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modem narratives, are relatively common in ancient stories. Their ap­
pearance in biblical texts, then, should cause no great surprise. The 
closest parallel to biblical usage is found in the Egyptian Piye Stela, 
an 8

th 
century BCE royal inscription. The stela's restrained prose ac­

count of Piye's conquests incorporates two victory hymns sung by 
enthusiastic crowds, the longer one at the very end of the in scrip­
tion.38 The placement of the Song of Deborah in Judges 5 after the 
battle account in Judges 4 seems to reflect the same literary con­
vention' as the Piye Stela, and from roughly the same time period.39 
Weitzman deepened the analysis of this parallel considerably, noting 
that both the concluding song of the Piye stela and the Song of the Sea 
in Exodus 15 aim "not only to celebrate the victory of the divine war­
rior over his foes but also to acclaim him as an eternal, invincible 
ruler."40 

He demonstrated that the stela's victory hymns are the culmination 
of a five-century-old trend in Egyptian battle accounts to shape read­
ers' evaluation of the king's actions. The songs model the desired 
reader response. Weitzman thus explained the role of the Song of the 
Sea on the basis of a literary convention produced by the political 
concerns of Egyptian royal inscriptions. It was employed in Exodus 
out of a similar concern to actualize for readers Israel's jubilant re­
sponse to God's salvation.41 

Weitzman argued, however, that the remainder of the Bible's inset 
hymns have no relationship to this Egyptian convention. He tried to 
explain the role of the Song of Moses in Deuteronomy 31-32 on the 

mined his own methodological critique by accepting and elaborating on the clos­
est parallel I discovered, the Piye Stela, to understand Exodus 14-15 and Judges 
4-5. He concluded, "In my view, ... Exodus 15 and the Piye Stela preserve inde­
pendent manifestations of a literary practice shared by Egyptian and Israelite 
scribes" (Song and Story, 21) - precisely my point. 

38 Watts, Psalm and Story, 213-14, 219. For the texts, see N.-C. Grimal, La 
Stele Triomphale de Pi('ankh)y au Musee du Caire (Cairo: IFAO, 1978). For an 
English translation, see Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature: A Book 
of Readings (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973, 1976, 1980) 
3.66-84. 

39 Watts, Psalm and Story, 96-97, 196; Weitzman, Song and Story, 31-36. 
40 Weitzman, Song and Story, 19. 

41 Weitzman, Song and Story, 17-30. On actualization in Exodus 15 and else­
where, see J. W. Groves, Actualization and Interpretation in the Old Testament 
(SBLDS 86; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987); and Watts, Psalm and Story, 60-62. 
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basis of strained parallel with the Aramaic wisdom text, Ahiqar.42 
However, Ahiqar is a fragmentary text known only from late sources, 
and it contains no hymn or song. So despite the fact that Moses and 
Ahiqar both deliver warning speeches to rebellious sons or followers, 
the parallel explains nothing about the choice of a hymnic genre in 
Deuteronomy 32. Nevertheless, Weitzman's conclusion that different 
songs were incorporated on the basis of different literary conventions 
can be accepted readily enough, even if the specific conventions are 
more debatable.43 

Much less plausible, however, was his sharp distinction between the 
songs whose placement is influenced by ancient Near Eastern con­
ventions (Exodus 15, Deuteronomy 32, Judges 5) and those whose po­
sition reflects the emerging "canon-conscious culture" of Second 
Temple Judaism (e.g. 1 Samuel 2, 2 Samuel 22).44 Like other investi­
gators of the Samuel psalms, Weitzman noted that they imitate the 
earlier group of texts to "scripturalize" the literature of Samuel, in the 
process not only characterizing their speakers' piety but also provid­
ing a thematic bracket around the book.45 But Weitzman's sharp dis­
tinction between the "two distinct literary cultures" led him to under­
estimate the large-scale structural roles also played by Exodus 15 and 
Deuteronomy 32.46 Writers can and do draw on multiple genre con­
ventions simultaneously: the Song of the Sea can both conclude the 
battle account that immediately precedes and climaxes the exodus 
story of the first third of the book, and various features of Exodus 
1-15 suggest that it does just that.47 Mathys also distinguished these 

42 Weitzman, Song and Story, 37-55. 

43 Weitzman, Song and Story, 55-58; similarly, Watts, Psalm and Story, 
186-92. 

44 "The act of inserting songs within biblical narrative changed over the course 
of Israelite literary history, evolving from an assortment of disparate Near Eastern 
scribal practices into a fully formed literary convention unique to the Bible and 
the later religious literatures which sought to emulate it" (Weitzman, Song and 
Story, 58). 

