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An Expressionist Approach to Ta'amei Neginah

Lewis Glinert

There is a set cantillation for the Reading of the Law and of the Prophets in the synagogue. It is rare in
practice that the musical notes used highlight the action in the stories related.

Dr. Lewis Glinert is Reader in Hebrew at the School of Oriental and African Studies of the University of
London and author of The Grammar of Modern Hebrew, Hebrew in Ashkenaz and Chik -Chak! reviewed
elsewhere in this issue. Here he outlines some methods of using the set note to enliven the events unfolding
in each Sidra. He owes a personal debt of gratitude to Dr. Barnett Joseph, a late spiritual leader of the
London community of Hackney, whose weekly rendition of the parasha gave him his first intimations of the
oratorical method.

Leyning (public Torah reading) should rightly be about meaning, and in particular experiential,
as against academic, meaning. Nehemiah 8:8 describes the public Torah reading in terms of
som sechel, explained by Rashi as profound interpretation, aside from basic translation of the
text. And, like prayer itself, this has archetypically been a community experience. Today's
conventional solution is the sermon - academic and experiential. But the problem nowadays
of packing an expository sermon or, perhaps better, a running commentary into an already
crowded service hardly need stating. A far more exciting - and pragmatic - question is what
can be done with the leyning itself.

It is just another of those nagging problems with contemporary Western Judaism that no one,
from Orthodox through to Reconstructionists, appears to have a coherent method for putting
experiential meaning directly into leyning. Even in places where the chazan reciting the
virtuoso obscurities of piyyut allows himself the hope that someone somewhere is catching
the occasional allusion, there is but the faintest of likelihoods that the taamei neginah, over
which the baal kore labours week in week out, will mean anything to anyone - beyond the
satisfaction of being technically yotze.

A vital function of the trop (to use the Yiddish name derived from the ancient Judeo-Greek) is
to cut the verse into its constituent phrases. Here, ironically, the listener (or more accurately,
the reader) can do without an expert baal kore: Even if the latter fails to distinguish etnachta
from sof pasuk or to allow tipcha or zakef katan to mark the phrasing clearly, by distinctive
intonation or by judicious pausing, the reader's own Hebrew competence is equal to the task.

But grammatical structure aside, is the baal kore doing anything to involve his audience in the
text? With a text they only vaguely understand - and even (or even more so?) with a
thoroughly familiar text - the sheer monotony of a conventional leyning is an open invitation
for talking, dreaming, or, for the scholarly, communing with Rashi. Meanwhile there is
undoubtedly a semantic purpose to the trop, though presumably there is no one simple ,
explicable meaning to any one symbol - in this respect, the trop would be no different than the
intonational system of English or any other language. But what these sematic contours are, is
a matter of conjecture and obscure controversy.

This paper suggests a practical methodology, evolved by the writer as a baal kore in British
and American communities over some fifteen years, for involving the listener in the leyning,
by utilising established oratorical techiques that complement - rather than in any way usurp -
the traditional trop. By way of illustration, we make reference to sections of Parashot Toledot
and Vayyetze (Genesis 25-31).
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The baal kore can use at least five parameters of variation without in any way affecting the
basic trop: absolute key; volume; tempo; rhythm; spacing.

Absolute Key

Key is, of course, an ingredient in the teamim, witness the fact that they can be written in
musical notation. However, there is no objection to varying one's absolute key. Between
sections or verses, one can in principle go up or down by any number of notes.

A small change in key is a startling way of signalling that the Torah has switched topic. Of
course, a noticeable pause can itself signify a new topic, and it is a pity that the typical ba'al
kore gives such little thought to pauses, but a change in key has much greater impact -- being
unusual in both speech and song. For example, consider the sequence of Genesis 31:55 and
32:1: 'And Laban rose early in the morning and kissed his sons and daughters and blessed
them; then Laban went and returned home. And Jacob went on his way, and angels of God
encountered him..' Hebrew's very use of the paal rather than the yifal sense for 'Jacob went
on his way' is meant to create contrast, and a change of key is suggestive of a
cinematographic change of scene.

The effect can be dramatic. In Genesis 30:43, following the details of Jacob's ruse with the
speckled and spotted flocks, comes the prompt information that he became exceedingly rich -
- not a switch of scene but a quickening of action. A sudden rise in key here has this effect.

By judicious variation between pause and key change, novelty can be maintained.
Volume

The switch between forte and piano is in fact commonly utilised in one place, viz. the
tokhacha ('retributions') in Parashot Bechukkotai, Behaalotkhah and Ki Tavo; and there the
effect of reverting to regular volume is a powerful one indeed. But far more use could be
made of sweeping or subtle variations with anger, for example 31:36 reads: 'And Jacob was
angry and quarrelled with Laban, and Jacob said to Laban: "What is my transgression, what is
my sin, that you have pursued me?" ' The ensuing verses until Genesis 31:42 continue
Jacob's tirade -- or was it a tirade? Whether or not Jacob screamed the whole thing at Laban,
it would be good oratory to revert to low volume, an almost whispered anger, immediately
after the opening shot of verse 36, and to gradually build to a crescendo in verse 42. The aim
of the ba'al kore, it cannot be too often stated, is to rivet the attention of the congregation.
Keriat hatorah is not private study, it is group experience -- in the best tradition of the
storyteller.

Tempo

As with key, relative length of note is built into the conventional trop, but tempo is not. To
render any particular stretch adagio or alegretto is the ba'al kore's choice. Mere variation of
tempo, can achieve a variety of effects, let alone a pronounced slowing or acceleration.

