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INTRODUCTION

“-When Nils Lund, the scholar who has probably done more than any other to-bring
the study of chiasmus to life in the twentieth century, was first introduced to what
‘Wwas then being designated as ,,the inverted order”’ in 1908, he had many legitimate
reasons for being initially skeptical. Such studies were not far advanced at that
point, and the form- itself appeared somewhat unlikely. While forging ahead to apply
the principle of chiasmus to the study of the Bible, Lund had no way of knowing
‘Where such studies might lead:arid how they would ultimately be received.

When the present writers were first introduced to chiasmus, over half a century la-
‘ter, at least the need for skepticism had been removed. Directly available was a score
of plausible chiastic scripturdl -analyses, particularly those in Lund’s own volume

on Chiasmus in the New Testament (Chapel Hill: 1942). Further pursuits did not need
to be directed toward answering the threshold question of whether chiasmus exists,
‘but rather to the evaluative questions.of what its presence means and how often it can
be said to occur. ' : :

Without overstating its importance, it can now be said that one of the most salient
developments in the study of ancient literature over the past few decades is the growing
awareness of the presence of chiasmus in the composition of ancient writings. This
development has been especially notable in the field of biblical studies, but it is also
manifest in the study of ancient prose and poetry generally. The length of the biblio-
graphy at the end of this volume alone is indicative of the vast number of recent treat-
ises and scholarly articles which have employed chiasmus at one stage or another in
their analyses of ancient texts. The early trickle of chiastic commentary, beginning
with some initial observations by Johannes Bengel, Gnomon Novi Testamenti {Tiibin-
‘gen, 1742), John Jebb, Sacred Literature (London, 1820), Thomas Boys, Tactica Sacra
" {London, 1824), and then by John qubes,‘,S‘ymmetri‘ca/ Structure of Scripture (Edin-
“burgh,1854), first grew to a steady flow of produd—tive commentary through the efforts

of Nils Lund from 1930 to 1955, and recently has increased dramatically, in both
: “quantity and diversity. One of the primary purposes of the present undertaking is to

draw together, consolidate and extend as much of this development as possible. This
shall be accomplished partly by means of representative expositions of how chiastic
- analysis may be.émp|6ygd in the study of selected ancient writings, and further by
" means of tables, indices and bibliographies to aid in the further examination of chias-
* mus in antiquity. :

Initially, it-would seem reasonable to offer a definition of chiasmus. Basically,
chiasmus is inverted parallelism. Yelland's Handbook of Literary Terms captures the
essence of the form in the following definition:

A passage in which the second part is inverted and balanced against the first. Chiasmus is

thus a type of antithesis.
A wit with dunces, and a dunce with wits.

{Pope).
Flowers are Jovely, love is flowerlike.

(Coleridge).1

Critical here are balance and inversion. The ,,antithesis” involved need not necessa-
rily be more than a formal one, since the second half of a chiasm can be complemen-
tary as well as antithetical in content to the first half of the structure. In modern times,




chiasmus has been exposited under the names of epanodos,2 introverted paraliel-
ism,” extended introversion,4 concentrism,” the chi~form,6 palistrophe,7 envelope
construction,® the o’e/ta-form,9 recursion,10 as well as simple, compound, and
complex chiasmus.'! But for the most part, each of these titles conceptualizes the
same phenomenon described above: namely, the appearance of a two-part structure or
system in which the second half is a mirror image of the first, i. e. where the first term
recurs last, and the last first.

But chiasmus is also much more than simple inversion or repetition, an A~B--B‘'—A’
pattern. As the structure expands in number of elements, the abrupt repetition by
which the last elements of the first of the system become the first elements of the sec-
ond half can draw unusual attention to the central terms, which are repeated in close
proximity to each other. This is observable, for example, in the case of an A~B—C~D
—E—E'-D'~C'~B'~A’ arrangement. An emphatic focus on the center can be em-
ployed by a skillful composer to elevate the importance of a central concept or to dram-
atize a radical shift of events at the turning-poirit. Meanwhile, the remainder of the
system can be used with equal effectiveness as a framework through which the author
may compare, contrast, juxtapose, complément, or complete each of the flanking ele-
ments in the chiastic system. In addition, a marked degree of.intensification can be
introduced throughout the system both by building to a clirhax at the center as well
as by strengthening each element individually upon its chiasti¢ repetition.

An instructive illustration of all of this is Psaim 3:7—9 (KJV 3:6-8), following the
translation of M. Dahood for the most part:

A | do not fear the arrows of people oo
Who have set themselves against me round about.
B Arise, :
C O YHWH, o
B Save me,
C O my God!
D May you smite
E All my enemies
F On the cheekbane!
F’ The teeth
E’ Of the wicked
D’ May you break!
C' O YHWH,
B’ Salvation!
A’ Upon your people is your blessing. Selah

The balance, inversion, and intensification within this passage are at the same time
precise, extensive, and elegant. This portion of the psalm follows a development from
reassurance in the face of encircling enemies, to a central prayer for victory over them,
and lastly turns to exaltation of the power and the blessiﬁg'wh'ich Y ahweh provides.
The chiastic features of the psalm have reached a noteworthy stage of sophistication,
manifesting a sustained inversion and also climactic intensification with each of the six
chiastic complements. Not only is the central prayer for relief the focus of attention,
but also each term is strengthened and fulfilled by its parallel part. Observe how the
“arrows of people’” become the "blessing of your people;” “'save me,” a personal
entreaty, becomes "‘salvation,” a national triumph; “smite’’ becomes “break ;" “my
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a i ive "“cheekbone’” becomes the aggressive
hemies’ become “‘the wicked;” and the passive chee

eath.” With meticulous composition, it is little wonder that this passage, and others

i i ini rbal
ike it, convey intense emotions and concise thoughts in a minimum number of ve
15) '

