A STRANGE BUT FAMILIAR MUSICAL SOUND
By DR. JUDAH J. SLOTKI, M.A.,  PH.D

Recently, I talked to a cultural group on some topical subject; I forget what.  I think it was “the kuturkampf – the cultural struggle – in Israel.”   But this is not my point.  What really concerns me at the moment is that, at question time, a dear little old lady, who had seemingly been listening all the time most attentively, rose and asked timidly – apropos of nothing in particular:  “please, Mr. Speaker, can you tell me what is the meaning of Selah?”

All eyes turned on her as she sat down, blushing to the tips of her silver hair.  It took me a full minute to recover.  I glanced at her for a moment and asked:
“Selah!  Do you mean “sela” a rock, or “sela” a Talmudic coin, or?”

“No, no! I mean “selah” in the Siddur! The word occurs frequently in the prayers.  It appears several times in the Amidah, near the beginning – you know,” she emphasised, in true scholarly fashion, quoting chapter and verse – the third benediction: “Thou art holy and Thy name is holy and holy beings praise Thee daily, selah.”

“Oh yes,” I said slowly, still dubious.  She continued:

“It also occurs in the last blessing: ‘everything that liveth shall give thanks unto Thee for ever, and shall praise Thy name in truth, O G-d, our salvation and our help, selah’.”

The questioner obviously knew what she was talking about.  She really was worried about the meaning of this peculiar word selah.  What else could I do but try and allay her anxiety?

“You have asked a very difficult question,” I said, hedging and looking apologetically at the audience.  “To answer fully, I should need to give you a new lecture,” (fidgeting in the audience: a bright, inviting smile from my interrogator).  “Briefly,” I said, “the word ‘selah’ denotes some kind of musical sound” (a sigh of relief from the assembly)’

The lady appeared satisfied and the discussion returned to the subject of my talk.  No doubt everyone went home happy and the poor ‘selah’ was completely forgotten.

In my own mind, however, I was far from satisfied. I have been harrowed by this question many a time and from the most diverse quarters.  In school, a savant sitting next to me, keeps on annoying me with it. “What does selah mean?” he mumbles, as I try to concentrate on the “layning.”  My little daughter wants to know.  “Daddy,” she coos, “what does selah mean?” and, unless I give a suitable answer, bang goes my Shabbat rest.  The children in the classes want to know, “please, Sir, what is the meaning of selah?”

A chatty visitor once suddenly broke off his conversation with the remark: “By the way, has anyone ever asked you what ‘selah’ means?” and before I could even appear to be bored, he added: “Anyway, you should know, and what does ‘selah’ mean?”
I groaned, and replied, peevishly: - “My dear man, how can I tell you? For more than 22 centuries scholars have been asking that very question and all their ingenuity has failed to find a satisfactory answer.  Do let us talk of something else.”

But he would not let go.  “You must have some idea,” he nagged.

“Well,” I snapped back, “If you must know, I have written a paper on this word.  Do you want to hear it?” I said menacingly, as I pulled from my drawer a closely typed manuscript covering not less that 26 quarto sheets, single spacing!  “Well, do you?” I glared at him.  “Go on,” he challenged, “tell me what lexicographical America you have discovered, O literary Christopher Columbus!”

“The only solid and incontrovertible discover I can claim to have made after days and weeks of research is that everybody disagrees with everybody else on the real meaning of the word ‘selah.’  The only point on which there is no difference of opinion is the fact that in the Bible it occurs a great many times in the psalms and only three times in Habakuk.  Yet, even those who have taken the trouble to count up the number of times it is supposed to occur in the psalms, cannot agree.  Most of them think it is 71 times.  Perhaps you would like to count it yourself.  “Tell me,” I suddenly broke off, “what do you make of this bit of information:  The word selah occurs only in such psalms as bear musical headlines?”

“Musical headlines?” He looked blank.

“You do know,” I explained patiently, “that the psalms were sung in the Temple?”

“Why, yes, of course, by the Levites! They often accompanied the singing with instrumental music.”

