + 3 + 61  or: 64 // 64   
125  = 59 + 7 + 59  or: 66 // 66   
125  = 51 + 23 + 51  or: 74 // 74   

{with others in between} 

125 =  27  +  71 +  27 or: 98 // 98    
125  =  6  + 113  +  6 or: 119 // 119  {v. 1-2a || v. 17} 

68  =  28  + 12 +  28 or: 40 // 40 SAS (syntactic accentual-stress) units 
 {68 = 17 x 4; 40 = 17 + 23 and 28 = triangular 7} 

38  =  15 + 8  +  15 or:  23 // 23 briques (primary SAS units) 

4. In the prosodic structure of Psalm 81, the basic building blocks (briques) in each poetic 
verset are the primary SAS (syntactic accentual stress) units. These sub-units are 
delineated by the Masoretes, who marked most of the boundaries with one of the following: 

• Soph Pasuq A large colon following a word signifies the end of a verse, which does 
not always coincide with the end of a sentence. 

• Atnach A small caret-like mark (like ^) beneath the consonantal text, pointing 
upward, is used to divide most verses. Its primary importance for our 
purposes concerns its use in the matter of numerical composition—i.e., 
the total word-count in each line is divided into the number of words 
before and after atnach. 

• Ole Weyored A combination of two accentual signs: a caret-like mark above the 
consonantal text, pointing to the left, used together with the accent 
merka (an upright line beneath the consonantal text slanting to the 
right). These two marks usually appear on the same word, but when 
that word is monosyllabic the merka falls on the following word. This 
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major divider is usually considered to be a stronger disjunctive accent 
than atnach. 

In the prosodic analysis presented in the translation (above), the presence of these three 
markers is indicated with a double slash (//). Psalm 81 has 38 briques, 34 of which are 
marked by: soph pasuq (17 times, at the end of each verse), atnach (16 times, in each verse 
except v. 1), and ole weyored (v. 8). The remaining four boundaries are marked by r¸bÓav  (2 
times, in vv. 6 and 11), r¸bÓav mugraH (v. 10), and illuy plus paseq (v. 1). 

5. The prosodic structure of Psalm 81, in terms of its briques (primary syntactic accentual-
stress units), may be displayed as follows [^ represents atnach; : represents soph pasuq; ‡ 
represents ole weyored, and † represents all other accent markers]: 

I A 1  lamnacEax †   val haGGÓt l¸'AsAp : 
   2 harnÓn˚ lE'lOhÓm v˚zEn˚ ^  hArÓv˚ lE'loh  yav·qOb : 
   3 W¸'˚ zimrAh ˚t¸n˚ tOp ^ KinnÙr nAvÓm vim nAbel : 
   4 Tiqv˚ baxOdeH HÙpAr ^  BaKEseh l¸yÙm xaGGEn˚ : 

  B 5 KÓ xOq l¸yiWrA'El h˚' ^ miHPAX lE'lOh  yav·qOb : 
   6 vEd˚t BÓhÙsEp WAmÙ †   B¸cE'tÙ val 'erec micrAyim ^   
 
 II C  W¸pat lO' yAdavTÓ 'eHmAv :  7 h·sÓrÙtÓ missEbel HikmÙ ^  

     KaPPAyw miDD˚d Tav·bORRRRr¸nAh : 
   8 BaccArAh qArA'tA wA'·xall¸cekA ‡ 'evenkA B¸sEter ravam ^   
     'ebxAn¸kA val m  m¸rÓbAh selAh : 

  X 9 H¸mav vannÓ w¸'AvÓdAh  BAk  ^ yiWrA'El 'im TiHmav lÓ : 

  C 10 YlO' yihyeh b¸kA 'El zAr ^  w»lO' tiHTav·weh †  l¸'El nEkAr : 
   11 'AnOkÓ yhwh 'ÈlOhÍkA †  hammavalkA mE'erec micrAyim ^   
       harxeb PÓkA wa'·mal'Eh˚ : 

 III B 12 w¸lO' HAmav vammÓ l¸qÙlÓ ^  wÈyiWrA'El lO' 'AbAh lÓ : 
   13 wA'·Hall¸xE<m> BiHrÓr˚t liBBAm ^  yEl¸k˚ B¸mÙv·cÙt hem : 

  A 14 l˚ vammÓ HOmEav lÓ ^  yiWrA'El BidrAkay y¸hallEk«˚ : 
   15 KimvaX 'Ùy¸b hem 'aknÓav ^  w¸val cAr hem 'AHÓb yAdÓ : 
   16 m¸Wan'  yhwh y¸kax·H˚ lÙ ^  wÓhÓ viTTAm l¸vÙlAm : 
   17 wayya'·kÓlEh˘ mExEleb xiXXAh ^  =˚micc˚r D¸baH 'aWBÓvekA : 
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6. The 38 briques (primary accentual stress units) are distributed within five strophes in Psalm 
81 as follows: 38 = (8 + 4) + (6 + 2 + 6) + (4 + 8) = 12 + 14 + 12. The concentric 
compositional formula (on the basis of primary stress units) is 26 // 26, with the central 
pivot (vv. 8–10) included in each half.  

