On the Distribution of Major and Minor Pause in Tiberian Hebrew

in the Light of the Variants of the Second Person Independent Pronouns

Vincent DeCaen

Near and Middle Eastern Civilizations

University of Toronto

version 2.0, rewritten draft for JSS, 2003-09-05

This paper establishes for the first time the nature and distribution of Tiberian Hebrew (TH) pausal phonology.  The results are consistent with the proposal by Dresher (1994) that TH pause is a direct function of intonational phrase boundaries.  His prosodic analysis is extended here by establishing the half-verse as the maximal prosodic domain for TH phonology.  It is on this basis that we can explain the statistical distribution of pause at syntactic and accentual phrase boundaries, extending the first approximation of the syntactic projection of TH pause delineated in Revell (1980).  The results reported here define a long-term research programme in TH prosody.

1. Introduction

Words in TH may exhibit two or three different prosodic variants:  traditionally designated “pausal” vs. “contextual” variants.  The term pausa—usually “pause” in English, indicates the essentially prosodic nature of this phenomenon.

In his 1993 dissertation, R. Goerwitz rigorously examined the phonological nature of these variants.  On this basis we can confidently assume two distinct degrees of pause contrasting with the contextual forms:  “major pause” and “minor pause” (or, as he styled them, “pause2” and “pause1”, respectively).

Hitherto, the actual laws governing the distribution of these three prosodic variants have eluded analysis.  It is certainly true, as Revell (1980) and Aronoff (1985) have argued, that syntactic edges correlate with pause;  but these syntactic edges fail to do so systematically.  (Even sentence-final position, somewhat counterintuitively, is not strictly correlated with pause.)

It is also true that the TH cantillation diacritics or so-called “accents” (טעמים “senses”) correlate to a fair degree with pause.  In his doctoral thesis, Churchyard (1999: ch. 3) subjected this correlation to a rigorous, computer-assisted analysis and established a broad measure of such statistical correlation.  But once again, a given accent is never strictly correlated with pause.  Thus the most obvious formal features of the Hebrew scriptures do not provide the required basis for projecting pausal phonology.

In his seminal paper in Language, Dresher (1994) proposes a prosodic framework for the understanding of TH cantillation that, while not necessarily correct in every particular, does seem to offer the right kind of solution to the puzzle of the nature and distribution of pausal variation.  In taking a strictly prosodic approach to the TH accent system, he is able to propose a hierarchical analysis that can, in principle, account for which accent goes where and why.  Crucially, his proposal includes an intermediate organizing phrase, the “intonational phrase”—a standard assumption in generative prosodic analysis.  This prosodic phrase happens to be unmarked in the TH apparatus, but it must nevertheless be invoked to account for the actual accentual parses.  Furthermore, it is proposed that it is precisely the trailing edge of this intonational phrase—this hidden, intermediate prosodic unit—that systematically correlates with TH pause.

This paper can be viewed as testing and supporting Dresher’s intonational-phrase analysis.  The methodology is straightforward:  (1) employ a high-frequency word, crucially with all three prosodic variants (major-pausal, minor-pausal, and contextual) and so presumably a reliable pausal diagnostic, to identify systematically the TH prosodic domains;  and (2) cross-classify these three variants against syntactic and accentual edges.
The form chosen for this initial investigation is the ubiquitous 2ms independent pronoun.  The search is extended to the 2fs pronoun to confirm the pausal analysis, with interesting implications.  Thus, this paper establishes the study of TH pausal phonology upon a rigorous, linguistic foundation.

2. Pausal Data for 2ms Independent Pronoun


The three prosodic variants of the 2ms independent pronoun are tabulated in (1) employing the traditional transcription system (word-stress is indicated by the acute accent).

(1)

	2s pronoun
	pausal
	contextual

	
	major
	minor
	

	masculine
	’ā́ttâ
	’áttâ
	’attấ



Stress assignment is penultimate in both pausal forms, but is shifted to the final syllable in context.  Word-stress, therefore, is an unambiguous diagnostic of pause.  Furthermore, the two pausal forms differ only in the quality of the stressed vowel.  Vowel quality, to the extent that there are differences, is therefore an unambiguous diagnostic of pause types (major pause vs. minor pause).  It remains to examine the prosodic domains so identified ex hypothesi.


(In generative perspective, the question arises whether one of these three forms can be posited as the underlying basis from which we can derive the remaining two.  The answer must be the major-pausal form.  Why?  Crucially, the alternation a → ā is not predictable in TH;  whereas, the change ā → a is entirely predictable given such prosodic conditioning.  Similar linguistic logic can be employed to argue for the derivational priority of major-pausal forms elsewhere:  e.g., in the so-called “segholate” nominal paradigms).

The tokens of the 2ms independent pronoun are found in the proportions detailed in (2).

(2)

	2s pronoun
	pause
	context

	
	major
	minor
	

	masculine
(744)
	’ā́ttâ
7.3%

(54)
	’áttâ
3.5%

(26)
	’attấ
89.2%

(664)




Based on the data in (2) alone, it is predicted that “pausal environments” will be found on average once every ten words (10%).  The distribution of pausal forms by the accents of the 21 so-called prose books (see further, Yeivin 1980, Price 1990) presents an exceedingly tidy picture.  The distribution presented in (3) employs the standard grade system for disjunctive accents (D0-D3) (see further, Cohen 1969, Dresher 1994).