A i ively short passage and also a
‘Psalm 3:7-9, one will readily observe, is both .a n.elfmve y shor passag end also 2
section of poetry. This immediately raises two significant gue'stlonstecr:)‘nccan begome?
ility of chiasmus: First, are there limits on' how large .a chiastic syts m e be nan-a._

And:second, is chiasmus only a poetical dgvucg or does it also'opera eir pla” nar
tives-as well? Consider the second quest'lgn first. Mgdern mlndcsi, pa|rt|0|.:ja e\; ones.
tiich have grown accustomed to pragmatlr:: us:a; of h:;r:t;r;ez::rt)wtc\)”;r;g en%;ngs i
extent upon syntax rather than u . .
d:s:rr::ir:: :\;::g?\g, natural?y conceive of a c'ievice such as ch-lasmus as on?dv:rlzi;]fulzz-
ions strictly as a poetical novelty. In antiquity, however, (?huas|mus 'wa'swf Ch\i/asmis
“d'with equal fluency in both prose and poetry. The functiona ana' ysis o hiasmu
?r?:ivtlher coﬁtext is essentially the same, as we hope to ha?ve amply |l:ustrsit:smuizas.
'f'his holds true despite the fact that in the past, perhz?ps inadvertently, c Hasmus has
been studied separately in prose and in pgetry. Once nt.has been reﬁggmzs r,na o ,
. that chiasmus operates fluently in pr(:jse,_.lt get(::Tg: tta}::]dse:;[atyhz;tivi lsatxiumcwre t\f_-, e
. order to thoughts as well as to sounds, and that it th give structure 10 b
fhdugh‘t pattern and development of entlre: Ilterar-y units, as wg o A e o
whose composition is more dependent on |mmed|§te tones an 'r y.thin ;NhiCh P
: tﬁat the scope of chiasmus is timited only by the size (?f the ufmt with T N ering
chiasm occurs. We hope to have shown that chiasmus is thgre‘ ofe a sig : e
inci ithi fv verses and sentences, but also within anq throug ogt w
zggl?s'pz:zc\ilv;;ht;nr;s?\?et s:e\t/ical units, whose dimensions are indeed virtually unlimited.

) . . . n-
Although it must be observed that chiasmus appears in short \{erse: and tsgle%l:a‘ fﬁ)on
’ i i tion has no
i figurations, the focus of our atten _
tences as well 3s in longer con : ! e
| i iasti tterns, for several reasons: on the one s
short grammatical chiastic pa , hand, the shor e o
: that once attention
t part speak for themselves, so : ' :
P o rea 18 chiast i be said of the chiasm itself
i tic, not much remains to be § .
to the fact that a verse is chiastic, _ o e earpre.
is i iminish the value of other technical, philolog
{although this is not to diminis D o et
ive i icati i become observable only thereby). ,
tative implications which often b o ered o o
i 'y ish translation o
i i has virtually no counterpart in any £ng
A i s of chiasmus do not always lend
3 i as fore the simpler types of chias :
same ancient passage, and there o
i imple chiasmus must rather be studieq, D
themselves to casual display. Simp ’ D e e e
' i i i i ictly grammatical, syntactical, and sty .
matter, in conjunction with a strict X istic comm
i For the sake of completeness, however, :
tary on each particular text. . . e
prgvided at the end of this study catalogue, where possible, most chiasms w :
have evoked comment to date. . . . t
The more interesting and challenging observations regarding chiasmus are l?er:'ip;zc
ications of the form. Here the form becomes mo
10 complex structural application _ mes T
i fevi skeleton upon which thoughis a
‘a-mere literary device, and more than a ' s
‘are attached. When chiasmus achieves the level of ordgrmg the flow.of. thoué;hltsxpress;
: i i f a sustained unfolding of ap artistic verba: e
throughout an entire pericopeg, or o . A
i es with the message and meaning
ion. the character of the form itself merg messag P O Mt
; is said i more than how it is said. Analyzing
sage. Indeed what is said is often no . . 4 "
engon and the tendency which certain authors manifest to utilize gwen.forrr: extezmin
sively and naturally is by no means simple. But the task of unvderstandmg the me g

1"



i iati ni-
Since the modern mind is not rehearsed in the use, appreciation or even ;he re::zg
i i i hat criteria must be met be-
i i ortant question arises over w riet |
on.of chiasmus, a most imp ‘ ' 4
i ecomes reasonable to speak of chiasmus, let alone of a particular chiastic

n hlll a (‘)IVeH tex “ n aSpect OI CIHaS | nalysis Is 1O prOdUCe rigor-
t. a X t1C a |y S
e t: wit Y

of a writing is never complete until its formular aspects as well as its thought content
have been grasped.
fore it b

afrangem : ‘
ousand verifiable results, the inverted parallel orders, which create

hich that analysis is based, must be eyid'enced in the text itself<and nD: lTe[zj%s;c:nL;[:zn
ihe NN d35i|9n 0'. a'rtif!fce Ofbti:(ft'i’\?iatc:leri‘t Tishreer::g:llb?enteo r%quire signifi-
co"ncern is over objectivity. In striving for o . aniti-
can iti i rent, and the overall system to be well balance
Ca'mrlr;pheatllftl(())fnis:ht:gli:::wds'gbz?g:end to repeat the first half of the s‘system in a recog-
:}i;aobly inverted order, ar}‘d the juxtaposition of the two cent;al sggrvocr;]si;lswtc;:ghliere
mafked and highly accentuated. Longer passages are‘more de ensnh y ;i ! (;f a;a||eg_
{ {so contains a fair amount of short chlasmu§ apd other forms ofp :
kil tIexl::y words, echoes, and balancing should be distinct and should serve de

