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Introduction

What is Biblical Poetry?
In considering what makes a poem a poem, the words “rhyme,” “meter,” 
and “alliteration” immediately come to mind. Poetry, however, is bound 
by none of these literary devices. Robert Frost, America’s renowned poet 
laureate, is noted for having quipped that poetry is “that which is lost in 
translation.”1 T. S. Eliot offered the tautological observation that “the only 
absolute to be drawn is that poetry is written in verse and prose is written 
in prose.”2 Biblical poetry is even more elusive, for as a general rule it 
employs neither rhyme nor rhythm. While it would appear self-evident 
that the Bible contains poetic interludes, the mechanism of biblical 
poetry remains the subject of ongoing debate. The difficulties involved 
in articulating a precise definition for biblical poetry bring to mind an 
oft quoted story involving former U. S. Supreme Court Justice Potter 
Stewart. When hard-pressed to come up with the decisive parameters 
of obscenity, Stewart is famous for having remarked, “I know it when I 
see it.”3 Similarly, whereas identifying poetry remains in many respects 
intuitive, a systematic guide to the mechanics of biblical poetry remains 
vexingly elusive. What makes biblical poetic verse any more lyrical than 
biblical prose, whose nuanced and often ambiguous style has often been 
interpreted through the rubric of poetics? Indeed, Rashbam classified 

1. David Connolly, “Poetry translation,” Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation 
Studies (ed. Mona Baker and Kirsten Malmkjaer; Abingdon: Psychology 
Press, 2001), 170–176, esp. 170.

2. T. S. Elliot, “The Borderline of Prose,” New Statesman 9 (1917), 158.
3. Peter Lattman (September 27, 2007), “The Origins of Justice Stewart’s ‘I 

Know It When I See It’,” The Wall Street Journal.
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the entire book of Deuteronomy as poetry (on Deut. 31:19). The Netziv 
went even further in his characterization of all five books of the Torah 
as poetry.4 The Netziv explains that the primary characteristic of poetry 
is its multivalence. Similarly, the Torah needs to be interpreted on a 
multiplicity of levels. Whereas the primary message of Torah passages 
is often implicit as opposed to explicit, a clear approach to Torah poetry 
remains a desideratum.

Robert Lowth was the first scholar of the modern era to draw atten-
tion to the lacunas in our understanding of the fundamental charac-
teristics of biblical poetry. Lowth’s insistence upon analyzing biblical 
poetry through the same lens as classical poetry, however, led him to the 
dubious conclusion that meter must also be at the crux of biblical poetry. 
The fact that this assumption is not borne out by the natural rhythm 
of the text was presumed by him to be due to the mispronunciation of 
the ancient text. Lowth argued rather circularly that the poetic meter, 
which he assumed to be implicit in the text, could be inferred from its 
parallelism.5 This approach was rejected by Robert Alter, who recognized 
that biblical poetry has its own special rhythms and need not conform to 
modern notions of meter. While Alter also embraced parallelism as the 
single most defining characteristic of biblical poetry, he acknowledged 
that whereas parallelism is often found in biblical prose, its presence in 
poetic verse is notable for being richer in images and metaphors and 
featuring a climax.6 The unique language which characterizes biblical 
poetry has also been acknowledged as one of biblical poetry’s critical 
and distinguishing features.7

Parallelism’s ubiquitous presence in the Bible, and the impossibility 
of confining it solely to the genre of poetics, led James Kugel to throw the 
baby out with the bathwater, rejecting the idea of an absolute distinction 
between biblical poetics and prose altogether.8 Kugel favors viewing 

4. Natali Zvi Yehudah Berlin, Haamek Davar, introduction, section C.
5. Robert Lowth, Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (trans. G. Gregory; 

London: Elibron Classics, 2005).
6. Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 1985), 3–26, 

28.
7. M. H. Segal, Introduction to the Bible ( Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, 1967), I: 35–39.
8. J. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and its History (New Haven, 

