
Sometimes pronouncing a different vowel than the one indicated in the text changes 
the meaning of the word. Be careful to pronounce the vowel as given in the text.

לִמַּדְתִּי li-ma-de-tí I have taught (Deut. 4:5)
לָמַדְתִּי la-ma-de-tí I have learned (Prov. 30:3)
חִטְּאוּ ḥi-te-ʼu they shall be purified (Ezek. 43:22)
טְאוּ חָֽ ḥa-te-ʼu they have sinned (1 Kings 8:50)

Incorrect syllabic stress

In some cases, a change of syllabic stress can result in a change of meaning. Com-
pare the following pairs:

בָּאָ֖ה she is coming אָה בָּ֗ she came
שָׁב֣וּ they returned שָׁב֣וּ they captured
שַׁמָּה֑ desolation מָּה שָׁ֔ to there

Errors in rhythm—pausing too long after tevir

In general, just as the first-level disjunctives (ʼetnaḥta and siluk) indicate a greater 
break than do second- or third-level disjunctives, one would expect that a second-lev-
el disjunctive indicates a greater break than a third-level disjunctive. That “in gen-
eral” is not true for the second-level disjunctive tippeḥa and the third-level disjunc-
tive tevir. The pause/break in the sentence after tevir (third-level) must be longer 
than the pause/break after tippeḥa (second-level). Notice how much difference is 
made in the meaning of these two verses depending on where the greater pause is 
placed (indicated by a space in the verse and translation):

Anyone who works on the Sabbath will be put to death (Exod. 31:15).
ת׃ מ֥;ת הַשַּׁבָּ֖ת בְּי֥;ם מְלָאכָה֛ כָּל־הָעֹשֶׂ֧ה יוּמָֽ

Anyone who works on the Sabbath [he] will be put to death.
ת׃ מ֥;ת הַשַּׁבָּ֖ת בְּי֥;םמְלָאכָה֛ כָּל־הָעֹשֶׂ֧ה יוּמָֽ

Anyone who works on the Sabbath will be put to death.
ת׃ מ֥;תהַשַּׁבָּ֖ת בְּי֥;ם מְלָאכָה֛ כָּל־הָעֹשֶׂ֧ה יוּמָֽ
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The whole commandment that I command you today you shall be careful to do 
(Deut. 8:1).

ר כָּל־הַמִּצְוָ֗ה י אֲשֶׁ֨ לַעֲשׂ֑;ת תִּשְׁמְר֣וּן הַיּ֖;ם מְצַוְּךָ֛ אָנֹכִ֧
The whole commandment that I command you today you shall be careful to do.

ר כָּל־הַמִּצְוָ֗ה י אֲשֶׁ֨ לַעֲשׂ֑;ת תִּשְׁמְר֣וּן הַיּ֖;םמְצַוְּךָ֛ אָנֹכִ֧
The whole commandment that I command you today you shall be careful to do.

ר כָּל־הַמִּצְוָ֗ה י אֲשֶׁ֨ לַעֲשׂ֑;ת תִּשְׁמְר֣וּןהַיּ֖;ם מְצַוְּךָ֛ אָנֹכִ֧

The teʻamim do not always indicate the stressed syllable

Although the teʻamim are commonly called accents, it is important to realize that 
some of the teʻamim do not indicate the stressed (accented) syllable. Several of the 
accents are prepositive (they always appear on the extreme right side of a word) and
several are postpositive (they always appear on the extreme left side of a word)—re-
gardless of which syllable is actually accented. In such a case, you have to use your 
knowledge of Hebrew to know which syllable is to be accented. In the following lists, 
the name of the taʻam is given, and an example of its use with the word דָּבָר (in one 
case, ְמֶלֶך) is shown.

The following four teʻamim are prepositive (the last two only found in the ספרי 
:(the three books of Job, Proverbs, and Psalms—אמ״ת

יְתִ֚יבמֶלֶ֚ךְ
בָר לִישָא־גְד;לָהדָּ֠ תְּ֠
בָר מֻקְדָּם גֵּרֵ֝שׁדָּ֝
בָר ד֭חִידָּ֭

The following four teʻamim are postpositive:
֒דָּבָר֒  )סְג;לְתָּא֒(סֶג;ל
֮ ֮דָּבָר זַרְקָא
פַּשְׁטָא֙דָּבָר֙
תְּלִישָׁא־קְטַנָּה֩דָּבָר֩

Two of these in practice cause no problems. The yetiv only appears on words that 
are accented on the first syllable (thus the reason for ְמֶלֶך as the sample word in-
stead of דָּבָר); accordingly, the accented syllable will be the one under which the 
yetiv occurs. In the Leningrad Codex the Masoretes marked any word having a pash-
ta with a second pashta if the accent was not on the last syllable. Since the BHS is a
faithful copy of the Leningrad Codex, the “double” accentuation appears there. 
Thus, for example, in Deuteronomy 11:17 the word ֙יִם  has an extra pashta אֶת־הַשָּׁמַ֨
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on the next-to-last syllable, since that is the syllable to be accented. For comparison,
the word ֙מֵעַל in the same verse has only the “true” pashta marked, since the word is
accented on the last syllable.