Genesis 27:1: 'Now when Isaac grew old and his eyes grew dim..." slowly and quietly captures
this nicely, particularly by way of contrast with the previous verse 'And they were a source of
bitterness for Isaac and Rebekah'. As in most cases, it is contrast with the preceding and
following verses, rather than an absolute value, that creates the effect -- though something
like a high-speed chase (Laban pursuing Jacob in Genesis 31:23 for example) will naturally
be in fast tempo. The baal kore must develop a sense of the symbolic and the
cinematographic; thus the common sequence 'and he saw (or: he dreamed, etc.) and
behold...' can be portrayed as the eyes slowly 'panning round' and suddenly noticing...The
trop appears to underscore this by commonly choosing the revia note for the verb of seeing,
making it easy to take the verb very slowly, e.g. Genesis 28:12: 'And he dreamed and behold
a ladder resting on the ground ..." Genesis 30:16 cries out for the treatment; On the premise
that there is room for occasional humour, one can play 'And Jacob came in from the field in
the evening' comically slowly (‘fam | exhausted...!") and then speed up for 'and Leah came out
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towards him, etc'.
Rhythm
The conventional trop throughout has an inbuilt rubato (concertina-like) rhythm of its own.

But this should not prevent one occasionally superimposing additional rhythms. It is sad that
the songs in the Torah, i.e. the Shirah of the Exodus, the Haazinu and such smaller snatches
as the Song of the Well in Chukkat and Lemech's song in Genesis 4:23, although clearly
formatted as songs or styled as songs, are generally read indistinguishably from the other
texts -- except for the beautiful chanted portions of the Shirah. The same is true of the
Haftarah: the prose of Joshua and Kings comes out sounding the same as the poetry of
Isaiah.

One solution is to add a regular sense of beat to the rhythm of the songs. Take Deuteronomy
26 (Haazinu). Conventionally, each half-line is read as one complete rhythmical unit, with a
pause of indeterminate length after every zakef, etnachta, and sof pasuk. The unfortunate
effect is to break up the lyrical flow into monotonous staccato. Attempt instead to add enough
spacing between each half-line to create two slow and steady 4 / 4 bars for each half-line, e.g.
in line 1:

haazinu hashamayim vaadabera......vetishma haaretz imrey fi

For variety or expressiveness, one can also introduce a quick 3 / 4 beat for every taam,
reminiscent of a chasidic waltz.

A good instance of contrast through rhythm could be Haftarat Vayyetze, Hoshea 12:13-14:10.
The searing wrath of chapters 12 and 13 suddenly gives way to a promise of mercy: 'l shall
heal their backsliding, | shall love them...l shall be as dew to Israel ..." A prompt switch from a
violent and unstructured rhythm to a gentle waltz could do alot for this long Haftara.

Spacing

Thus far, we have said nothing about the most severe challenge to the baal kore, the lengthy
lists of names and places or (to us today) purely technical details of sacrifice and impurity.
Consider the korbanot in Pinchas (Numbers 28-29): After every heading, e.g. 'and on the day
of first fruits, when you offer ...", 'and their meal offering: fine flour mixed with oil...", one might
pause slightly --not a great attention-grabber, but a valuable way, nonetheless, of structuring
the thing for the listener and avoiding monotony.

Alternatively, take a cue from the newscasters (lehavdil) and pause slightly before a word you
wish to highlight; this is more sophisticated and subtle than raising the voice. For example, in
the list of korbanot for Sukkot (Numbers 29:12-39), where the numbers of sacrifices are of
obvious interest, one might pause before each number, e.g. 'uvayom hashelishi parim pause
ashtei asar, eilim pause shenayim, kevasim bnei shanah pause arbaah asar temimim.’

Intonation

The most challenging and possibly controversial parameter is intonation itself. While the
foregoing five parameters are essentially above and beyond the conventional trop itself, the
contours of intonation are its very essence. And yet the tradition itself chooses on occasion to
override the trop. Thus the list of spies in Shelach Lekha (Numbers 13) is often sung to a
special melody, as are the last words of every book and vayehi erev vayehi voker in Genesis.

Our suggestion is that a judicious degree of leeway may be employed, for expressiveness'
sake - particularly for dialogue. When Laban says (Genesis 31:43) 'the daughters are my
daughters and the sons my sons and the flocks my flocks ...". one might raise the pitch
repetitively on benotai, banai and tzoni, despite the zakef on tsoni, to evoke the avarice of the
man. When Rachel and Leah rhetorically ask 'Are we not considered foreigners?', and in one
hundred and one other places where a question is asked, question intonation - interwoven
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somehow with the trop - adds a lively touch. There seems to be particular leeway with the
'flatter' notes such as munach-zakef and mercha-tipcha. One might thus inject a tone of
indignation into Genesis 31:1 where Laban's sons are saying 'Jacob has taken everything of
our father's'.

Audience Interest

There is in theory no limit to the creativity of leyning, though we have repeatedly stressed the
value of subtle contrast and the dangers of overkill. And, no doubt, for many who are not
natural actors, these ideas will spell much more labour than they already have to expend on
their preparation anyway. Yet the rewards are great; in this writers experience, even the
smallest note of realism or lyricism has a congregation leaning forward in its seats, and
joining in what is essentially a group experience to which any one can actively contribute,
fulfilled in the bosom of the minyan.

(from L'eylah # 32)
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