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We proceed from the lnSlght tbat

‘the Blble stems from- 11v1ng rec1tatlon

and is intended for living recmtatlon,'

that speech is its true existence, that

writing ("Scripture") is only . its form

of preservation.

—-Martin Buberl '
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iRosenzwcig, on which our basic ass umrtlens are grounded, as :

Scholars over the past century have postulated structural
principles governing the creation of oral literature. The
folkloriste Axel 0lrik? and Viadimir Propp3 presented inde-
pendent'schemes to explain formalistic patterns in narrative
folk prose. Their approach wes expanded in the writings of
Claude Lev1 Strauss4 and his school. The first major study on
oral epic verse was done by Alfred Lord based on Serbo- Croatlar
her01c songs.5 Lord's findings on the "formula" as the basis
of epic styie was applied to biblicei poetry in two recentAf
studies by William Whallon.®

" The major thrust of this scholership has been to prove the
degree of sﬁylietic and structural patterning‘in an art form
heretofore considered "priﬁitive" apd‘haphazerd. Whether the
epic narrative is indeed governed by superorganic laws which

actively control 1nd1v1dual narrators as Olrik presented it,

or whether the sequence of "functions” in the folktale is un1¥

versally identical, as Propp—argued, the indisputable facﬁd'

remains that new criteria must be esL blished for anvthder-d
standing of oral literature as opposed to its written eounter~
part. _

It is the purpose of this paper to apply the theorles of
oral composition to the biblical prose narrative, using the
Samson cycle as a classic example, to determine whether or not
the Hebrew Bible can be included within the category of_oral

literature. We use the translation of Martin Buber and Franz
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our point of departufé for all that -follows.
The significant innovation of the Buber-Rosenzweig trans-
lation? was to treat the text as an oral rather than as a

written document. A major manifestation of this principle wés
tge dividing of the text iﬁto "meaning-lines" each of which
represented a rhythmic unity. They recognizeé a ;colometric
style" at work in the text. "It is not a question...of 'blank
verse'," wrote Buber, "but rather_of_meaning—lines, cha, aﬁd
therefore also not...of very dissimilar metres, but rather of
none at all."8 Their system advantageously eliminated the ar-
tificial distinction between biblical prose and poetry.

Using their”scheme, one notices a striking resemblance to’
the "adding style" of epic verse. In the Serbo-Croatian epic}
according to.Lord, each line is a sentence unit unto itself.
In each line the singer utilizes conventional embroideries and
various formulas which Lord defines as "a gfoup of words which
is regularly employed under thesame metrical-—conditions to
express a given essential idea."? Since the singer must con-
struct lire after line in rapid succession, he therefors build
patterns of sequences which we know of as the "parallellisms"
of oral style.

Whallon recognized that biblical parallelism of two or

more hemstichs (conventionally referred to as "poetry") is

oral-formulaic in line with Lord's thesis. Unfortunately,

Whallon refused to extend the formula into the realm of prose.ir

We shall attempt, helow, to identify the biblical "formula"
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biblical text. They understood the Bible as "a true organic

at work work in the Samson cycle specifically and in the
biblical prose narrative in general.

" Buber and Rosenzweig opposed the atomistic approach to the

unity," a unity achieved by means of repétitions, leading word
and assonances.ti
All scholars agree that repetition is a basic character-

istic of oral art. Olrik differentiated between "intensifying

repetition" and "simple repetition” while he stressed that

"without repetition, the sage cannot attain its fullest form."}

For Lévi-Strauss, "repetition has as its function to make the
structure of the myth apparent."l3 Theré is widespread agree-
ment that tripling is the basic form of repetition at least in
the Judeo-éhfistian cultural sphere.?-4 Every aspect of the
narrative can be tripled, even the attributes of a character
("The princess was beautiful, gentle and wise.,.").15 The
combinaticn of three plus one, with the last being the climac-

tic event, is

e

lso a common device.

