Psalm 121— Logotechnical Analysis

Guidelines

o Please read the General Introduction as well as the Introduction to Book | and Book V.
¢ For common features found in the numerical analysis charts, see the Key to the charts.

Specific features of Psalm 121

e This psalm is a classic example of a particularly regular numerical composition. On all
levels, it divides into two exactly equal parts (vs. 1-4 and 5-8): 1 + 1 cantos, 2 + 2
strophes, 4 + 4 verselines, 8 + 8 cola and 27 + 27 words. It shares the feature of having
a bipartite structure with a considerable number of psalms — for examples, consult the
General Introduction, p. 6.

e A special feature of Psalm 121 is that the two parts have identical compositional
formulae, namely 27 = 16a + 11b. Compare Psalms 6, 20, and 79, which divide similarly
into two parts with identical compositional formulae — see Observation 3 in my Analysis
of Psalm 6. It stands to reason that this compositional structure can only be identified if
the heading is excluded from the word-count. Therefore, among many others, Psalm 121
is a classic example demonstrating that the psalms were composed without headings.

e The 54 words of the psalm proper are apparently defined by the fact that 54 is the
numerical value of the keyword =Y, ‘guard, keep’ (21 + 13 + 20 = 54). This is most

appropriate in a psalm about YHWH as Israel's Guardian. In this respect, the psalm does
not stand alone — for more examples, see the General Introduction, “The numerical value
of a keyword in the text”.

Strophic structure - Canto/Stanza boundary: ||
e Van der Lugt: 1-2, 3-4 || 5-6, 7-8 (2 cantos with 4 strophes, 8 verselines and 16 cola).
e Fokkelman and Labuschagne: similarly.

Logotechnical analysis

e Columns a and b show the number of words before and after the atnach.

e Column c: words in part 1, Canto I; Column d: words in part 2, Canto Il.

e The numbering of the verselines coincides with that of the Masoretic verses.

Total a b c d
1 nibpnS 2 =2 + 2
ATTITOR TY RDN 4 4 4
Y N TR 3 3 3
Total, v. 1 7 =4 + 3 =7 + 0
2 ATTITY DPR Y 3 3 3
LYY DY b 3 3 3
Total, v. 2 6 =3 +3 =6 _+0
Strophe 1 Total, v. 1-2 13 =7 +6 =13 + 0
3 AT23m iRk RN 4 4 4
MW = 54 (21+13+20)  :TIRY ONTON 3 3 3
See Observation 3 Total, v. 3 7 =4 + 3 =7 + 0
Total, v. 1-3 20 =11 + 9 =20 + O
4 A ¥ o NS man 5 5 5
DR i 2 2 2
Total, v. 4 7 =5 + 2 =7 4+ 0
Strophe 2 Total, v. 3-4 14 =9 + 5 =14 + 0
Canto | Total, v. 1-4 27 =16 + 11 =27 + 0
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5 ARG T 2 2 2
T oY by M 5 5 5

The 14 middle words: 20 + 14 + 20 Total, v. 5 7 =2 +5 =0 +7
The 2 middle verselines: 3+ 2 + 3 Total, v. 4-5 14 =7 +7 + 7 +7
The 4 middle cola: 6+4 +6 Total, v. 1-5 34 =18 +16 =27 + 7
6 m22ND W ond 4 4 4
M2 1 2 2 2

Total, v. 6 6 =6 + 0 =0 + 6

Strophe 3 Total, v. 5-6 13 =8 +5 =0 +13

7 wYSm TR T 4 4 4
:TYDITIR DY 3 3 3

Total, v. 7 7 =4 + 3 =0 + 7

8 ATIRIDY TR TIY T 4 4 4
-0y Tnen 3 3 3

Total, v. 8 7 =4 +3 =0 + 7

Strophe 4 Total, v. 7-8 14 =8 + 6 =0 + 14

Total, v. 6-8 20 =14 + 6 =0 + 14

Canto Il Total, v. 5-8 27 =16 + 11 = 0 + 27

Total, v. 4-8 34 =21 + 13 =7 + 27

Total, v. 1-8 54 =32 + 22 =27 + 27

Including the heading, v. 1-8 56 =34 +22 =29 + 27

Observations

1. The psalm divides into two equal halves in terms of cantos, strophes, verselines, cola
and words. The two cantos have identical compositional formulae determined by atnach:

Cantol vs. 14 2 strophes 4 verselines 8cola 27 =16+ 11 words
Canto Il vs. 5-8 2 strophes 4 verselines 8cola 27 =16+ 11 words.

The exceptionally regular structure of the psalm manifests itself also on strophic level:

Strophe 1 vs.1-2 13 words
Strophe 2 vs. 3-4 14 words

Strophe 3 vs.5-6 13 words
Strophe 4 vs. 7-8 14 words.

It is worth noting that, like its predecessor, the psalm is to a great extent structured by
the number of fullness, 7 (marked bold in the chart).

2. The 2 middle verselines and 4 middle cola astride the arithmetic centre of the psalm,
coinciding with the 14 middle words, vs. 4-5, may be regarded as the consciously
designed meaningful centre expressing the gist of the poem (54 = 20 + 14 + 20):

DR MR A e 89 oD M
S T0 MPR M A A M
Behold, he never slumbers, never sleeps // the Guardian of Israel.

YHWH is your Guardian // YHWH is your shade on your right hand.

The meaningful centre is ‘embraced’ by 34 (2 x 17) words: 20 + 14 = 34 = 14 + 20.
Though it may just be coincidence, the 14-word centre has exactly 49 (7 x 7) letters.

Note also the beautiful chiastic word-structure of the four cola: 5 + 2 and 2 + 5 words.
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3. There is nothing significant about the two identical compositional formulae, but they may
have been designed in this fashion in order to achieve the final compositional formula:
54 = 32 + 22, which contains the kabod number 32, symbolizing YHWH’s presence. The
fact that the inclusion of the heading brings the total number of words before atnach up
to 34 (2 x 17) may just be coincidence, seeing the (almost) stereotyped 2-word heading.
Ten of the fifteen Songs of Ascents have 2-word headings. Cf. Observation 4 in my
Analysis of Psalm 120.

The total number of words, 54, however, is indeed significant. It represents the numerical
value of the root T2, ‘guard, keep’ (21 + 13 + 20 = 54), which appears no less than 6
times in the poem (vs. 3b, 4b, 5a, 7a, 7b, 8a). Seeing the verbal content of the psalm
dealing with YHWH the Guardian, =M% must be regarded as a keyword of paramount

importance. This explains the choice of the author for 54 words, showing at the same
time that the number 27 as such has no numerical significance.

It is interesting to note that Psalm 124, another psalm about YHWH’s guardianship, is
likewise made up of 54 words. See “Specific feature of Psalm 124" and Observation 3 in
my Analysis of Psalm 124. Compare also the 54 words surrounding the meaningful
centre of the cognate Psalm 127 — see Observation 1 in my Analysis of Psalm 127.

4. Given the exceptionally regular structure of the psalm, it is not surprising to find barely
any divine name numbers woven into the text. We encountered a similar situation in
Psalm 120. The 17 words before atnach in vs. 4-7 may be mere coicidence. That there
are 34 (2 x 17) words in vs. 1-5 and vs. 4-8 is apparently not caused by conscious
design, but is contingent on the fact that vs. 5 and 4 happen to have 7 words, and the
fixed number 27 (in 1-4 and 5-8) + 7 = 34.

5. The name 7" appears 5 times (vs. 2a, 5a, 5b, 7a and 8a). This means that there are
altogether 7 occurrences of the divine name in Psalms 120 and 121.
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