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Biblical Accents: Babylonian

1. H i s t o r i c a l  B a c k g r o u n d

As with the Biblical vocalization system and 
the Masorah, the accentuation system is repre-
sented by three different traditions: the Tibe-
rian (  Biblical Accents: Cantillation; Biblical 
Accents: Prosody; Biblical Accents: Musical 
Dimension; Biblical Accents: Relation to Exe-
getical Traditions; Biblical Accents: System of 
Combination; Masora, Tiberian), the Babylo-
nian, and the Palestinian systems. According 
to the Karaite, Ya≠qùb al-Qirqisànì, who lived 
in the first half of the 10th century C.E., the 
Babylonian tradition was widespread in Jewish 
communities until the 10th century (Nemoy 
1939:135). However, the beginning of the 10th 
century witnessed a process which gave pref-
erence to the Tiberian system. This process 
initially led to a Tiberian influence on the late 
Babylonian manuscripts, followed by the grad-
ual disappearance of the Babylonian system in 
the late Middle Ages. However, manuscripts 
with Babylonian vocalization and accentuation 
continued to be used by Yemenite Jews down 
to more recent times. Some fragments of medi-
eval manuscripts with Babylonian vocalization 
and accentuation also survived in the Cairo 
Genizah. These manuscripts were unknown to 
commentators and scholars until the 19th cen-
tury. The Babylonian tradition was mentioned 
in sources as early as the 9th century, but no 
details were available.

The first Babylonian manuscripts to be found 
in the 19th century belong to the late Babylonian 
strata. These manuscripts reveal Tiberian influ-
ences in the vocalization, and they are marked 

with Tiberian conjunctive accents, which are 
not part of the Babylonian system. Based on 
these manuscripts, Wickes (1887:142–150) 
concluded that the Tiberian system must have 
existed prior to the Babylonian system and that 
the Babylonian system attempted to simplify 
the Tiberian system. 

Kahle (1902) demonstrated that this view 
was erroneous. He examined a Babylonian 
manuscript from an older stratum known as 
both Ec1 (1אג) and Berlin Ms. Or. Qu. 680. 
Kahle also found and published additional 
manuscripts which reflected the ancient accen-
tuation system (Kahle 1913). It is now gener-
ally accepted, since Spanier’s (1927) research, 
that the ancient Babylonian accentuation sys-
tem predates the Tiberian. Furthermore, Sho-
shany (2003) has demonstrated that even the 
later Babylonian system of accentuation existed 
prior to its Tiberian counterpart.

2. C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f 
M a n u s c r i p t s

Kahle (1928) classified the Babylonian man-
uscripts according to type of vocalization 
(  Vocalization, Babylonian): manuscripts with 
simple Babylonian vocalization were marked 
with the letter E (Einfach), while manuscripts 
with compound Babylonian vocalization 
were marked K (Kompliziert). He also added 
the Biblical source in the following manner: 
a—Pentateuch, b—Prophets, c—Hagiographa, 
together with a serial number. Yeivin (1985) 
‘translated’ this classification into Hebrew: 
manuscripts with simple Babylonian vocaliza-
tion were marked with the Hebrew letter א, 
while manuscripts with compound vocalization 
were marked with the Hebrew letter מ. The 
manuscripts were thus divided into six groups: 
Ea (אא) represents a manuscript exhibiting the 
simple Babylonian vocalization system, with 
content from the Pentateuch; Eb (אב) simple 
vocalization—Prophets; Ec (אג) simple vocal-
ization—Hagiographa; Ka (מא) compound 
vocalization—Pentateuch; Kb (מב) compound 
vocalization—Prophets; Kc (מג) compound 
vocalization—Hagiographa. Yeivin retained the 
serial numbers allocated by Kahle. Additional 
manuscripts, found after 1928, were allocated 
serial numbers commencing from 51.



 biblical accents: babylonian 269

© 2013 Koninklijke Brill NV  ISBN 978-90-04-17642-3

3. T h e  B a b y l o n i a n  A c c e n t s

The Babylonian accents are always placed 
above the word. Most of the accents are rep-
resented by a letter from the Hebrew alpha-
bet, apparently the first letter of the accent’s 
name. Two accents are marked with a graphic 
sign, si™ƒa (parallel to the Tiberian ±atna™) 
and rimya (parallel to the †ippe™a before the 
±atna™). Soƒ psuqa (parallel to the Tiberian sil-
luq) is never marked, but its existence is proved 
by the accents which precede it. Yeivin (1974) 
discusses the accent names, but most of the 
names are uncertain. In our discussion only 
soƒ psuqa, si™ƒa, and rimya will be referred 

to with their Babylonian names. The rest of 
the accents will be referred to by their sign 
letter.