“Well done, my boy!  This is one point up to your credit!  Now you must admit that the manuscripts from which the Levites sang the psalms had some sort of musical signs to help with the rendering.  The musicians must have been given some kind of indication as to the nature of the psalms they were to render, so that they would know how to sing or play.”

He nodded understandingly.

“So, then, these indication or aids were placed at the top of the psalms, as either Mizmor or Shir or Maskil and so on.  Now the interesting thing is that ‘selah’ is found just in such psalms as have these musical headlines.”

“I see, this means that ‘selah’ must be some kind of musical cue?”

“Well done, Homes!”

“All right, then, but what sort of cue?”

“Do you know Greek?” I suddenly asked.

“No, why?”

“Because, if you did, you could look up the Septuagint – the first translation ever made of the Bible – and see that ‘selah’ to them was in fact a cue for a change in the rhythm or melody or a variation in thought and theme.”

“But it is not the final word.  Jewish tradition does not agree with the Greek.  There is a seventeen-hundred-years-old theory that ‘selah’ means ‘Eternity.’  That is exactly how Singer’s Prayer Book translates it: ‘Everything that liveth shall give thanks unto Thee for ever,” but even this translation is not unanimous.  A great medieval Hebrew scholar, Ibn Ezra, held it to mean ‘so be it,” almost like ‘amen’; nothing to do with musical notes or cues or clues.  On the other hand an equally famous grammarian of old, Kimchi, upheld its cue value and took it to bean ‘lift up’.  It was, he said, a cue to the singing or playing Levites to sing or play the word or phrase preceding ‘selah’ more loudly.”

“Fascinating!”

“Is it not? Yet, there is more to come.  A distinguished non-Jewish grammarian, Gazenius, expressed the very opposite view.  He said it meant ‘be silent,’ and it was a cue to the singers to pause.  During this pause, he thinks, there was a soft interlude played by the Levitical Choir.”

“A beautiful thought! I am beginning to realise that worship in the Temple was a much more moving, more aesthetic experience that I had ever been led to believe!”

“How right you are!  But I have not finished.  Others think that the word ‘selah’ means prayer and was an invitation to the assembly to fall down at this stage and pray.  Some scholars believe that ‘selah’ is an abbreviation of sov lemalah, hashar, which means, ‘turn back to the beginning, O singer!’ signifying that the passage was to be repeated, either by the musical instruments or by another choir. The number of opinions on the real meaning of ‘selah’ is truly bewildering.  It has been explained as a scale in music, or as indicating a rise, or a fall, in the tone of voice.  It has even been taken to denote an exclamation, like Halleluyah.  Some have even tried to use the method of gematriah to explain the curious word.  They think it stands for some, now unknown, common word whose numerical value is 95, like that of ‘selah.’ Another interpretation would explain the word as meaning ‘duet,’ indicating that the psalm was to be sung by two voices.  According to one scholar the word was similar to our ‘N.B’ and called attention to some peculiarity in the text of the psalm.”

“Well, then, where do we go from here?”

“I want to suggest a solution of my own!”

“Oh, let’s hear it!”

“It is now an established fact that one of the most important features of ancient Hebrew poetry was the frequent repetition of words, phrases and sentences.  Even whole passages were sung or chanted more than once by the choir or the congregation, or some other group consisting of two, three or more voices.  The passage would be written in the manuscript only once, but it was sung any number of times.

“When a passage had to be repeated, this was indicated by the use of a sign like the modern ‘ditto’.  What I want to suggest is that ‘selah’ was sometimes used to indicate this ‘ditto’ sign.  Wherever it appeared in the psalms, it indicated that the preceding passage, which might be just a refrain, or a stanza, or even a complete psalm, was to be sung or played all over again.

Why not! We do it in English songs, do we not? We know it was done in Temple times.  The use of such a sign was not at all uncommon in ancient Bible lands.  We have definite evidence that the Babylonians used it very frequently.  I can keep you here for hours, proving my point, from the cuniform documents of 4,000 years ago, and from the study of the root-meaning of the sord ‘selah,’ but perhaps this will take us into academic fields whither you may, at present, not just be in the mood to follow me.  Neither would the little old lady who started all the trouble!”
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