45 Weitzman, Song and Story, 120, 124-31. 
46 Watts, Psalm and Story, 48-51,55,60-62,71-72,74,79-80, 186-87. 

47 Watts, Psalm and Story, 49. Elaborating on this observation, Mark Smith 
and William Propp have argued that Exodus 15 serves as a pivot at the center of 
the whole book that "both concludes the first half of Exodus and opens the second 
half' (William H. C. Propp, Exodus 1-18 [AB 2; New York: Doubleday, 1999] 
38; building on Mark S. Smith, The Pilgrimage Pattem in Exodus [JSOTSup 239. 
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two groups of inset hymns, but only as to the degree of canon­
consciousness that their positions reflect.48 Some psalms serve to 
structure books (Deuteronomy) or large sections of books (Exodus 
1-14) in a scripturalizing, if not a fully canon-conscious, way. (Only 
the role of Judges 5 role seems to be limited to its immediate context.) 
Weitzman admitted at the end of his book that several literary con­
ventions for the use of inset hymnody can be at work at the same 
time - "The culture of canon-consciousness is defined in part by its 
need to emulate the culture which preceded it, and the earlier culture 
never completely gave way to its successor" - but he cited only 
Tobit.49 

The fact is that some late Second Temple literature is, in its mix of , 
hymnody and narrative, actually more like older Near Eastern epic 
and historiography than is the preponderance of earlier biblical narra­
tive. For example, the rule that only characters voice hymns is broken 
by the narrators of Chronicles, Ezra and 1 Maccabees who themselves 
seem to join in the liturgical refrain "for his kindness is forever."50 
1 Maccabees goes even further, placing hymns and praise songs in the 
narrator's voice in a way very reminiscent of epic sty1e.51 A broad 
survey of the use of inset songs in ancient literatures reveals the emer­
gence of parallels at various stages in Israel's literary culture and 
helps guard against jumping to conclusions about unique develop­
ments. 

What is clear enough is that biblical examples of inset hymnody 
were increasingly emulated as the Second Temple period pro­
gressed.52 The constellation of 2 Samuel 22 and 23 within a four­
chapter "appendix" to Samuel was clearly designed to emulate the 
role of Deuteronomy 32 and 33 in the ending of Samuel. 1 Chronicles 
16 in tum probably adapts the tradition of David's hymns from Sam­
uel to address its very different concerns for liturgical hymnody.53 

Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997] 30-39). 

48 Mathys, Dichter und Beter, 126, 180. 

49 Weitzman, Song and Story, 130. 
50 1 Chron 16:41; 2 Chron 5:13; 7:3, 6; Ezra 3:11; 1 Mace 4:24; Watts, Psalm 

and Story, 157-58, 196-97. 

51 Watts, Psalm and Story, 178, 196. See G. O. Neuhaus, Studien zu den po­
etischen Stucken im 1.Makkabiierbuch (FzB 12; Wiirzburg: Echter, 1974). 

52 Watts, Psalm and Story, 181, 185. 

53 O. PlOger, "Reden und Gebete im deuteronomistischen und chronistischen 
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The tradition of victory hymns welding together Egyptian literary 
conventions with Israel's cultural tradition of women war singers 
emerges not just in battle contexts such as Exodus 14-15, Judges 4-5, 
and Judith, but also in Hannah's and Mary's songs (1 Samuel 2, Luke 
1), the fonner clearly a model for the latter. Translations and retellings 
of biblical stories increasingly supplied additional psalms for charac­
ters to sing, and the multiplication of historical superscriptions in 
various versions of the Psalter pointed out the potential for additional 
insertions.54 The four poems and poem-fragments of Luke 1-2, one of 
several stylistic imitations of the Greek Septuagint in Luke's pro­
logue, show that, by the end of the period, inset psalmody had become 
an expected feature of "biblical" style. Weitzman described this de­
velopment in detail, noting that "the scripturalization of biblical lit­
erature led early Jews to emulate its genres and stylistic characteristics 
in their own literary and liturgical compositions," which in turn ef­
fected the shape of the biblical literature itself, as we have seen.