London: John Hopkins Univ. Press, 1981), ch. 6.
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poetry and prose in the Bible as operating on a continuum, in which 
poetic parallelism is a mark of “elevated style.”9 By blurring the param-
eters between poetics and prose, and rejecting the distinctive character 
of biblical poetry, Kugel rendered the very idea of biblical poetry an 
artificial designation.10 Whereas most would agree that parallelism is not 
the sine qua non of biblical poetry, that is a far cry from Kugel’s assertion 
that the Bible is not offset by clearly defined poetic units. Adele Berlin 
makes a strong case for the presence of distinct poetic units in the Bible. 
She understands “compact terseness” to be the essential substance of 
biblical poetry. “The lines, by virtue of their contiguity, are perceived as 
connected, while the exact relationship between them is left unspeci-
fied.”11 In a similar vein, J. P. Fokkelman refers to “linguistic density,” or 
multiple layers of meaning, to be biblical poetry’s most fundamental 
characteristic.12

The ambiguity inherent in the terms “compact terseness” and “lin-
guistic density” brings us back to our original question. What criteria 
may be used to determine which poetic units of the Torah harbor these 
specific qualities? In contemplating why Torah prose is punctuated with 
poetic digressions, we must first be in a position to identify the Torah’s 
poetic units.

We have seen a variety of suggestions for what defines biblical poetry. 
These have ranged from elevated style, unique meter or rhythm, the 
presence of parallelism, layers of meaning, and linguistic compact-
ness. On closer examination, however, it was observed that these very 

9. Ibid., 70; Longman also speaks of prose and poetry as opposite poles on a 
continuum. Cf. T. Longman, Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation 
(Michigan: Zondervan, 1987), 121–134. This idea is very similar to Matthew 
Arnolds idea of poetry’s “sustained tone, numerous allusions, and grand style.” 
Cf. Warren Anderson, “Matthew Arnold and the Grounds of Comparatism,” 
Comparative Literature Studies 8.4 (1971), 287–302.

10. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry, 94. Gillingham agrees that “there are in 
fact no clear-cut distinctions between prose and poetry in Hebrew.” S. E. 
Gillingham, The Poems and Psalms of the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1994), 19.

11. Adele Berlin, The Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism (Bloomington and India-
napolis: Indiana Univ. Press, 1985), 4–17, esp. 6.

12. See J. P. Fokkelman, Reading Biblical poetry: An Introductory Guide (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knocks Press, 2001), 15.
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same features also characterize the Torah in general. This leaves us to 
wonder if it is possible to pin down Torah poetry’s elusive identifying 
features.

Identifying the Poetic Units of the Torah
The Torah itself labels three of its poetic units as poetry, שירה, in its 
introductory verses leading into the Song of the Sea (Ex. 15:1–18), the 
Song of the Well (Num. 21:17–20), and the Song of Moshe (Deut. 32). 
Through its invocation of the term for poetry at these specific intervals, 
the Bible would seem to have excluded other poetic texts, most notably, 
the Blessings of Yaakov, Bilam, and Moshe. When the Sages mandated 
the graphic rules for writing biblical poetry, they made it clear that they 
viewed specific units of the Torah to be poetic, although they neglected 
to clearly identify these poems (BT Megillah 16b). Elsewhere in the 
Rabbinic literature where the songs of the Bible are listed, the Song of 
the Sea, the Song of the Well, and the Song of Moshe are included in 
the list, to the exclusion of other poetic units of the Torah.13

The ability to determine the poetic units of the Bible is critical for 
getting at the purpose for their inclusion in the text.14 Ascertaining the 

13. Cf. Mechilta, Beshalah, Mesechta DeShira 1; Midrash Pitron Torah, Haazinu, 
ed. Ohrbach, 321; Midrash Zuta, Shir Hashirim, Buber ed., 4a. Interestingly, 
the Sages mandated that a different format be used for writing the Song of 
Moshe from Deuteronomy 32 than that used for other biblical poems. Cf. JT 
Megillah 3:7; Tractate Sofrim 1:11.

