Tropes/Biblical Cantillation/Ta’amey Ha-Mikrah 

Where do Trope come from? In ancient days a Ba’al Korei (Torah Reader) would be helped by the Gabbaim who used “Chironomy” or “hand motions” to show the flow of the cantillation. The punctuation, meaning, and basic melody of the Biblical text were all passed orally from generation to generation, but when times became too unsettled this chain was at risk. Thus the family of Ben Asher, working in Tiberias in the 800’s, developed the set of both vowels and trope markings used throughout the Jewish world today.

Three Functions of Trope Most people think that the main function of Trope is to show how the Biblical text is sung. In actuality, that is only a derivative of the real function of the trope marks, which is to serve as a system of punctuation, which clarifies the traditional meaning of the Biblical text. The very Hebrew name of the trope, “Ta’amei HaMikra”, reveals their other main function to be the proper accentuation of the words, based on the syllable each trope mark is over or under. Finally, once the proper punctuation and accentuation have been ascertained, then the chanting or intonation is prepared.

Relevant Basic Grammar Since the location of each trope on its word shows the accent of that word, it may be convenient to know the proper terms for the two basic accent schemes. If a word has its primary accent on its final syllable, it is called “Milra”. The vast majority of Hebrew words are like this. However, if the primary accent is on the penultimate syllable, the word is called “Mil’el”. In Siddur Hebrew, this is usually indicated with a “Meteg”, a small vertical line under the accented syllable. These marks are replaced with trope in the Bible, but a Meteg may still be used to indicate a secondary accent on longer words. 

Six Musical Systems The Tiberian system of Ta’amei HaMilcra is used to chant six different types of cantillation melodies: Torah, Haftarah. High Holy Day Torah, Megillat Esther, Megillat Eicha (Lamentations), Shir HaShirim (Song of Songs)- Ruth – Kohelet (Ecclesiastes).

There are two benefits to having six different sets of trope melodies: each unique set of musical values identifies the holiday on which it is used, and each reflects the mood of its liturgical occasion (such as the plaintive melody for Eicha on Tisha B’Av). Jewish communities around the world have their own melodies for all six.