Clearly, then, there is good reason for the persistently increasing amount of recent
scholarly attention which has been directed toward analyzing chiastic techniques and
in proposing ways in which the resultant structural perceptions of ancient writings ca
be applied in efforts at textual explication. For many reasons chiasmus has held
sustained attention; It is significant that the form appears frequently and is often exe-
cuted with noteworthy precision. The form can be aesthetically very pleasing, due in
part to its vast potential to coordinate rigorous and abrupt juxtapositions within a

. single unified literary system, all while focusing on a point of central concern. The
form is exegetically significant, often providing the basis for cogent alternatives to
other text critical interpretations which have called for a drastic fragmentation of cer-
tain basic texts. But perhaps most of ali, the gravamen of chiastic analysis has driven
home, in many minds, ‘the penetrating realization that several twentieth-century
assumptions {whether expressed or implied) about the state of the ancient mind and
about the composition of ancient writings may unwittingly impute too much modern
mentality to the ancient author. A similar realization was brought home by the revolu-
tionizing understanding of Homeric composition contributed by Lord and Parry,
Despite the barriers which wil} inevitably prevent us from reconstructing precisely
what the ancient mind consciously thought, perceived, intended or designed, we
can acutely perceive that their thoughts are not necessarily our thoughts, and our
designs rarely theirs. :

ism-as wel ras. o
fined purposes within the structure. .
' "Ne\r/)ert‘:weless the objective criteria alone do not tell the whole story. Evidence of

’h}ésmus is not entirely objective and quantifiable. For example, chiasmu.s operates?t
;, definition within literary units. Yet defining what constnFutes such a htgrary uni
é’r&')ld determining where it begins and ends is often a predominantly subjectnlle matter,.
iple i here a single system is
eci v operate simultaneously or w /stem
especially where multiple structures —
zb?nposez of separated bicola. Furthermore, wherever synonyms, cogr?altes,;ntltt.hetl
4 : i iasti i bstantial subjective
: i in appear in a chiastic systern, su . .
cals, or logically proximate terms as e . :
udg ad i terms in the first portion
j i in involved in the process of deciding which te i
judgment is again involve : ‘ o inthe first pore
' if & h particular terms in the second p
of the system match {if at all) wit artict : N
s&stem \é)ne also recognizes that any significant chiasm must ﬁmbrace gac: cf:f theap(;iea
' . . ing i i tted from -
i ng in the system {(for what is omi
dominant words and concepts appear! em (fo om from a di
: i as critical as-that which is included, in terms
rammed arrangement is often as critical ‘ i ;
Etng both the ancient-author’s creative‘success and the n?odern.exe_ge?te §c-onc?ptbuial -
glarity in respect to any proposed chiasm). But here again, subjectivity is mev;tab y in
volved iﬁ deciding which elements are in fact predominant and must, therefore, be

It should be apparent that ancient rhetoric and modern prose do not strive to a-
chieve the same ideals. Modern style demands, for example, that an author write more
or less linearly, following a line of syllogistic or dialectic reasoning, or developing a
continuous flow of ideas. Circuitousness and repetitiveness are shunned in most circum
stances. In many ancient contexts, however, repetition and even redundancy appear to
represent the rule rather than the exception. Parallelism thrived. Indeed, repetition
once served several valuable purposes. It had express pedagogical functions, and
double structures carried moral implications for the ancient mind as well: ,,For God
speaketh once, yea twice, yet man perceiveth it not’* (Job 33:14). Moreover, since the

“ordering of terms is a helpfui tool in memorization, chiasmus conveniently afforded
inherent mnemonic capacities. It is a poetic form which is impressive, which-‘will last,
and will be easity remembered and literally remembered,” Hans Kosmala has observ-
ed,"? and Paul Gaechter has for this reason labeled chiasmus "“die traditionelle, héhere
Lehrform.”*13 Memorable writing was also of special significance to the ancient world, -
where for many people literature was transmitted orally; thus it is not happenstantial
that ancient art forms developed in accordance with the needs of oral tradition. Fur-
thermore, chiasmus afforded a seriously needed element of internal organization in
ancient writing, which of course did not make use of paragraphs, punctuation, capital
ization and other such synthetic devices to communicate the conclusion of one idea
and the commencement of the next. Finally, ancient religious literature frequently
served liturgical purposes, and the structure of chiastic writing' made it suitable for use
in ritual settings and may well have been affected on certain occasions to facilitate
alternate recitation, e.g. by the opposite divisions of the choir in Jewish worship.14
These practical considerations, along with many other aesthetic and linguistic quali-
ties of the form, seem to have made chiasmus a pleasing, as well as functional, literary
form in many ancient contexts. )

judged indispensable. : : o - o .
" gecogniz’i)ng the subjective as well as the objective aspects of identifying chiasmus,

our purpose in presenting this collection: of stl{d_ies is not to a?dvan;:e ev:r:zj/actlgu:);téir“
arrangement herein displayed as an absolutely rigid demonstration of a m atory per
ception of the formal structure of any given composition. In some |!:|stancee ,m :chias
mus may approach that degree of certitude. But as for the (.)thers';t eytar 59,- 2mdy
what appears to be the most natural and mea'nlngful arraiysns. of the te>2i :Jhr;t v .
in-the absence of a more attractive alternative ar]alyms, it |s'propos;3‘ e
arrangements afford the most coherent and effective perspective on these

other ancient texts. . N . ' .
Where the objective criteria, such as the repetition, the balance, the inversion, th