Patterning and stylization are the sine qua non of oral

literature. "This rigid stylizing of life has its own partic-
ular aesthetic value. Evervthing superfluous is suppressed
and only the essential stands out salient and striking."lGN
Using conventional themes and recognized stylistic devices,
the story-teller displays his own talent in two ways: by uni-
fying all the elements into a coherent, dramatic whole and

in his manner of presentation.l7 While the written text of the
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story étill preserves the formalistic qualities, -the second
gquality, that of ﬁerformance, is entirely lost. Therefore, in
reconstructing the original oral presentation of the tale, one
must pay special attention to the oral quality of the words.
It is pfecisely this oral quality that Buber and Rosenzweig
attempted to recreate in their translation, ﬁoﬁ only in the
form in which it was printed but also in their insistence that
the translation (as the Hebrew text itseif) was to be'read:_.

aloud.

The two major unifying themes of the Samson cycle appear
in the initial siuation described in Judges 13:2-3. Firstly,
each episode centers around a woman. In chapter 13 the woman
is Manoah's wife who finds herself.ih a common biblical pre-
dicament--that of the barren woman. Episode two concerns

Samson's first wife (chapters l4-15), episode three deals with

the Gaza whore (16}1~3)["aﬁd the final episode Centers on
Delilah. -Secondly, each of these episodés treats the theme of
deception, of uncovering secrets. The dramatic tension of
chapter 13 revolves around discovering the true identity of thé
mysterious visitor. The second episode describes Samson's
famous riddle. The third, "comic relief" episode shows Samson
deceiving the Philistines at Gaza, and the final one depicts
Delilah's repeated attempts at discovering Samson's secretf

despite his repcated deceptions.

This second theme of deception is denoted throughout the
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text by the leading word higgig. Buber defined the Leitwort
as "a word or wofd«stem which is ingeniously repeated within
a text, a series of texts, a group of related texts..."18 The
root of higgid is ngd which (in the present context) does not
mean to speak but rather to reveal a truth, to recount some-
thiﬁg heretofore unknown.+? After the angels’s first appear-
ance, Manoah's wife reports back to her husband: "I did not
ask where he was from/his name he did not tell me" (w®-’et

¢enic 15 higgid 11I). When Samson violates the first Nazirite

law by killing a lion and eating the honey from its carcass,

the text repeats the phrase we-15’ higgzg le—jabib T-18-2immd

’at 2aSer €383h with slight_variatioﬁ (14:6,9). The verb is
used eight times in the riddle seguence, usually in a formu-
laic’ » context (vs.12-17). The most striking use of the verb,

3

particularly in contrast to “amar (to say) can be found in thg

dialogue between Samson and Delilah (16:8-18). -

Parallel to the leading word, zégéi and 15° vada® are used

to emphasize the secrets that are hidden from the protagonists

Thus, at the angel's second appearance, Manoah offers him food
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i which the latters graciously declines, story-teller

adds: ki 18’ vyada® Mandah kI mal’ak ’Adonday hi’ (13:16). When

the angel's identity is finally established, the story=teller

says: °hz yada’ Manoal ki mal’ak ’Adoray hu’ (vs. 21). The

verb reappears at two crucial points in the narrative when thej
hand of GCod is once more secretly at work, unknown to the

protagonists who suffer for this lack of knowledge (14:4 and




16:20). While hingg refers to the external secrets of the
story, yida® highlights the "theological” secrets that motivat
the plot.

EPISODE ONE

The first time the angel appears before Manoah's wife
(who clearly plays a more active role in this chapter than
does her husband), he tells her that she will give birth to a
son. The formulation is identical to that in Genesis 16:11
where the angel of the Lord tells Hagar that she will conceive
a son. The angel's prophecy ougiining the laws of the §§§i£
is repeated three times, twice by the angel himself and once
by the wife. Samson"s three duties as a Eéﬁiﬁ are idéntical
to those explicated in Numbefs 6:1-8: abstinence from wine,
unclean food and shaving. Samson will violate each one of -them
saving the vow against shaving for the end.20
On his first visit, the angel also informs Manoah's wife

thaf her son "will begin to deliver Yisrael from the hand of

the Philistines." This is the only mention of Samson's hidden

inv. Tt is concealed from him until the end of his life.
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,The word "deliverance", however, does appear once again, in
15:18, when Samson realizes for the first time that GCod and
Cod alone is the source of his strength.{By repeating "deliver
ance” in this context, the story-teller reminds his listener
that Samson's private acts of vengeance are merely the prelim-
inaries to his ultimate act of deliverance.