55 

There remains, however, some disagreement about the nature and 
purpose of this activity, so it is to this issue that I now turn. 

SCRIPTURE, WISDOM, AND PERFORMANCE 

The historical development of the convention of inset hymnody has 
been characterized in different ways. I described it as an emerging 
trend in Jewish literature, especially of the Second Temple period, 
rooted in Egyptian conventions and perhaps reflecting the use of inset 
songs and poetry in a broader range of ancient Near Eastern narrative 
literatures.56 Weitzman described the increasing use of inset songs for 
the purpose of scripturalization in much greater detail, but character­
ized the phenomenon of inset hymnody itself as "a literary constant" 
in Israel that reflected two distinct cultures and many different genre 
conventions.57 Mathys, however, characterized the phenomenon as a 

Geschichtswerk," in W. Schneemelcher (ed.), Festschrift Gunther Dehn (Neu­
kirchen-Vluyn: Kreis Moors, 1957) 39-41, 46; Watts, Psalm and Story, 165-67. 

54 Watts, Psalm and Story, 175-85. 
55 Weitzman, Song and Story, 128; see 59-123. See also Yair Zakovitch, "Po­

etry Creates Historiography," in S. M. Olyan and R. C. Culley (eds.), "A Wise 
and Discerning Mind"; Essays in Honor of Burke O. Long (BJS 325; Providence, 

RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2000) 311-20. 
56 Watts, Psalm and Story, 186-97,218-20. 

57 Weitzman, Song and Story, 12 and passim. 
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uniquely "late post-exilic" development reflecting Jewish theological 
trends.58 

Mathys looked for the theological and canonical significance of the 
songs from the start. He argued that the late addition of prayers, dox­
ologies and psalms to biblical texts reflects a systematizing tendency 
in Second Temple Judaism. The inserted texts convert the specific sto­
ries around them into paradigms suitable for teaching.59 Thus Mathys 
focused primarily on the inserts' thematic contributions to their con­
texts. (Kleinig's investigation of choral music in Chronicles also ex­
plored the thematic contribution made by inset hymns, as well as ref­
erences to songs and singers, but with implications less for systema­
tizing theology than for Second Temple liturgical practice and for the 
theological significance of song itself.60) 

Mathys's thematic emphasis depended explicitly on understanding 
later Second Temple psalmody in general and inset psalmody in par­
ticular as a product of Wisdom traditions. He contrasted the scribal, 
editorial, and didactic nature of inset hymnody with oral cui tic poetry 
designed to address a variety of situations in an open-ended manner. 
Sigmund Mowinckel first elaborated this thesis of a "learned psal­
mography" dedicated to the composition of prayers and psalms as acts 
of piety. Scribes inserted appropriate psalms into narratives to provide 
models of the practice.61 (Traditions of didactic hymnody also devel­
oped in other ancient cultures, such as New Kingdom Egypt.62) 

58 Mathys, Dichter und Beter, 312. 

59 Mathys, Dichter und Beter, 1, 179-80,317. He concluded: "Interpretation, 
Verallgemeinerung, Zusammenfassung, Kanonisierung - dafiir eignen sieh Ge­
bete, Psalmen und Doxologien in besonders ausgezeichneter Weise" (p. 318). 

60 Kleinig, The Lord's Song, 14 and passim. 

61 Sigmund Mowinckel, "Psalms and Wisdom," in M. Noth and D. W. Thomas 
(eds.), Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near East (Festschrift H. H. Rowley; 
VTSup 3; Leiden: Brill, 1955) 205-224, esp. 211, 222; idem, The Psalms in Is­
rael's Worship (2 vols., Oxford: Blackwell, 1962) 2.115. 