14. Alter notes the difficulty in determining the poetic units of the Bible. See 
Alter, Biblical Poetry, 5; Kaufmann lists Yaakov’s Blessings (Gen. 49: 1–26), the 
Song of the Sea, (Ex. 15:1–21), the Song of the Well, (Num. 21:14–20), Bilam’s 
Blessings, (Num. 23–24), and the Blessings of Moshe, (Deut. 33). See Y. 
Kaufmann, Toldot ha-Emunah ha-Yisraelit, B (Tel Aviv: Bialik Institute/Devir, 
1960), 150, (Heb.); Segal adds the song of Lamech (Gen. 4:23–24), the curse 
of Canaan (Gen. 9:25–27), the blessing of Rebecca (Gen. 24:60), the bless-
ings of Rebecca’s children (Gen. 25:23), Yitzchak’s blessings (Gen. 27:27–29), 
the song of the Ark (Num. 10:35–36), and the song of Haazinu (Deut. 
32:1–43). Meir adds to this list the song at the end of the war with Amalek 
(Ex. 17:16) and the song of the Moshelim in (Num. 21:27–30). See Amira 
Meir, “On the Study of Pentateuchal Poetry’” pages 96–113 in God’s Word for 
Our World Vol. 1 (ed. Debrah Ellens, Harold Ellens, et al.; A&C Black, 2004), 
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primary objectives of biblical poetry will help lead the way to identifying 
the poetic units of the Torah.

The Purpose of Biblical Poetry
The punctuation of prose narrative with sudden poetic interludes didn’t 
tend to disturb the equanimity of the traditional interpreters of the text, 
who were more inclined towards queries of a narrower scope such as 
the interpretation of enigmatic words and phrases and the resolution of 
textual anomalies.15 Contemporary scholarship has engaged more with 
questions of literary style and genre. Alter theorized that biblical poetry 
is designed for “impulse of intensification,” or to highlight or summarize 
a prose narrative, much like the function of a musical chorus in a play.16 
Alter observes that biblical poetry is characterized “by an intensifying 
or narrative development within the line . . . the poetry of the bible is 
concerned above all with the dynamic process moving toward some 
culmination. . . . ”17

Based on Alter’s theory, one is left to wonder: if the Torah’s poetic 
units were meant to intensify the narrative, why were so many dramatic 
moments in Israel’s history left unsung? The giving of the law at Sinai 
is a case in point. God’s revelation at Sinai, recounted in detail twice 
within the Torah, is arguably among the most seminal events in Israel’s 
history (Ex. 20, Deut. 5).18 Whereas there are numerous poems scattered 

113; Shepherd includes the curse of Adam and Eve in his list of Pentateuchal 
poems. See Michael Shepherd, Daniel in the Context of the Hebrew Bible 
(Bern: Peter Lang, 2009), 20.

15. Of notable exception is Abarbanel, who discusses the phenomenon of biblical 
poetry in his commentary on Ex. 15. He understands biblical poetry as having 
an either liturgical or inspirational/metaphorical purpose.

16. Alter, Biblical Poetry, 28, 135. Sailhammer similarly identifies the compo-
sitional strategy of the Pentateuch as concluding large units with a poetic 
epilogue. Cf. John Sailhammer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch: Revelation, 
Composition and Interpretation (Westmont: InterVarsity Press, 2010), 324.

17. Robert Alter, “The Characteristics of Ancient Hebrew Poetry,” in The Literary 
Guide to the Bible (ed. Robert Alter and F. Kermode; Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1987), 611–624, (620).