In the first episode, the theme of recognition concerns
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the identity of the mysterious visitor. At several poinﬁs in
the narrative Manoah and his wife are on the verge of dis-
covery. They refer to him as a "man of God," "the sight of him
like tﬁe Sight_of & meesenger Qf God," all of whigh builds up
the suspense. A similar effect is achieved in J@ées 6 when
Gideon is visited by the angel of the Lord. When the guest re-
appears, Manoah asks his name, to which the angel replies:
"Why now do you ask after my name/it is wondrous." The Hebrew
word 1is Eglii. "Manoah took the goat's-kid and the léading-rm
gift/ and offered it up'(way-yacal)on thé rock~-slope to HIMQl/

He did wondrously (U-maPli la-%adot)/ Manoah and his wife sawl|-

it/ It came about/ when the flame went upward from the slaughter~>

site up to heaven/ HIS meséenger went up (way-ya®al) in the

flame of the slaughter-site/ Manoah and his wife saw it." The
language itself reveals the angel's identity, for both the
words @eli’ and way-va‘al are used first in a natural context

and are repeated immediately -thereafter with a supernatural

connotation.

The recognition scene is nicely dramatized by the refrain
"#lanoah and his wife saw it," allowing the hearer to gues§ Eor
a moment what the two of them must Ee thinking (thé verb "to
sece--ra’oh--occurs in various forms some nine times in this
chapter). Suddenly, Manoqh understands that his guest was noney

other than an angel of God (vs. 21). He is struck with fear,

to which his wife responds:




The rush-of-his-spirit began to impel him22/ in the camp of

LU hapes *Adonay 1®hamiténd
Lo’ lagah miy-yadent €613h G-minhdh
We-15> her’anu ’et kol ’Elleh

<

P We-k3~ ‘6t 16> hidmi‘EntG ka-2z0t

—

Her speech not only rhymes--hamitent with miy-yadant and

her’anu with hidmi‘Gnd--but it is also symmetrically composed

with a 18-16’-w®-1%’-158" construction. The elements of action,

sight and sound are arranged in a conscious progression.

The chapter concludes with ‘Samson's birth: HE blessed him/

Dan/ between Tzora and Eshtaol." This is the first mention of
the spirit of the Lord as Samson's life-giving force. It re-

appears as a connective device in the phrase wat-tislah %3alaw

riah )AQBnEy at three crucial pbints in the narrative: when

Samson is attacked by the lion (14:6), when he carries out his
first act of vengeance (14:19), and before his spectacular

jawbone massacre (15:14). As for the verb "to begin" (vahel),

h
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1t occurs in onl;_f_.&other passages: first when Samscen's

mission is spelled out (l3:5),|lll'then when he egalns his lost
strength before the climax (16:22). Other connective devices
that tie this chapter to the others are the motifs of fire

and the goat's-kid. Fire reanvears in 14:15, 15:5—6,14., and
16:9, and_the kid in 14:6 and 15:1.

The introductory chapter contains several formulaic pas-

sages. Unlike the formula defined by Lord, the biblical one

is not metrical. Nevertheless, four distinct types of formulas

l.‘hn\ l\tt’;ovﬂg lfpx lnﬁm"{(,‘ ‘9)’
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can be identified: 1. a rhythmic formula, 2. a rhyming formulal
3. a grammatical formula achieved by duplication of the root,
and 4. any combination of the above. Formulaic passages appear
primarily in reported speeches. The rhythmic‘pattern of a line
only becomes apparent using the Buber—~Rosenzweliqg system of
"meaning~lines."23 The predominant use of the waw both as a
conjunctive and as a verbal unit (the waw consecutive) facili-
tates the line division. Thus, the angel's speéch to Manoah in
VS. 3-4 follows a three—beat line and Manoah‘sAprayer to God
in vs. 8 contains a four-beat i&neo

The second type of formula, that of rhyme, has already
been noted in the'speech of Manoah's wife to hef husband. Wev
flnd the third type in Manoah's fearful cry°-M6t namiit kl

’Elohlm ra)lnu (We shall die/die/for we have seen Godhead).