focus or shift at the center, and the densit\'l of pe(ijral.lel f?rr;\salze'(r:\;Ze;gn:gg;;]:rssaé:]::zd
i there is, of course, no difficulty in designatin sage las-
!tli:; zisap:fgct:ae‘ding to scrutinize the text in that Ii.ght. Even where the _obt])vv:ctltvegrr;t;r
ia-are less than perfect, it may still, in certain circumstances, be desirable to .
attention to ways in which the text tends toward invertgd order, or to fO(‘:LIS (I)fn e:{peae
ular sense of balance or symmetry which seems foundational to the text a;:?e . " rm,<e
too, it is possible to speak of chiasmus in a looser sense of the tem_w, ftqr c ;a:;na”,ange-
poetical or artistic forms generally, lends itself to a variety of applications
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minifv\;v:;;g: rir;eizssox:hsaonme ofccasuons only approximate i1ts ideal composition. Where
he inversion s less tha dpgr ect, sor.ne might contend that this is evidence that no in-
version w ed by thfa writer at all. Rather, this might better be explain-
. er?ce”that the author smply took some liberty with the form, not adher-
o me frzr;ljcea:m\)/r;ootfhaenfz:,?r;ﬁrcﬁ?a:n/g sakei bu; stil:I choosing to operate within the
. ) or related scheme. In such instan |
ty;scs becomes much more complex and, depending to a large extent on \C/:i:att":: ?c?a
e _(;;qvgd thergby, may become controversial.
25 fr0m the residusl probem of sstomg werifanle enioctuity i the soplestion
. uring verifiable objectivity in the applicati :
the concept of chiasmus, there may arise other lingering hesitanci i pp’ ot
ably must be confronted before one stakes relian?:e ug es‘t?nc'les e U_”dersmn ’
pon principles of chiasmus.
%?i::,i?:ﬁ:{ for ezample, hovy sgch arrangements could have escaped serious notice:;
for several. ‘ou:san of years, if indeed they are ancient creations and not merely :
bOdiesnOfaa:)lccia;tr:(t)rlzljet uhpon reflection one realizes that far greater and astonishing
o ot o ur:: fave been los? t‘o succ?essive generations-than simply the
now! . us. In fact, cultu.re is |ncred|bly fragile, requiringonly a few neg-
Cit\:,i”u generatlons tp break the continuum of awareness of entire! languages and
o r:Sastlnonsb. More dAfrectIy'l, there is significant evidence that inverted parallelism was
p y observed in antiquity, for example by Cicero, Atticus 1, 16, 1 and thé

R .
oman commentators Servius and Donatus {under the name of hysteron proteron), by

;%GQS(ChO“/?St Avristarchus, Scholia A on Odyssey 56, and the Scholia Euripides Oreste

Ofrot yzteron), and by the S.chploa Euripides Phoenissae 887 (hysterologia).
o femv‘v:(;we;:ls, (f)zr:l;etar, hf)w prvmlfive'culture§ could produce complex literary crea
Lons founded wzat © the’nsbwe organgt;onal principles such as those which chiasmus’
demands, Dut wha alonevs ;;It |a concelt'o_n the par.t of the modern interpreter! For it
ot Thotter!t man alone wdp ays a Iegrtlmatg clalmj to being recognized as sophisti-
cated It reve;l e es discovered at Ugarit and now at Ebla and other archeolog-
s reveal he ri) ence of an acutfa awareness of languages, of high proficiency
ot e transta Con(;:)er cefzss, of quadralmgyal textbooks, and many other indications
surpassed our own mod:rr?:/:gg;l:lgﬁlim\?v;:: fea}”}:% ot oyt ot

' V! S . . reas the primary concern of an ancien
\t/\i/(r)::rf,ozintc:]:isrps:vlillys blb:(lflal wmgr, was cvertainly not to create chiastic com;'os;
tions for their o Os:arns esv, 3 | |Hec? writers would have no difficulty applying this form
e ¢ p would seize upon such an opportunity under suitable circum-

es to take great advantage of the powers which the form itself affords, Beyond

;flzitiev:cte trr;\ay _observe that the general use for formal patterns was far more ;Jrevx;len‘t in
o ep}‘c Do:;\r;noTzfzrlr;;c;;n:sjlt;on —— wntngss simply the demanding requirements
Synony;nous i plets and the like. More then than now, beauty was
tiorl:lae]v:rrltdhe:gii, r\;lv:nshaalleprobabIy ngver know exactly how many chiasms'were inten-
tional Wrmng m th\; e ;nereI aclc:dents {perhaps even unocbserved accidents) in
anclent writ! T.he b a a:; y5|.s, ou‘r study ends where it begins: with the ancient
what features the text is zi)::rv'gz z-'xts um‘:a?fat{atl'y m\?anifeSts e voely determined oY
stands for, is fundamentaily a matter of V\l/heast li:gs'ays ta(: ?t:i);;;ays' o |°?k5 m(e' o
san _ ' ers. Certain points of
v u(::;nt]:cierlr;e::;:?no; :E;Lsthure Iof a'\ g!ven text may be more or less persu:sive. What
which render a view more orlfesosnaZt:;n;;:\?:. Py, not determined by, potential criticsms

14

r by way of introduction. These introductory
to prove the validity or importance
ion and for that we must turn to the de-

It'is difficult to go much furthe
remarks are only that. They do not purport
of chiasmus, for its proof is only in’its percept
monstrations below.

" What is proved by the existence o
‘evidence for cultural diffusion in‘anti

f chiasmus is also difficult to say. Those who see
quity may find further support for that hypothe-
‘sisin the similar chiastic arrangements in the diverse fiteratures sampled here. Others
may see in the widespread use of chiasmus merely a reflection of the commonality of
‘man, as indeed many nursery rhymes and mundane proverbs are chiastic. But wherever
-chiasmus demonstrably exists, its potential impact on interpretation and textual anal-
ysis:stands to be profound. Since chiasmus is studied predominantly in religious
“texts, its contribution to theological exegesis and the spiritual appreciation of sacred
fiteratures is often highly significant, and the implications here are easily much farther
-réaching than space or skill will allow the present authors to cover completely.