Unlike the Tiberian system, in which every 
word is marked with an accent, either disjunc-
tive (separating the word from the next word) 
or conjunctive (connecting the word to the next 
word), the Babylonian system is restricted to 
disjunctive accents. 

The Tiberian system uses two points (:) to sep-
arate verses. Some of the Babylonian manuscripts 
exhibit the same convention (see for example, 
Ec1), but other manuscripts use either one point 
or a small circle at the end of the verse (see Eb10), 
or at the beginning of the verse (see Ec2).

A page from the Manuscript Ab5, 1 Sam. 9.26–10.16
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Heb. d. 49, fol. 6a
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Table 1

Accent Sign Comments

soƒ psuqa סוף פסוקא no sign Literally the name means ‘end of verse’. 
si™ƒa סיחפא ºב The sign is identical to the Tiberian ±atna™, but the 

Babylonian accent appears above the word and the 
Tiberian below the word.

šin ש
ע
ב Represented in the manuscripts by two hanging 

arcs which look like a part of the letter šin. 
zayin ז

ז
ב

dalet ד
ד
ב Some manuscripts use additional signs such as: ב ב ב

rimya רימיא Òב
nun נ

נ
ב

nun-yod ני
ני
ב

taw ת
ת
ב

’nun-ne†uya ‘slanted-nun נ-נטויה
֥
ב

et™ ח
בח

yod י
בי

et† ט
ט
ב

 ’aßi-†et ‘half-†et™ חצי-ט
֭
ב

דיח ¬די

The following is a list of the Babylonian accents 
and their symbols:

4. T h e  D i v i s i o n  i n t o 
C h r o n o l o g i c a l  S t r a t a

Spanier (1927) divided the manuscripts into 
three chronological strata—a, b, c. Stratum a, 
which is the oldest, is characterized by simple 
Babylonian vocalization, where the accent is 
not marked above the stressed syllable; strata 
b and c, which are later, use compound vocal-
ization, and the accent is marked above the 
stressed syllable. Shoshany (2003) presented a 
revised classification: Spanier’s stratum a was 
divided into two: early-a and late-a; strata b 
and c were not changed. 

Spanier (1927) was of the opinion that the 
correlation between the types of vocalization 
(simple and compound) and the types of accen-
tuation (early and late) is absolute. Shoshany 
(2011) shows that the transition to compound 
vocalization had already begun in the late-a 
stratum. 

5. A c c e n t u a t i o n  a n d  D i v i s i o n 
R u l e s

The Babylonian and the Tiberian systems of 
accentuation follow the principle of continu-
ous dichotomy: each verse is divided into two 
parts, and each part is again divided into two, 
etc. Each part of the verse, and the verse itself, 
is defined as the domain of its final accent. 
The domain of a specific accent is the text to 
its right, i.e., the preceding text, and if there 
are disjunctive accents in this domain, they are 
subject to this accent in their pausal strength. 
The rules of division determine the extent of 
each domain. The rules of accentuation are the 
principles which determine the relative pausal 
strength of the disjunctive accents and their 
location. For example, the rules of division 
determine the place where the verse is divided 
into two and the rules of accentuation control 
the fixing of si™ƒa in that place.

Until recently, the rules of the Babylonian 
system were not fully known. Pinsker (1863:19–
42) dealt only with the rules of accentuation in 
the late stratum. Spanier (1927) dealt with both 
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the accentuation rules and the division rules in 
all strata, but his research was based on a small 
number of manuscripts and his conclusions 
were preliminary. Shoshany (2003) presents a 
full and up-to-date analysis of all the rules of 
accentuation and division in all strata.

Following is a summary of the rules. Unlike 
the Tiberian system, which distinguishes 
between the accents of the twenty-one prose 
books, on the one hand, and those of the three 
poetical books (Job, Proverbs, and Psalms), 
on the other, the Babylonian system makes no 
such distinction. The accentuation rules are 
uniform throughout the Bible.

First, the rules of the early-a stratum: the 
entire verse is divided into two parts by the 
si™ƒa. These two parts, the domain of the soƒ 
psuqa and the domain of the si™ƒa, are each in 
turn divided into two parts by the zayin (similar 
to the domains of the silluq and the ±atna™ in 
the Tiberian system, which are each divided 
into two by the zaqeƒ). See figure 1 (all the dia-
grams should be read from right to left):

Figure 1

The zayin may also divide a short verse into 
two (similar to the division of an entire verse 
by the zaqeƒ in the Tiberian system).