Buber noted that "even in Hebrew itself after the biblical

era--when it became a literary language--the peculiar deepenint

S

and strengthening of a verb through the juxtaposed infinitive

of the same verb...has died away to limited traces."24

The case for rhythmic formulas in the Hebrew Bible is ad-
mittedly problematic, since we have only the Masoretic stress
marks (from the 8th century C.E.) to work from. While strict
rhythmic patterning, like metre, is foreign to biblical Hebrew
tﬁere can be little doubt as to the significant presence of
the rhythmical form in generél. Buber wrote:

...historical wonder can be grasped by no

other form of speech save that which is
rhythmically articulated, of course in




oral expression (a bhasic concept which is
closely associated with the old-time relation
between rhythm and magic). This is sustained
by the wish to retain unchanged for all time:
the memory of the awe-inspiring things that
had come about; to which end a transmission
in rhythmical form is the most favorable
condition.?25

Leaving aside the relation between rhythm and magic, we find
rhythmical patterning at work in the Creation story underlining
the very ordering o% the universe being deseribed (e.g. Genesig
2:1-3). Even the genealogies are rhythmically formulaic. This

is a subje¢t that demands far mgre study than it has received

up to now. In the Samson cycle, rhythmic.patterns of two, thre
and four-beat lines appear and reappear in the reported speechg
of the narrative. The rhythmic, rhyming and grammatical formulz.
together with the various forms of structural paréllelism are
the mainstay of the biblical oral art.

EPISODE T#WO --Chapter 14

Samson's first actions as an adult are highly untypical of

the Nazir he is supposed to be. Samson announces his intention

marrying a Philistine woman. The dialogue with his parents

tm

o
is nicely constructed:
. 275853 h ra’iti be-Timnata ; en5 £
Samson: ‘Issah ra”iti b¥-Timnatah mib-b*not
PC1i%tim/ WE-attdh ¢®hU ’otah 11 1©-’is83h

Parents: Ha-'én bi-bh®ndt Zahekd T-bh®-kol Cammi ’iksan.

o

samson: ’Otah qah 11 ki hi’ ya%®rah pe-‘@nidy
The refrain-like repetition of the formulas way-yered

im&3n TimnAtah, way-yar’ ’i53ah b®-Timnatah, ’igSah ra’iti

we
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be-Timnatah is highly effective, giving the narrative the

quality of a ballad. The phrase Samson usecs in reply to his
parents is the leitmotif of the entiré book of Judges: "She is
right in my eyes." Everywhere else the phrase is used about thel
Peopie of Israel who do what is right in their own eyes and
what is evil in the eyes of the Lord.“® Here-Samson is doing
what is proper in his own eyes by marrying a gentile woman,
precisely the taboo that the Israelites were constantly trans-
gressing. At this point the story-teller interjects: "Now hié
father and his mother did not k%ow that it was from HIM/ that

he was seeking an opportunity from the Philistines." The irony

of the situation is that Samson himself is unaware of God's

Y.

plan. He is simply acting out of'compulsion. Again, as with the

angel, only the hearer is let into the secret. The hero must
reveal his hidden destiny the hard way, through constant trial
and tribulation,

On his way down to Timnah, Samson is attacked by a lion-
which leads to his first deception and his first violation. He

eats the honey from the carcass, a food forbidden to the NBZ?E A

By

and does not tell (higgid) his parents. Their ignorance serves

[foN

to heighten the drama of his transgression. In Timnah, Samson
participates in a "drinking-meal" and thereby violates the
prohibition against wine-drinking.

The riddle sequence is fbrmulaic in its entirety. ) AhBdahnd

na’ lakem hzgéh (lTlow let me riddle you a riddle) begins Samson

in a line that not only rhymes but also contains a duplication

_ar




! in a rhyming formula: Rag sf

of the root. What follows is a fairly regular sequence of
four-beat lines (vs. 12). Then the Philistines reply: Hidah

hidat®ka wC-nidma ‘enndh (Riddle your riddle and we will hear

it). The riddle itself follows in the same three-beat pattern:

Mé-ha-’0kél ydsd ma’akdl/ U-mé-‘az yasd matdq (Out of he who

feeds came food/ out of the wild one that which is sweet).
Scholarly explanationé of this passagé are as varied as they
are ingenious. Tur-Sinai would have us believe.that the riddle
alludes to God's Torah in accordance with the imagery in
Psalm 19:2;8.27_ /