62 Jan Assman observed that the earliest Egyptian hymns come from the Mid­
dle Kingdom and are found in three contexts: in the cult, in grave inSCriptions, and 
in literature (e.g. the tale of Sinuhe). Royal hymns are at home in literature and 
also in the cult, but not in grave inSCriptions, whereas divine hymns appear in 
grave inSCriptions and no doubt arise from the cult, but do not appear in literature. 
But in the New Kingdom, divine hymns become a literary genre as well: "Das 
heisst: ihrer Hauptabsichtbesteht darin, ein Wissen von Gott in den literarischen 
Diskurs einzubringen, der das fundierende Wissen und Weltbild vermittelt. Liter-
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Mathys combined this thesis with Sheppard's observations about the 
use of psalms for canonical shaping, arguing that Jewish scribes com­
posed and inserted didactic psalms to shape the literature theo­
logically.63 He pointed out that much of the Hebrew Bible recounts 
contingent history, and canonization presses the question of the sig­
nificance of this history. Inset psalms answer by making the history of 
God's salvation of Israel less contingent and more paradigmatic, and 
by modeling Israel's appropriate response as thanksgiving.64 

Mathys therefore emphasized that inset hymns were not composed 
for use in Temple liturgies, but were instead kunst-psalmen, products 
of a literary aesthetic that prized the composition of hymns and 
prayers as itself an act of piety.65 He argued that Deuteronomy 32, 
1 Samuel 2, 2 Samuel 22, Jonah 2, and I Chronicles 16 were all com­
posed for insertion in these literary contexts, though incorporating tra­
ditional materials.66 Their purpose is didactic, rather than cultic.67 Su­
san Gillingham pushed the distinction even further, concluding that 
inset hymns reflect a scribal wisdom tradition, but that their placement 
in other literary contexts restricted their religious significance: 

A cultie poem (used in an entirely different context), when appropriated 
into a particular piece of literature, actually loses something of its more 
repeatable and more typical performative nature .... This more specific 
and particular adaptation contrasts with the liturgical poetry proper in the 
Psalter, where there is an open-ended orientation because of the re-usable 
nature of the psalms for all types of cultie occasions.68 

arisch heisst in Agypten zunachst und vor allem: edukativ" ("Verktinden und 
Verklaren - Grundformen hymnischer Rede im alten Agypten," in W. Burkert 
and F. Stolz (eds.), Hymnen der Alten Welt im Kulturvergleich [OBO 131; 
Freiburg: Universitatsverlag, 1994] 33-57 [41]). 

63 In the psalms outside the Psalter "entdeckt man zwar unterschiedliche, aber 
immer hochst kunstvolle, oft rabbinisch anmutende Theologie und stOsst 
zugleich - so deutlich wie kaum noch im Alten Testament - auf Anfange der 
Kanonisierung" (Mathys, Dichter und Beter, 125). 

64 Mathys, Dichter und Beter, 317-18. 

65 He also found the same tendencies at work in the Psalter, in Psalms 19,33, 
1111112,117,119,130,135,144,146 (Dichter und Beter, 231-316) 

66 Mathys, Dichter und Beter, 146, 168,203,219. 

67 Thus on Samuel, he concluded: "Die Kanonisierung beginnt hier mit Psal­
men und Weisheit!" (Dichter und Beter, 164). And "Dtn 32 ist ein systematischer, 
lehrhafter Text in bunter Verkleidung" (p. 168). 

68 Gillingham, Poems and Psalms afthe Hebrew Bible, 158, 169; see also pp. 
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Thus the insertion of the Song of the Sea into Exodus 15 "has limited 
its performative value to this context alone."69 This distinction be­
tween cultic and literary hymnody derives from the old form-critical 
observation that hymnody developed through oral composition, but 
that some psalms can only have originated in writing (the most obvi­
ous cases are alphabetical acrostics). It also grows from the patent ob­
servation that those who inserted psalms showed considerable aes­
thetic sensitivity to traditional Jewish literature and hymnody. 70 This 
judgment about the different origins of particular compositions be­
comes misleading, however, when it is reified into an absolute dis­
tinction between the scribal and liturgical spheres. Not only is such 
separation highly unlikely in Second Temple Jewish society, but there 
is literary evidence of increasing interaction and influence between 
wisdom and priestly circles as the period progressed, even in regards 
to inset hymnody. On the basis of liturgical compositions from Qum­
ran, Weitzman has shown that Philo's and Pseudo-Philo's rewriting of 
the Songs of Moses and Deborah reflected the liturgical practices of 
their own day. For these writers, "there was no clear line between the 
biblical past and the liturgical present."71 Those who wrote and in­
serted hymns were expressing liturgical as well as aesthetic sensibili­
ties. 