The scope of this work is therefore necessarily limited, for the most part being con-
ined to the task of defining and demonstrating the presence of chiasmus in selected
ancient literatures. Much of the material presented here appears for the first time, al-
“though the authors are deeply appreciative especially to the editors of Ugarit-Forschun-
gen, Linguistica Biblica, Beth Mikra, and Brigham Young University Studies for their
“generous assistance and permission to use materials already having appeared in their
‘publications. While limitinig the scope of this work, we can only hope that its full pur-

Gse will nevertheless be served by promoting a general awareness of chiasmus among
‘allithose engaged in reading, studying and enjoying ancient literature. Since, in princi-
ple, chiasmus.is relatively easy to apply, our task may well have ended as soon as the
“reader himself sets out to observe chiasmus on his own.

JohnW. Welch
Los Angeles, 1978

FOOTNOTES

Yelland, Jones, and Easton, Héndboolq of Literary Terms, p. 32.
Bengel, Gnomon Novi Testamenti, Glossary, “Epanodos,”’ utilized in Jebb, Sacred Litera-
ture, pp. 53, 57, 70, ‘ )

Jebb, Sacred Literature, p.»53; Forbes, Sym
Casanowicz, “‘Parailelism in Hebrew Poetry,
Glanville, ed., Studies Presented to F. LI. Griffith, p. 88.

metrical Structure of Scripture, pp. 35-41; M.
“ Jewish Encyclopedia 9:621; Golenischeff, in

Anderson, Sentence in Biblical Hebrew, pp. 129, 136.

McCarthy, CBQ, 27:336-47; Pesch, Biblica, 47:577-81; cf. Brown, Gospel According to
John, p. 644, mentioning the “parabolic curve'’ concept.

Treated in Hebrew as Kiut by Segal, Introduction to the Bible, 1, cited by Radday. "On the
Chiasm in Biblical Narrative,” Beth Mikra, 20-1:50.
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Hebrew Literary
Styles

G

G-1) Hebrew Poetry

Psalms is included in that part of the Old Testa-

ent known as the wisdom literature or the poetic

ooks. The books usually included in this classifica-

> tion are Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the

ong of Solomon, (Note: Joseph Smith indicated that

the Song of Solomon is not inspired scripture”

. [Bible dictionary, s.v. “Song of Solomon’]. It will

“therefore not be treated in this manual.) But it would

be a serious misconception to think that there are no

poetic or literary passages elsewhere in the Old Tes-

' tament. There are whole passages of poetic songs in

. the historical books (for example, see the song of

“Moses in Exodus 15 and the song of Deborah and

E. Barak in Judges 5). The prophetic writings, especially
" Isaiah, are also replete with passages of poetic qual-

. ity and form. While this Hebrew literature is as com-

" monly spoken of as poetry, this name is misleading,

or it is greatly different from Western poetry,

- whether thyming verse or blank verse. It is beneficial

“to the study of Psalms for one to understand some of

i the basic elements of the ancient Israelite literary

tyles before studying the actual writings. Four

important characteristics are of note: parallelism,

chiasmus, figurative imagery, and dualism.

G-2) Hebrew Poeh;y Is Based on Parallelism, or
“Thought-Rhythm’

“The chief characteristics . . . of Hebrew poetry are
' found in the peculiar form in which it gives utterance
o its ideas: This form has received the name of
parallelism.” Ewald justly prefers the term ‘thought-
thythm,’ since the rhythm, the music, the peculiar
flow and harmony of the verse and of the poem, lie
in the distribution of the sentiment in such a manner
that the full import does not come out in less than a
distich {a poetic form containing two lines; a coup- ~
let}.” (Fallows, Bible Encyclopedia, s.v., "Poetry,
. Hebrew,”” 3:1357). o

“The word ‘poetry’ may suggest to us a highly
specialized branch of literary art, produced by the

for any part of the Old Testament. A closer modern
equivalent would be the measured oratory of, for
instance, a Winston Churchill -

We shall fight on the beaches,
We shall fight on the landing-grounds,
We shall fight in the fields and in the streets

» —in which reiteration (or other devices) and rhythm
. join to make a passage doubly memorable and
impressive.

few for the few. But this would be a misleading tetn-: - -~

“"Reiteration was a favourite Canaanite technique,
and is also a mark of some of the earliest biblical
poetry:

Spoil of dyed stuffs for Sisera,

Spoil of dyed stuffs embroidered,

Two pieces of dyed work embroidered for my
- neck as spoil Judges 5:30).

“The rhythm, though tighter than this in the origi-
nal, is flexible matter of stresses, or beats, not of

*fixed numbers of syllablés. Most often there will be

three stresses to a line, matched by another three in
the following line which pairs with it to form a
couplet: But this pattern may be varied by an occa-
sional longer or shorter couplet, or by a triplet, in the
same passage; or again the predominating rhythm
may be of couplets in which a three-beat line is
answered by another of two beats:

How are the mighty fallen
in the midst of the battle!

“This last rhythm, with its touch of fading or
drooping, is often used for taunts or laments (as in
the book of Lamentations), and this has suggested
the name Qinah (lament) for it, although its use is
not confined to such themes.

