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3. KETIV-QERE EUPHEMISMS

A rather rare type of ketiv-qere mismatch involves the evidently 
euphemistic replacement of a written form deemed inappropriate 
for public reading with a more acceptable alternative (Ofer 2019, 
98–99; see also Yeivin 1980, 56; Cohen 2007, 264–71). Words 
deemed impolite or vulgar may refer to objects, notions, or ac-
tions, often involving such ‘unmentionables’ as excreta, shameful 
infirmities, and rape, but can also extend to potential theological 
misunderstandings. 

Euphemistic ketiv-qere instances are mentioned explicitly in 
the Talmud (b. Megilla 25b): 

ישגלנה   כגון  לשבח,  אותן  קורין  לגנאי  בתורה  הכתובין  המקראות  כל 

ישכבנה, עפולים טחורים, חריונים דביונים, לאכל את חוריהם ולשתות  

ליהם, למחראות  את מימי שיניהם לאכול את צואתם ולשתות את מימי רג

.למוצאות
All of the scriptures that are written in the Torah in impo-
lite language are read in language beyond reproach, such 
as ישגלנה ‘ravish her’ is read ישכבנה ‘lie with her’ (Deut. 
 with‘ בטחורים with haemorrhoids’ is read‘ בעפלים ;(28.30
tumours’ (Deut. 28.27); חריונים ‘dove-droppings’ is read 
לאכול את חוריהם ולשתות את מימי שיניהם ;(Kgs 6.25 2) דביונים
‘to eat their excrement and drink their urine’ is read ל לאכו

 to eat their excrement and‘ את צואתם ולשתות את מימי רגליהם
drink the water of their legs’ (2 Kgs 18.27);  למחראות ‘la-
trines’ is read למוצאות ‘toilets’ (2 Kgs 10.27). (Ofer 2019, 
98)

© 2023 Aaron D. Hornkohl, CC BY-NC 4.0         https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0310.03
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1.0. Euphemistic Ketiv-Qere Cases in the Tiberian 
Tradition and Other Ancient Witnesses 

1.1. Excreta 

The terms written but not pronounced are חרא* ‘faeces’,  שין* 
‘urine’, and מחראה* ‘latrine’. They are replaced in the reading tra-
dition with the respective synonyms דִב or  לַיִם ,צאָֹה רַגְּ  and ,*מֵימֵי 
 .*מוֹצָאָה

In (1) the ketiv חרי is read aloud as qere דִב. 

י (1) הִָֹ֨ ב וַיְּ וֹן גָדוֹל֙  רָעַָ֤ רֵ֔ מְּ שֹ  הִנֵֶ֖ה בְּ ים וְּ יהָ  צָרִ  ד עָלֶָׂ֑ וֹת עַ  ים ראֹש־חֲמוֹר֙  הֱיַ֤ מֹנִ  סֶף בִשְּ  כֵֶ֔

בַע רֹ֛ ב וְּ סֶף׃  יוֹנִֹׁ֖ים (Q)דִב  (K)  חרי הַקֵַ֥  בַחֲמִשָה־כַָֽ
 ‘And there was a great famine in Samaria, as they besieged 

it, until a donkey’s head was sold for eighty shekels of sil-
ver, and the fourth part of a kab of dove’s dung for five 
shekels of silver.’ (A 2 Kgs 6.25; Greek κόπρου περιστερῶν; 
Vulgate stercoris columbarum; TJ יוניא  מפקת  זיבל ; Syriac  ܝ̈ܚܪ  

 (ܝܘܢܐ  

Cohen (2007, 265) observes a difference between L and A regard-
ing this ketiv-qere. In L, it applies to the entire graphic string 
ים read as ,חרייונים  יוֹנִֶ֖  no space separates the two words in either ;דִבְּ
the internal text or the marginal note and a shewa is written be-
neath the ר in the internal text, i.e., ים ייֹ ו֯נִֶ֖  By contrast, in A the 1.חִרְּ
ketiv-qere is restricted to the elements חרי and דִב; a space sepa-
rates the words  חרי and יונים in the internal text, the marginal note 

 
1 Indeed, the singular דביון is found in the Hebrew of Saadia Gaon (see 
 ln. 19, accessed via the Maʾagarim website of ,יוצרות לשבתות השנה, ויקרא
the Academy of the Hebrew Language). 
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has only דב, and no shewa is written beneath the ר in the internal 
text, i.e.,  ים -the substi דִב A’s testimony is preferable, with .חִרי֯ יוֹנִֶ֖
tute for  חרי, and  ים  doves’ serving as the nomen rectum in a‘ יוֹנִֶ֖
construct formation.  

