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The Psalms give voice to cries of despair and exclamations of gratitude. 
Such Supplications and Thanksgivings, to use the standard terms, account 
for a significant proportion of the Psalms.  Those who want to be led from 
despair to gratitude have always needed help, and the Psalms have provided 
believers with aid for 25 centuries.  The ability to give aid is the source of 
their greatness and their power and their ever-contemporary relevance.   This 
ability in turn is based on their emotional logic and poetic quality.    
 
Like all other literary classics, the Psalms are always in need of re-
translation in order to have them in language, and with an interpretive 
emphasis, that is both accurate and contemporary.  The translator, in other 
words, should have an agenda and a poetics.  My agenda and its necessary 
poetics is to make the emotional logic of the psalms I translate as clear as 
possible in a language that conveys meaning densely enough to force 
reflection.  My aim is to produce translations usable by contemporary 
believers and non-believers as structures of meditation.              
 
1. Emotional logic 
 
Psalm 13 exemplifies the emotional logic of many psalms.  It starts with 
cries of despair: 
 
 Until when will You 
 forget me, Lord, 
 until the end? 
 Until when will You 
 withhold Yourself, 
 Lord, from me? 
 Until when need I  
 consult my soul 
 sorrow in my heart 
 all the day? 
 Until when will  
 my enemy exult?  
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It then modulates to demands: 
 Look!  Answer me! 
 My Lord, my God, 
 light up my eyes 
 or else I'll sleep 
 the sleep of death, 
 or else my enemy 
 will say, 'I triumphed, 
 I overcame him,' 
 and my troublers will be 
 jubilant at my removal. 
 
Then there is an abrupt recognition: 
 
 But I trust Your righteousness. 
 
And then conclusions are derived from this recognition: 
   
 Let my heart rejoice 
 in Your salvation. 
 Let me sing to the Lord since  
 I have abundance. 
 
The poetic logic of Psalm 13 is that of an emotional journey from despair to 
gratitude in four stages.   In modern paraphrase these stages are: 
 

I feel alone in myself; something -- recognition? love? -- has been 
withheld from me; my underlying emotion is sorrow; others don't 
seem to feel this way; they delight in my misery. 

 
I want answers! I want enlightenment! If I don't get it I'll die! I don't 
want those around me to triumph! 

 
But, to my surprise, in a flash of honest introspection, I discover that 
I still have basic trust.   

 
If that's the case then my salvation is implanted as an indestructible 
capacity within me and I should use it. In fact I should sing, if only in 
praise of the limitless abundance of this potential, and the abundance 
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of the world around me.     
 

The feelings expressed at the beginning of Psalm 13 are infantile.  The 
demands which follow are adolescent.  The pivotal recognition is that of a 
realistic experienced adult.  The conclusion is natural wisdom.    
 
The infantile cries and adolescent demands, the whine, in Psalm 13, is 
repeated, and the most pathetic motive for despair -- the views of others -- is 
repeated and emphasized.  As modern and ancient psychology both tell us, 
there is no escaping compulsive repetition except through meditative 
practice; through, in other words, the conscious accumulation of subjective 
experience of the sort Psalm 13 represents in such a simple and profound 
and, more importantly, usable manner.  The wisdom at the end is not a 
detachable aphorism; it is of no significance without the emotional journey 
that precedes it.   There is nothing mystical here, and no appeal to special 
experience or understanding.   In fact the opening sections are 
embarrassingly realistic, giving expression to emotions most adults would be 
ashamed to acknowledge but which are universal.  
 
The address is to God; the answer, which is adequate, is a change of heart.  
What must suffice is not in the future or in the control of an external power 
but in the living present.  It is, apparently, inherent in the gift of temporal 
consciousness.    The speaker is alive, and alive to this as a gift, and so has 
enough reason to sing.  God does not answer, and the answer does not 
depend on belief even though the poem could not have been formed without 
a culture based on belief in a God who does respond. 
 
What type of poem is Psalm 13?  The standard lists of genres set up 
misleading categories; Psalm 13 is normally described as a psalm of 
"supplication" as distinct from "thanksgiving."  However, as we have just 
seen, supplication is only the opening stance, matching the emotional state of 
the prospective user of the poem.  Psalm 13 starts in supplication and ends in 
thanksgiving but it is not some unholy mixture of two pure genres.  The 
problem lies not in the psalm but in the genres, which are not, as they should 
be, categories of process.  Psalm 13, like so many others, should be thought 
of as written in the genre of "overcoming despair" or "facing despair."  It 
represents a stream of consciousness with a desirable destination, a 
subjective norm.  In short, Psalm 13 has the structure of a meditation.   The 
psalm provides a short exemplary emotional journey for all those who wish 
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to grapple with despair, and this is how it has been implicitly understood and 
used by believers over the centuries. 
 
Existing translations do not bring out the structures of emotional logic in the 
Psalms.  But these structures are the backbone of the Psalms' practical 
application in individual lives.  This problem can be partly rectified by 
poetic layout, by indentations and stanza breaks.  But if the desire to show 
logical structure as clearly as possible is paramount then it will also be a 
factor in word choice and even choice of syntax.   For example, Psalm 15 
has a very simple structure: 
 
 Who are those worthy of dwelling with God? 
 Those who have these characteristics, and these, and these 
 Short concluding statement 
 
The layout and syntax of the cadenced prose of the King James translation, 
and of all modern translations known to me, even those in verse, do not 
make this structure as obvious as it should be.  Here is the opening of the 
KJV:   
 

Lord, who shall abide in thy tabernacle? who shall dwell in thy holy 
hill? 
2. He that walketh uprightly, and worketh righteousness, and 
speaketh the truth in his heart.   
3. He that backbiteth not with his tongue, nor doeth evil to his 
neighbour, nor taketh up a reproach against his neighbour  ... 