18. The Ten Commandments themselves do not appear to qualify as poetry. 
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throughout the Bible which recount and respond to the theophany 
at Sinai, no celebratory hymns punctuate either of the Torah prose 
narratives recounting this formative event.19

Another approach to biblical poetry is to understand it through a 
theological prism. Some understand biblical poetry to be part of a larger 
expostulation against the pagan beliefs prevalent in the ancient world.20 
Shemaryahu Talmon maintains that biblical poetry represented a clear 
and deliberate divergence from the existing epic poetry style prevalent 
in the ancient Near East.21 Whereas epic poetry was used as a tool for 
relating legends, biblical poetry fails to tell a coherent story. Talmon 
concludes that biblical poetry is quintessentially polemical and aimed 
at opposing ancient Near Eastern polytheistic theology.22

The conviction that biblical poetry serves a primarily theological 
purpose was also advanced by Robert Lowth, although he arrived at this 
understanding purely from a literary perspective.23 Lowth maintained 
that the transcendental beauty of biblical poetics contains within it the 

They are neither written in an elevated or archaic style, nor do they employ 
parallelism. Whereas parallelism alone may or may not be the sine qua non 
of biblical poetry, it certainly is one of its distinguishing features.

19. Cf. Deut. 33:1–5; Jud. 5:1–5; Habakkuk 3:1–7; Ps. 68.
20. Cf. W. F. Albright, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan: A Historical Analysis of 

Two Contrasting Faiths (New York: Doubleday, 1968), 4–5, who writes that 
whereas there are many points of contact between Israelite and Canaanite 
poetry, the poetry of the Bible is more sophisticated and complete than 
Canaanite poetry.

21. Shemaryahu Talmon, “Prose and Poetry in the Mythic and Epic Texts from 
Ugarit,” HTR 67 (1974), 1–15; Cf. U. Cassuto, Biblical and Canaanite Literatures 
( Jerusalem: Magnes, 1972), 16–59 and “The Israelite Epic,” in Biblical and 
Oriental Studies ( Jerusalem: Magnes, 1975), II 69–109. Cassuto argues that 
Israel was once in possession of currently lost epic poetry, vestiges of which 
may be detected in the Bible. No fragments of lost Israelite epic poetry, 
however, have ever surfaced that might substantiate this assumption. Cassuto 
maintains that it is the content and spirit of biblical poetry which constitutes 
the major difference between the two.

22. Shemaryahu Talmon, “Did there exist a national biblical epic?” 91–111 in 
Literary Studies in the Hebrew Bible: Form and Content ( Jerusalem: Magnes, 
1993).

23. Robert Lowth was an eighteenth-century Anglican clergyman, philologist, 
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potential to inspire religious fervor (Lowth, Lectures, 23). Lowth further 
submitted that poetry’s infusion of feeling and emotion makes it possible 
for poetry to transcend history, thereby rendering the message of the 
Bible more accessible (ibid., 4, 8).

The theological approach to biblical poetry is supported by the fact 
that each of the biblical poems that are specifically introduced with the 
appellation שירה, “song,” feature a call for participation. Nachmanides’ 
commentary on the Song of Moshe or Haazinu assumes this approach, 
where he explains that the term shirah implies transmission through 
oral recitation (Deut. 31:19). The inclusion of the wider community in 
the declamation of biblical poetry lends support to the supposition of 
an underlying didactic agenda. In the Song of the Sea, Moshe exhorts 
all of Israel to sing together with him.

Then Moshe and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord: “I will 
sing to the Lord, for He is highly exalted. Both horse and driver 
He has hurled into the sea.” (Ex. 15:1)

The responsive nature of the Song of the Sea is echoed in Miriam’s 
truncated version of the song, in which she calls upon the community 
of women to join her in song.

Then Miriam the prophet, Aharon’s sister, took a timbrel in 
her hand, and all the women followed her, with timbrels and 
dancing. Miriam sang to them: “Sing to the Lord, for He is 
highly exalted. Both horse and driver He has hurled into the 
sea.” (Ex. 15:20–21)

Israel’s Song of the Well also solicits communal participation.