The lexeme דִב* is a hapax legomenon in BH. It is thought to 
be an Aramaism or dialectal form related to Hebrew זָב ‘flow’ (Co-
hen 2007, 266, cites Rashi and Qimḥi). Since the ketiv and qere 
forms are synonyms, the testimony of the ancient versions is ra-
ther opaque with regard to the identity of the term being trans-
lated, i.e., the ketiv or the qere, though TJ’s explanatory gloss is 
reminiscent of the qere’s circumlocution. 

Examples (2)–(5) deal with parallel verses that include both 
 According to the qere, they are to be read 2.*שינים  and *חר)א(ים
aloud, respectively, as צוֹאָה and לַיִם   3.*מֵימֵי  רַגְּ

 
2 HALOT (1479) notes that the two terms also occur together in Ugaritic. 
Intriguingly, the written and reading components of the Tiberian tradi-
tion consistently agree on a verbal form related to ketiv שין* ‘urine’. Six 
occurrences of the word תִין  ;urinator’ (1 Sam. 25.22, 34; 1 Kgs 14.10‘ מַשְּ
16.11; 21.21; 2 Kgs 9.8) come in BH. Thought to be a Gt-stem participle 
(BDB 1010; HALOT 1479), the form was reanalysed as a hifʿil of שת"ן, 
from which the noun שֶתֶן ‘urine’, first attested in Talmudic Hebrew (t. 
Bekhorot 7.5 [44b]), was secondarily derived. 
3 Cf. the development in select English translations of 2 Kgs 18.27, 
which testify to the shifting acceptability of English terms for excreta: 

‘…toordis… pisse’ (Wycliffe, 1380s) 
‘…donge… stale’ (Coverdale, 1535) 
‘…doung… pisse’ (KJV, 1611) 
‘…vilest excretions’ (Webster’s KJV Revision, 1833) 
‘…dung… urine’ (RSV, 1946) 
‘…excrement… urine’ (NIV, 1978) 
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אמֶר (2) ָֹֹ֨ ם וַי ה אֲלֵיהֶֶ֜ ל רַב־שָקֵֵ֗ יךָ֙  אֲדנֶַֹ֤יךָ הַעַָֹ֨ אֵלֶ֙ נִי וְּ לָחַ  י שְּ ר אֲדנִֵֹ֔ דַבֵֶ֖ ים  לְּ בָרִ   אֶת־הַדְּ

לֶה א הָאֵָׂ֑  ֹ ים  הֲל בִים֙  עַל־הָאֲנָשִֵ֗ שְּ ה הַיַֹֽ חֹמֵָ֔ ל עַל־הַ    ( K)  חריהם  אֶת  לֶאֱכֹ 

ם   ...  ( Q)צוֹאָתֶָ֗
 ‘But the Rabshakeh said to them, “Has my master sent me 

to speak these words to your master and to you, and not to 
the men sitting on the wall, who are doomed to eat their 
own dung…”’ (2 Kgs 18.27a; Greek κόπρον αὐτῶν; Vulgate 
stercora sua; TJ מפקתהון; Syriac  ܬܒܬܗܘܢ) 

ת֛וֹת (3) לִשְּ לֵיהֶֹׁ֖ם  (K) שיניהםאֶת־ ...וְּ גְּׁ ימֵי רַּ ם׃  (Q) מִֵֽ  עִמָכֶַֽ
 ‘“…and to drink their own urine with you?”’. (2 Kgs 