The domain of the zayin is divided by the 
taw, which is also the accent which divides the 
remaining domain to the left of the zayin. See 
figures 2 and 3:

Figure 2

Figure 3

When the soƒ psuqa or the si™ƒa have a long 
domain, the accent šin may be used to divide 
either of them. In this case, the zayin will divide 
the remaining domain to the left of the šin. 
There are no cases where the šin divides the 
domain of the soƒ psuqa or the si™ƒa unaccom-
panied by a following zayin.

The final accent in the domain of the soƒ 
psuqa is the dalet and the final accent in the 
domain of the si™ƒa is the rimya. The domains 
governed by these accents cannot be further 
subdivided, and their purpose is to point out 
the soƒ psuqa or the si™ƒa which follows them.

The domain of the šin is divided by the ™et. 
The ™et is subdivided by the nun and the nun 
also divides the remaining domain to the left of 
the ™et. See figure 4:

 

Figure 4

The nun may also divide the domain of the šin 
if it is short. The domain of the nun is sub-
divided by the half-†et. The half-†et may also 
divide the domain of the ™et.

The divisions in the domain of the entire 
verse, the soƒ psuqa, the si™ƒa, and the šin, are 
governed by symmetric and consistent rules, 
as one may see from the diagrams above. In 
the case of the zayin accent’s domain the rules 
are less strict. The taw is the main divider of 
the zayin. The taw is divided by the ™et (this 
™et is not identical to the ™et which divides the 
domain of šin, although the signs are identi-
cal). On the basis of principles of symmetry, 
one would have expected that the remaining 
domain to the left of the taw would be divided 
by the ™et. However, this domain is divided by 
the slanted-nun. See figure 5:

Figure 5

There is a certain amount of symmetry in 
that the domains governed by the ™et and the 
slanted-nun are both divided by the †et. 

In the late-a stratum there is a change in the 
domain of the zayin in some of the verses: the 
main divider of the zayin is the ™et, and the final 
divider is the taw. This is a transitional stage 
prior to the later strata (b and c). A further 
change in the late-a stratum is the addition of a 
new accent, the nun-yod, placed before the šin. 
Its domain is divided by the half-†et. 

With regard to the rules of division in the 
early strata (early-a and late-a) there is a clear 

: ת ז ת

: ז ^ ז

‸ ת ז ת

ע נ ח נ

ז
֥

ת ח
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preference for division where a short part pre-
cedes a long part. Spanier (1927) calls this phe-
nomenon Rektionsprinzip, defined by Shoshany 
(2003) as an ‘iambic division’. See figure 6:

 

Figure 6

In the later strata (b and c) the preference 
changes to a division where the longer part pre-
cedes the shorter part. Spanier (1927) calls this 
Amplifikationsprinzip, defined by Shoshany 
(2003) as a ‘trochaic division’. See figure 7:

Figure 7

The division rules in the later strata are identi-
cal to the Tiberian rules. According to Sho-
shany (2003; 2009) the original purpose of the 
accents was merely for punctuation, but at a 
later stage they acquired a musical role. The 
transition to the musical role led to the change 
in division preference. 

The changes in the division rules led to 
changes in the accentuation rules. In the b stra-
tum the šin disappeared from the domain of the 
soƒ psuqa, and only appears in the domain of 
the si™ƒa (this is parallel to the Tiberian system, 
where the segol only appears in the domain 
of the ±atna™). Shoshany (2007) describes the 
chronological development of this accent and 
traces its connection to the changes in division 
rules, which accompanied the transition from 
the early strata to the later strata. 

In the b stratum we witness the comple-
tion of the processes which began in the late-a 
stratum. The ™et serves as the main divider in 
the domain of the zayin, and the taw is the 
final divider. The domains of the dalet and 
the rimya—which could not be subdivided in 
the early strata—can be subdivided in the b 
stratum. Their division parallels that of the 
zayin: the ™et followed by taw. The domain of 
the šin is divided by the ™et and the final divider 
is nun-yod.

In the Tiberian system it is common to find 
the same accent repeated. In the early Babylo-
nian strata, one does not find this phenomenon 
(apart from a few rare occurrences). In stratum 
b, this phenomenon begins to appear. It indeed 
resembles the Tiberian case, but the accent 
which is repeated differs: in the Tiberian sys-
tem, the zaqeƒ can be repeated several times 
within the domains of the silluq and the ±atna™, 
whereas in the b stratum, the repeated accent 
within the domains of the soƒ psuqa and the 
si™ƒa is not the zayin (the equivalent of the 
zaqeƒ), but rather the ™et which is to the left 
of the zayin. When the same accent is repeated, 
the pausal strength of the second occurrence is 
less than that of the first. Similarly, the pausal 
strength of the third occurrence is less than that 
of the second, and so forth. This principle holds 
true for both the Tiberian and the Babylonian 
systems.