“What is almost the hallmark of biblical poetry, in con-
trast to our own, is parallelism: the echoing of the thought
of one line of verse in a second line which is its partuer:

Has he said, and will he not do it?
Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfil it?
(Numbers 23:19). »

 “There are many_,varieﬁes of this, from virtual rep
etition to-amplification or antithesis. It has a dignity
and spaciousness which allows time for the:thought

~ to make its effect on the hearer,__»énd often also. the

opportunity to present more than one facet of a

matter: » '
For my thoughts are not your tho'ughts,
neither are your ways my ways, says the Lord
(Isaiah 55:8). : )

“Bishop Lowth, whose lectures on Hebrew poctiy
in 1741 first introduced the name ‘parallelism’ for this

~poetic style, pointed out that this structure, based us il

is on meaning, survives translation into the prose of any
language with remarkably little loss, unlike the poetry
that relies on complex metre or a special vocabu-
lary.”” (Derek Kidner, “Poetry and Wisdom Liter
ature,” as cited in Alexander and Alexander,
Eerdmans’ Handbook to the Bible, p. 316; emphasis
~added.) -
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“Lowth distinguished three chief types of paral-
lelism: a. Synonymons parallelisnt. This is a repetition
of the same thought with equivalent expressions, the
first line or stich reinforcing the second, giving a
distich or couplet:

Tl that sitteth in the heavens shall langh:

Fhe Tord will have them in derision’ (Psa. 2:4).

b Antithetic parallelism consists of the repetition of
a contrasting thought in the second lineto accentuate
the thought of the first:

“The young lions do lack and suffer hunger:
But they that seek Jehovah shall not want any
good thing.” (Psa. 34:10).

o Synthetic parallelism is a building up of thonght,
“ilh each succeeding line adding to the first:

‘Aud he shall be like a tice planted by the rivers
of water,

That bringeth forth fruit in its season,

Whose leaf shall not wither _ O

And whatsoever he doeth shall prosper’ (’sa. 1:3).

This basic pattern of Hebrew poetry conveys
thoughts pleasing to the mind and produces a musi-
cal cadence pleasing to the ear. There are numbers of
variations in parallelism discovered since Lowth’s
day, such as inverted parallelism (Psa. 137:5, 6; Psa.
30:8-10). This occurs in a quatrain when the first line
is parallel to the fourth instead of the second and the
intervening lines are parallel.” (Unger, Bible
Dictionary, s.v. ""poetry, Old Téstament,” p. 874.)

((:-3) Chiasmus in the Old Testament

The last form mentioned has also been called
chiasmus, from the Greek letter chi (which corre-
sponds to the letter x), because lines connecting the
parallelisms form an x. For example, note the dia-
gram of the parallels in Psalm 124:7.

Our soul is escaped

as a bird

The snare is broken,

Out of the snare of

the fowlers:

And we are escaped. ‘

In other words, chiasmus is inverted parallelism.

“Cliiasmus was first noticed by a few nineteenth -
century pioneer theologians in' Germany and -
England, but the idea had ‘to wait until the 1930s
before it found’an ardent exponent, Nils Lund, who
was able to lay the priticiple before the eyes of the
world in a convincing. way... . . Today, articles on
the subject are quite common. ' )

“What is it that has drawn this attention? To see
this for ourselves, we had best begin with an.
example of chiasmus, and a convenient one is to be
found in Psalms 3:7-8, which reads (translating liter-
ally from the Hebrew):

Y7 Save me, O my God, for thou has smitten all
my cnemies on the cheek-bone;

8. The teeth of the wicked thou has broken; to
Jjehovah, the salvation.

-this same pattern of inverted repetition, and when

“What's so odd about that? Well, a careful look af
these verses reveals something that at first glance is
not altogether obvious: namely, that the words occur
in a peculiar sequence. Everything gets said twice,
and in the repetition everything gets said backwards,
back to front, or in a reverse order. Consider what
happens when we rewrite these verses by arranging
them in the following way: = - -
a  Save me,

b O my God, )

¢ for thou has smitten

~ o d. all my enemies
e on the cheekbone;
e The teeth

d  of the wicked
¢ ' thou hast broken;
b to Jehovah,
a the salvation.

It now becomes quite clear to us that the repetition
in these verses is not just a haphazard redundancy.
It is an ordered reversal of the original sequence of
the psalmist’s thoughts.

““Scholars in fact find that many passages follow

they do, they call them chiastic. I think it would be .
fair to say that the discovery of this pattern, the
discovery of chiasmus, has added more insights into
the nature of biblical literature than has any other
single discovery of a comparable kind in modern
times. '

“Some chiasms are relatively straightforward, suc
as the example in Genesis 7:21-23 (translating liter-
ally from the Hebrew):

a  There died on the earth
b all birds,

¢ cattle,
d  beasts and creeping things,
e man;
falllife
g died

g and was destroyed.
f Every living thing
e " both man, :
d creeping things,
¢ cattle,
b birds, - i
a were destroyed from the earth.

Otherchiasms, as we shall see, are much more
complex. : k :

“It is also important for us to notice that chiasmus
is not just a simple repetition; it also involves an
intensification or an aspect of completion in the sec-
ond half. Compare, for example, the more powerful
ideas of Psalms 3:8 over 3:7: the strength of the teeth
over the passive nature of the cheekbone; or getting
broken vis-a-vis getting smitten; being wicked in-
stead of just being an enemy. Quite consistently, ?
therefore, a shift can be seen to occur at the center of:
a chiasm so that the bigger, more powerful, or more
intense ideas will appear in the second half of
chiastic passages.