Regardless of where the riddle actually originated, the
biblical story-teller successfully integrated it into tﬁe plof
The hearer knows that the lion incident inépired Samson's

riddle. Now it is up to the Philistines to come up with the

answer. On the fourth day of the feast?8 they threaten Samson'sg

bride with burning (the fire motif) unless she succeeds in

finding the solution. She cries before Samson and taunts him

SN s R
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ne'tani wt-lo " ‘ahabtani/ ha-hidahi

4

hadtah 1i-h®né ‘ammi/ we-131 15° higgadtdh (You only hate me/

you do not love me/ you have riddled the riddle to the sons of
my pcople/ and have not told it to me). She continues to torme
him for the duration of the seven-day feast until Samson fin-

ally gives in, on the last day. The Philistines enhance their

victory by waiting for the last possible moment, "on the sev-

enth day before the sun had come in," to answer his riddle

with one of their own: Mahm-matdc mid-d®bas/ u-meh faz me-lari
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(What is sweeter than honey/ What wilder than the lion). The

infuriated Samson retorts with a rhyming three-beat formula:

1018 haraStem b®-Ceqliti/ 15’ mesatem hidati (If you had not

ploughed with my heifer/ you would not have gotten my riddle).
The 1G18°-15° creates a parallel structure. Samson hurries

down to Ashkelon, kills thirty Philistines and returns with

their linen garments, the wager involved in guessing the answex.

After this first act of vengeance, Samson returns home to his

father, bringing the chapter full circle.

o b C szoanedl - f oot 15 P

Chapter 15 opens with Samson’s visit to his wife's home.
It takes place in the month of May, during the wheat harvest,
the same harvest that he destroys aé his second act of ven-
geance. Samson arrives with tﬁe gift of a kid (a unifying mo-
tif) but her father turns him away with the following formulaid
speech:

YAnidr ’amarti

Ki $3no’ send'tah
Wwa-’ettCnennah 1€-mére eka
Ha~165 ‘abtih hag-g®tannah tovah mimmenndh
T®hi n3d’ 1°ka tahtehdh (15:2)
In the Hebrew, a rhyming effect.is achieved with the -tah, -na
suffix, besides the fact that we have hcre a grammatical fqr—
nula.
Samson carries out three acts of vengeance to retaliate

against specific acts on the part of the Philistines. There is
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a numerical progression from thirty killed to three hundred
‘killed to an undetermined number killed in response to the
murder of his wife. Three thousand Judahites come to arrest
him in,thé cleft of the rock of Etam. Samson gives himself up
to the Philistines and kills them to a man--one thousand per-
sons.'This féllows the pattern of 3+1 with the last being the
culminating event.

The episode of Samson in hiding is dramatized by the intery
play of the verbs "to go up" and "to go down," In addition,

(Zsah (he did) emphasizes the character

the répeated use of
of brute retaliation in the Samson-Philistine conflict. "The
Philistines went up and encémped is Yehuda." The Judahites:
"Wwhy have you come up upon us?" The Philistines: "We have come
up to bind Shimshon/ to do to him as he has done to us." The
Judahites: "Go down" three thousand strong to'arfest Samson.
They ask: "What have you done to us?" to which he replies by

reversing the Philistine threat: ®As they have done to. me/ so

have I done to them."” The Judahites: "We have come down to

: bind vou..." Samson asks them to swear that they will give him
up alive. They reply in a formula containing two éets of dupliL
cated verb-roots: "MNo/ we want to bind you/ bind you/ but we
do not want to put you to death/ put you to death.,” Samsoa,
bound in two new ropes, meets the Philistines in Lehi, breaks
the bonds.which drop from his hands "like threads of flax

which one ignites with fire" (the fire motif). He finds the

fresh jawbone of an ass and kills them all.

