
A Quick Guide to The Hebrew Bible as Music 
 “The text is the libretto; the accents are the score.” 

🏛️ The Three-Tier Text: What is in a Verse? 

Every word in the Hebrew Bible contains three layers of information preserved by ancient scribes. For thousands of 

years, we have read them. We all need to see in a new way, and hear them performed. 

The Consonants & Vowels: Provide the spoken word. 

The Te’amim (Accents): Provide syntax (pauses, cadences) AND the melody. One can learn to sight-read them. They tell 

the reader how the text is structured and how it sounds. 

🎼 The Deciphering Key (Haïk-Vantoura) 

The text divides the accents into two physical zones, creating a natural musical structure: 

Location Grammatical Function Musical Function 

Below the Text 
Establishes part of the core syntax of the 

clause. Always present in every verse. 

The Degrees of the scale. These are the actual notes of the 

modal melody, defining their cadences. 

Above the Text More detail on the syntax. 
The Ornaments. These define melisma by musical shapes 

on the recitation pitches. 

🔍 Canonical Case Studies: Listening to the Links 

1. The "Creation Motif" (Genesis 1:1, Job 1:1, Esther 1:1) 
The exact same sequence of sub-textual accents is present in these three 

books. By mimicking the musical contour of Genesis 1:1 ("In the 

beginning..."), the openings of Job 1:1 and Esther 1:1 signal to the listener's 

ear that a related epic is about to unfold. 

2. A Responsive Refrain (Psalm 136) 

How do we know the deciphering key works? Psalm 136 repeats the exact 

phrase: For His mercy endures forever, twenty-six times. Because the text and 

grammatical accents are entirely fixed across all 26 verses, the musical 

pitches must form an identical, predictable refrain. This text acts as a Rosetta stone, showing that the ancient accents 

resolve into a coherent, beautiful modal scale without forcing the data. The accents map to mediant, dominant, tonic. 

🛠️ Open-Source Exploration 

The groundwork of this 20-year project is complete. The remaining peaks of the mountain are open for anyone to climb: 

There are 929 digital Music Scores (.mscz) and universal .xml files live on GitHub. Use the color-coded contour pages to 

find where else these hidden musical shapes are hiding across the canon! 

  



Paraphrased From the foundational volume, The Book of Job 

An introduction to an extraordinary set of complex ancient symbols  
First – listen. This is the elegy (4 minutes) that David wrote on the death of Saul and Jonathan, 

(https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BzkrfxErEx0CY1RSRmpyVl9POGc) performed on public radio in the late 20th century, c 

1986. 

There are so many ways to approach a puzzle. I have had in front of me for many years a massive historical, 

musical, liturgical, linguistic, literary, theological, holy puzzle. This puzzle is used in a hit-or-miss fashion by more 

than half the world. Some have it but have not seen it. Some pass through without hearing it. Some worship it. 

Some ignore it. Some are deeply touched and cannot explain why. It has over 300,000 pieces in the traditional 

canon. Its coding elements are not so numerous to count: 22 or so consonants in its alphabet, 17 vowel signs 

over, within, and under the syllables of the text, and 12 musical signs located under the letters, 19 musical signs 

located over the letters. About 70 signs in all. This is a slightly uncomfortable number. The 31 musical signs are 

actually two overlapping sets of accents, one for the prose books and one for the three poetry books.  

When I approach a puzzle, I try to find and lay out the edge pieces so I can see the overall shape. Hebrew 

tradition divides it into 24 books in 3 sections, torh (Instruction), nbiaim (Prophets), and ctubim (Writings). In 

Hebrew, this spells the acronym tnç, pronounced Tanakh. The 24 may also be separated into 21 prose books + 3 

poetry books. Some pieces are shorter than others, one to four chapters, as opposed to forty to sixty chapters. 

Christian traditions count 39 books and more, and arrange them in different sequences. For instance, Daniel is 

included in the Prophets by the Christians, but in the Writings in the Hebrew Bible. Ruth is included in the 

history near the Judges in Christian Bibles, but in the Writings as part of a group called the Five Scrolls in the 

Hebrew Bible. I think I more or less backed into this puzzle without a careful plan of approach. I ignored the 

music in my first pass. This was a serious mistake, but the language around these signs has been thoroughly 

confused over the last 1000 years. And when I was beginning my translation and study, I could make no sense of 

it. Where should one start? I would now start with the music. When you haven't time to sing, remember that 

you could be missing the tone of voice and failing to use your ears. At last, in these books, I present the true 

follow-up to my first book, Seeing the Psalter, with a set of volumes that allows you to be hearing the whole 

Hebrew Bible. 

Not to replace the hard business of learning this long and holy tradition, but for the quickness of the analysis, and the 

possibility of more, I put together this site on the Hebrew Bible as Music. 

https://stenagmois-byte.github.io/SimHebrew-Concordance/index.html 

This is my solution to the puzzle. Together with the 6,600 pages of published music, it can allow ways of hearing and 

looking at the Bible that will open up the vistas to another generation. 

Psalm 17 provides a good example of a complete look at two verses. 

https://bobmacdonald1.substack.com/p/psalm-117 
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