305

“Chiasmus is not limited to short passages. It may
dso be used to give order, emphasis, and com-
sleteness to longer passages, such as is the case in
the 58th Psalm:

1 Do ye indeed O gods speak righteousness?
Do ye judge uprightly, O ye sons of men?
b Nay in the heart ye work wickedness,
Ye weigh out the violence of your hands in
the earth.
¢ The wicked are estranged from the womb . . .
d Their poison is like the poison of a
serpent . . .
e O God
break
their teeth in their mouth;
e the great teeth of the young lions.
break out
O Jehovah.

d They shall melt away like waters, like a

snail will melt as it goes along . . .
¢ Abortions of a woman that have not beheld

the sun . . .

b The righteous shall rejoice when he seeth the
vengeance; he shall wash his feet in the blood
of the wicked.

a And men shall say, there is a reward for righteousness.

Surely there is a God that judgeth the earth.

By comparing each emphasized word in the first
half of this psalm with the corresponding empha-
sized word in the second half, you can see the -
interesting chiastic order and the contrasting
intensifications that have been written into this
psalm. Chiasmus makes this poem harmonic, com-
plete, and brilliant. No end is left untied. No thought
is left unbalanced. And yet it flows freely and natu-
rally from one point to the next and back again. To
an ancient Israelite this was beautiful, this was metri-
cal, this was inspirational.

A further phenomenon that we can see in the
structure of the 58th Psalm is the importance of the
chiastic turning point. Notice how the short prayer at
the center of this psalm is marked and spotlighted:
The prayer is set in the center for the very purpose
of showing how prayer to the Lord God can turn .
everything completely around. After the prayer the .
strength of the wicked melts away like the slime of a
snail, while the requests of the righteous are granted.

“Needless to say, the discovery of chiasmus has
given us plenty to think about. It has led us to think
about the nature of our sacred literature and to
reevaluate the skill and deliberation with which it
was written. By it many passages that were pre-
viously obscure have now become clear. Other places
that once seemed disorganized have now regained
their original orderliness. Above all, we have learned
once again that, if we are to judge the literature of
another culture, we must not judge it according to
our likes and dislikes. The fact that chiasmus was a
unique and prevalent form of Hebrew writing
requires us to take it into account when we consider '
the literary accomplishments of ancient Israel.” (John
W. Welch, “Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon; or,
the Book of Mormon Does It Again,” New Era, Feb.
1972, pp. 6-7.)

(G-4) Hebrew Literature Is Full of Imagery and Is
Highly Figurative

As explained in Enrichment Section C, the use of

symbolic language is characteristic of Old Testament -

writings. Figurative language and rich imagery '
abounds, especially in the poetic books. Every
rhetorical device is used, including alliteration, g
hyperbole, simile, metaphor, personification, and
metonomy (substitution). Sidney B. Sperry used an
interesting analogy to illustrate a fundamental dif-
ference between the Eastern and Western ways of
using language:

“Rudyard Kipling was certainly right when he
said: ‘Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never
the twain shall meet.’

As Latter-day Saints, we should keep Kipling’s
saying in mind when we read the scriptures. We
ofttimes read our Bible as though its peoples were
English or American and intérpret their sayings in
terms of our own background and psychology. But
the Bible is actually an Oriental book. It was written
centuries ago by Oriental people and primarily for
Oriental people. . . .

“It may be of interest to contrast the speech of
modern and ancient Palestinians with our own. In
thought and speech the Oriental is an artist; the
Occidental, on the other hand, may be thought of as
an architect. When speaking, the Oriental paints a
scene whose total effect is true, but the details may
be inaccurate; the Occidental tends to draw diagrams
accurate in detail. When our Lord spoke of the
mustard seed as ‘less than all the seeds that be in the
earth,” and the plant as ‘greater than all herbs’ (Mark
4:31-32), he was speaking as an Oriental. Any good
botanist knows that the mustard seed (sinapi) of
which Jesus spoke, though small, is not the smallest
of all seeds, nor is the plant greater than all herbs.”
(““Hebrew Manners and Customs,’” Ensign, May 1972,
pp. 29-30.)

“Nowhere is the genius of Hebrew.poetry more
apparent than in its imagery. It lays heaven and .
earth under tribute. It steals music from the moming
stars, and light from the bridegroom who needs no
virginal lamps. Its eternal summer fades not, and jts

~snows are undefiled. It rules the raging of the sea,.jt
~ drives on the clouds, and rides on the wings of the .
‘wind. It-makes the royal gold richer, the myrrh more:

fragrant, and the frankincense sweeter. The offerings
it tak}els from the shepherd suffer no death, and his
flock is folded in evergreen pastures. The bread of its
harvest will never waste, the oil from its press never
fail, and its wine is for ever new. S0 long as men can
breathe, its eternal lines will form the litany of the
praying heart. The strings it touches are the strings
of the harp of God.

“The rhythm of Hebrew poelry is not the mea-
sured beat of the carthi-locked body. It is the majestic
rhythm of the soaring spirit, felt only by him who
has the music of heaven in his soul. It rises above
the metrical to a loftier plane and to a new dimen-
sion —the dimension of the spirit, where they who
worship God worship Him in spirit and in truth.
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"lts proper object is the Highest, the God of
heaven and earth; its source and fount, the depths of
the God-hungry heart. Its great theme is the per-
sonal encounter with the living God.” (Douglas, New
Bible Dictionary, s.v. “poetry,” p. 1008.)

{51 the Use of Dualism in Hebrew Writings

One difficult aspect of Hebrew literature is the fre-
quency with which certain writers use figures or im-
ages or write of things that ltave a dual meaning,
Such dualism is similar to esoteric language, which is
“designed for or understood by the specially initiated
alone,” that is, language “restricted to a small
group” (Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary, 1979 ed.,
s.v. "esoteric”). For example, suppose a person in a
ctowd of strangers wants to delermine if there are
any Latter-day Saints present without openly asking.
He stands on a bench and begins to sing, “Come,
come, ye Saints, no toil nor labor fear” (Hymns, no.
13). He is using esoteric language. Members of the
Church would recognize the words instantly, but
everyone else would assume that he was only sing-
ing a song unfamiliar to them.