-14-
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Having carried out this murderous feat, Samson proclaims
his famous song of victory, a masterful formula based on the
double meaning of the word hamor: , ' s

8i-18h] ha-hamdr |
Hamdr hamdratayim
Bit-1%hi ha~hamor
Hikketi ‘elef ’is
(With the jawbone of an ass/ mass upon mass/ with the jawbone
of an asé/ I have struck a thousand men) . The effect is achieved
through a short, two-beat line, assonance and the repetition
of a homonym.29 4 .
The episode closes with the miraclé at Ramat-Lehi. Samson

finds himself dying of thirst and implores God's help in a

formulaic prayer (15:18) : "You yourself have given into your
servant's hand/ this great deliverance/ and now shall I dying
of thirst/ fall into the hands of the Foreskinned Ones?" In

the Hebrew, each line cgngains three accents. The 1as£‘phrase

recalls,the beginning of the marriage episode, when his parents

nleaded:"Is there not a woman among the daughters of--your

jal]

brothers and among all my people/ that you must go and take a
wife/ from ﬁhe Philistines/ the Foreskinned Ones?" (l4:3fo

As we have sesn, God's spirit envigorates Samson at moments
of crisis. Here unlike other times, Samson turns directly to
God for ﬁclp and is saved by an external miracle. The water,

in turn, enables his own "spirit" to revive. This episode

anticipates the only other time that Samson turns to God

w] B
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directly, in the moment of his climactic death.
EPISODE THREE
Chapter 16 opens with the incident at Gaza, the ligﬁtest
episode in the cycle, the only one in which nobody is killed.
Though the inéident is not connected with the central events
of Samson's life, it does serve as a subtle~preamble to the

last chapter. The opening line Way-y8red $im%dn (AzatAh im-

mediately recalls the formulaic refrain of chapter 14 way-yeére

Sim&dn Timnatah. Gaza is the very place he will be enslaved

after his capture. While Samson is lying with the prostltute,
the Philistines are waiting in ambush, just as they wait
during Delilah's tests of strength. Finally, Samson's tremen-

dous feat of unhinging the dity gate from both sides and car-

' rying it off to Hebron some forty miles away foreshadows his

last feat of sﬁrength, when he grasps tﬁe two central pillars
and pulls down the temple.
EPISODE FOUR
"It came about after this/ he fell in love with a woman
in the valley bf the Brook of Sorek/ her name was Delila.”

The entire narrative that follows is constructed of a sequence

of repeated formulas, an example of what Olrik termed "intensip

fving repetition." The Philistines approach Delilah immediatel}

after kher marriage:
Patti ’0to U-re’i
Bam-meh k6ho gaddl

'ﬁ—gam—meh nukal 16

s ......,_4..._.._.__-; e
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The verb EEEEE_(dupe) recalls 14:15 where the Philistines used
the identical tactic to foil Samson. The three-beat line is
sustained in the next verse where Delilah repeats the fofmula,
varying the grammatical structure. At this point the semantic
tension between Lémgg (he said) and the leading word Qiggig
(told) comes into play: -

Wat-todmer D®1113h el Sim%dn

Haggidahn-na’® 1i

Bam-meh kohaka gagﬁl—
U-bam-meh t&)aser lé(annBEegE (vs. 6)
Eventually the Philistines succeed in bihding and humbling hin
but not until Samson undergoes three tests cf strength and a
fourth (3+1) that finally marks his undoing. In each case
Samson replies to her request in a rhyming formula: "If one
binds me with seven/ damp gut—strings/‘undried/~-yf:hélft§/

we-hayiti/ ke-’ahad ha-’#d3m--I become weak/ I become like/

one of humankind." Delilah tries him out. Then the ominous

refrain: "Now the ambush was sitting for her in the chambcr"v
{vs. 9). She calls out: "Philistines upon you Shimshon" and
he promptly breaks the‘bonds "as hempen cord bursts when it
smells fire (the fire motif)/ and his strength was not made
known." Delilah repcats her reguest in an expanded three-beat
formule: |

Hinn& hdtaltd bi

Wat-t®dabbér ’elay kCzabim

(Attah haggidihn-na’ 11

-

= -Bam=—meh=t32aser {vs....1.0)
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This is the third version of the formula. The first dealt with
Samson's powers in three lines, the second reduced it to: two
lines, ‘while the third compressed it further into one line

Bam-meh te’dsér. The third version expands the formula, how-

ever, by adding the theme of Samson's deception and by'intro—
ducing rhyme. Version four (vs. 13) repeats ﬁhe third with
slight variation.