18.27b; Greek οὖρον αὐτῶν; Vulgate urinam suam; TJ  מימי 

݂ܵܝܗܘܢ  Syriac ;רגליהון   (ܬܝܢ 
אמֶר (4)  ֹ ה וַי ל רַב־שָקֵֵ֗ יךָ֙  אֲדנֶַֹ֤יךָ הַאֶָֹ֨ אֵלֶ֙ נִי וְּ לָחַ  י שְּ ר אֲדנִֵֹ֔ דַבֵֶ֖ ים לְּ בָרִ  לֶה אֶת־הַדְּ  הָאֵָׂ֑

א  ֹ ים הֲל בִים֙  עַל־הָאֲנָשִֵ֗ שְּ ה הַיַֹֽ חוֹמֵָ֔ ל עַל־הַ  ם  (K)   חראיהםאֶת־ לֶאֱכֹ    צוֹאָתֶָ֗

(Q ...)  
 ‘But the Rabshakeh said, “Has my master sent me to speak 

these words to your master and to you, and not to the men 
sitting on the wall, who are doomed to eat their own 
dung…”’ (Isa. 36.12a; 1QIsaa 29.19 חריהמה; Greek κόπρον; 
Vulgate stercora sua; TJ  מפקתהון; Syriac  ܬܒܬܗܘܢ) 

ת֛וֹת (5) לִשְּ לֵיהֶֹׁ֖ם  (K) שיניהםאֶת־ ...וְּ גְּׁ י רַּ ם׃  (Q) מֵימֵּ֥  עִמָכֶַֽ
 ‘“…and drink their own urine with you?”’ (Isa. 36.12b: 

1QIsaa 29.19  שיניהמה; Greek οὖρον; Vulgate urinam pedum 
suorum; TJ מימי רגליהון; Syriac  ݂ܵܝܗܘܢ  (ܬܝܢ 

The qere lexeme צאָֹה is variously analysed as reflecting the roots 
 pollute’ (BDB 844a; HALOT‘ וצ"א exit’, and‘ יצ"א  ,’be foul‘ צו"א
992a). Beyond the qere usages under discussion, it is attested in 
BH at Isa. 4.4; 28.9; and Prov. 30.12, where it possibly has the 
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more general sense of ‘filth’. It may be related to the lexeme  צֵאָה 
‘excrement’ (Deut. 23.14; Ezek. 4.12). The lexeme צאָֹה is common 
in RH for reference to ‘excrement’.4 Among the ancient versions, 
TJ’s rendering might be evidence of an etymological translation 
of the qere, but this is not the only explanation. It is significant 
that 1QIsaa explicitly agrees with the ketiv. 

The qere parallel for שיניהם in ם לֵיהֶֶ֖ י רַגְּ -is not found else מֵימֵֵ֥
where in BH. It is a common term for ‘urine’ in RH.5 1QIsaa re-
flects the ketiv, TJ the qere. The Latin rendering in Isa. 36.12b, 
urinam pedum suorum ‘urine of their feet’, is noteworthy because 
it seems to reflect a conflation of the respective ketiv and qere 
traditions, ‘their urine’ and ‘water of their feet’. Other ancient 
renderings furnish arguably ambiguous evidence of the term be-
ing translated. 

In (6), the ketiv noun מחראות, denoting a place for defeca-
tion is read as מוֹצָאוֹת, apparently representing a common nominal 
pattern of the יצ"א root. 

וּ (6) צֵ֔ ֵּ֣יִתְּ ת וַַֽ ת אֵֶ֖ בַ  עַל מַצְּ צוּ֙  הַבָָׂ֑ ֵּ֣יִתְּ ית וַַֽ עַל אֶת־בֵ  הוּ הַבֵַ֔ שִמֵֻ֥   (K)  למחראות  וַיְּ

וֹת וֹצָאֹׁ֖ מִֽ וֹם׃  (Q) לְּׁ  עַד־הַיַֽ
 ‘And they demolished the pillar of Baal, and demolished the 

house of Baal, and made it into a latrine to this day.’ (2 
Kgs 10.27; Greek: εἰς λυτρῶνας; Vulgate: latrinas; TJ:  לבית
ܡܚܪܝܐ   ܒܝܬ  :Syriac ;מפקת אנש ) 