The arithmological center of Psalm 81 falls on the word  BAk  (“in you”) in 81:9a, with a 
total of 62 words on either side. Psalm 81 has 68 SAS units, 38 briques, 17 versets, 7 
strophes and 3 cantos. The arithmological center is in the middle canto, the middle 
strophe, the middle verset, the middle two briques, and the middle two SAS units. There are 
240 morae before the word  BAk  (“in you”) in 81:9a and 241 morae after that word – for a 
total of 483 morae. The arithmological center is thus in the absolute center of Psalm 81 
from any perspective one chooses.  

7. Terrien finds six strophes in Psalm 81 (The Psalms: Strophic Structure and Theological 
Commentary [Eerdmans, 2003], pp. 581–86. Van der Lugt, Labuschagne and Fokkelman 
have 7 strophes. The analysis presented here, which is based on the balance in mora-count 
and the concentric pattern in the distribution of SAS units, indicates that there are 7 strophes 
arranged concentrically in 3 cantos (vv. 1–6b, 6c–11 and 12–17. 

Christensen Terrien Van der Lugt/Labuschagne  

I A 81:1–4 Heading 81:1 Heading 81:1 
   1 81:2–4 I 1 81:2–4 
 B 81:5–6b 2 81:5–7a  2 81:5–6b 
II C 81:6c–8 3 81:7b–9  3 81:6c–8 
 X 81:9   II 4 81:9–11 
 C′ 81:10–11 4 81:10–12    
III B′ 81:12–13 5 81:13–15  5 81:12–13 
 A′ 81:14–17    6 81:14–15 

   6 81:16–17 III 7 81:16–17   

The difference in the strophic analysis presented here from that of Terrien and van der Lugt 
results from the fact that neither scholar recognizes the concentric structure of Psalm 81 and 
both fail to find the correct boundaries of the central canto/strophe in vv. 8–10. According to 
Labuschagne (see Observation 1), both Van der Lugt and Fokkelman see vv. 9–11 as the 
“pivot of the 7 strophes,” which suggests a concentric structure. Nonetheless, neither Van 
der Lugt nor Labuschagne argue for a menorah pattern in Psalm 81. 

8. Casper Labuschagne calls attention to Jacob Bazak’s article, “Numerical Devices in Biblical 
Poetry,” Vetus Testamentum 38 (1988), pp. 333–37. Bazak correctly identifies the location 
of the meaningful center in v. 9: “In Ps. lxxxi the central sentence is in v. 9: ‘Israel, if you 
would but listen to me.” Unfortunately, however, the manner in which Labuschagne cites 
Bazak in his file (see Observation 1) suggests that he has found support here for his 
conclusion that the four word heading in v. 1 and the word “Selah” in v. 8 are not to be 
considered as integral to the numerical structure of Psalm 81 as a whole.  

For “an impressive concatenation of symbolic numbers, explicitly constituting the Yhwh 
echad formula, 26 + 13 = 39,” see Labuschagne’s discussion (Observation 3). 
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9. A primary concern in the system of logoprosodic analysis is to define the hierarchy of 
“building blocks” in the composition of Hebrew poetry, which are counted in order to 
determine the prosodic structure of each Psalm. This hierarchy of “building blocks” include: 

morae—subdivision of syllables, which are weighted as either “long” or “short” 
words—individual lexical items, the maqqeph is ignored in counting the words 
SAS (syntactic accentual stress) units—units bounded by successive disjunctive accents 
briques—primary SAS units [groupings of SAS units] 
versets—similar to the verses in MT [i.e., normally concluding with soph pasuq] 
sub-strophes—elements within dyadic and triadic groupings that make up a strophe 
strophes—groupings of briques into prosodic rhythmic units, normally binary in structure 
cantos—groupings of strophes 

I see no reason to distinguish the category of the canticle as distinct from that of the canto 
[as these terms are being used by Casper Labuschagne and Pieter van der Lugt]. Since the 
strophe normally consists of at least two prosodic subdivisions [occasional three 
subdivisions in the structural center of a given psalm], we will use the designation of a sub-
strophe to talk about the rhythmic subdivisions that make up a given strophe within each 
dyadic or triadic structure, which includes the concept of a bridging “pivot” (or monocolon) 
that connects these entities. 

10. Note the following Compositional Formulae: 

81:4–10 58 = 32 + 26 
81:10–17 58 = 32 + 26 

For a somewhat similar phenomenon compare Psalm 88 (Observation 6). 

11. Determining the details of the musical and literary structures of Psalm 81 as a whole calls for 
input on the part of others in the Psalms Group, as we consider the rhetorical features in 
greater depth and further information contained in the te‘amim of this particular text. 
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