Fof a third test, Samson instructs her to weave the seven
locks of his hair with a web._The number seven is repeated
from the first test, but more important, the present fest
anticipates his final capitulation which will involve not the
weaving, but the cutting of his hair. She calls out: "Philis—
tines upon you Shimsﬁon,".he awakens .from his sleep and walks
off, pin, web, loom and all.

Now Delilah reverts to the same tactic used by her prede-
cessof. The rhyme introduced in version three and repeated in

four is expanded in version five. The deception theme is em-

bellished by recalling the taunting formula of 14:16:

it

®

’Ek to’mar ’ahabtik
we-1ibbCka ’en Jitti
zeh 53108 p€lamim hetaltd bi
¥we-15" higgadtal-1i
Bam-meh kohakd gadol (vs. 15)
The re-echoing of his first wife'sAtaunt is of utmost signif-

icance to highlight the dramatic progression of the plot.

While his first wife cried hefore him several days, of Delilal

it b
i

i
i
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it is said: "It came about/ when she had pressed him hard
with her speeches every day/ and had tormented him/ so that
his soul was cramped to death/ he told her aXl his heart."
To the first wife he had revealed his riddle; to Delilah he
reveals the riddle of his life, the source of his God-given
strength.30 The expression "cramped to death" not only fore-
shadows his actual demise but is also realized in a victorious
manner at the very climax of the story (with the fourfold
repetition of the root mwt in 16:30).

Just as Delilah's taunt is an expansidn of the initial

formula, so too does Samson devulge his secret by using the

rhyme scheme of his refrain in expanded form:

 MBrah 167 CElah ‘al rodi
Ki n®zir ’El15him Yani
Mib-beten )imﬁz_

" In gullahti
We-sar mimmenni kdhi
WE-halitl
We-hayiti
Ke-kol ha-’adam

i Whereas the two previous versions of the formula concluded

with ke—>aha@ hd-’adam (like one of humankind), the firal

version concludes with k®-kol ha~?adam (like all of humankind)

It is the kol that gives him away, so to speak. Delilah picks

it up immediately: Wat-tere® D®1lilah/ Xi higgid 1ah Jet kol

1ibbS (Delilah saw/ that he had told her all his heart). This

1

i} .
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phrase brackets Samson's admission and is repeated a third

time for the necessary tripling effect. The leading word higgid

embodying the external secrets of the story, no longer reap-
pears, those secrets now having been revealed. The internal,
"theological" secret, however, dencﬁed by the phrase l§l Zégii
still awaits its resolution. -

Samson's seven locks of hair are cut off as he lies sleep-
ing on Delilah's lap. Once again she calls out: "Philistines

upon you Shimshon." He awakens from his-sleep (just as in vs.

15) saying to himself: "I will’get away as time and time again}

p

we-hu’ 18’ yadal ki ’Adondy sar mé-’8law (e did not know that

HE had left him).

Samson's punishment is what Mircea Eliade calls "initiatiof

that is, "the passing, by way of a symbolic death and resur-

rection from ignorance and immaturity to the spiritual age of

an adult."3l

Indeed, we are told in the very next verse: "His
hair began to grow again/ as soon as it had been shaven off."
The verb zéggl is used for "begin" to recall .13:25: Wat-tahel

ot 7oA &) o v o : o .
ruan ‘AdBnay 1%palamd. By inference, God's ruah will return to

him once more. The herc will pick himself up after the fall an
display his last act of courage, the only fully self-conscious
action of his 1ife. Olrik called this climactic scene a tablea
scene which conveys "not a sense of the ephemeral but rather

a certain quality of persisfence through time."32 The action

etches itself in our memory long after the details of the story

have been forgotten.

L1
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The Philistine aristocrats assemble in their temple to
revel before Dagon in honor of their victory; They proclaim
their thanks in a triple rhyming song (vs. 23). The popuiace,
actinglas a chorus, repeat the song in expanded form:

Natan ’elBh&nu

B®-yadent

>Et *By®veénu

We-let mahariw ?arsend

Wa-’ader hirbah ’egvhaléléﬁﬁ C(vs. 24)33

Samson is brought in and piéced between the pillars. The

house is full and there are three thousand people on the roof
(recall the numefical progression} . Samson cries out to God
in an outstandingly powerful.prayer. The double equivocation
of God's name, the stacéato—like rhythm and the use of the‘
suppliéatory na create the desired effect:

! Addndy 'Eldhim

70k€reni ﬁé?