(3)

	
	D0f

silluq
	D0

athnah
	D1f

tiphah
	D1

zaqef
	D2f

pashta
	D2

revia‘

	’ā́ttâ

(35)
	16
	19
	0
	0
	0
	0

	’áttâ

(23)
	0
	0
	5
	15
	1
	2

	TOTAL

(58)
	16

27.6%
	19

32.8%
	5

8.6%
	15

25.9%
	1

1.7%
	2

3.4%



	
	60.4%
	34.5%
	5.1%




The distribution of the two types of pause over the four grades of TH accents is immediately obvious.  As a first approximation, we are justified in concluding that major pause is a strict function of the half-verse defined by the major D0 accents, silluq and athnah.  Put the other way around, this result suggests that D0 accents systematically mark the maximal prosodic domain in TH phonology.

The overall distribution by grade of accent is consistent with the statistics for pausal vs. contextual forms reported by Churchyard (1999) for the entire biblical corpus (stress-shifting contrasts only):  D0 60.0%;  D1 31.9%;  D2 6.4%;  other 1.7%.  We may conclude, therefore, that our somewhat limited data set in (3) is nevertheless representative.


It is a methodological faux pas to mix data from the two accent systems.  The separate TH poetic system (Job, Proverbs, Psalms) has a somewhat different dynamic and is considerably more complicated in its combinatorics (presumably designed specifically for the metrics of classical poetry).  Fortunately, the major poetic accent athnah shows systematic variation in its pausal value, depending on whether it falls at the half-verse (major pause) or not (minor pause), providing our crucial diagnostic.  We must conclude, based on the distribution in (4), that it is the TH half-verse and not the specific accent that is the trigger of major pause—or, converted to a slogan, prosody trumps cantillation.

(4)

	
	silluq
	‘oleh

weyored
	athnah
	revia‘

	’ā́ttâ

(19)
	7
	3
	9
	0

	’áttâ

(5)
	0
	0
	4
	1

	TOTAL

(24)


	7

29.2%
	3

12.5%
	13

54.2%
	1

4.1%




In (4) we find that verse-final silluq and the lesser accents show roughly the same proportions as in (3) above;  but there is a considerable mismatch in the intermediate accents, justifying our initial methodological suspicion of this poetic system.  (Unfortunately, the scope of this paper does not permit a detailed investigation of this difference in cantillation systems.)


In cross-classifying pausal variants with the syntactic edges, we find obtain similar results:  an overgeneralization, as noted above, that fails to account for the distribution of pause systematically.  Consider the results for all 24 books delineated in (5):  the sentence-final domain is overwhelmingly but, crucially, not exclusively associated with pause.

(5)

	
	sentence-

final
	before

clausal 

modifier
	casus

pendens
	other

	’ā́ttâ

(54)
	49
	2
	2
	1

	’áttâ

(28)
	22
	3
	0
	3

	TOTAL

82


	71

86.6%
	5

6.1%
	2

2.4%
	4

4.9%



Of interest in (5) is the list of the complementizers (subordinating conjunctions) contributing to the second largest class of pausal environments (6.1%):  ki, ’im, pen, ’asher, ka’asher, lema‘an (bis).  On this limited basis we may project extended studies of individual complementizers and their correlation with pausal forms immediately preceding them, especially in the case of the ubiquitous ki (3,746 tokens!).

3. Pausal Data for 2fs Independent Pronoun


The 2fs form of the independent pronoun has but the two forms given in (6).  One might naively think that in a situation with only two variants that the distinction is necessarily between pausal vs. contextual forms.  Notice, however, that the forms in (6) are distinguished by vowel quality—crucially, not stress shifting.  Based on the 2ms data above, we should not be surprised by the percentage distribution given in (6).
(6)

	2s pronoun
	pause
	context

	
	major
	minor
	

	masculine

(744)
	’ā́ttâ
7.3%

(54)
	’áttâ

3.5%

(26)
	’attấ
89.2%

(664)



	feminine

(57)


	’ātt
12.3%

 (7) 
	’att
87.7%

(50)


4. Conclusion


By narrowing the focus to a single lexical item, the 2ms independent pronoun with its three prosodic variants (supplemented by the 2fs as a check), we have been able to clarify the nature and distribution of TH pause as the basis for further phonological studies.

The first approximation, that syntactic edges are responsible to a great extent for triggering pause, has been broadly confirmed.  However, we have moved past the simplistic, sentence-final characterization of pause (notice only  86.6% of the cases);  furthermore, we have identified specific syntactic determinants—especially the role of complementizers (already identified by Revell 1980).  Moreover, the list of syntactic determinants is not a random collection but is correlated with intonational-phrase boundaries, consistent with Dresher (1994).  Finally, the data from the books with the poetic cantillation suggest new sources of pause, including the caesura induced by parallelism in apposition (see Psalm 89:27).


The distribution of major pause, on the basis of 801 tokens of 2ms and 2fs pronouns, has been explained independent of syntactic or accentual boundaries.  Initially it appeared that major pause was tied to specific accents (the D0 accents) in the prose system of the 21 books.  We discovered, upon the further examination of the three poetic books, that major pause was in fact a strict function of the prosodic boundary of the half-verse, regardless of which particular accent the first division fell on.  (Consequently, in those prose verses lacking the D0 athnah, we predict that the major pause of the half-verse will fall on lesser D1 accents.)

Further research is suggested along the following lines.  First, the contextual forms need to be examined for anomalies:  it is expected that such apparent counterexamples will have a prosodic explanation.  Revell (1980) has already alerted us to the suppression of pause under close coordination;  it is only reasonable that other prosodic effects will surface.  The length of phrases in general would also be expected to have systematic conditioning effects.


Second, the other independent pronouns with contextual variants, especially the two forms of the first-person singular, require attention in the light of the present findings.


Third and finally, the environments immediately preceding complementizers require systematic study.  There is no doubt that the study of environments marked by the complementizers ki and ’im will pay off handsomely.
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