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PREFACE

With a single stroke of the pen, an ancient editor or scribe added
the conjunction w (the vowel û) before the name of Barak in Judges
5:1, and in so doing diminished the stature of Deborah as a judge
and as a person wielding real power in early Israel. By adding the
w (û) to the text, the scribe forced Deborah to join Barak in singing
a duet: qrbw hrwbd r`tw “then sang Deborah and Barak.” With-
out the w, the phrase qrb hrwbd r`tw would have to be read as
a verb-subject-object sequence: “then Deborah made Barak sing”
(or do something else), the only question being the precise meaning
of the verb. Without the w, Deborah was clearly in charge; and
were the verb “to sing,” Deborah would have been the conductor
who made Barak sing. But the addition of the conjunction w placed
Barak on a par with Deborah; they acted in concert.

This slim editorial note created disharmony between the Song of
Deborah in Judges 5 and the prose account in Judges 4, where
Deborah had the authority to summon Barak and deliver to him the
command of Yahweh to go to war. The addition set the tone for the
entire poem, making Deborah primarily a songstress whose major
role was to encourage the troops in battle.

Folk etymology reduced Deborah’s stature even more. Her name
was popularly derived from hrwbd “bee,” which may have sweet
overtones, but lacks the status of hr:B;D" “leader, governor, guide.”
In a similar way, popular etymology associated Yael’s name with
l[y “goat,” missing the more basic meaning “the pre-eminent one”
and its derivative “noble, strong.” 

A clear understanding of the role of Deborah and Yael in early
Israel remains hidden in the obscure lines of the Song of Deborah.
Until there is some consensus on the literal meaning of the poem
itself, there can be little agreement on the value of the poem for
understanding the history, sacred literature, and social institutions
of pre-monarchical Israel. 

Exegetical tradition—provided by the scribes who added vowel
letters and divided the consonant clusters into words—and the
early Greek translations for Jews of the Diaspora, which provide
a myriad of textual variants, have not made the task of the modern
interpreter an easy one.
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 I offer here a translation of the Song of Deborah which adheres
closely to the consonants of the Masoretic text, though I have re-
divided many of the consonant clusters in order to restore certain
poetic lines. Exegetical traditions, early and modern, have been
carefully examined; but with a number of the more obscure lines
there has been no compelling reason to stay with traditional trans-
lations or exegesis. At times it became necessary to step away from
the guesswork reflected in the ancient variants and the speculative
emendations of more recent commentators. Looking at the poem as
if it were found in a newly discovered scroll provided constructive
alternatives for a number of the more obscure passages. The
obscurities in Judges 5 are diminished once the poem is read as
dialectal Hebrew and the interpreter makes use of a larger lexicon
than that traditionally used for classical canonical Judean Hebrew.
This approach provided new insights, not only on the names of
Deborah and Yael, but also on the meaning of many lines in the
poem.

The Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary
Wynnewood, Pennsylvania
December, 2000
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