- =)
We-hazz®qeni na

Z ¥ \
am naz—zen

}Ak hap-pa

- ) - T

Ha- Elohim

We-innag®mah

N€gam )abag'mi~éﬁéc énay

Mip-p€listim (vs. 28)
Samson grasps the two pillars, one in his right hand and one

in his left--details that add to the vividness of his action

as well as to the suspense. Finally, just before the final

=21~




i will., The vindication from:all his failures comes only in

‘'his secret mission.

gl

act, he exclaims: TAmot nap$i ‘im P®liStim (Let my soul die/

wiﬁh the Philistines). Yet no folktale can end here. There
must be a dénoument, a "terminal calm" as Olrik put it. Sig-
nificaﬁtly, the summary statement picks up on the word "deathf
in repetitive manner: |

Way-yihyd ham-m8tim ’aber hemig Sé—mBQB

Rabbim mé-’aSer hemit b®-hayyaw

Samson justifies his existence to himself, to his people,

to God, with this act alone. At the moment he is led into
Dagon's temple to testify to the Philistine victory, his des-
tiny is unequivocally clear. He is a meesenger of God and it

is to Cod alone that he must dedicate his last act. Taken in

isolation, even this feat can be seen as a perscnal vendetta

against the Philistines for the loss of his eyes. But the storl

teller has added a new dimension to the climactic act by fusing

Samson's personal vengeance, the motivating factor of his life
with his ultimate vengeance against the Philistines. The hero

who was ruled by his passion dies tragically of his own free
death, but it is a death of epic stature, of a hero fulfilling

Scholars have shown that the Samson cycle is a collection
of independent stories about a vopular folk hero who belonged
to the fund of folklore common to the sea péoples.34 His re-
lationship to the Greek hero Herakles has béen analyzed in

grecat dcpth.35 The biblical story-teller, receiving an oral

5




tradition, shaped the various tales into an epic saga. This
unity was achieved by the use of ré—echoing rhythmic, rhyming
and grammatical formulas, the tripling device, leading words
and repeated tale motifép all of which are conscious literary
devices common to the oral literature of the world. The bib-
lical text that has come down to us is certainly. a compressea
and carefully edited version of what must once have been:a far
more expansive oral style. The essentials of that style, hoﬁ-
ever, are preserved in our text. It is a maéter of attuning
oﬁe's ear to the sounds and rh;thms that make up the biblical

narrative.
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A widow or an orphan you shall’in no wise afflict

Woe if you afflict

afflict them

They will cry out

cry out to me

I will hear

hear their cry

my anger will flame up

and I will slay you with the sword
- your wives will bhecome widows -

and your children orphans

37. For a more detailed exegetical treatment of Exodus 3:14,

cf. Buber's Moses, pp. 48-55.
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TRANSLATOR'S INTRODUCTION

The following translation of the Samson saga is to be
viewed as the textual counterpart to Mr. Roskies' exposition.
Based as it is on the Buber-Rosenzweig translation, it seeks
to lead the reader back to the rhythm and rhetoric of the Heb;
rew original--and hence back to its spokennéés. B

We maintain, along with Buber and Rosenzweig, that the
approach set forth in this paper is apblicable not only to one
set of stories but to virtually all the great biblical narra-
tives. This view applies with particular force to the Penta-
teuch. Its oral character points to a tradition of living
instruction (the literal meaning of the term Torah) rather thahn
one of ossified stories anld laws. The text contains its own ‘
mechanism for revitaiization; and therefore the attentive
reader who trains himself to be a hearer can discover for him-
self (by means of leading words, formulas, and the like) what
Rosenzweig called the "form-secret" of the Hebrew Bible. Tﬁus
he can learn to listen for the"insﬁruction" which is meant for

36

egal sections.
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him--in narratives, in poems, and even in
It is hoped that this translation will demonstrate these
principles and even serve as a pedagogical tool--in a way
which has been impossible with previous FEnglish versions.
Preparations are under way for continued work along these
lines; at the present time an English draft of the Book of

Genesis has been completed.
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