 
4 E.g., m. Berakhot 3.5; Shabbat 16.7; ʿ Avoda Zara 4.5; ʾ Avot  3.3; Ḥullin 
3.5; Kelim 10.2; Miqwaʾot. 9.2, 4; Makhshirin 5.6. 
5 E.g., m. Shabbat 9.5; Bava Batra 2.1; ʿEduyot 5.1, 4; Kelim 1.3; Toho-
rot 4.5; Miqwaʾot. 10.6; Nidda 4.3; 9.6, 7; Makhshirin. 6.5, 6; Zavim 
5.7. 
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The MS form מוֹצָא ‘place/time of going out, utterance, source’ is 
common in the Bible, while the FS מוֹצָאָה* occurs only here and in 
Mic. 5.1, where it may mean ‘origins’ or ‘goings out = activities’. 
The form in 2 Kgs 10.27 is possibly a homonym that derives from 
ו"אצ  ‘be foul’ or וצ"א ‘pollute’ (see above). The lexical tradition 

reflected in the ancient versions is not sufficiently clear to iden-
tify the source word—though, again, TJ’s circumlocution  בית 
 looks to be a calque of the qere—on the assumption that מפקת אנש
-here means, or was understood to mean, ‘place of excre *מוֹצָאָה
tion’ or ‘outhouse’. 

1.2. Shameful Infirmities 

Six times in the Tiberian tradition, the ketiv plural עפלים is re-
placed by the qere  חוֹרִים  .These are given in (7)–(12) .טְּ

ה (7) כָָֹ֨ ה  יַכְּ הוֶָ֜ ין  יְּ חִַ֤ יִם֙  בִשְּ רַ֙ ים  ( K)   ובעפלים  מִצְּ רִִ֔ ח  טְּׁ ב  ( Q)  וּבַּ רֶס  וּבַגָרֶָ֖  וּבֶחָָׂ֑

ר ל אֲשֵֶ֥ א׃  לאֹ־תוּכֶַ֖ הֵרָפֵַֽ  לְּ
 ‘The LORD will strike you with the boils of Egypt, and with 

tumours and scabs and itch, of which you cannot be 
healed.’ (Deut. 28.27; SP ובעפלים wba ̊̄fa ̊̄lǝm; Greek ἐν ταῖς 

ἕδραις; Vulgate et parte corporis per quam stercora digeruntur; 
TO ובטחורין; Syriac  ܘܒܛܚܘܪܐ) 

ד (8) בַָ֧ הוָ֛ה  וַתִכְּ ים יַד־יְּ דוֹדִֶ֖ ם אֶל־הָאַשְּ שִמֵָׂ֑ ים ( K)  בעפלים אֹתָם֙  וַיֵַַּ֤֣ךְ וַיְּ רִִ֔ ח  טְּׁ   בַּ

(Q) וֹד דֶ֖ יהָ׃  אֶת־אַשְּ בוּלֶַֽ אֶת־גְּ  וְּ

 ‘The hand of the LORD was heavy against the people of Ash-
dod, and he terrified and afflicted them with tumours, 
both Ashdod and its territory.’ (1 Sam. 5.6; Greek εἰς τὰς 

ναῦς; Latin in secretiori parte natium; TJ בטחורין; Syriac 
ܝܗܘܢ 

̈
 (ܒܚܘܛܪ
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י (9) הִָ֞ י וַיְּ בוּ ׀ אַחֲרֵ  וֹ הֵסַ  י אֹתֵ֗ הִָֹ֨ הוַָ֤ה וַתְּ הוּמָה֙  בָעִיר֙  ׀ יַד־יְּ דוֹלָ ה מְּ ד גְּ אֵֹ֔ אֶת־  וַיַךְ֙  מְּ

י שֵ  יר אַנְּ ן הָעִֵ֔ וֹל מִקָטֶֹ֖ עַד־גָדָׂ֑ וּ וְּ רֵ֥ ם וַיִשָתְּ ים (K)  עפלים לָהֶֶ֖ רִִֽ ח   (׃ Q) טְּׁ
 ‘But after they had brought it around, the hand of the LORD 

was against the city, causing a very great panic, and he af-
flicted the men of the city, both young and old, so that tu-
mours broke out on them.’ (1 Sam. 5.9; 4Q51 5b–c.6: 