The same technique was often used in Old Testa-
ment writings. Special messages of spiritual
importance were placed in apparently mundane or
spiritually insignificant passages. But to the spiritual-
ly initiated, the spiritually sensitive, the second and
more important meaning leaps out clearly. Isaiah
wrote a “'proverb” (a taunting or.judgmental speech)
against the “king of Babylon” (Isaiah 14:4). It is a
masterful condemnation of the ruler of the empire
that would shortly become Israel’s primary enemy
and eventual destroyer. In the midst of the prophecy
of this downfall is this passage: "How are thou fallen
from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the momning! how art
thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken
the nations!"” (Isaiah 14:12). _

Most scholars simply conclude that Lucifer, which
in Hebrew means “brilliant star” or "“morning star”,
was a poetic name for the king of Babylon, since
kings and other important personages were some-
times referred to as stars (Wilson, Old Testament
Word Studies, s.v. ““Lucifer,” p. 261). And indeed the
whole passage (Isaiah 14:4-22)- makes perfect sense if
applied to the head of the Babylonian government.
But Satan’s name was Lucifer and the falling from '
heaven represented his being cast eut of God’s pres-
ence after his rebellion led to the war in. heaven (see .
D&C 76:25-28; Moses 1:1-4). In addition, Babylon -
came to refer to the world and Satan’s dominions
(see Revelation 17:5; D&C 1:16; 133:14). Read the
passage again in light of the other meanings for
Babylon and Lucifer. A whole new meaning, equally
valid and meaningful, becomes apparent. Which is
the correct interpretation? The answer—and one key
to understanding Hebrew literature —is that both are
correct. The passage was written in literary style.

. the will of man: but holy men of God spake as they -
" were moved by the Holy Ghost.” (2 Pet. 1:20-21.) |

.and every faithful member of the' Church should

Prophecies concerning Zion provide another
example of dualism. Zion was a common title for the
city of Jerusalem, and by extension, the covenant
people (just as one says Washington or Moscow to
mean America or the Soviet Union). Most scholars
interpret Zion references as referring to ancient
Israel, and undoubtedly they did. But to Latter-day
Saints, Zion has modern implications, which give
deeper significance to such passages (see Isaiah 2:1-
4). Old Jerusalem (Zion) has again been set up in the
fops of the mountains of Israel, and many Jews from
all over the world have flowed unto it. But the estab-
lishment of the restored Church in Salt Lake City
and in other places in the tops of the mountains has
also fulfilled this prophecy. So here is another classic
example of prophetic and literary dualism.

Still another example is the prophecies concerning
the scattering and gathering of Israel. These prophe-
cies have been fulfilled several times in different
ways. The Jews were carried away captive by Baby-
lon and returned seventy years later. They were
scattered again by the Romans and are now
returning to the land of their forefathers. The
Lamanites, another branch of Israel, have been
scattered and are now returning to the Church.
Israelites from all over the world are gathering to the
true Church. :

(G-6) Summary

The key to understanding such literary styles is the
Spirit. Elder Bruce R. McConkie said the following:

“In the final analysis, there is no way —absolutely
none (and this cannot be stated too strongly!)—to
understand any Messianic prophecy, or any other
scripture, except to have the same spirit of prophecy
that rested upon the one who uttered the truth in its
original form. Scripture comes from God by the
power of the Holy Ghost. It does not originate with
man. It means only what the Holy Ghost thinks it
means. To interpret it, we must be enlightened by
the power of the Holy Spirit. As Peter said, ‘No
prophecy of the scripture is of any private inter-
pretation. For the prophecy came not in old time by

Truly, it takes a prophet to undetstand a prophet,

have ‘the testimony of Jesus’ which'“is the spirit of
prophecy.” (Rev. 19:10.) Thus, as Nephi says, ‘The
words of Isaiah’~and the principle applies to all
scripture, all inspired writing, all Messianic prophe-,
cies—'are plain unto all those that are filled with the
spirit of prophecy.” (2 Ne. 25:4.) This is the sum and,
substance of the whole matter and an end to all ‘
controversy where discovering the mind and will of
the Lord is concerned.” (The Promised Messiah, p. 44.) ;i
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Tablets

5% | AY TABLETS BEARING UNIQUE
% carved symbols offer new insight into
“hamm# 3 Syrian fiterary tradition — poetry
that dates back more than 3,400 years.
Discovered by French archaeclogists in the
[920s, the Ugaritic tablets (which number in

the thousands) are the primary witness to the

religious and literary writings of the ancient
Canaanites. New research shows they contain
not only the earliest writing in the region, but
also a previously unknown artistic tradition,

Ted Lewis of the University of Georgia
used a unique approach to retranslate sev-
eral of the texts;"We are searching to recre-
ate the sound and beauty of the Ugaritic
text,” he said."What we've done is to aim for
a true literary translation; we want to write
the poetry as the ancients would have.

Translators in the past worked to break
the code of the cuneiform system of sym-
bols (letters formed of wedge-shaped
impressions) and paid Iittle attention to the
style and nuance of the language. “When
scholars translate these texts,” Lewis said,
"they do so for other scholars, in a very pre-
cise mathematical format. It read like an
equation — dull and lifeless. We wanted to
produce real poetry using assonance, alliter-
ation, and a concern for meter:’ )

One transiation tells of the ravenous
appetites of the newly born Canaanite gods

Rushing to eat bite by bite,

Gorging their mouths left and right,

But even so, not sated.

Lewis and his colleagues are working to
create a digital edition of retranslated
Ugaritic texts to share with the scho(arly
community. [J MAS ‘
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