  
The logic of this can be seen by using a different layout, and small changes 
in syntax: 
 
 Lord, who can be tenant in Your tent of meeting, 
   who can be housed on Your holy mountain? 
 
 Those who walk straight and do right, 
   who talk truth from their own heart, 
   who have no slander on their tongue, 
   who do no wrong to any colleague, 
   who raise no reproach against a neighbour ...   
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In more complex psalms, as we have seen even with Psalm 13, there are 
shifts of mood and address that need to be made clear in order to understand 
the emotional logic of the poem.  Some of these shifts no doubt result from 
the splicing together of separately composed poems, as scholars more 
concerned with history than literature have argued.  But when such splicing 
is done in modern times, by for example T. S. Eliot in "Ash Wednesday," the 
overall poem is still assumed to have coherence.   Most modern poetic 
sequences, in fact, exhibit seemingly irrational shifts like those evident in 
many psalms.  The translator of the Psalms who wants to end up with a 
verbal icon useful for meditation must assume a coherent overall design.  
Since the Psalms are anthology pieces drawn from a 500 year literary 
tradition, since, in other words, they are products of genius, this assumption 
is more than reasonable.   
 
Scholarly translations of the psalms must indicate where the meaning of the 
Hebrew is unclear.  But a translation that is meant to be both a poem and a 
guide to meditation cannot be content with scholarly scruples that break the 
coherence of the poem.  The Psalms are compositions that were meant to be 
simple enough to be understood as they were sung or heard.  It should be 
assumed that a clear meaning can be found by sympathetic understanding of 
the overall logic of the poem, utilizing scholarly results only where they 
help. 
 
2. God 
 
How can the Psalms, which presuppose and often address a personal God, be 
useful to non-believers, or to those who have faith in an abstract God who 
created the universe but doesn't answer requests?     
 
As in an ode, the addressee in the psalms of supplication and thanksgiving is 
a literary convention.   God does not answer supplications in any psalm; the 
answer to all questions and demands is in the form of a revelation within the 
psalmist.  From a literary viewpoint, then, the Psalms address God in the 
same way Keats addressed a Grecian Urn, and a nightingale, and Psyche, 
and for the same reason, namely to focus and give voice to exclamations.     
 
For anyone in despair, or who is grateful to be alive, and who wants to give 
expression to these fundamental orientations, God is the natural addressee.  
But it is possible to explicitly address no one, as Paul Celan has done in his 
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poem "Psalm," which begins, in Katherine Washburn's translation: 
 
 No One kneads us anew from earth and clay, 
 no one addresses our dust. 
 No One. 
 
 Laudeamus te, No One.  
  
Blessed art thou, No One.  Another literary possibility is to address No One 
implicitly, but no one has done this with any success, probably for good 
reason.  After all, as Robinson Jeffers put it at the end of his poem, "The 
Great Explosion," the addressee offered by the science of the Big Bang is 
  
 faceless violence, the root of all things. 
 
Unburdening yourself to this is not likely to be productive.  But cries of 
existential despair and cries of gratitude for existence require an Addressee, 
and God is, to all intents and purposes, a literary necessity in giving 
expression to such cries.  And since the God of the Psalms doesn't answer, a 
poem crying out to Him should pose no more problem to a competent 
secular reader than Keats' expostulations to a Grecian Urn.    
 
3.  Poetics 
 
The Psalms deal with weighty subjects.  But the language of the Psalms is 
not complex syntactically and the figurative language used is conventional, 
as we might expect with poems composed to be sung or chanted.  A 
translation for liturgical use would have to be conditioned by the 
requirements of a musical tradition.  In contrast, my aim was an English 
translation to be read slowly and alone by an individual, rather than sung or 
chanted in a group.  This requires that the translation, while it cannot make 
use of complex sentence structures, must not be too easy to grasp, or else the 
Psalms' conventional figures of speech and simplicity of language, 
unsupported by music, could appear slight.  The translation must slow the 
reader down or else its weighty content, which is not information, and not 
merely the overt meaning of the words, will be betrayed.    
 
The Hebrew of the Psalms is compressed in expression, heavy with 
alliteration and assonance, and lacks rhyme.  There is often parallelism, 
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which is to say a strong break in the middle of the smallest poetic unit, and 
an echo of the first half of the unit in the second half.  Compressed English 
has few prepositions or connectives and uses curt Anglo-Saxon words not 
lengthy multi-syllabic Latinate words.   These simple considerations mean 
that the English poetic closest to the Hebrew of the Psalms is the old Anglo-
Saxon alliterative metre, which does not rhyme, uses alliteration as a 
metrical marker and has a strong caesura in the middle of the line, and of 
course draws only from the Anglo-Saxon word-hoard.   No translation of the 
Psalms using these features consistently as its basic poetic principle is 
known to me.  I have in my translations used a strong-stress metric, with as 
much alliteration and assonance and as little Latinate vocabulary as seemed 
compatible with contemporary diction and accuracy. 
 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