In the c stratum there is a further change 
from the b stratum. The taw which precedes 
the zayin is replaced by the yod, and thus the 
domain of the zayin is distinguished from the 
domains of the dalet and the rimya, whose 
concluding accent is the taw. 

Table 2 summarizes the uses of the accents 
in all strata:

Table 2

Accent Role Tiberian Equivalent

soƒ psuqa silluq
si™ƒa Divides the entire verse. in most cases ±atna™
šin In the early strata it divides both the soƒ psuqa 

and the si™ƒa domains, whereas in the later 
strata it only divides the domain of the si™ƒa.

in many cases segol

zayin Divides both the soƒ psuqa and the
si™ƒa domains, and sometimes even divides the 
entire verse. 

in many cases zaqeƒ 
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Table 2 (cont.)

Accent Role Tiberian Equivalent

dalet The final accent before the soƒ psuqa. In the 
early Babylonian stratum there is an additional 
accent, also marked with a dalet, which divides 
the taw in a number of manuscripts.

as the final accent before 
the soƒ psuqa, usually the 
†ippe™a before the silluq

rimya The final accent before the si™ƒa. usually the †ippe™a before 
the ±atna™

nun In the early strata divides the šin and the ™et, 
but in the later strata it is only employed in the 
domain of the ™et. 

in the later strata, usually 
munna™ legarmeh

nun-yod The final accent in the domain of the šin. in the later strata usually 
zarqa

taw In the early strata it is the main divider in the 
domain of the zayin, and in the later strata it is 
the final accent in the domains of the zayin, the 
dalet and the rimya.

slanted-nun In the early strata it is the final divider of the 
zayin. It disappears in the later strata and 
only occurs in cases of transformation of a 
repeated ™et.

™et In the early strata it is the main divider of 
both šin and taw. In the later strata it is a 
secondary divider after the zayin in both the 
soƒ psuqa and the si™ƒa domains; a main 
divider in the šin, zayin, dalet, and rimya 
domains; and a divider of the taw.

as a main divider of the 
šin, zayin, dalet, and rimya 
domains, usually revia≠

yod Unique to the c stratum. It replaces the taw as 
the final divider of the zayin.

usually paš†a or yeti∫

†et Divides the ™et and the slanted-nun.
half-†et Unique to the early strata. It divides the nun 

and the nun-yod and sometimes also divides 
the ™et.

The accentuation rules in the b and c strata 
resemble the Tiberian rules, but with several 
differences. The main difference is the multiple 
roles of the ™et. The multiple roles may cause 
some uncertainty in the division of domains. In 
the Tiberian system there is no room for confu-
sion with regard to the different roles, since this 
system allocated different accents for each of 
the roles assumed by the Babylonian ™et. 

6. T h e  C h r o n o l o g i c a l 
D e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e 
B a b y l o n i a n  A c c e n t u a t i o n 
S y s t e m

Shoshany (2011) suggests six stages in the 
development of the Babylonian accent system:

1. simple Babylonian vocalization; the accents 
serve as punctuation marks; the accent is not 
placed above the stressed syllable; the accen-
tuation rules are those of the early-a stra-
tum. This stage may be seen in manuscripts 
of the Ea, Eb, and Ec types which belong to 
the first stage of the early strata. In this stra-
tum it is common to find the phenomenon 
of an implied accent (an unmarked accent 
whose existence is revealed from preceding 
and following accents). 

2. simple Babylonian vocalization; the accents 
serve as punctuation marks; the accent is 
not placed above the stressed syllable; the 
accentuation rules are those of the late-a 
stratum. The later the manuscript, the more 
consistent the accents, and the less the use 
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of the implied accents. This stage may be 
seen in manuscripts of the Ea, Eb, and Ec 
types which belong to the second stage of 
the early strata.

3. simple Babylonian vocalization; the accent 
is not placed above the stressed syllable; 
the accentuation rules are those of the late-
a stratum; transition to a musical perfor-
mance of the accents is evident. This stage 
apparently belongs to the late-a stratum, in 
other words manuscripts of the Ea, Eb, and 
Ec types which belong to the second stage 
of the early strata. This stage is theoretical, 
and there are no extant manuscripts to illus-
trate it, since the manuscripts do not mark 
musical performance. We have no external 
sources referring to musical execution.