Then Israel sang this song: “Spring up, O well! Sing about it.” 
(Num. 21:17)

The Song of Moshe in Deuteronomy is introduced with the uncom-
mon instruction that the song be placed “into the mouths” of Israel, שימה 
.ensuring its perpetuity ,בפיהם

and professor of literature, famous for his pioneering analysis of biblical 
poetry.
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Now write down this song and teach it to the Israelites and have 
them sing it, so that it may be a witness for me against them. 
When I have brought them into the land flowing with milk and 
honey, the land I promised on oath to their ancestors, and when 
they eat their fill and thrive, they will turn to other gods and 
worship them, rejecting me and breaking my covenant. And 
when many disasters and calamities come on them, this song 
will testify against them, because it will not be forgotten by their 
descendants. I know what they are disposed to do, even before 
I bring them into the land I promised them on oath. So Moshe 
wrote down this song that day and taught it to the Israelites. 
(Deut. 31:19–22)

When we consider these Torah songs together, the elements of 
declamation and communal participation stand out. It should be noted 
that whereas there is no doubt as to the poetics of units such as the 
Blessings of Yaakov, Bilam and Moshe, these texts were not intended 
to be responsive or declarative.24

A survey of the way in which the word שירה is used throughout the 
other books of the Bible confirms our speculation. The Song of Deborah 
in the Book of Judges features an exhortation for others to sing:

On that day Deborah and Barak son of Abinoam sang this song:
When the princes in Israel take the lead, when the people willingly 

offer themselves
praise the Lord!
Hear this, you kings! Listen, you rulers!
I will sing to the Lord;

24. There is an opinion in the scholarship that Gen. 49 should not be viewed as 
blessings but rather as a compilation of tribal sayings. Cf. J. P. Peters, “Jacob’s 
Blessings,” JBL 6 (1886), p. 99–116, esp. 113; J. D. Heck, “A History of Inter-
pretation of Genesis 49 and Deuteronomy 33,” BS 147 (1990), 16–31, esp. 17. 
This approach however is replete with serious drawbacks. Cf. Nahum Sarna, 
The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis (Philadelphia: JPS, 1989), 331; Gordon 
J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15 (WBC 2; Waco: Word, 1994), p. 469–470; Raymond 
De Hoop, Genesis 49 in its Literary and Historical Context (Leiden, Boston: 
Brill, 1999), 625.
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I will praise the Lord, the God of Israel, in song . . .
Wake up, wake up, Deborah!
Wake up, wake up, break out in song! 
Arise, Barak! Take captive your captives, son of Abinoam.  

( Jud. 5:1–3, 12)

King David’s Song, which appears with minor variations in both 
Samuel and in Psalms, is introduced by both texts specifically as שירה. 
In this valedictory song David vows to praise God among the nations 
(2 Sam. 22:1, 50; Ps. 18: 1, 50). Unsurprisingly, the entire book of Psalms is 
filled with numerous examples of the word שיר, in which the exhortation 
to join in song is implicit. Yeshayahu’s and Yechezkel’s use of the word 
 ,is similarly consistent with this approach (Isa. 23:16, 24:9, 26:1 שירה
30:29, 42:10; Ezek. 33:32).

An awareness of the correlation between biblical poetry and respon-
sive declamation paves the way toward a more precise understanding of 
the unique nature of biblical poetics. While it is undoubtedly true that 
poetry and prose operate upon opposite ends of a wide continuum, that 
is not to say that the Bible does not contain clearly discernible poetic 
selections. In addition to the many poetic stylistic elements enumerated 
above which contribute to its lyrical beauty, many biblical poems may 
be identified through their exhortation for others to participate.

