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This paper sets forth a generative grammar of Biblical Hebrew (BH) metrics, building on the programmatic study of Jonah 2 (DeCaen 2002).  We begin in hypothetico-deductive mode, establishing a basic phrase structure grammar for the minimal verse, the trimeter.  This grammar is enhanced by invoking the prosodic principle of head-dependent asymmetry.  Finally, the predictions are confirmed in the scansion of the acrostic in Lamentations 3, a parade example of the so-called qinah meter.


The Hebrew metron (M) is defined as two feet (F):  M ( F F.  It is assumed that the bare minimum for the BH verse (V) is the trimeter, set forth in (1).  (More complicated meters can then be produced by simply adding metra.)
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The BH foot is iambic, and degenerate feet are permitted:  F ( (() ((.  BH is quantity-sensitive, and imposes a Minimum Word Constraint:  the syllable must be bimoraic (( ();  otherwise it is a morphological proclitic.  BH is also characterized by systematically extrametrical syllables:  post-tonic syllables are clearly extrametrical, as are pre-tonic schwa-syllables.  Finally, BH displays elaborate post-lexical adjustments (primarily refooting);  assume, therefore, that this characterization holds at the lexical-phonological level (equivalently, assume the pausal forms obtain throughout).


This generative characterization is supplemented by the prosodic principle of head-dependent asymmetry (HDA) (Dresher and van der Hulst 1998):  both complexity and visibility HDA.  The dotted line in (2) represents the visibility horizon from the end of the verse.  The final foot must branch, but other feet are exempt (complexity HDA).  Metrical positions (X) must map one-to-one to prosodic feet above the horizon (visibility HDA).  Predictions following from HDA are borne out in the study below.
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The prototypical 3+3 arrangement of six feet in terms of the Tiberian cantillation system is given in (3), employing a standard notation for the disjunctive accents (cf. Dresher 1994).  The representation is intended to leave as an open question whether a given measure is realized as one or two words (with or without the maqqeph).
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predictions:

second colon:  syllable count applies:  limited possibilities

first colon:  optional foot with zaqqef.

exceptions

conclusion
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