4. simple Babylonian vocalization; the accen-
tuation rules are those of the late-a stratum. 
As a result of the musical performance, the 
accents start marking the stressed syllable. 
The transition is gradual. Only some of 
the manuscripts use this method and the 
markings are not always precise. This stage 
may be seen in the Ea7, Ea17, and Ea93 
manuscripts.

5. gradual transition to compound vocaliza-
tion; the accents usually mark the stressed 
syllable; the accentuation is still that of the 
late-a stratum. This stage may be seen in 
manuscripts Ea67 and Eb2 (which, in spite 
of the use of E, belong to the manuscripts 
with the compound vocalization), as well as 
in manuscripts Ka53 and Kc53.

6. compound Babylonian vocalization; the 
accents mark the stressed syllable. The musi-
cal performance leads to a transition from the 
early division and accentuation rules to those 
of the later strata (b and c). This stage may 
be seen in manuscripts of the Ka, Kb, and Kc 
types (with the exception of Ka53, Kc53).

The transition to use of the accents for pur-
poses of musical performance influenced the 
placing of the accent on the word and the rules 
of division and accentuation. Since the change 
of the rules of division and accentuation was 
a drawn-out and gradual process, this change 
only occurred at a late stage of the development 
of the Babylonian system. In contrast, since 
the change in the placement of the accent is a 
simple process it took place at an early stage.

The manuscripts with Babylonian accents 
which were discovered in the Cairo Genizah 
are usually short, and some of them are par-
tially erased and torn, but since the findings 
illustrate the use of accents in different periods, 
they have allowed us to establish rules of divi-
sion and accentuation in the Babylonian accen-
tuation system. Moreover, the findings in the 
Babylonian manuscripts can serve to inform us 
about various phenomena within the Tiberian 
system, as well as illuminating the development 
of accentuation in general.
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Biblical Accents: Cantillation

In the synagogue the Hebrew Bible is not sim-
ply read, but chanted according to an ancient 
system of melodic motifs, notated in scriptural 
codices in the form of graphic symbols super-
imposed above and below the words. The art 
of chanting the Bible is called ‘cantillation’, a 
word derived from the Latin cantare, meaning 
‘to sing’. In the traditional Jewish liturgy, can-
tillation is performed by a solo singer, appro-
priately qualified and prepared, who chants the 

sacred text for the congregation according to 
the ancient traditional melodies, unaccompa-
nied, in a free, speech-like rhythm.

In Hebrew, the motifs of cantillation are 
called טעמים †e≠amim (singular טעם †a≠am) 
or המקרא  a≠ame ha-miqra. The word† טעמי 
 a≠am in classical Hebrew generally means† ַטַעם
‘taste, sense, reason’, alluding to another func-
tion of cantillation: to add the inflection that 
clarifies the meaning of the text. The term is first 
used in the Talmud (Babylonian Talmud Berak-
hot 62a), referring to the melodies to which the 
biblical text is chanted. In Yiddish, the lingua 
franca of the Jews in Northern Europe for cen-
turies, these motifs (and their notation) came to 
be known as trop. The derivation of this word 
seems to be from the Greek tropos or Latin 
tropus, referring to a mode or extended melody 
in church music of the Middle Ages. The Yid-
dish term for the art of cantillation is לייענען 
leyenen, a term that in other contexts means 
‘reading’. The equivalent Hebrew term is קורא 
qore, which also means simply ‘reading’. The 
person designated to cantillate the Bible is 
called the קריאה  ba≠al qeri±a ‘master of בעל 
reading’. In this context, there is no lexical 
distinction between ‘reading’ and ‘cantillation’. 
Implicit in the concept of Jewish liturgical read-
ing has always been the assumption that the 
text would be cantillated, not spoken. But this 
is not an exclusively Jewish praxis; throughout 
Asia, sacred texts are cantillated in this man-
ner. From the Moslems in the Middle East to 
the Hindu in India and the Buddhists in Japan, 
the words of sacred scripture are chanted in the 
simple rhythms of speech, in a performance 
practice resembling that of Hebrew Bible can-
tillation (Avenary 1972:1099–1100).

The teachers of oratory in ancient Rome 
made disparaging references to this Asian prac-
tice of chanting a text. Cicero, the great Roman 
orator of the 1st century B.C.E., wrote, “If he 
had begun his whining sing-song, after the man-
ner of the Asians, who could have endured it?” 
(8.27:118). And about a century and half later 
Quintilian disparaged “the practice of chanting 
instead of speaking, which is the worst feature 
of our modern oratory” (11.3.57:275).

There is evidence that in the first centuries 
of the Common Era some Jews, sensitive to the 
criticism of their Roman neighbors, had been 
reading the Bible without its melody. In the late 
3rd century C.E. Rabbi Yohanan felt it neces-