Whereas large portions of the Torah are written in poetic style, only 
three of its songs are explicitly referred to by the text itself as שירה. The 
inclusion of these poems, the Song of the Sea, the Song of the Well and 
the Song of Moshe, within the body of the Torah demands our attention. 
What fundamental theological agenda is advanced through the interrup-
tion of the prose retelling of events with these three songs? An analysis 
of these poems will lead towards an appreciation for the way in which 
the poetry of the Torah operates harmoniously in its dissemination of 
theology. In addition to the three core poems of the Torah, the Torah also 
contains a large corpus of poetic blessing. The forthcoming analysis of 
the three extended Torah poems will be followed by an examination of 
Torah blessings, and the way in which these poetic units work together 
with the songs of the Torah in forming a loosely connected set of lyrical 
meditations on core Torah theology.
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Methodology
Probably the single most important question to consider before ap-
proaching any text is “what is it?” This deceivingly simple query informs 
the crux of the methodology which I propose for reading biblical poetry. 
Mining the poetry of the Torah for its theological gems demands that 
we acknowledge that the strategies for interpreting poetry and prose 
aught not be identical. While this may sound self-evident, prevailing 
practice indicates otherwise. Current biblical scholarship tends to fol-
low the same guidelines for identifying and assessing allusions in biblical 
poetry as it does in prose. A considerable amount of attention has been 
devoted to establishing the presence of analogy in prose.25 Accessing 
poetry’s essence, however, necessitates us to acknowledge poetry as a 
fundamentally distinct art form.

Recognizing the presence of analogy is critical for being able to inter-
pret the underlying message of any biblical text. To quote Yair Zakovitch, 

“No literary unit in the Bible stands alone, isolated and independent with 
no other text drawing from its reservoir and casting it in a new light.”26 
When significant new dimensions to the text’s meaning result from 
cross-referencing, it may be attributed to literary allusion.27 Texts that 
reinterpret and thereby transform earlier ones are “a mark of ongoing 
tradition in the homiletical sphere.”28 Nahum Sarna relates to inner 
biblical allusions as an early stage in the development of Midrash:

The roots of the midrashic process itself are to be located in the 
self-conscious patterns of repetition and reinterpretation found 
in quoted direct speech, and other forms of deliberate repetition 
in biblical narrative.29

25. For a broader discussion on the criteria for establishing narrative analogy in 
biblical prose see Moshe Garsiel, I Samuel: A Literary Evaluation of Analogies 
and Parallels (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan Univ., 1983), 11–28, (Heb).

26. Yair Zakovitch, “Inner Biblical Interpretation,” in Reading Genesis (ed. R. 
Hendel. Cambridge: New York, 2010), 95.

27. Paul R. Noble, “Esau, Tamar and Joseph: Criteria for Identifying Inner 
Biblical Allusion,” VT 52 (2002), 219–252.

28. Michael Fishbane, “The Hebrew Bible and Exegetical Tradition,” p. 15–30 in 
Intertextuality in Ugarit and Israel (ed. J. C. de Moor. Boston: Brill, 1998), 26.

29. Nahum M. Sarna, Telling and Retelling: Quotation in Biblical Narrative 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 112.
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While there are those who caution against overzealously attributing 
significance to literary echoes in the biblical text,30 the compact terseness 
of biblical poetics leaves little room for the supposition that textual 
echoes were imbedded into the text for the mere purpose of amusing the 
perceptive reader.31 It is critical to stress that the discussion here focuses 
specifically on the interpretation of poetry. Holding biblical poetry to a 
priori rules is a surefire recipe for its misinterpretation. That being said, 
a loose set of guidelines for reading poetic texts remains a desideratum. 
Landy cautions against investing too heavily in a fixed methodology for 
interpreting biblical poetics:

Another danger arises from an inflexible methodology, the belief 
that the strict application of an interpretive formula will auto-
matically provide a complete explication. What is produced 
however is mystification, not magic, the substitution of the work 
by scholastic spells.32

Landy’s interpretation of the Song of Songs employs thematic sym-
metry alone to interpret analogous texts.33 The garden motif is enough for 
Landy to be able to proceed and follow the threads of the parallel text and 
interpret other elements in the Song of Songs in light of its association 
with Eden. In my analysis of the poetic texts of the Torah I choose to 
employ a similar strategy. Determining the presence of analogy begins 
with the establishment of a pattern of thematic symmetry. When these 
resonances can be demonstrated to be tools of reinterpretation and trans-
formation, then the assumption of a deliberate correlation is reinforced.