עפלים[ב ; Greek ἕδρας; Latin extales; TJ בטחוריא; Syriac 
ܝܗܘܢ݁ 

̈
 (ܛܚܘܪ

אֲנָשִים֙  (10) הַָֽ ר וְּ תוּ אֲשֶ  וּ לאֹ־מֵֵ֔ ים (K)   בעפלים הֻכֶ֖ רִָ֑ ח  טְּׁ עַל ( Q)  בַּ ת וַתַ֛ עֵַ֥ וְּ  שַַֽ

יר יִם׃  הָעִֶ֖  הַשָמַָֽ

 ‘The men who did not die were struck with tumours, and 
the cry of the city went up to heaven.’ (1 Sam. 5.12; Greek 
εἰς τὰς ἕδρας; Latin in secretiori parte natium; TJ בטחוריא; Syr-
iac  ݁ܝܗܘܢ

̈
 (ܒܛܚܘܪ

וּ (11) רֵ֗ ה  וַיאֹמְּ ר  הָאָשָם֮  מָ  יב  אֲשֶ  וּ לוֹ֒ נָשִ  רֵ֗ פַר֙  וַיאֹמְּ נֵ י מִסְּ ים סַרְּ תִֵ֔ לִשְּ  חֲמִשָה֙  פְּ

רֵּ֣י(  K) עפלי ח  ב (Q)  טְּׁ ה זָהֵָ֔ י וַחֲמִשֶָ֖ רֵ  בְּ ב עַכְּ ה זָהָָׂ֑ י־מַגֵפֵָ֥ ת כִַֽ ם אַחַ֛ כֻלֶָ֖  לְּ

ם׃  נֵיכֶַֽ סַרְּ  וּלְּ
 ‘And they said, “What is the guilt offering that we shall re-

turn to him?” They answered, “Five golden tumours and 
five golden mice, according to the number of the lords of 
the Philistines, for the same plague was on all of you and 
on your lords.’ (1 Sam. 6.4; 4Q51 6a–b.13 ע֯פלי; Greek ἕδρας; 
Latin —; TJ  חוֹרֵי  (ܛܚܘܪܝܢ Syriac ;טְּ
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י וַעֲשִיתֶם֩  (12) מֵָֹ֨ ם(  K)  עפליכם צַלְּ רֵיכֶָ֜ ח  י  (Q)  טְּׁ מֵ  צַלְּ ם וְּ רֵיכֵֶ֗ בְּ חִיתִם֙  עַכְּ  הַמַשְּ

רֶץ ם אֶת־הָאֵָ֔ תַתֶ֛ י וּנְּ ל לֵאלֹהֵֵ֥ רָאֵֶ֖ וֹד יִשְּ י כָבָׂ֑ ל אוּלֵַ֗ ם אֶת־יָדוֹ֙  יָָקֵַ֤ עֲלֵיכֵֶ֔ ל  מֵַֽ  וּמֵעֵַ֥

ם ל אֱלֹהֵיכֶֶ֖ ם׃  וּמֵעֵַ֥ כֶַֽ צְּ  אַרְּ
 ‘So you must make images of your tumours and images of 

your mice that ravage the land, and give glory to the God 
of Israel. Perhaps he will lighten his hand from off you and 
your gods and your land.’ (1 Sam. 6.5; 4Q51 6a–b.14: 

ם [י]ל֯ [העפ ; Greek: —; Latin: anos; Targum: חוֹרֵיכוֹן  :Syriac ;טְּ
ܝܟܘܢ 

̈
 (ܛܚܘܪ

The matter is complicated by apparent textual divergence in the 
Samuel narrative, as well as by a lack of semantic certainty re-
garding the meaning of the ketiv and qere terms. Suffice it to say 
that, whatever its meaning, ketiv עפלים ‘tumours, haemorrhoids’ 
was deemed inappropriate for public reading and was replaced 
in the reading tradition with qere חוֹרִים  .’tumours, haemorrhoids‘ טְּ

As is their wont, TO and TJ agree with the qere. Where ex-
tant, 4QSama (5Q51) preserves the ketiv. Whether the ketiv, qere, 
or another reading lies behind the other ancient witnesses cannot 
be determined with anything approaching certainty. Interest-
ingly, the qere חוֹרִים -is shared by the written and reading com טְּ
ponents of the Tiberian tradition in two instances in the Samuel 
narrative; see (13) and (14), neither paralleled in DSS Samuel 
material and one without a parallel in the Greek. 