Thus Mathys's observations about how inset hymns model pious 
thanksgiving are in some tension with his and Gillingham's insistence 
that they do not reflect liturgical practices. The root of the problem 
lies in an overly strict distinction between oral and literate cultures. 
Though particular pieces of literature can often be credited to oral or 
written composition, the activities of ancient people cannot be so 
neatly segregated. Even reading does not belong purely to the realm of 
literate culture, for ancient reading was almost always reading aloud 
and usually to an audience. Thus reading involved performance, and 
performance might invite audience participation. Here scribal and 

159-60. 

69 Gillingham, Poems and Psalms o/the Hebrew Bible, 145. 

70 See Weitzman, Song and Story, 65-70. 

71 Weitzman, Song and Story, 83; see 76-77, 80-83. On the basis of hymnic 
fragments in the Book of the Twelve, Erhard S. Gerstenberger has argued that li­
turgical influences shaped the depiction of prophets in the Second Temple biblical 
literature ("Psalms in the Book of the Twelve: How Misplaced are They?" SBL 
2000 Seminar Papers [Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2000] 254-62). 
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cultic activities can easily merge into liturgy, where oral recitation, 
ritual action and reading coalesce. The growing authority of Torah in 
Second Temple Judaism was evidenced first of all by its public read­
ing,72 The oral reading and aural reception of the authoritative text 
marked Torah's status in Temple and synagogue. It was the fact that 
Torah was haMiqra "the reading" that made it also "scripture" and 

"canon." 
Such liturgical use of biblical literature eventually found its logical 

conclusion in the liturgical singing of many if not all biblical readings, 
as evidenced in late antiquity by the liturgies of both synagogue and 
church. How far back in time such cantorial traditions go cannot be 
determined. There is, however, evidence that inset hymns were used 
liturgically in the late Second Temple period,73 Taken together, these 
observations suggest that, far from losing their liturgical application 
when inserted into other literary contexts as Gillingham suggested, 
hymns preserved their liturgical orientation and carried it into their 
new literary contexts. That is, rather than seeing the insertion of hym­
nody into other literatures as reducing the hymns' liturgical appli­
cation, it was more likely an attempt, obviously successful, to appro-

priate the surrounding literature for use in liturgy. 
Several inset psalms in the Hebrew Bible seem to serve precisely 

such a function. The Song of the Sea concludes not just the story of 
the Reed Sea but the entire exodUS account (Exodus 1-14) with a 
celebration of God's victory that takes the anachronistic perspective 
of later generations (that is, the readers and hearers), rather than the 
people with Moses at the sea. In the song, the exodus generation and 
the readers are merged into the one people of God, thereby appropri­
ating the exodus story as the readers' story as well. Deuteronomy 31 
depicts the Song of Moses as a summary of Moses' threats and warn­
ings for the people to memorize, in contrast to the law which priests 
read aloud every seven years. The song thus emphasizes and actual-

72 See James W. Watts, Reading Law: The Rhetorical Shaping of the Penta­
teuch (The Biblical Seminar 59; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999) 

15-31. 
73 For rabbinic and Qumran evidence, see the discussion cited by Weitzman, 

Song and Story, 74 and 175 n. 69. One should also add the evidence of the Sep­
tuagint "Odes," which excerpt inset hymns from their contexts and append them 
to the Psalter for liturgical use, though again this development cannot be securely 

dated. 
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izes the authority of the book. 74 Perhaps the most emphatic evidence 
of the use of a psalm to "liturgize" its context comes from the book of 
Habakkuk. Here the prophet's questions and complaints are answered 
by a theophany which takes the form of, not a private revelation to the 
prophet, but a very clearly marked psalm, that is, a public liturgy 
available to all Temple worshipers.75 

In these cases and, I think, the rest of the texts discussed above, an 
inset hymn shapes the literature for liturgical appropriation. So along­
side the role of inset psalmody in scripturalization and canonization, 
we should emphasize even more its liturgizing role in shaping the He­
brew Bible. 
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