
Week 1 Handout - Superscriptions Other Information Notes in the 

Psalms 

The basic definition of ‘superscription’ is, “Something written above or 

outside something else.” They contain four possible types of information: (1) 

Personal names (with the preposition lĕ). Seventy-three psalms mention 

David; other have Asaph (Pss. 50, 73–83),   p 1258  the sons of Korah (42, 

44–49, 84–85, 87–88), Solomon (72, 127), Ethan (89), Heman (88), Moses 

(90), and possibly Jeduthun (39, 62, 77). (2) “Genre” classifications (not 

form-critical genres), including nontechnical (e.g., Heb. mizmôr, “psalm”; šɩ̂r, 

“song”) and technical terms (e.g., miktām, makkɩ̂l). (3) Liturgical directions, 

including the phrase lamnaṣṣēaḥ, “to the leader”; and other obscure terms 

denoting melodies, musical instruments, and/or cultic procedures. (4) 

References that relate those individual psalms to David’s life (Psalms. 3, 7, 

18, 34, 51–52, 54, 56–57, 59–60, 63, 142). 

Many include technical notations whose exact meaning is not always clear to 

us. For example, most of the Psalms are described in the original Hebrew as 

mizmôr, a “psalm,” probably suggesting that it was to be accompanied by 

musical instruments. A number of Psalms (e.g., Ps 46 and 48) are called “A 

Song” (Hebrew šîr).
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Some of the Psalms also include musical directions, such as Psalm 4 with its 

note, “To the choirmaster: with stringed instruments”; and Psalm 5 with its 

direction, “To the choirmaster: for the flutes.” There are fifty-five Psalms 

containing such directions. The word “Selah” appears seventy-one times; its 

meaning remains a mystery. It may have been a direction to singers and 

worshippers as part of a refrain. The Greek translates it as diapsalma, which 

means an instrumental interlude (see Kraus 1988: 27–29). 
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Other terms that are not understood and are thus left untranslated. Miktām 

occurs 6 times, always “of David” (Ps. 16; 56–60). Maskîl occurs 13 times, 

always associated with a proper name and probably meaning “wise or skillful 

piece” (cf. 2 Chr 30:22)—Psalms 32, 42, 44, 45, 52–55, 74, 78, 88, 89, 142; it 

occurs once within a psalm, translated “psalm” (47:7). Shiggaion occurs in 

Psalm 7 and (in the plural) in the heading for Habakkuk 3 is apparently a 

particular type of song.
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The superscriptions are most likely not original to the psalms, but were 

probably added piecemeal before the compilation of the book. The liturgical 

instructions may also have been originally subscripts (cf. Hab. 3:1, 19). The 

personal names in the superscripts reflect an ancient tradition, though some 

may denote authorship (or patronage). For example, David’s association with 

the origin of using and composing psalms in Israel is clearly ancient (2 Sam. 

22:1–51; 1 Chr. 16:7–36), though it also grew with time (the cross-references 

to David’s life in some superscripts are likely rabbinic comments based upon 

this growing tradition). The primary significance of the superscriptions is the 

light they shed on the composition and use of the book of Psalms in ancient 

Israel. 
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