מוּ (13) וֹן וַיָשִ֛ הוֶָ֖ה אֶת־אֲרֵ֥ ת אֶל־הָעֲגָלָָׂ֑ה יְּ אֵ  ז וְּ גֵַ֗ אֵת֙  הָאַרְּ י וְּ רֵ  בְּ ב עַכְּ ת הַזָהֵָ֔ אֵֶ֖ י  וְּ מֵֵ֥  צַלְּ

ם רֵיהִֶֽ ח   ׃ טְּׁ

 ‘And they put the ark of the LORD on the cart and the box 
with the golden mice and the images of their tumours.’ (1 
Sam. 6.11; Greek —; Latin anorum; TJ טחוריהון; Syriac 
ܝܗܘܢ 

̈
 (ܛܚܘܪ
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לֶה֙  (14) אֵ֙ רֵּ֣י וְּ ח  ב טְּׁ ר הַזָהֵָ֔ יבוּ אֲשֶָֹ֨ ים הֵשִָ֧ תִ֛ לִשְּ ם פְּ יהוָָׂ֑ה אָשֶָ֖ וֹד לַַֽ דָֹ֨ אַשְּ ד לְּ עַזַָ֤ה אֶחֶָ֜  לְּ

וֹן אֶחָד֙  ל  קְּ אַשְּ ד לְּ גֵַ֥ת אֶחֵָ֔ ד לְּ וֹן אֶחֶָ֖ רֵ֥ עֶקְּ ד׃  לְּ  אֶחַָֽ
 ‘These are the golden tumours that the Philistines returned 

as a guilt offering to the LORD: one for Ashdod, one for 
Gaza, one for Ashkelon, one for Gath, one for Ekron.’ (1 
Sam. 6.17; Greek ἕδραι; Latin ani; TJ טחורי; Syriac  ܐ

̈
 (ܛܚܘܪ

1.3. Rape 

Four times in the Tiberian biblical tradition, the ketiv has a verb 
with the root שג"ל in a context of wartime rape. On all occasions 
the qere calls for a verb with root שכ"ב ‘lie (down)’. 

ה (15) ש  אִשָ  אָרֵֵ֗ יש תְּ אִַ֤ נָה(  K)  ישגלנה אַחֵר֙  וְּ כָבִֶ֔ יִת ( Q)  יִשְּׁ נֶֶ֖ה בֵַ֥ ב תִבְּ לאֹ־תֵשֵ   וְּ

וֹ רֶם בָׂ֑ ע כֵֶ֥ א תִטֶַּ֖ ֵֹ֥ ל נוּ׃  וְּ לֶַֽ חַלְּ  תְּ

 ‘You shall betroth a wife, but another man shall ravish 
her. You shall build a house, but you shall not dwell in it. 
You shall plant a vineyard, but you shall not enjoy its fruit.’ 
(Deut. 28.30; 4Q30 f50.3 [ישג]ל֯נ֯ה ; SP עמה   ישכב  yiškåb imma; 
Greek ἕξει αὐτήν; Latin: dormiat cum ea; TO ישכבינה; Syriac 
 (ܢܣܒܝܗ

ם (16) לֵיהֵֶ֥ עלְֹּ וּ וְּ שֶ֖ רֻטְּּ ם יְּ ינֵיהֶָׂ֑ עֵַֽ סוּ֙  לְּ ם יִשַ֙ תֵיהֵֶ֔ ם בַָֽ שֵיהֶֶ֖ נָה (  K) תשגלנה וּנְּ בְּׁ ִֽ   תִשָכַּ

(Q) ׃ 
 ‘Their infants will be dashed in pieces before their eyes; 

their houses will be plundered and their wives ravished.’ 
(Isa. 13.16; 1QIsaa 11.24  1 ;ת̇ש֯כ֯בנהQ8 6a–b.2 ]תש֯ ]◦◦נה; 
4Q55 f8.13 [נה]ל֯ [תשג ; Greek ἕξουσι; Latin violabuntur; TJ 
ܢ  Syriac ;ישתכבן