That leaves only six teʻamim that you have to think about when reading the bib-
lical text (and only four outside of the books of Job, Proverbs, and Psalms). If you 
are not sure which syllable is to be accented, choosing the last syllable will be 
correct more times than not. If you want to be more careful about it, you can find an 
occurrence of the same word with any taʻam other than these six—that will give you 
a definite guidance (although you will need to be careful to find the word with the 
same vowels as the one with one of these six teʻamim). Or, you can listen to a record-
ing of the text, and follow the accentuation you hear there.

The teʻamim sometimes change the expected stressed syllable

There are several situations where the Masoretes changed the stress of certain 
words. One well-known situation is the retraction of the stress from the last syllable
to the penultimate syllable in the vav consecutive with imperfect (the wayyiqtol): 
The word קָם ֣  is accented on the next-to-last syllable, with the taʻam indicating the וַיָּ
change in stress. This is the (normal) change from the contextual imperfect form of 
the verb, יָקוּם, which is accented on the last syllable. (There is also a vowel change, 
not unexpected with a change in the accented syllable.)

Another very common change is caused by words in pause. Here is Deuteronomy 
11:14–15:

י ר־אַרְצְכֶם֛ וְנָתַתִּ֧ ירֹשְׁךָ֖ דְגָנֶ֔ךָ וְאָסַפְתָּ֣ וּמַלְק֑;שׁ י;רֶ֣ה בְּעִתּ֖; מְטַֽ  וְתִֽ
ךָ׃ י וְיִצְהָרֶֽ עְתָּ׃ וְאָכַלְתָּ֖ לִבְהֶמְתֶּךָ֑ בְּשָׂדְךָ֖ עֵ֥שֶׂב וְנָתַתִּ֛ וְשָׂבָֽ

The standard pronunciation of a singular word with the pronominal suffix ךָ-‮‬  has 
the accent on the last syllable. Similarly, a second-person masculine singular verb 
ends with an accented תָּ-‮‬ . Yet in these two verses, the syllable before the ךָ-‮‬  is ac-
cented three times, and the syllable before the תָּ-‮‬  is accented one time. (Compare 
that with two words accented on the ךָ-‮‬  and two words accented on the תָּ-‮‬  in the 
same two verses.) As in the changes mentioned in the previous paragraph, there are
also usually changes in the vowels of the words in such a case.

These changes are only meaningful in the context of the Masoretic accentuation 
of the biblical text. Thus, you need to read or chant the text as the Masoretes have 
pointed it, not as you think it should be. For example, you need to accent ָדְגָנֶ֔ך on the
next-to-last syllable, and not read it as if it were written ָ֙נְך   which isn’t the form—דְּגָֽ
here, but it is the form in Deuteronomy 12:17.

Pausal forms are normally only seen with the stronger disjunctive teʻamim of lev-
el one and two. However, pausal forms can be found even with level-three and level-
four disjunctive teʻamim. Deuteronomy 13:6 begins with these words:
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י יתְךָ֡ כִּ֣ יךָ יְסִֽ מֶּךָ אָחִ֣  ...אֽ; בֶן־אִ֠
What makes this situation noteworthy is that the taʻam on the word ָמֶּך  is not only אִ֠
a level-four disjunctive taʻam (that is, one of the weakest of the disjunctives), it is 
also prepositive. So the general rule for prepositives applies here: you have to figure 
out the accented syllable on your own. At this point, a continual careful attention to 
pronunciation is a great help in figuring out the situation. Normally, the word is ac-
cented on the last syllable, and the consonant just before it has a shəva: ָאִמְך. How-
ever, here the vowel in the penultimate syllable has been lengthened to a seghol, in-
dicating that the accent has been moved back one syllable. So the correct 
pronunciation will accent the ֶּמ syllable.

For the record, pausal forms in words in which the penultimate syllable is nor-
mally pronounced have the accent moved forward, to the last syllable (not back-
ward). This is the case for third masculine singular wayyiqtol forms (vav consecutive
with imperfect), which are normally accented on the penultimate syllable. An exam-
ple of this shift in accent occurs in Proverbs 30:4:

י יִם מִ֤ ה־שָׁמַ֨ ד ׀ עָלָֽ וַיֵּרַ֡
The last word is normally written וַיֵּרֶד, with the accent on the penultimate syllable. 
Here, the last syllable has been lengthened to a pataḥ, since the word is in pause, 
and the accent has moved forward to the last syllable. Although this is marked with 
a level four disjunctive taʻam, it is not a prepositive, so you can easily see the accent-
ed syllable.75

This is not a difficult rule to follow. Just look for the accented syllable, and pro-
nounce the word with the accent as indicated. If the taʻam is a pre- or postpositive 
taʻam, you would have to analyze the word in any case to determine which syllable is
to be accented.

75. You can read up on pausal forms in Wilhelm Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, edited by 
E. Kautzsch, translated by A. E. Cowley, 2nd English ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), 96–98 
(§29i–v).
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