In my analysis of biblical poetry, wordplay will be shown to play a key 
role in assessing the strength of suggested textual correlations. Absolute 
rules for establishing the presence of wordplay in poetry, nonetheless, 

30. Benjamin Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusions in Isaiah 40–66 
(Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 1998), 10–18.

31. Cf. Berlin, Biblical Parallelism, 6.
32. Francis Landy, “Beauty and the Enigma: An Inquiry into some Interrelated 

Episodes of the Song of Songs,” JSOT 17, (1980), 55–106, esp. 62.
33. Landy’s analysis of the Song of Songs, in light of its relationship to the Garden 

of Eden, revolves around the idea of the garden as paradise in both texts. See 
Francis Landy, “The Song of Songs and the Garden of Eden,” JBL 98 (1979), 
513–28.
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remain vexingly elusive.34 Kabatek cautions against the establishment 
of fixed rules for identifying wordplay in poetry:35

There seems to be a formal overlap between some forms of poetry 
and wordplay . . . But what exactly are the techniques of wordplay 
on the individual level? Can we establish rules and norms for 
wordplay? I do not think that this is feasible; we can only establish 
an open list of possibilities.

The poetry of the Torah alludes to narrative by accessing powerful 
motifs central to that narrative. Both Torah prose and poetry allude to 
‘parent’ texts by accessing powerful motifs central to that text. Moshe 
Garsiel proposes three guidelines for establishing literary allusions: (1) if 
rare words or forms are repeated in the text, (2) if there are many such 
occurrences, (3) and if other unique stylistic elements are common to 
both texts.36

As noted above, however, given poetry’s fundamentally elusive 
nature, the rules for identifying deliberate intertextuality ought not 
be identical for poetry and prose. I propose that where Torah poetry 
is concerned, we adopt the following guidelines. To begin with, when 
significant motifs are observed to be acting in concert with other crit-
ical thematic similarities, the two texts may tentatively be presumed 
to be related. That is not to say that the analogies ought to be readily 
perceptible to the unobservant or casual reader. This is especially the 
case where biblical poetics are concerned. When wordplay is seen to 

34. For more on the significance of wordplay in the Bible see S. Gevirtz, “Of 
Patriarchs and Puns: Joseph at the Fountain, Jacob at the Ford,” HUCA 46 
(1975), 33–54; D. F. Payne, “Characteristic Word-Play in “Second Isaiah”: A 
Reappraisal,” JSS 12 (1967), 207–229; D. Schmidt, “Critical Note: Another 
Word-Play in Amos?” Grace Theological Journal 8 (1987), 141–142; W. G. E. 
Watson, “An Example of Multiple Wordplay in Ugaritic,” UF 12 (1980), 
443–444.

35. Johannes Kabatek, “Wordplay and Discourse Traditions,” pages 213–228 in 
Wordplay and Metalinguistic / Metadiscursive Reflection: Authors, Contexts, 
Techniques, and Meta-Reflection (ed. Angelika Zirker, Esme Winter-Froemel; 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2015), 223.

36. Moshe Garsiel, I Samuel: A Literary Evaluation of Analogies and Parallels, 25.
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function within a system of thematic similarities then the assumption 
of deliberate referencing is strengthened.

Being able to recognize the hidden links between the poems of the 
Torah and related biblical narratives leads the way to a deeper appre-
ciation for poetry’s vital role in the dissemination of Torah theology. 
An analysis of the poetry of the Torah and its subtle commentary on 
earlier Torah narratives will reveal Torah poetry to function as a loosely 
connected network of meditations linking the five books of the Torah, 
in a broad reflection on God’s eternal sovereignty, and Israel’s unique 
role as keepers of the Divine covenant.