̈
 (ܢܨ݁ܛܥܪ
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יִךְ (17) י־עֵינַָֹ֨ אִַֽ ם שְּ פָיִֶ֜ י עַל־שְּ אִֵ֗ א אֵיפֹה֙  וּרְּ  ֹ תְּׁ (  K)  שגלת  ל בְּׁ כִַּ֔ רָכִים֙  (Q)  שֻׁ  עַל־דְּ

תְּ  בְּ ם יָשַ  י לָהֵֶ֔ ר כַעֲרָבִֶ֖ בָָׂ֑ יפִי בַמִדְּ רֶץ וַתַחֲנִ  יִךְ אֵֶ֔ נוּתֶַ֖ ךְ׃  בִזְּ רָעָתֵַֽ  וּבְּ
 ‘Lift up your eyes to the bare heights, and see! Where have 

you not been ravished? By the waysides you have sat 
awaiting lovers like an Arab in the wilderness. You have 
polluted the land with your vile whoredom.’ (Jer. 3.2; 
Greek ἐξεφύρθης; Latin prostrata sis; TJ  אתחברת 

לטעותא למפלח ליך ; Syriac ܐܬܛܢ݁ܦܬܝ) 
י (18) תִָֹ֨ אָסַפְּ רוּשָלַם֮  ׀ אֶת־כָל־הַגוֹיִֵ֥ם וְּ ל־יְּ חָמָה֒  אֶַֽ ה לַמִלְּ דָ  כְּ נִלְּ יר וְּ סוּ֙  הָעִֵ֗ נָשַ֙ ים  וְּ תִֵ֔  הַבָ 

ים הַנָשִֶ֖ נָה(  K)  תשגלנה וְּ ָ֑בְּׁ א (Q)  תִשָכַּ יָצָָ֞ י וְּ ה  הָעִיר֙  חֲצִַ֤ יֶ תֶר בַגוֹלֵָ֔ ם וְּ  הָעֵָ֔

א ֵֹ֥ ת ל יר׃  יִכָרֵֶ֖  מִן־הָעִַֽ
 ‘For I will gather all the nations against Jerusalem to battle, 

and the city shall be taken and the houses shall be plun-
dered and the women shall be raped. Half of the city shall 
go out into exile, but the rest of the people shall not be cut 
off from the city.’ (Zech. 14.2; Greek μολυνθήσονται; Latin 
violabuntur; TJ ישתכבן; Syriac  ܢܨܛ̈ܥܪܢ) 

The euphemistic employment of שָכַב ‘lie (down)’ in reference to 
sexual relations is common throughout BH (and is matched by 
euphemistic renderings in the ancient versions). This usage was 
also extended to cases of ketiv שג"ל ‘rape’. The change could not 
be effected, however, without certain grammatical modifica -
tions. First, in reference to sex, שָכַב normally takes one of the 
comitative prepositions עִם or אֵת both ‘with’ (Orlinsky 1944). On 
seven occasions one encounters שָכַב with a form of אֹת - —appar-
ently the definite accusative/direct object marker—but in six of 
the seven, the vocalisation alone indicates that the particle is not 
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the preposition אֵת ‘with’.6 Second, the verb שָכַב nowhere in BH 
bears an object suffix except where it is read as the qere for pre-
sumably qal ketiv  שגל, as in (15) above. Third, BH lacks a nifʿal 
כַב  in ,*נשגל except where it is read instead of apparently nifʿal נִשְּ
examples (16) and (18) above. Finally, and of crucial signifi-
cance, unambiguous consonantal nifʿal נשכב* is first attested in 
material in the NBDSS7 and persists in RH. Relatedly, no passive 
qal or puʿʿal cognate of שָכַב is known from ancient Hebrew be-
yond that in the qere of (17) above.8 All of the above point to the 
likely secondary development of אֹת  שָכַב - , perhaps in the early 
Second Temple Period (cf. תוֹשָכַב א -  with mater waw in Ezekiel) 
(Beuken 2004, 663). In other words, the expression אֹת  שָכַב -  is 
itself a case of ketiv-qere mismatch unacknowledged within the 
Masoretic tradition and is in line with the שכ"ב-שג"ל correspond-
ence under discussion. 

1.4. Potential Misunderstanding 

Cohen (2007, 269–71) lists a final instance of euphemistic ketiv-
qere, as seen in (19). 

יוְּ  (19) ה  אוּלַ֛ אֵֶ֥ הוֶָ֖ה  יִרְּ ָ֑י(  K)  בעוני יְּ עֵינִ   (Q) בְּׁ
 ‘It may be that the LORD will look upon my eye…’ (2 Sam. 

16.12; Greek ταπεινώσει μου; Latin adflictionem meam; TJ 
עיני דמעת ; Syriac ܒܫܘܥܒܕܝ) 

 
 :אוֹת-  ;Gen. 34.2; Lev. 15.18, 24; Num. 5.13, 19; 2 Sam. 13.14 :אֹת- 6
Ezek. 23.8. 
7 4Q270 f5.19; 4Q271 f3.12. 
8 Ancient Hebrew attests no piʿʿel. 
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The ketiv is doubly problematic, in that the context calls for a 
word meaning ‘suffering, misfortune, plight’, whereas, on the one 
hand, עָוֹן presupposes an element of guilt not evident from the 
context and, on the other, it does not generally denote mere suf-
fering. Some modern commentators assume that the text should 
reflect עֳנִי ‘suffering’ or יִי  my suffering’ (BDB 730b; cf. the‘ עָנְּ
Greek, Latin, and Syriac). Cohen (2007, 269–70, fn. 29) posits a 
semantic shift, whereby the meaning of עָוֹן developed from ‘sin, 
guilt’ through ‘punishment’ to ‘trouble, suffering, torment, an-
guish’. Even if the proposed semantic shift is valid, the ketiv re-
mains contextually difficult, given the standard force of עָוֹן. The 
qere י עֵינִָׂ֑  .can be taken either elliptically, for ‘tear of the eye’ (cf בְּ
the Targum), or metonymically, with ‘eye’ standing for the entire 
self (Cohen 2007, 270–71).  

2.0. Diachronic Considerations 
Given the obvious euphemistic status of the qere forms discussed 
above, there seems no need to prove their secondary status. Even 
so, the regular apparent agreement of the ketiv with the DSS 
(where extant) and the ancient versions is evidence of the pri-
macy of the ketiv tradition (though many of the individual ren-
derings of the ancient translations leave room for doubt). 

Against the general agreement of the other ancient versions 
with the ketiv, the Targums regularly accord with the qere tradi-
tion. Sometimes, the qere and the Targums both resort to terms 
common in RH, as in the case of צואה and  מימי רגלים. The Vulgate’s 
urinam pedum also seems partially influenced by the rabbinic id-
iom. 
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However, it is also important to point out non- or pre-rab-
binic evidence for qere forms. For example, the qere form  חוֹרִים  טְּ
used in place of ketiv עפלים is not restricted to the Tiberian read-
ing tradition, but appears twice in the Tiberian consonantal tra-
dition, as well. Also, qere שכ"ב for ketiv שג"ל finds support in the 
combined Samaritan biblical written and reading tradition, the 
BDSS, and is in line with both general biblical euphemistic use of 
 in relation to sex as well as with an apparently secondary שָכַב
usage according to which the verb came to be used transitively. 
This latter development, manifested in the verb’s use with the 
accusative/direct object particle, with object suffixes, and in the 
appearance of cognate qal internal passive or nifʿal verbs, is 
clearly one rooted in the Second Temple Period, its initial stages 
seen in the orthography of exilic or post-exilic biblical passages 
and DSS Hebrew. 

3.0. Conclusion 
While the euphemistic qere alternatives for public reading are 
secondary and reflect relatively late sociolinguistic concerns, 
where clear evidence exists, it shows that the readings are in the 
main Second Temple developments, no later than Tannaitic He-
brew, and are sometimes validated by DSS and, albeit rarely, 
even Tiberian CBH written evidence.



 

 


